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Introduction

MARTIN SABROW AND ACHIM SAUPE

Authenticity is a connotatively rich term used to invoke meaning and elicit emotion in a wide range of contemporary contexts. Indeed, as a highly influential ‘pathos formula’ of the present, it underpins assertions of truth; substantiates claims to authority; denotes the original and pure; promises to dispel alienation; and fosters the hope of restoring broken social relations. Perhaps most crucially, authenticity serves to affirm cultural artefacts as genuine while also evoking the impression of a direct, unadulterated connection to the past.

The invocation of authenticity is a vehicle for expressing desire and longing: it embodies both a promise and a projection, posing a question while making an assertion. And although authenticity generally has a tangible, material, and spatiotemporal dimension, it is also exceedingly difficult to grasp. Significantly shaped by mass-media representations and discursive practices, authenticity is an attribution of the present to that which remains of the past. It is an attribute that can be ascribed not only to things and places, but also to people, their assertions, and associated narratives. It also serves as a category of reflection that is harnessed to evaluate the presumed proximity of a statement, representation, or performance to past realities that largely elude direct experience.

The effort to understand the past has long been mediated by discourses of authenticity. Previously, however, one did not speak of authenticity explicitly, but rather of the genuine or original, of the historically sublime or monumental, or simply of the ‘significant’, whether local, national, or global. As part of the burgeoning international interest in history of the last four decades, the concept of authenticity has gained increasing currency; it first achieved prominence in the field of cultural studies before exerting an influence on history and the culture of remembrance. It can be understood as the expression of a new historicism that is characterized by experience and expertise, by the detail-oriented fastidiousness of the antiquarian, as well as by creative re-appropriation and critical reflection. Much like other concepts that inform our social existence, authenticity is often held up as an ideal and as a touchstone for rendering judgement. At the same time, it is also frequently rejected as illusory.

This book explores a multitude of topics located at the intersection between authenticity and the past. As a concept, authenticity has both an object- and subject-related dimension, meaning that a sole focus on empirical, material, and object-related issues will neglect half of the term’s two-fold import (Saupe 2016). Indeed, in numerous historical and cultural domains, one must consider the subject-related manifestations of authenticity, which can range from the credibility of individuals and institutions to ‘fidelity to one’s true nature’. Subject-related expressions of authenticity can be observed in a diverse array of fields, including in first-person documents, in the testimonies of contemporary witnesses, and in living history re-enactments; in the History Workshop Movement and its exhortation ‘to dig where you stand’; and in mass-media depictions of subjective or exemplary ‘historical experiences’.

The fact that authenticity has enjoyed such wide acceptance as a tool for engaging with the past can be attributed in part to the besieged nature of the paradigm of progress in the West (Jarausch 2008) in combination with the worldwide ‘memory and heritage boom’ that began in the 1970s (Macdonald 2013; Assmann 1999; Lowenthal 1985, 2015; Lübbe 1990). Over the last five decades, ever-intensifying trends toward individualization and pluralization have generated new notions of the personal identity as a point of contrast to the ‘other’. This has had far-reaching implications for conceptions of identity and authenticity while also altering the historical appropriation of objects and places. The growing importance of authenticity as a concept can thus be attributed not least to dynamics of individualization and subjectivation and associated social fragmentation. To this extent, the search for authenticity – and associated efforts to criticize and deconstruct the term – can be interpreted as an attempt by individuals and societies to find reliable foundations for self-affirmation. Against this backdrop, the preoccupation with authenticity can be interpreted as a by-product of the destabilization of traditional identities in the postmodern era, due in part to ongoing processes of globalization.

The fact that the ‘authentic’ has become a topos that provides orientation when discussing the past is demonstrated, inter alia, by the high regard accorded to ‘authentic objects’ in museums and archives. Authentic objects and places would appear to present us with direct materializations of the past. This keen interest in the authentic, which has been described in terms of a ‘new longing for the original’ (Rössner and Uhl 2012), is closely associated with a desire to directly engage with ‘past reality’ and ‘historical experience’. This is demonstrated not only by the public attention accorded to individuals who have directly experienced the past (‘contemporary witnesses’), but also by the burgeoning popular fascination with historical documentaries and feature films and diverse forms of living history re-enactment. Such expressions of interest in the ‘authentic past’ are closely connected to an intensive search for the ostensibly ‘real’ and to the endeavour to reconstruct and preserve both the ‘true’ and ‘original’.

One can hardly account for the significance and impact of cultural artefacts, memorial sites, and landmarked buildings without considering the appeal of the authentic and the immediate sensory impression that is invoked by places and things (Korff 2005: 102). However, historically minded academics, memorial sites, and museums also play a decisive role in shaping discourse pertaining to the authentic: namely, by identifying, codifying, and communicating conceptions of the authentic and associated claims to authenticity. This can take place in a variety of ways: for example, through the preservation and visualization of remnants of the past in archaeology; through the function of language as a tool for shaping culture and recording cultural memory; or, alternatively, through an engagement with the written, oral, or audiovisual record, whether as part of archival work or critical scholarship. The problem of authenticity has bearing on classical questions of source criticism and is also relevant when one seeks to evaluate referential and relational aspects of statements about the past. In addition, authenticity is an important concept for the analysis of media depictions of the past, whether fictional or factual.

The act of engaging with the past – that is, reflecting upon history as one confronts it ‘on site’ or in mass-media depictions – may evoke diverse, albeit often situational and fleeting, impressions of the authentic. The impression of the authentic may be triggered in various contexts: from a visit to a memorial site and an historical tour of ancient ruins to the re-enactment or theatrical staging of historical events. In such contexts, the impression of authenticity results from a moment of interplay between visitors, performers, and organizers, who converge in a shared space that radiates an historical ambience but whose suggestive power is based solely on tacit agreement.

Indeed, the basic contours of contemporary culture’s self-understanding become evident within the concept of the authentic. The pursuit of historical authenticity has been fuelling a boom in historical tourism; moreover, in debates about the presence of history or the substance of one’s own culture, authenticity is a criterion of value that generally remains totally unquestioned by society. Today, the authentic is not only leveraged as a tool for advancing claims to legitimacy in historical, political, and cultural contexts, but also serves as an important touchstone in historical and identity-political disputes in a rapidly changing and increasingly interconnected world.

*    *    *

Any reflection upon the authentic must inevitably contend with prevalence of new media that store and present the past in novel ways. Against this backdrop, the longing for the original and desire to experience the presence of the past has also been interpreted as a reaction to a ‘world of simulations, substitutes, and audiovisual reflections of reality’ (Korff 1992: 141). The underlying narrative of alienation that is frequently inherent to cultural criticism informs numerous conceptions of authenticity and associated scholarly critiques. To be sure, the presumption that modern media exacerbate the alienation of the individual has to be interrogated. Today, many museums increasingly showcase historical film footage and audio recordings; indeed, computer-based animations are now a standard feature in museum exhibitions, and mass-produced industrial objects are regularly included in exhibitions dedicated to cultural history and the history of everyday life. The ‘aura’ that permeates the authentic, which is based not least on the fetishization of objects placed on display, is changing with new exhibition concepts, such as the increasingly popular ‘visible storage case’. In addition, museum curators, acting in response to the phenomenon of ‘that which may not be touched’ – which is likely to have contributed significantly to the investment of museum objects with a special aura – have begun to display relic-like replicas. In contrast to their original counterparts, these replicas may be handled by museum-goers, thereby further complicating the ambiguities surrounding authenticity. A marginal note in Friedrich Waidacher’s Handbuch für Museologie testifies to the extent to which the aura that surrounds an object is intentionally or unintentionally influenced by processes of musealization: ‘Specially framed inscriptions must be avoided at all costs, as a frame in the visual language of the exhibition signals authenticity’ (1999: 489).

Such insights provide valuable impulses for meta-reflexive approaches that can demystify the discourse surrounding authenticity. From a radical constructivist perspective, the highly vaunted attribute of the authentic appears to be nothing more than a ‘rhetorical mode’ or ‘pact’ (Baur 2009: 30f), and has even been described as a ‘collaborative hallucination’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 167) between visitors, exhibition organizers, and institutions. James Clifford has called the ‘art-culture system’ a ‘machine for the production of authenticity’. Indeed, the imprimatur of the authentic determines what is regarded as culturally significant, while the attribution of ‘inauthentic’ is sure to consign a cultural object to oblivion – at least temporarily (Clifford 1988: 215–252).

*    *    *

Claims to interpretive legitimacy in history or politics invariably involve an implicit or explicit invocation of historical genuineness and authenticity. In this way, we can view scholarly debates in the politics of memory and in other domains as conflicts over authenticity. A close reading of these debates reveals that claims to authenticity and attestations of originality invariably have a functional or instrumental character. Authority and authorization – two terms closely linked to the concept of authenticity (Lethen 1996) – play a decisive role in determining what people and societies recognize – or reject – as ‘their’ cultural tradition. Surveying the history of science, we can witness many cases of conflict triggered by opposing claims to authenticity – for example, in the adoption of scientific paradigms, in the decision to pursue given collection strategies, or in the development of maps. Conflicts over authenticity also come to the fore when the interpretative hegemony of individual sources, the validity of the historical record, the credibility of a relic, or the integrity of the historical remains are leveraged to wage political or cultural arguments.

When referencing the past, actors at all levels of politics will invoke the authenticity of statements, practices, things, and places in order to legitimize their claims to resources and power, to assert collective values, or to influence collective memory and the culture of remembrance in their favour. At the same time, assertions of authenticity are used to justify and define ‘culture’ and ‘communities’, and to demarcate national, ethnic, religious, and other group-specific identities. Particularly in the politics of memory, it is therefore always necessary to ask about the connection between claims to authenticity and claims to power when it comes to identifying and emphasizing ostensibly authentic traditions. In this connection, researchers have observed how actors and institutions pursue dedicated ‘politics of authenticity’. This term has been used to describe political approaches pursued in the Global South (Geschiere 2009; Braun 2021) as well as by marginalized groups struggling for recognition (Huggan 2002: 155–176; Japtok and Jenkins 2011; Johnson 2003; Fillitz and Saris 2013; Harris, Nakata, and Carlson 2013; Lattas 1993).

In this context, a key role is also played by the increasing emergence of ‘post-heroic’ cultures of remembrance that emphasize victimhood, rather than the heroism, in constructions of the past (Sabrow 2011; Hansen et al. 2021; Iordachi 2024). Discourse surrounding the ‘open wounds’ of history, not only in terms of collective suffering, but also in terms of personal experience – and by extension, narratives of victimhood, which are often potentiated by mass media – are intimately intertwined with conceptions of authenticity. Here, the confirmed authenticity of the spoken serves to establish the authority of a speaker.

The analysis of claims to authenticity based on the understanding that they represent arguments within the politics of memory throws into sharp relief the strategies that are deployed by actors for the purpose of ‘authentification’ – that is, to establish themselves as authoritative figures. It is highly revealing to attend to the authentification strategies, narratives, and practices that are leveraged by various actors, from activists and scholars to institutional experts and contemporary witnesses. Invariably, we find claims to authenticity or their deconstruction deployed to advance specific conceptions of the past. In this connection, it is also important to critically analyse popular representations of history, particularly with a view to how specific interpretations of historical events are legitimized in various media in order to construct the ‘historically authentic’ in a manner that is emotionally appealing and effective for consumption by the mass public (Classen, Saupe, and Wagner 2021; Finney 2018; Pirker et al. 2010).

*    *    *

Scholars of conceptual history have rightly observed that modern practices of establishing authenticity diverge considerably from the pre-modern techniques for authenticating truth and demonstrating legitimacy in theological and legal contexts. The Enlightenment imbued authenticity with a subjective, performative, and increasingly normative quality, paving the way for the gradual adoption of the concept in aesthetics and philosophy under various headings, including ‘genuineness’, ‘truth’, and ‘Eigentlichkeit’ (Shuttleworth 2020; Berman 2009; Knaller 2006; Taylor 1989; Trilling 1972).

The Oxford English Dictionary recognizes four core meanings of ‘authenticity’: First, ‘The fact or quality of being true or in accordance with fact; veracity; correctness.’ A second meaning is ‘the fact or quality of being authoritative or duly authorised; authority’. This definition is related to older uses in the sense of medieval authentica, which confirmed the authenticity of relics. This connection between authenticity and authority is less familiar today, but is becoming important once again in the domain of cultural heritage, because every attribution of authenticity is also an interpretative act that, when carried out by experts and institutions, acquires authoritative validity. The third definition offered by the Oxford English Dictionary is ‘with reference to a document, artefact, artwork, etc.: the fact or quality of being authentic; genuineness’. Closely related to this definition is authenticity in the sense of ‘the quality or fact of accurately reflecting a model or exemplar, or of being traditionally produced or presented’. The subject-related dimension of authenticity is captured by the use of the term to mean ‘the quality of truthful correspondence between inner feelings and their outward expression; unaffectedness, sincerity’. This definition is closely related to the philosophical term ‘existential authenticity’, which means a ‘mode of existence arising from self-awareness, critical reflection on one’s goals and values, and responsibility for one’s own actions; the condition of being true to oneself.’ The dictionary also recognizes a fourth definition: ‘the fact or quality of being real; actuality, reality.’

As in English, ‘authentic’ has been used in German since the mid-1700s in philology as well as in historical studies, even if the term did not become a key concept in philological criticism or historical methodology. In the domain of history, authenticity thus has a semantic range that encompasses the following meanings: ‘evidence-based’, ‘substantiated’, ‘verified’, ‘affirmed’, ‘source-based’, ‘reliable’, and ‘credible’. By contrast, in relation to literary sources and translations, authenticity is deployed in the sense of an ‘actual meaning intended by the author at the time of creation’ and is thus used to address the notion of ‘faithful reproduction’ that is ‘true to the original’. While the adjective ‘authentic’ is frequently used in connection with various closely related terms such as ‘copy, transcription, translation, certification […], pronouncement, declaration, message, source’, the noun ‘authenticity’, which has been in common use since the mid-1700s, refers in particular to certified legal validity, but also to dependable credibility, historical accuracy, and reliability. In the twentieth century, the meaning of authenticity expanded further still. The term ‘authentic’ is now understood to mean ‘close to nature’, ‘close to reality’, ‘true to life’, ‘objective’ and ‘fact-based’. It is also used to characterize subjects with positive connotations such as ‘truthful’, ‘sincere’, ‘completely true to oneself’, as well as ‘original’, ‘undisguised’, ‘unadulterated’, ‘unaltered’, and ‘spontaneous’.

The essays in this volume touch in various respects upon the aforedescribed semantic fields. Crucially, the edited volume differentiates conceptually between ‘authentification’ and ‘authentication’, which are understood as two essential modes of evidence generation (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 10). ‘Authentification’ retains an echo of the original Greek authentés, which refers to ‘the one who does something with his own hand’; for the Greek historian Polybios, authentés refers to the perpetrator, to the responsible author. In line with the foregoing, ‘authentication’, refers to an act of certification undertaken in the domains of law, theology, or literary criticism to affirm the valid and unadulterated nature of a document, source, or other object. It serves to determine authorship, affirm authenticity, and/or uncover falsification. In addition, authentication as an act of certification may encompass the more precise classification of an archaeological find based on scientific dating methods. Alternatively, it may encompass material analysis undertaken within the scope of built heritage preservation.

The term ‘authentification’, by contrast, refers to the processes and discursive practices that render something credible and authentic. More specifically, ‘authentification’ spotlights the discursive vehicles and cultural practices by which historical authenticity is generated, from modes of argumentation and narration to eyewitness accounts, traditions, rituals, and performances. The authors of autobiographies, for example, pursue strategies of authentification when they seek to substantiate the veracity of their memories with claims to truth which may or may not rely on the citation of sources in a scholarly manner. The author of a memoir who vouches for the authenticity of his work by means of a frontispiece portrait and facsimile signature engages in an act of authentication; by contrast, the truthfulness of a narrative is authentificated by the age-lined face, trembling hand, and halting speech of the contemporary witness, for these attributes attest to authenticity as they call forth our affection.

As with the distinction between criticism and interpretation in classical historiographical theory, the transitions between authentication and authentification may be fluid. Naturally, ‘recognized’ authorities also play a decisive role when it comes to forms of authentication, even if the position of such authorities invariably remains susceptible to contest. Memory institutions such as archives, museums, and libraries guarantee authenticity, but they must also plausibly justify the criteria applied to select objects for inclusions in their collections and exhibitions – and, by extension, justify the overarching narratives of presentation. National and international organizations that strive to preserve cultural heritage often become agencies of authentification when they attest to something as ‘authentic’ or award the predicate ‘heritage’ (Hemme, Tauschek, and Bendix 2007). With the advance of post-colonial approaches in cultural studies and the humanities, cultural diversity and the existence of regional specificity in conceptions of authenticity were increasingly recognized in the last third of the twentieth century. In this regard, the 1994 Nara Document on Authenticity was of particular importance for the UNESCO World Heritage project and other heritage conservation activities. It called for ‘greater respect for cultural diversity and heritage in conservation practice’ when considering UNESCO World Heritage applications. Specifically, it called for stronger consideration of the ‘cultural context’ when assessing cultural objects in ‘tests of authenticity’, which had previously focused predominantly on material aspects. The 2003 UNESCO Convention on the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage represented an attempt to transcend the concept of authenticity in view of the fact that cultural traditions and customs are always in flux. However, UNESCO World Heritage applications continue to show that authenticity remains an important touchstone for ascertaining cultural significance. Indeed, the UNESCO World Heritage Sites and the publicity associated with them show that the topos of authenticity is a global phenomenon, albeit one with specific national and regional characteristics. This has spawned a global interest in heritage tourism that remains permeated by traditional notions of the authentic, exotic, and foreign (Wang 1999; Olsen 2002).

In this way, various currents in historical culture are strongly reliant on the credibility of experts and the trust they garner from those who seek out the authentic. Furthermore, the examples given here make clear that statements about ‘historical authenticity’ always have a dual character: On the one hand, they have an authoritative aspect that guarantees authenticity and originality, and, on the other, a relational and evaluative component that revolves around how realistic or adequate a representation is. This can also be seen in the use of language, when we speak of ‘a certain’ or ‘appropriate degree of authenticity’; when a representation ‘strives for’ or ‘achieves’ the ‘highest’ authenticity; or when the authentic is relativized by adding an adjective such as ‘almost, rather, largely, quite, quasi, [or] almost’ (Kämper 2018: 25–27). In this way, when one renders a judgement regarding authenticity, there is always a reflective moment, whether spoken or unspoken.

The concept of authenticity has become particularly charged in contemporary historical culture in no small part because it offers a means of surmounting homogenizing terms such as ‘original’ and ‘genuine’ as part of a more reflective approach to the past that discloses both object- and subject-related conceptions of authenticity. The meanings that are ascribed to authenticity can be identified not only by considering its deployment as a term and associated definitional debates, but also by the examination of contextual practices of preservation, i.e. in built heritage preservation and in the restoration and conservation sciences.

*    *    *

The question of whether and how the authenticity of things is lost over time and whether it can be restored is one of the most vigorously debated issues in built heritage preservation and in contemporary urban planning. There have been many efforts in Germany to reconstruct historical buildings that were destroyed during the Second World War or torn down in the post-war era. Prominent examples include the Berlin Palace, the Garrison Church in Potsdam, and the New Old Town in Frankfurt am Main. Yet whenever such reconstruction efforts are undertaken, we find the hope that authenticity can be reconstituted or rediscovered despite of the fundamental ruptures of the twentieth century; such reconstructions also invariably call forth the criticism that they represent kitschy theme-park replicas, or ‘normalize’ and ‘overwrite’ the German past that was characterized by two dictatorships (Müller 2024; Saupe 2024). Indeed, when it comes to assessing whether the built environment redeems a claim to authenticity, judgements frequently range from effusive praise to scathing criticism, not only when it comes to assessing ‘authentic reconstructions’ (Bold and Larkham 2018) that are as true to the original as possible, but also in other contexts, from archaeological sites and decaying factory complexes to urban ensembles that display ‘layers of time’ from various eras. Despite the often contested nature of the authentic, the creation of ‘authentic places’ represents nothing less than a guiding principle for the preservation of memorial sites and places of remembrance, including former concentration camps. In this context, the aim is generally not to engage in reconstruction, but rather to achieve the greatest possible preservation of the original – or ostensibly original – building fabric. At memorial sites dedicated to the Nazi past in Germany, this has led to an accepted ban on reconstructions over the past decades.

Assertions regarding the historical authenticity of an object thus regularly have a complex temporal dimension that cannot be limited to the period of their creation or their original condition. The consideration of faithful preservation or unadulterated conservation as metrics of authenticity thus invariably entails not only a need to consider questions pertaining to the provenance and past uses of an object or site, but also to its history of reception. To be sure, historical authenticity not only refers to a unique point in time in the past, but also to an ‘age value’ (Riegl 1903), which is based on the history of its transmission. It is ‘this historicity of the object passed down and its appropriation at different times’ that ‘leads to valorization processes through which the authentic is marked as something worth protecting and preserving’ (Farrenkopf et al. 2021: 16).

Accordingly, there are good reasons to link the attribution of authenticity more closely to its historicity than has been customarily the case in cultural studies. Insofar as one speaks of ‘contemporary authenticity’ (Silverman 2015) or proposes defining authenticity as nothing more than the ‘correspondence of an observation with an expectation of the observer’ (Schilling 2020), then one must give due consideration to the fact that expectations are formed by experience and invariably founded on previously acquired knowledge, beliefs, and perceptions. Attributions of authenticity emphasize not only what is specific and significant, but also what is idiosyncratic. The immediate sensory impression of authenticity can thus be combined with perspectives and interpretations, media representations, and artistic interventions that allow a historical phenomenon to appear in a new light – and thereby overturn the expectations associated with it. In any event, attributions of authenticity necessarily make reference to the past and to history, and they are characterized by the endeavour to locate their object not only in space and time, but also intersubjectively – that is, in relation to other objects (Jones 2010: 2009). Whereas in the past, origin myths and narratives were primarily used to assert authenticity, today the act of ‘authentification’ through recourse to history is more broadly diversified. What has remained, however, is the susceptibility of the authenticity discourse to an essentializing use of the term that takes the appearance of the authentic as an objective reality.

*    *    *

This volume explores the multifaceted nature of authenticity as a term, including numerous facets of its use at the intersection of historical scholarship, public history, heritage and memory studies, and in various academic, institutional, and historical-cultural contexts. Twenty-three Leibniz Association institutes and research museums joined forces with national and international partners between 2013 and 2021 to form the research alliance that gave birth to this edited volume. The alliance examined questions of historical authenticity in four different problem areas, including (1) issues in conceptual history; (2) questions related to the identification and communication of historical authenticity in museums, exhibitions, collections, and archives; (3) issues at the intersection of authenticity and the built environment, from urban planning to the preservation of memorial sites; and (4) questions regarding the historical, cultural, and political dimensions of conflict over authenticity.

Against this backdrop, the authors who contributed to this volume reflect upon the concept of historical authenticity in the various domains in which it has risen to prominence. In doing so, they consider the concept’s diverse semantic manifestations as a tool for raising claims to legitimacy and validating experience – ultimately with the intention of reinvigorating the academic discussion regarding this important concept, which, in many contexts, has calcified into a reflexively wielded term for evoking pathos. The wide-ranging essays contained in this volume introduce the reader to concepts, media, topoi, places, institutions, and themes with important bearing on the concept of historical authenticity. It addresses authenticity as a cultural paradigm that directs our gaze to traces of the past while also shaping our conceptions of history. At the same time, it examines authenticity as a key criterion informing processes by which cultural objects are appropriated, narratives are legitimized, and conflicts are negotiated, such that which decisions can be rendered concerning what is worthy of being handed down to posterity and what is not. Indeed, behind every claim to authenticity there are discursive patterns of understanding and linguistic codes that mediate the validity of arguments or help to substantiate them. In this way, the essays contained in this volume aim to document the state of the debate on the phenomenon of authenticity in various historical disciplines. A strong focus is placed on issues in built heritage preservation, on representations of the past in historical culture and public history, and on the historicization of ideas regarding the ‘authentic self’, whether in relation to individuals or communities.

Clearly, authenticity remains a disputed and controversial concept. This book explores a wide range of semantic meanings, but it does not seek to codify precise definitions or pursue a unified methodology. The resulting semantic tableau aims to visualize key nodes and domains of meaning while also disclosing salient fissures and gaps. The individual essays explore facets of conceptual history and trace associated etymologies and lemmata, summarize the current state of research in various subfields, and provide an introduction to relevant historical issues and debates. In this connection, a decision was made to have each chapter take the form of an essay that teases out the relevant aspects of a dedicated topic area.

In a broad sense, the book builds upon the critical discussions of authenticity that have taken place in historical anthropology (Lindholm 2008; Fillitz and Saris 2013; Bendix 1997) and in cultural heritage studies, often in relation to UNESCO World Heritage Sites (Labadi 2010). While various recent publications have addressed the concept of authenticity in the domain of political culture (Umbach and Humphrey 2018), a supplementary overview of the field of research in the historical sciences can be found in a contribution made by one of the editors to the online resource ‘Bloomsbury History: Theory and Method’ (Saupe 2024).

Doubtlessly, the concept of authenticity has not replaced the traditional category of truth in the domain of scientific investigation or its communication. However, it has clearly supplemented it in significant ways – yet without sufficient scholarly reflection upon the potential offered by the concept or the problems it raises. Recent collected volumes testify to the interdisciplinary appeal of the topic, often emphasizing the paradoxes called forth by the term, given the state of tension between that which is performed and that which is perceived as authentic; between the original and copy; and between direct experience and media representations thereof (Fischer-Lichte and Pflug 2007; Berg, Hügel and Kurzenberger 1997; Daur 2012; Funk and Krämer 2011).

The articles presented in this volume are written from various disciplinary perspectives. Given this wide-ranging approach, the volume is aimed at a broad readership, including scholars from various fields of history and cultural studies, including memory, heritage, museum, and material culture studies; literary studies and linguistics; sociology and environmental sciences; and urban studies, architectural history, and heritage conservation. At the same time, it is sure to be of interest to curators working at museums and memorial sites and practitioners in the domains of cultural heritage and heritage tourism.

The present volume is a translation of the German-language Handbuch Historische Authentizität, published by Wallstein Verlag in 2022, which established the Value of the Past series as a publication outlet for our research alliance. Consequently, it exhibits a somewhat German-centric orientation in its choice of topics, examples, and referenced research literature. To enhance international accessibility and relevance, the contributing authors conducted minor revisions prior to translation into English, predominantly to take better account of the international research literature. Judicious minor modifications were also required as part of the translation process to ensure clear comprehensibility for non-German readers. The translators have sought out the relevant English editions of cited works; insofar as no English-language edition exists for works originally penned in German, the translators have conducted their own renderings into English.

This book could not have been written without the generous financial support of the Leibniz Association. We would like to extend a special thanks to the committees of the Leibniz Association and their presidents Martina Brockmeier, Matthias Kleiner, and Karl-Ulrich Meyer, who paved the way for the research alliance during their terms of office. The Leibniz Association secretaries general Christiane Neumann and Bettina Böhm are also deserving of special acknowledgement for their gracious assistance.

Responsibility for the content of this volume is borne by the editors together with the authors, who showed admirable persistence on the long road from initial conception to final publication. We would like to thank Jakob Schlieper for his diligent coordination of the translation process with the authors and for his assistance with researching English primary sources and updating the chapter bibliographies. We would like to thank Paula Dahl, David Bebnowski, and Sebastian Schlingheider for their helpful editing of the German-language chapters. Lucais Sewell and his team (Maxwell Jones, Adam Bresnahan, Dominic Bonfiglio, Steven Lindberg, and Greg Bond) deserve special recognition for their skilful transformation of these essays into clear and fluid English. We would also like to thank Lee Holt and Julie Gregson for the support they provided during the translation process.

Stefan Berger should be praised for his encouragement of an English-language edition, and for recommending Bloomsbury as a publisher. We would like to extend our gratitude to Bloomsbury Publishing – including in particular Rhodri Mogford – for the inclusion of this volume in their publishing portfolio, and to Gabriella Cox, Merv Honeywood and Paul King for overseeing the publication process. In addition, we would like to thank the Bloomsbury reviewers for their valuable feedback.
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Architectural Reconstruction

ARNOLD BARTETZKY

Architectural reconstructions and historical authenticity would at first seem to stand in sharp opposition. If one associates authenticity with the genuine, original, or primeval, following a common understanding of the term, then reconstructed buildings represent the exact opposite. In the often highly emotional debates about reconstructions, they have been repeatedly criticized as historical costumes, masquerades, simulations, and counterfeits, and even as deliberate historical falsifications or ‘built lies’. Even if such terms are polemically exaggerated and often misleading, reconstructions are clearly not authentic in the sense of original. They are secondary buildings replicating primary buildings that have been destroyed.

And yet reconstructions are very closely tied to the thematic field of historical authenticity (Bernhardt, Sabrow and Saupe 2017). Precisely because they are subject to the criticism that they lack authenticity, they become a domain for diverse constructions of authenticity and strategies of authentification. Reconstructed buildings are materializations of the need for historical continuity that counters the actual discontinuities of history by reaching back to the past and trying to visualize it. Reconstructed buildings aim to produce a historical aura intended to preserve the tradition of a place. Reconstruction can therefore be intended as an operation to authentificate an urban space.

FIDELITY TO AN ORIGINAL: A CONSTRUCTION

Reconstruction is dependent on the credibility of its relationship to the destroyed original. Accordingly, when recreating destroyed buildings, the claim of fidelity to the original is always emphasized. To this end, architectural reconstructions are often preceded by painstaking studies in archaeology and architectural history, which aim to furnish a certificate of authenticity. In many cases, preserved fragments of the original destroyed building are inserted into the reconstruction as spolia. The most famous example of this practice in Germany is the Frauenkirche (Church of Our Lady) in Dresden, where stones reused from the original are clearly visible in the façade.

For all the efforts to be faithful to the original, reconstructed buildings are never exact copies of their destroyed antecedents. Because of the intervening time, which is often several decades and occasionally even several centuries, they inevitably differ from them not only in their materials and construction but also in their social context and symbolic content. But fidelity to the original is a problematic concept even when looking at outward form, because the definition of what should be considered an original state is itself a construction. The starting point for the reconstruction is usually not the heterogenous state of a building immediately before its destruction but either a homogeneous, stylistically pure appearance that is idealized as authentic or an abstract image of a type from an earlier age. The campaigns of wholesale reconstruction of Poland’s city centres after the Second World War provide one particularly revealing example of this (Bingen and Hinz 2005; Bartetzky 2017; Korduba and Popp 2019). For reasons of political aesthetics, their concepts were based on ‘purifying’ ideas of the architectural fabric of the late Middle Ages and early modern period, whereby the remnants of the built environment from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were disparaged as evidence of a period of decline and/or foreign rule and were often eliminated. When rebuilding Gdansk, for example, the city prior to 1793 served as the guiding image, because that was the year when that city was annexed by Prussia as part of the Second Partition of Poland, after having been part of the Kingdom of Poland for centuries.

IMAGINED HEYDAYS OF THE PAST

The selective approach to the past usually focuses on historical periods idealized as a ‘heyday’ or as an unspoiled early period of a city, cultural landscape, or nation. Since the spread of reconstruction as an architectural practice in the nineteenth century, which probably not by chance coincides with the process of nation building and the rise of historicism, in various parts of Europe such imaginations were projected onto the Middle Ages in particular, finding expression in numerous projects in France, Germany, and Hungary. In several countries, such as Greece, Italy, and Romania, antiquity provided points of reference. For reconstructions in Poland and more recently also in Lithuania, the Renaissance has been considered an era of prominent importance because it is regarded as the high point in the development of each country’s national culture. Recourse to periods supposed to be particularly vital culturally and politically can often be understood as a construction of authenticity as well. It reflects an inherent need to link to the spirit of an age that is imagined to be unadulterated and seen as especially essential to one’s own collective identity. For example, the reconstruction of the garrison town of Carcassonne in the middle of the nineteenth century was seen as the architectural embodiment of the French génie national. The reconstruction of the Panathenaic Stadium in Athens for the first modern Olympics in 1896 alluded to Greece’s ancient roots in order to provide an identity for the modern nation state. Finally, the reconstruction of Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia in the 1920s and 1930s was intended as a reminder of the idealized beginnings of the United States of America.

The reconstruction of buildings regarded as essential to a nation’s history has repeatedly been put in the service of self-assertion (Hinterkeuser 2008; Kappel and Müller 2014; Barańska and Górzyński 2016; Mager 2015; Michonneau, Rodríguez-Lopez and Vela Cossío 2019). This is particularly true when buildings were deliberately destroyed by a foreign power. This motive was expressed with special urgency in 1946 by Poland’s conservator general, Jan Zachwatowicz, when arguing the need to reconstruct Warsaw after the city’s deliberate destruction by its German occupiers: ‘Entire pages of our history that had been written in the stony language of architecture were deliberately ripped out. We cannot accept that. Our sense of responsibility to future generations demands the reconstruction of what was destroyed, a complete reconstruction’ (quoted in Bartetzky 2017: 213). The reconstruction of St Michael’s Monastery in Kiev half a century later was also seen as an act of national self-assertion. This Ukrainian national shrine had been demolished for reasons of political symbolism in the 1930s at the behest of the Stalinist leadership of Soviet Ukraine. After Ukraine regained independence, the reconstruction, completed in 2000, stood for the overcoming of a national humiliation. Similar arguments have been made for other reconstruction projects as well, especially in eastern Europe.

RECONSTRUCTION AND LEGITIMIZING HEGEMONY

Reconstruction is often a reaction to an act of aggression, but it can also take on decidedly aggressive qualities of its own – for example, when associated with an assertion of cultural superiority or with territorial claims. The reconstruction of the Marienburg (Malbork Castle) in Prussia and that of the Hohkönigsburg (Château du Haut-Koenigsbourg) in Alsace around 1900 were considered symbols of Germany’s claim to rule in the disputed territories in the East and West of the Wilhelmine Empire. The reconstructed Marienburg, the medieval centre of power of the Teutonic Order, was invoked as a symbolic stronghold against Poland’s territorial claims ‘so that Germans on the disputed territory on the Vistula would remain conscious of its older homeland right and its higher cultural missions’ (Bartetzky 2012: 21).

Under very different circumstances after the Second World War, reconstructions in the eastern regions of Germany that had been ceded to Poland served to bolster claims of territorial rule. With its architectural activities, the Polish state that had been shifted to the west by the decision of the Allies was demonstrating its determination to annex permanently the territories it declared ‘regained regions’. This intention was also articulated in the programme of reconstructions motivated by the politics of history and intended to emphasize supposedly Polish architectural features.

Consequently, reconstruction can also be employed to legitimize the claim to rule by referring to the alleged national identity of a country. Again and again, reconstruction has been used to evoke the idea of a national rebirth. An example of this was the reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow in the 1990s, which was the spectacular prelude to a wave of reconstruction projects in post-Soviet eastern Europe. The reconstruction of the most important church of Russian Orthodox Christianity, which had been demolished in 1931 at Stalin’s request, was one of the central projects of the politics of history in the Yeltsin era. It was intended to signal to the outside a renewal of Russia’s claim to be a great power while symbolizing at home the new beginning and unity. This major project was made possible by a strategic alliance of the Church, the State, and new Russian financiers. One important element of its staging, however, was the assertion that it was a kind of communal project of an entire nation returning to historical roots that had been cut off – a fiction that served to make this project of the elites seem authentic by simulating a closeness to the people.

Built at record speed, the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour deviated from its predecessor not only in its construction, which included an underground car park, but also in details of its exterior. The will to complete it quickly triumphed over the claim of fidelity to the original. The approach to another post-Soviet reconstruction project was much more careful: the rebuilding of the Palace of the Grand Dukes in Vilnius, which had an eminent symbolic function for the state in Lithuania comparable to that of the rebuilding of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour for Russia. The opening in 2013 of the replica of the Renaissance castle that had been demolished around 1800 staged the long history of Lithuanian statehood and hence its historical claim to independence. There were, however, also limits to the effort to be faithful to the original because documentation of the appearance of the building that disappeared two centuries earlier was fragmentary. Despite the lack of visual sources, however, even the interiors were recreated at great expense, with a historical look based on analogy and conjecture. This splendid vision of the past, which had been funded from the state budget, including historical furniture purchased on the international antiques market, produced an aura of authenticity in keeping with Lithuania’s agenda for the politics of history but also with the popular aesthetic sense and tourist interests.

AN AREA OF CONFLICT FOR HERITAGE MANAGEMENT AND SOCIETY

Such overriding objectives of reconstructions, which often include commercial interests as well, have often resulted in a determination to ignore principles of heritage preservation theory in such projects. Accordingly, there has been much harsh criticism from the professional perspective of heritage curators. It is especially sparked by the tendency to construct ideal images of the architectural past, which often are not based on solid information and in many cases even deliberately negate the changes that the building to be reconstructed has undergone over the course of time. This criticism has a long tradition, rooted in the formation of the principles of modern monument preservation around 1900. Its pioneers, such as Alois Riegl, Georg Dehio, and Max Dvořák, established a theoretical principle that historic buildings should be preserved in their existing state, including alterations and damage, and not restored using imitative additions, much less reconstructed from the ground up. ‘Preserve, do not restore’ (Dehio and Riegl 1988; Wohlleben 1989) was the central slogan of the time, which postulated the irreplaceability of the original and has been one of the theoretical principles of monument preservation ever since.

In practice, many monument curators and authorities in charge of heritage management have often come to terms with the practice of reconstruction and at times – for example, the reconstruction of Warsaw’s old town – they have even been the driving force of the projects. Nevertheless, there is a long history of conflicts between the theory of monument preservation and reconstruction initiatives that is still expressed today in scholarly debates on the subject (Huse 2006; Hanselmann 2009; Nerdinger 2010; Nerdinger and Hassler 2010; Buttlar et al. 2011; Scheurmann 2018). One prominent example in this regard is the debate that erupted over the exhibition Geschichte der Rekonstruktion, Konstruktion der Geschichte (History of Reconstruction, Construction of History), organized under the direction of Winfried Nerdinger and held at the Architekturmuseum of the Technische Universität in Munich in 2010. The weighty catalogue that accompanied the show, which analyses a wealth of reconstruction projects from different eras and parts of the world, and is probably the most important standard work on the subject worldwide, is an effort, according to its foreword, ‘to lead the controversial theme of reconstruction out of often rigid patterns of thinking into an open, discriminating discourse’ (Nerdinger 2010: 6). It is directed primarily against the widespread moralizing verdicts. ‘A copy is not a deception, a facsimile not a forgery, a cast not a crime, and a reconstruction not a lie’, Nerdinger writes (2010: 10). This did not go uncontradicted by experts for long. A kind of counter statement was published soon after under the provocative title Denkmalpflege statt Attrappenkult (roughly, Monument Preservation, and not the Cult of the Replica) with harsh polemics against Nerdinger’s project (Buttlar et al. 2011).

Reconstruction projects trigger not only controversies among specialists but also polemics and sometimes bitter conflicts in society that can affect broad strata of the population (Welzbacher 2010; Schediwy 2011; Maaß 2015). They are rooted above all in competing understandings of history and divergent concepts of politics of memory. The most famous example in Germany is the endless debate over the Stadtschloss (City Palace) in Berlin. As with many other reconstruction projects, the building that had been constructed on the site in the meantime had to make way for the re-creation of a building that had been destroyed a long time ago. The demolition of the Palast der Republik (Palace of the Republic) was pilloried by many as the eradication of unwanted witness to history with which a considerable percentage of the population had identified more strongly than with a palace heavily damaged in the war and then demolished more than half a century ago. The stridency of the debates resulted not least from the antagonism between the two buildings: The Palast der Republik, the seat of an organ of the German Democratic Republic as well as a kind of house of the people with popular cultural and food offerings, did not occupy this site by chance, because it was programmatically intended as a building to contrast with the palace of the Hohenzollerns. The Humboldt Forum built in its place, with the reconstructed façades of the palace, thus seems like another architectural counterpoint, which many critics saw as a gesture of triumph over the downfall of communist East Germany.

BETWEEN HARMONIZATION AND REFLECTION

Like all reconstructions, however, the decision in favour of the Berlin palace had various motives. One motive shared by the great majority of projects in recent decades was presumably widespread dissatisfaction with the cityscapes created by modernism and with the results of contemporary architecture. This is probably one of the reasons why reconstructions have such high rates of approval. According to the Bundesstiftung Baukultur (Federal Foundation for Architectural Culture), 80 per cent of the German population in 2017 favoured destroyed buildings being reconstructed completely based on the historical model, and more than 60 per cent of the population approved of reconstructions, even regardless of the building’s future use (Baukulturbericht 2018/19: 170).

Reconstructions are thus not only symbolic political gestures and glorifying imaginations of history but also, and probably to a much larger degree, a way of satisfying a widespread need to regain urban spaces with façades that are seen as beautiful and traditional streets and squares. One recent project that has successfully addressed this need for harmonious cityscapes is the reconstruction of the area between the cathedral and Römer in the old town of Frankfurt am Main based on an amalgam of smaller buildings in a traditional style for which the Technisches Rathaus and the Historisches Museum had been demolished. The reconstructed old town of Frankfurt, which has been criticized by many experts and sometimes even stigmatized as a ‘right-wing space’ (Trüby 2020; cf. also Müller 2024) is evidence of the enduring political potential for conflict over reconstruction among scholars and architectural critics.

However, the architectural harmonization practiced in Frankfurt and elsewhere emerges less from coherent political programmes than from a discontent – widespread and crossing the lines of political camps – with fragmentation, with rifts, and with traces of discontinuities in the cityscape. As a rule, therefore, reconstructions strive for the appearance of completeness and intactness. Gaps, voids, or even traces of destruction are usually undesirable. In general, then, reconstructions should not leave questions open or raise doubts. They can thus only rarely be self-critical. Nevertheless, there can be self-reflexive variants of reconstruction, as is evident especially in Germany, albeit in a modest number of cases. Examples include the Alte Pinakothek in Munich, the Frauenkirche in Dresden, and the Neues Museum in Berlin. For all the differences in their concepts, these buildings, all restored between the early post-war era and recent years, have in common that their differentiated surfaces bring out the fact of destruction by distinguishing the new construction from the surviving original fabric. Another recent variant of self-reflexive reconstruction is the director’s villa by Walter Gropius, one of the Masters’ Houses of the Bauhaus in Dessau. Because it approximates the original only in its basic architectural form, dispensing with any reproduction of surfaces and details, it deliberately plays with a blurred image and thus thematizes the temporal distances from the destruction of the original building.

In another reconstruction project in Germany, an effect of distancing is triggered by a subsequent artistic intervention. The Stadtschloss in Potsdam, which was reconstructed in a not especially self-reflexive manner, and opened as the seat of the Landtag of Brandenburg in 2014, is emblazoned in ornate gold letters with the words: Ceci n’est pas un château – This is not a castle. With an ironic wink – alluding to René Magritte’s famous painting Ceci n’est pas une pipe – it invites reflection on the character of architectural reconstruction as image.

Such self-reflexive approaches, and especially the combination of reconstruction and humour, are rare sights. Most reconstruction projects concentrate on producing silhouettes and surfaces that are perceived as beautiful and meaningful without referring to the discontinuous backstory. The often-made accusation of forgery mentioned above is, however, usually unfounded. The more prominent reconstructions, at least, do not at all pretend to be originals. This is ensured by the accompanying narratives and presentations, which focus on the act of destruction and an often-heroized process of reconstruction. When visiting the Royal Palace in Warsaw or the Frauenkirche in Dresden, for example, it is almost impossible not to notice that they are reconstructed. Since reconstruction has long been a quite ordinary practice in the architectural practices of many countries, even beyond prominent examples there are numerous instances of completely or at least partially reconstructed buildings that the public perceives as originals. Even in such cases, however, the moralizing accusation of forgery is overblown: anyone who wants to know can generally obtain clarity concerning the history of the building.

The possibility of confusing new buildings with old ones is seen as a problem on the one hand because of the reflex established with modernism to demand ostentatious contemporaneity from all new architecture. On the other hand, it is linked to the traditional identification of authenticity with original building fabric (Mager 2016; Bold, Larkham and Pickard 2018). Both are well anchored in Western cultures and perhaps especially in Germany – but they are by no means imperative.
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Architecture

ANDREAS PUTZ

‘We may live without her, and worship without her, but we cannot remember without her’ (Ruskin 1849: 147). This characterization of architecture can only be understood if one assumes that architecture makes the sensory experience of the dimensions of time possible. The built structure itself is evident, but temporality and historicity are expressed where architecture makes the past and the already existing present. The mimetic potential inherent in architecture is not limited to strategies of imitation or of producing the similar. The mediated reference to other, already existing works authenticates not only the testimonial or historical quality of the built but also its contemporaneity, architectural autonomy, and specific materiality. At the same time, the architectonic realization is never identical with that to which it refers. The relationship of the emerging new to the previous always has deviations, thus raising the question of historical authenticity.

That term is, however, used hardly at all in architecture, except in the sub-discipline of historical preservation. But concepts such as honesty, originality, and truth have been of great importance to the discipline’s self-assurance. In ‘Wahrheit in der Architektur’ (Truth in Architecture) of 1901, the architect and university lecturer Karl Henrici of Aachen differentiated between three forms of veracity: the correspondence of the exterior appearance and interior function of the building, the correspondence of the material and building method in the sense of constructive truth, and the artistic autonomy and originality of the architect as author (Henrici 1901). In this account typical of the modern view of architecture, the historical perspective is deliberately left out. Such approaches nevertheless refer to the past, albeit silently or covertly.

The role repeatedly attributed to sacred buildings in the history and theory of architecture reveals especially well the divergent strategies of historical authentification. The categories used here – idea, material, and aesthetic – refer to various concepts of authentification in architectural and historical preservation (see Lindl 2016). As buildings of faith and as projection screens of cultural values that in the modern era have not infrequently been under the pressure of historical legitimization, they are the subject of the strategies of authentification such as referencing, reproduction, representation, and reconstruction, as will be briefly sketched in the following.

TEMPLES

The emphasis on the authenticity of architectural work is based on idealistic premises in the history of ideas. The reference to the Greek architecture of antiquity that has been essential to the discourse in German goes back to Johann Joachim Winckelmann. In his Gedanken ueber die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke … (Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works) (1755, en. 1765), he set the programme: ‘There is but one way for the moderns to become great, and perhaps unequalled; I mean, by imitating the antients [sic] […] especially the Greek arts’ (Winckelmann 1765; Winckelmann 1756: 3). Only the viewing and understanding of the classical ideal could provide the foundation for authentic artistic work of one’s own. According to Winckelmann, it was necessary to seek the true origin of Western art in Greece – not on the mediation of it by the Romans. The experience of revelation in art, as he saw it, lies in looking at the uncovered in this way. The outstanding building that stood pars pro toto for Greek classicism was the Parthenon in Athens.

For generations of architects, travelling to the supposed origin of European culture was an essential part of their education and of finding themselves as artists. In the emergent tourism of the nineteenth century, the increasing importance of technological media for schooling the faculty of seeing turned the moment of encounter with the foreign into an act recognizing something already familiar from pictures (see Adler 1989). The act of comprehending by means of drawing and reading oneself that had been essential to appreciating and understanding architectonic authenticity since humanism was replaced by copying images from photographs. For example, Le Corbusier used the visualization of the Parthenon as a means of historical authentification in his view of the future of modern architecture, Vers une architecture (Le Corbusier 1923, en. 2007). By means of the selective reception of the emphatically evoked historical role model, he authentificated his designs for an ‘architecture to come’. The essentialist reference to the Parthenon as the concentration of the absolutely true, original, and beautiful contributed to his self-promotion and foundation of his own myth. Although Le Corbusier had indeed visited Athens in 1911, the pictures he used in his publication were taken from an earlier publication by the Geneva photographer Frédéric Boissonas. Le Corbusier’s sketches not only betray his familiarity with the latter’s photographs but also themselves resemble copy drawings of photographs in their framing of the foreground and background (Sachsse 1997: 134).

PATTERNS

In the early nineteenth century, the introduction of new media and industrial reproduction techniques had made it possible to turn the single document into the potential multiple of the series. Since the early nineteenth century, the reproduction of signs has produced an experience of acceleration. The materially bound and apparent longevity of the familiar world contrasted with an increasing number of surrogate construction materials, cast objects, and industrial products that, as cheap imitations and mass products, lacked the authenticity of individual creations of the crafts. The far-reaching and influential discourses on honest construction and truth to materials in the nineteenth century referred not least to social and cultural needs for distinction. Not until the beginning of the twentieth century did forms that had manifestly been industrially produced begin to be appreciated. In the deliberate effort to break free of historical pattern books and stylistic models, modern architecture found expression in industrial norms and standardized mass products for building. Only now was the claim to authenticity based on the originality and contemporaneity of the design and architectural creation.

An architectural style that was not developed by superficial imitation of earlier styles had been postulated as early as 1828 by Heinrich Hübsch. He too explained his principle of architectural truth using the example of the Periclean architecture of Athens (Hübsch 1828: 19). His rejection of the principle of imitation was about a differently restructured relationship to both history and the present; he thought the category of truth had a timeless significance. According to Hübsch, veracity lay in designing bound to purpose and time and the use of constructional elements, production true to the materials, and also displaying the load-bearing material (Hübsch 1828: 47).

This represented a counter-position to the arbitrary use of historical styles demonstrated exemplarily by Joseph Michael Gandy’s famous presentation drawings of church designs by Sir John Soanes (c. 1824). They expressed the re-evaluation and availability of historical styles in the wake of the querelle des Anciens et des Modernes and the insight into their own rules and own values. Ever since the Romantics established the Middle Ages as the idea of a Christian epoch, a Gothicizing look was increasingly regarded as suitable for church buildings – an image of history that was transmitted by lithography and led to the Gothic Revival. An early example of this model of Gothic cladding on an otherwise rational architectural volume is St George’s Church in Everton, near Liverpool, of 1814. Built for John Cragg, the owner of an iron foundry, none less than Thomas Rickman was responsible for its architecture, who in 1817 would publish the first systematic study of medieval architecture in England. The nave church on a rectangular ground plan conceals a cast-iron frame of buttresses, arcades, and galleries. The tie rods and the tracery of the windows in the Perpendicular style were also cast iron. Cast in forms and delivered ready to install, the iron could be used to reproduce and manipulate historical allusions at will.

CHURCH OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE

By contrast, as early preservation efforts showed, historical authenticity that could be legitimized by the material became increasingly important. These early, often purifying restorations of churches in the nineteenth century were validated by architectural archaeology and science, but the production of their alleged original architectural conditions was supposed to persuade viewers not least of the historical authenticity of the restorers’ own views. For example, the Round Church in Cambridge was restored in 1841 at the instigation of the Anglican Cambridge Camden Society. The church’s new appearance featured prominently in the escutcheon of that influential student union. Surrounded by the motto donec templa refeceris, taken from Horace (Odes 3.6.2), the building’s claim to historical originality turned out to be a Conservative lament of the decadence and moral decay of the present. Returned to its alleged original state, the small church came to express the ideal image of Pre-Reformation religious practice (see Webster/Elliot 2000).

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Cambridge, consecrated in 1130, was itself less an original than an architectural imitation of the Constantinian rotunda of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, also known as the Church of the Resurrection, in Jerusalem. Many similar medieval replications of this model can be found in Western Europe. To name just a few: the Holy Sepulchre in the Collegiate Church of St Cyriakus in Gernrode has been dated to the period around 1100; another Romanesque structure was built around 1166 in connection with the Schottenkloster in Eichstätt; the latter was then built over in the late twelfth century by a round church that no longer survives. A reduced emulation from the late fifteenth century of the Byzantine aedicula of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, based on a contemporaneous wood cut, has survived in Görlitz, as has one from the early eighteenth century of the Franciscan aedicula in Slany, Czechia. Around 1467, the Tempietto del Santo Sepolcro was built in San Pancrazio in Florence by Leon Battista Alberti, which was in turn the model for the Holy Sepulchre in the lower church of Chiesa di San Rocco of 1556.

All these churches and chapels can be traced back to the model of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, but they refer to different states of this original structure, which has been repeatedly reshaped, destroyed, and rebuilt from the seventh to the nineteenth centuries. Architectural postulates have continually made the claim of authenticity for the Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. According to tradition, the Holy Sepulchre was rediscovered in 325 CE, under a Roman temple to Venus from the second century CE, during a visit by the mother of Emperor Constantine. A first structure existed from 335 CE onwards, alongside a five-aisled basilica and two courtyards, consisting of a rotunda around the Holy Sepulchre marked by an aedicula. In different ways, the successor buildings refer to this structure and to the iconographic traditions by which it has been passed down. In 1808, the rotunda and aedicula were again casualties of a large fire, whereupon the Greek Orthodox Church had an Ottoman, late Baroque building erected, which adopted design elements of its predecessor from the mid-sixteenth century. Reinforced by steel beams after 1947, this structure essentially survives today; the most recent comprehensive architectural restoration was completed in 2017. The history authentificated architecturally here is not that of a singular, historically documentable event – the sepulchre is empty – but that of the accumulation of strata of meaning and time. Although the architectural fabric that has survived is relatively recent, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, with its visibly aged and organically grown architectural structure, exemplifies an understanding of historical authenticity whose dense, multi-layered materiality attests to superimposed temporal strata and their complexly interwoven levels of meaning.

ISE SHRINE

The so-called Ise Shrine, on spacious Shintō grounds near the city of Ise in the Prefecture of Mie in Japan, has become a projection screen for a different way of defining historical authenticity in the recent reconstruction debate in Germany and in discussions of architecture (see Mörsch 2004). At the Munich symposium Echtheitsfetischismus? Zur Wahrhaftigkeit des Originalen (Fetishism of Authenticity? On the Veracity of the Original), the Swiss art historian and historical preservationist Alfred A. Schmid described the Japanese tradition of the faithful renovation of wooden temples as singular – in fact, a false assertion, but in this respect he apparently counted on his audience’s understanding (Schmid 1979: 45).

The repeated references to the Ise Shrine testify more to Western yearnings than to genuine interest in an exchange over a supposedly different practice. The ‘Large Shrine of Ise’ features an archaic form of building not used elsewhere. The characteristic ritual of disassembling and rebuilding it every twenty years is singular in the Japanese context as well. Neither does it conform to the tradition of historical preservation in Japan, which resembles the Western one much more than is often claimed. As Nobuko Inaba has explained: ‘Architectural conservation in Japan has been developed in and around the protection of material, in principle’ (Inaba 2009: 161).

The integration of the Ise Shrine into the modern discourse on architecture has striking parallels to the reference to the Parthenon by Le Corbusier outlined above. It relied on Yoshio Watanabe’s New Objective photographs of 1953 and 1960, taken in the political context of the post-war era (Reynolds 2001). Kenzo Tange, the outstanding representative of Japanese post-war architecture who accompanied him, subsequently used them to present to a Western audience an alleged ‘prototype of Japanese architecture’ (Tange, Watanabe and Kawazoe 1965). As Le Corbusier had done with images of the Parthenon, Tange underscored the idea of an auratic original that would later become a point of reference for his own works. This reduced picture of Japanese architecture was also adopted by the Western participants of the ICOMOS Conference on Authenticity in Nara in 1994, on the occasion of the sixty-first repetition of the ritual. It is surely not a mistake to understand Western architects and art historians in Japan – including the participants in the conference in Nara – as tourists in a distant land seeking ‘authentic experiences’ (see MacCanell 1976).

It is interesting that ‘the Ise Shrine’ is the subject of a debate that is ultimately almost exclusively European. The discussion in Nara, which repeatedly referred to the Ise Shrine (see Larsen 1995), coincided with the debates on reconstruction that took place in Germany in the mid-1990s. In the process, the ‘absolutely singular practice of reconstruction motivated by religious ritual for the Shintō shrines of Ise’ was ‘instrumentalized for a supposedly postmodern practice for a sought-after, visually powerful, and historically significant reconstruction of monuments’ (Falser 2012: 86). It was, however, not so much the supposed difference that made the Ise Shrine a popular subject of the discourse but rather the way this practice fit perfectly into the gaps in Western aesthetics and art theory. Its example offered a welcome argument for ignoring the evidentiary value of material substance in favour of an intangible memory value and thus escape the modern era’s compulsion to select while still satisfying a yearning for the original.

REVISION OF MODERNITY AND THE RECONSTRUCTION DEBATE

Only in the wake of the reconstruction after the Second World War, and then reinforced by debates over historic reconstruction since the late 1970s, has the concept of historical authenticity in architecture taken on some importance. With the return of history in postmodern architecture, the use of the term became more common (Mager 2016). The discussion therefore points not least to an uncertainty that resulted from the break with the familiar narrative of modernity.

The concept of authenticity was first introduced into the international discussion of architecture at the international conference The Development of a Modern Town and the Problem of its Historical Centre in Warsaw in 1959 headed by Jan Zachwatowicz. The conference was one of the precursor events of the second post-war conference on historical preservation in Venice in 1964. In defence of the reconstruction of Poland’s old towns, the architect Władysław Czerny argued that architectural recreation was no less authentic than the original building if it was carried out based on authentic plans with the same knowledge, materials, and tools (Czerny 1960: 126). The criteria for the authenticity of the reconstruction thus corresponded to Henrici’s definition of ‘truth in architecture’ cited at the beginning. In this sense, in the middle of the last century, the ‘full richness of their authenticity’ (Venice Charter 1964), could refer to more than just the unadulterated appearance and originality of the material of the architectural monument.

Since the last third of the last century, contemporary architecture has once again been grappling more with the historicity of the built, including with recourse to premodern theories of architecture and aesthetics. Instead of a linear model in which the architecture of an era is the genuine expression of its time, there is a growing awareness of the contingency and complexity of the built environment (Venturi 1966; Spector 2011). The challenge to define historical authenticity in terms of something other than originality grew along with it. In the essays for the above-mentioned symposium on Echtheitsfetischismus, the sense of unease towards the contemporaneous, postmodern ‘nostalgic yearning for an idyllic world of the past’ (Waetzoldt 1979: 17) is noticeable. The original that could be clearly categorized historically stood alongside an increasing number of copies, fakes, replicas, reproductions, and reconstructions, which in the discussion was often fraught with moral implications: ‘The true opposed to the false, the real rather than the fake, the original not the copy’ (Lowenthal 1999: 5). As new buildings in historical forms and as built images of history, reconstructions call into question the premises of the concept of modern architecture. They pointed to changes in the understanding of architecture and coincided with modernism becoming a thing of the past. From the modernist perspective, reconstructions are conceivable only as a strict exception (Venice Charter 1964) or as the return of a historicism that had been believed to be overcome, in the form of an aberrational architecture of ‘historical falsification’ (Hoffmann-Axthelm 1987 [1979]: 160).

Nevertheless, reconstructions have been taken for granted in the repertoire of architecture since Postmodernism (on the ‘reconstruction of the European city’, see Krier and Vidler 1978). Unlike the reconstructions of the immediate post-war period, the historic recreations of the eastern row of the Römerberg in Frankfurt am Main from 1981 to 1984, the Ephraim-Palais in Berlin from 1985 to 1987, the Knochenhaueramtshaus in Hildesheim from 1986 to 1989, the Frauenkirche on the Neumarkt in Dresden from 1993 to 2005, or the New Frankfurt Old Town from 2012 to 2018 – to name just a few prominent examples – have repeatedly provided the occasion for critical debates (e.g. Braum and Baus 2009; Welzbacher 2010; Stumm, 2017).

Last but not least, the rebuilding of the Stadtschloss (City Palace) in Berlin from 2013 to 2021 led to a contentious debate in architecture and historical preservation over the principle of reconstruction (see Nerdinger et al. 2010; von Buttlar et al. 2011). The conceptual ambiguity did little to clarify the positions since the term ‘reconstruction’ can refer alternatively to rebuilding, historicizing reconstruction, regaining lost knowledge, readopting traditions that have been broken, evoking idealized historical images, historical revisionism, or – as it was used in East Germany, according to Russian usage – even modernization and revitalization.

Precisely because historical reconstructions can only carry on selected images from history, they are well suited as a tool for generating social identity and are susceptible to the instrumentalization of history by populists (see e.g. Bartezky 2017). In his political history of historical preservation in Germany, titled Zwischen Identität und Authentizität (Falser 2008), Michael Falser identifies various reconstruction projects as a means of creating national identity. When I referred to Postmodernism earlier, it was to characterize the difference between rebuilding after wartime destruction or natural catastrophes and a more recent phenomenon of new buildings in historical forms. This distinction is often negated in the international discussion. Drawing support from historical examples, the ‘creation of authentic places and experiences’ by means of authentic reconstruction is continuously advocated (Bold, Larkham and Pickard 2017). The meaning of the ‘elusive term’ authenticity (Mager 2016) often remains largely unclear in discourses on the rebuilding of architectural heritage at the fraught intersection between genuine materials, fidelity to the work, and credibility.

LOOKING FORWARD

Reference to the existing, the historically given, turns out to be a constant in architecture. Just as an authentic text does not really mean the original but rather its authenticated or credible transcription, processes of reception and repetition – for example, by recreating, reproduction, imitation, rebuilding, and copying – are fundamental to differentiating and attributing authenticity in architecture. Precisely because the existence of the original is a function of repetition, processes of authentification refer to more than just original design or genuine materials. Since the last third of the past century, there has been an increasing number of attempts in architecture to generate authenticity by means of participation, local and historical contextualization, legibility, recognizability, an emphasis on the process of building, and references to memories, history, and myths. Particularly in view of the global orientation of contemporary architectural production, it would be necessary to look more closely at cultural differences in historical concepts. It remains an open question whether the growing importance of the authentic in fact refers only to backward-looking utopias or also to a changed perception of time.
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Archives

BERNHARD GRAU

Archives are thought to contain what is true and genuine; indeed, the preservation of authentic historical sources is their central task. It’s surprising to learn, therefore, that the concept of authenticity played a subordinate role in archive theory until the turn of the millennium. It is around this time that what’s been called an ‘authenticity boom’ (Schilling 2020: 10) took hold. But the primary reason for a focus on authenticity was the emergence of electronic archiving, where questions of integrity and authenticity assumed a new and urgent form. Since then, authenticity has pushed the concept of ‘the original’ into the background and, increasingly, has formed a new paradigm! But the breadth and vagueness of that paradigm raises a number of important issues.

THE CONCEPT OF THE ARCHIVE AND ITS VARIATIONS

Traditionally, the concept of the archive describes an institution whose job is to store documents that have accumulated at the premises of an individual or organization and are no longer needed for fulfilling everyday tasks. Archives tend to hold documents recognized as having lasting value on account of their scientific, cultural, legal, or technical significance. These typically include documents, official records, files, maps, plans, images, photographs, audio and video recordings, and electronic documents of all kinds (Lepper and Raulff 2016). The archive, in turn, provides facilities for their storage, security, access, use, and evaluation.

Aleida Assmann has argued that archives belong to a society’s ‘storage memory’, which she contrasts with its ‘functional memory’. While the latter serves to form and legitimize a society’s identity, fulfilling its social, political, cultural, and religious needs, storage memory acts as a reservoir and resource, a place for ‘remains’ and ‘traces’ and ‘the material expression of a collective unconscious’ (Assmann 2018: 132). For Assmann, storage memory is a ‘fundamental resource for all cultural renewal and change’ (2018: 130). She sees this type of memory to be predicated on the invention of writing and images as media for storage. The functional requirement of storage memory is ‘that what is recalled will be identical to what is stored’, a quality that she associates neither with the natural memory of individuals nor with the functional memory of societies (Assmann 2018: 166).

Undoubtedly, when most people think about archives, they think about large, long-standing public archives, some of whose records date back to the Middle Ages. Pluralistic societies also tend to have a large number of specialized archives with an expanded scope, holding records from the estates of important personalities and private institutions. Archives focused on contemporary history hold documentary material such as posters, leaflets, postcards, printed matter, newspaper clippings, and audio-visual media. The work of literary and art archives, the archives of research and museum institutions, economic archives, memorial sites, and the archives of political movements often consist in acquiring the manuscripts and correspondence of specific individuals, in documenting specific periods or topics, and in collecting objects (Grau 2014: 161–169).

ARCHIVES AND AUTHENTICITY

Over the past two decades, the term authenticity has become remarkably important in archive discourse. This is surprising since ‘authenticity’ and ‘authentic’ have played little or no role in the older archival literature, at least in the German-speaking world (for the Anglo-American world, see Duranti 1998; Mak 2015; Moses 2005: 41f.). The primary driver of the boom, which shows no sign of stopping, is work devoted to electronic archiving that has elevated authenticity to a general postulate. The work is a response to the specific challenges of archiving digital documents. The need to convert characters into binary code makes people ‘reliant on retranslations back into the anthropocentric, codified forms of pictures and writing’ (Assmann 2018: 200). Today, what Dirk von Gehlen calls the ‘liberation of information from the data carrier’ makes it possible to retrieve documents from almost any location on earth at the touch of a button and make digital copies that do not differ qualitatively from the original (2011: 15). At the same time, people can alter digital content in a way that escapes the detection of conventional tools. Sometimes even unintentional changes to electronic documents can occur.

Distinguishing digital originals from digital forgeries is thus an often impossible task, and it raises some thorny issues, besides. For example, do the electronic files that authorities hand over to archives still count as originals in the traditional sense of the term? Strictly speaking, they are only copies or versions of the originals. And format migrations, though essential for long-term preservation, inevitably alter electronic documents (Grau 2019: 134f.). New ways must therefore be found to ensure the fidelity and credibility of archived electronic documents. The task of such processes and methods is known as ‘authenticity preservation’. That is to say, they take verification procedures in the analogue world and translate them into digital correlates.

Despite the importance of authenticity in archive theory, the definitions that archivists seem to agree on are rudimentary at best. For instance, Nestor, a German expert network devoted to the long-term storage and retrieval of digital resources, provides only a brief definition of authenticity in its criteria for identifying trustworthy digital archives: an object is authentic when it ‘represents what it claims to represent’ (Kriterienkatalog vertrauenswürdige digitale Langzeitarchive 2008: 44). Christian Keitel and Rolf Lang offer an expanded definition, stating that an archived text is authentic ‘if it was written by the author named in it, at the time stated by him, and with the content it contains’ (Keitel and Lang 2009: 37f.). Although these definitions were developed with electronic documents in mind, they say little about why authenticity has become so important for archivists, and little about the requirements and methods needed for the preservation of a document’s authenticity. A look at neighbouring fields makes this plain. For example, the international standard ISO 15489 requires that business and administrative records indicate the name of their author, the date they were created, a description of their content, and the fact of their transfer to an addressee (Kastenhofer 2015: 168f.). The standard also identifies specific methods to preserve authenticity. For instance, it calls for fixed principles and procedures for the creation, processing, forwarding, storage, and selection of documents to ensure ‘that those who process them have been authorised and are identifiable and that documents are protected against unauthorised additions, destruction, alteration, use, and suppression’ (Lutz 2012: 59).

An example of a similar approach is the 1994 Nara Document on Authenticity, which has been adopted by UNESCO and other organizations. But unlike ISO 15489, the Nara Document acknowledges that authentic objects may be subject to change. That is to say, their credibility does not derive solely from the kind of objects they are but also from the information we have about them. Some cultural historians, going further, have pointed out that the authenticity of an object is not only about its unchanging features and accompanying evidence and information but also about whether authenticity has been attributed to it in the first place (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 7). In the same vein, some have noted that the materials selected for archival preservation have been shaped by certain assumptions and the inner logic of the archival institutions (Farrenkopf, Ludwig and Saupe 2021: 13f.).

THE PRESUMPTION OF AUTHENTICITY

There are historical reasons why archives see themselves and are seen by the public to contain what is true and genuine. In the era before the establishment of state constitutions, archives served to uphold and safeguard the law. The documents they held were used to support legal claims such as claims of authority or ownership or demands for certain levies or payments. Over the course of the early modern period, archives’ function as instruments of power gave rise to the legal view that they could be established only by rulers in the exercise of their ius superioritatis. Beginning in the seventeenth century, archives and the documents, official records, and files they stored came to be seen as trustworthy and thus assumed high evidentiary value in court. Under archivists, the privileging of archival documents in court proceedings is known as ius archivi (Schäfer 2004: 169ff.; Freedman 2021: 18–23).

On closer inspection, ius archivi involves the kind of attribution of authenticity discussed by cultural historians. But is this attribution justified? As history teaches us, the authority in control of an archive can have an interest in manipulating its holdings. The number of examples is long and ranges from the forgery of documents in the Middle Ages – including Donation of Constantine or the Privilegium maius – to the deliberate falsification of an exhibition photo by the National Archives in Washington in 2020 (Kastenhofer 2015: 166–176; Grau 2017: 12; Haag 2018; Farrenkopf, Ludwig and Saupe 2021: 19). With the opening of archives to researchers and the development of historical-critical methods, archival material also became the subject of authentication. But the possibility of forgery and other forms of manipulation have not stopped archival records from continuing to enjoy a presumption of authenticity. Not even the critical objections of postmodern archive theory inspired by Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault have managed to disabuse people of this bias (Schenk 2013).

The idea that historical authenticity does not arise of its own accord, but is always the result of an attribution of authenticity, thus remains relevant for today’s archivists. That archives remain highly trusted by academics, researchers, and the public undoubtedly reflects their former function as instruments for securing power and upholding the law. It also helps that today’s large and well-known archival institutions have long, unbroken traditions, which outsiders measure in no small part by the age of the documents they hold. Tradition, continuity, and predictability are important factors supporting the belief that records held in archives are authentic.

TRADITIONAL METHODS OF PRESERVING AUTHENTICITY

Of course, the authenticity of archival records is not based on attribution alone. What primarily distinguishes archives as repositories of authentic records are the specific methods, approaches, and tools archivists use to preserve the authenticity of their holdings for future generations. The development of these methods, approaches, and tools was predicated on a gradual, centuries-long emancipation of archives from the chancelleries and registries whose records they held (Uhl 2015: 54f. and 59f.). This allowed archives to become independent authorities and enabled archivists to develop their own working methods and procedures focused on safeguarding the integrity and evidentiary value of the archival material in their custody.

To understand the methods and techniques used by archivists to preserve the informative value of the archival records, it is necessary to briefly recall that the uniqueness of archival documents results from the specific administrative context from which they originated. This means that their informative value and plausibility depend on their being interpreted in context. For it is in connection with their origin, or provenance, that archival materials become trusted sources and acquire value as evidence and information. It is no surprise that the efforts of early nineteenth-century archivists to reorganize holdings based purely on the pertinence of the content quickly proved to be a mistake (Uhl 1998; Ksoll-Marcon 2021: 120–123).

Archives have always benefitted from obtaining a majority of their records directly from the authorities they serve. This makes the transfer of documents to the archives for the most part direct and traceable. Maintaining a transparent relationship with the sources of archival material follows from the archival principle of tracking the origins of documents and recording their transfer to separate files. Finding aids in the archive contain important meta-information on the origin, type, content, and context of individual records. Retaining the original ordering and context is an essential strategy for preserving historical authenticity. Known as the ‘provenance principle’, the strategy has been the cornerstone of all archival activity since the end of the nineteenth century (Leidel 2004: 91). There is much to be said for maintaining these established standards and practices in the digital age.

METHODS FOR PRESERVING AUTHENTICITY IN ELECTRONIC RECORDS

How to preserve electronic documents in the long term is still the subject of debate, although approaches for digital archives have come a long way. Two preservation strategies are considered viable today: emulation and migration. The former aims to preserve data unchanged (bit-stream preservation), which requires the development of an environment to display and process obsolete data formats. The latter strategy, favoured by archivists, is content with the preservation of pure information (content preservation). As a result, the original data must be continuously reformatted, i.e. transferred from an outdated data format to a current one (Kramski 2016: 188–191; Keitel 2018: 141ff.). The latter strategy noticeably deviates from the tried and tested methods of preserving originals and increases the requirements for preserving authenticity. It also requires users to develop new methods of verifying the authenticity of documents and their sources (see, for example, Bischoff and Patel 2020).

On a fundamental level, archivists agree that the long-term preservation of electronic documents will depend on the establishment of suitable organizational protocols and technical procedures as well as on the deployment of transparent, methodologically sound approaches. A whole series of concepts are under discussion, some of which have already led to new standards or at least far-reaching archival consensus. First and foremost among them is the OAIS model, which provides the framework for most of the archiving solutions currently realized around the world (Kramski 2016: 191–194). Additional sets of rules emerge regularly from cross-institutional and cross-disciplinary cooperation between the members of the Nestor network and projects of InterPARES (Duranti and Blanchette 1995; Duranti 2018). Nestor has produced a handbook that provides an overview of the protocols deployed for the long-term archiving of electronic records (Neuroth et al. 2010). Moreover, the network’s criteria catalogue (Kriterienkatalog vertrauenswürdige digitale Langzeitarchive) summarizes the functional demands for reliable long-term storage. All of these rules and requirements are undoubtedly important for the preservation of authenticity.

There is an emerging consensus that the Anglo principle of an unbroken chain of custody is core to preserving the authenticity of electronic archive records. The term describes a set of precautions to ensure that the documentation of data is complete and traceable, from its creation and its transfer to the archives to the archival measures taken to preserve storage media. The approach requires metadata to log transfer and processing procedures and clearly document data creation, the original application environment, the original forms of use, the decisions of archivists, and the forms of data transfer (Grau 2022: 293–302; Pacheco et al. 2023: 631–638). Equipped with such comprehensive documentation, future users can arrive at a better assessment of electronic data’s function, scope, and informative value (Grau 2019: 140f.). Methodologically, the approach is consonant with the long-established archival procedures discussed above. Like them, it benefits from a direct and legally enshrined connection between archives and the creators of electronic documents.

‘Another’ method of preserving the authenticity of electronic documents starts with the data to be archived, identifies their significant properties, and fixes them in the form of metadata (Bussmann 2015: 39-51; Keitel 2010: 38–41). Widely accepted but still lacking a conclusive definition, the approach takes account of the fact that in the future, extrinsic information will play a much greater role in proving historical authenticity. Its aim is to ensure that properties essential for understanding and using data are preserved even if they are transferred to new technological environments or converted to other formats for reasons of long-term preservation. According to the prevailing view, descriptive metadata should have greater importance in the archiving of electronic documents than has been the case so far.

Technical processes can also contribute to maintaining authenticity. Some examples include digital signatures and hash values, though these remain under debate in view of their associated challenges. Another topic in need of discussion is whether the permanent preservation of the original files, including all the versions created during format migrations, is technically feasible, economically viable, and effective in increasing the trustworthiness of electronic documents.

CONCLUSION

Archives are an indispensable resource for historical research, rule of law, transparency and for the formation of  social identity. But they can fulfil these functions only if the records they hold are regarded as authentic. The prerequisite for authenticity is the ever-present ability to reconstruct the origin and context of the archival material. This allows users to scrutinize the scope of its content and ascertain whether it contains credible information. Provenance is the ‘cognitive principle of archival science’ and ‘the principle of action in archival practice’ (Leidel 2004: 91) that enable such scrutiny. There is every indication that the methods and procedures derived from this principle will continue to be valid in the digital age. Still, the new challenges and problems of electronic documents are undeniable and necessitate an expansion of archivists’ methodological toolkit. The process of defining suitable strategies and procedures is already well underway. The preservation of authenticity in the case of electronic archive records will depend crucially on creating a reliable and largely automated technical infrastructure using established standards and norms. Moreover, the operation of this infrastructure must be monitored by reliable and transparent organizational regulations that ideally also provide certification. An innovative additional approach requires metadata to guarantee the integrity of the data recording the specific characteristics of electronic documents. Whether it makes sense to transfer this extended methodological approach to analogue archive records is a question for further discussion.
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Aura

KATJA STOPKA

Aura is a crucial concept and one of the most important phenomena in the context of historical authenticity. The word is borrowed from the Latin aura, which denotes a breath of air, a glow of light, a haze, and thus an exceptional emanation or radiance. The visual appearance of aura encompasses things and living beings as a visual wreath, a visible haze or even a perceptible ambient atmosphere (cf. Kluge 1999: 65). Seen in this way, aura constitutes a phenomenon inherent to both objects and subjects, establishing authenticity not only in the sense of genuineness, uniqueness, truthfulness or credibility but also dignity. Because aura is attributed both to things and people, we encounter its application in the context of authenticity for both objects and subjects (cf. Spangenberg 2010: 400f.; Saupe 2015). Accordingly, aura bears fundamental relevance for the attribution of authenticity, as well as for the analysis of structures and practices of authentification (cf. Burmeister 2014; Korff 2007 [1984]; Sabrow 2016; Weindl 2019; Wieland 2019).

THE CONCEPT OF AURA IN WALTER BENJAMIN

Aura, however, cannot be reduced solely to its relation to objects and living beings; it plays an essential role as a category of subjective perception and experience. An examination of Walter Benjamin’s seminal reflections on the phenomenon of the aura makes it clear that aura does not exist in and of itself; it is first revealed through a sensory experience. To answer the question that Benjamin poses in his famous essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction – ‘What is aura, actually?’ – the place- and time-bound aspect of the aura is also crucial: ‘A strange weave of space and time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close it may be’ (Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 250). When observing a locally situated object – Benjamin takes as his example an observation of nature – the aura unfolds at a temporal tipping point, at which the subject feels sensuously connected to the perceived object: ‘If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch’ (Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 222 f.).

Aura is therefore both a dynamic phenomenon and a dialectical principle. In the process of apperception, the perceiving subject becomes aware of an object’s aura, which in turn radiates back upon the subject. This results in a contemplative process that dissolves the demarcations between subject and object; according to Benjamin, people experience such moments of convergence in encounters with nature and art, occasions upon which they have the impression of participating in something unique and special.

There are three texts that are indispensable for understanding Benjamin’s concept of aura: A Short History of Photography (Benjamin 1979 [1931]), from which the above quotation is taken; his well-known essay, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (Benjamin 1969 [1936]), in which the quotation from the Short History of Photography is reintroduced; and his reflections entitled On Some Motifs in Baudelaire (Benjamin 1969 [1939]). The Work of Art essay, written in 1935 and first published in an abridged version in 1936, is certainly the main work in this context. All three texts emphasize to a greater or lesser extent that aura is not merely a phenomenon inherent or attached to objects and subjects; aura emerges only when the viewer enters into a connection with the object being viewed. Benjamin concludes that this convergence contains a medial dimension that is not merely technical and communicative in nature; above all, this medial quality emanates from spiritual ingress. In the quotation above, Benjamin writes about the experience breathing the aura of those mountains, of that branch; later in the Short History of Photography, he elaborates on this medial connection by referring to portrait photography: ‘There was an aura about them, an atmospheric medium that lent fullness and security to their gaze even as it penetrated that medium’ (Benjamin 1979 [1931]: 2). Aura thus becomes a phenomenon of establishing contact that is distinguished by the presence of a magical element (Weindl 2019: 52).

The spiritual significance of the medial, however, remains inextricably intertwined with its technical and social dimensions. Benjamin invokes a reference to magic and spirits that was not uncommon in the early days of the new media, whereby spiritual contact with the absent and the dead played a particularly important role. The images and voices produced by technical innovations such as the photograph, the phonograph and the gramophone sometimes produced an effect that society around 1900 found to be disturbingly eerie. In the early phase of electrification, the public widely believed that they were actually hearing voices from the realm of the dead (cf. Stopka 2005: 162.) In his legendary ironic style, Thomas Mann, for example, offered up in The Magic Mountain a panegyric to the gramophone – a device that gave voice to the orchestral and operatic voices of the absent – which was then immediately followed by a séance to awaken the dead. Here, instead of the gramophone, a ‘virgin’ served as a medium through whose figure and voice the dead were to be transmitted to the present (cf. Mann 1971 [1924]: 636, 675).

THE LOSS OF AURA

In both the Photography essay and the Work of Art essay, however, Benjamin does not take up the concept of aura to replenish it by invoking its interrelation to magic. Instead, he assesses the phenomenon of aura within the specific context of an age marked by the invention of new storage, transmission, and reproduction devices; these developments, for Benjamin, were concomitant with the loss of the aura that surrounds the object. In the age of mechanical reproducibility, according to Benjamin, a new kind of relationship emerged from the coequal juxtaposition of the original and its copy, the cultural implications of which were dramatic. This development rendered nothing less than perception itself – not just things and mechanical developments – as subject to historicity (Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 222).

Benjamin notes that ‘the difference between the copy, which illustrated newspapers and newsreels keep in readiness, and the picture is unmistakable. Uniqueness and duration are as intimately conjoined in the latter as are transience and reproducibility in the former. The stripping bare of the object, the destruction of the aura, is the mark of a perception whose sense of the sameness of things has grown to the point where even the singular, the unique, is divested of its uniqueness–by means of reproduction’ (Benjamin 1979 [1931]: 250; cf. also Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 223).

Consequently, the possibility of reproduction heralds the loss of the uniqueness of things, which is closely linked to what Benjamin described as a ‘strange weave of space and time’. This ‘weave’ can only be perceived when looking at an original – which exhibits specific temporal and respective historical traces – in a more or less exclusive place. The material and spatial specificity of the original critically constitutes the status of its authenticity and uniqueness. When he writes ‘the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close it may be’, Benjamin is emphasizing the human capacity for perceiving and recognizing the intrinsic value of the original object, in its specific historicity and place; moreover, this perception goes beyond mere intellectual cognition to include sensuous apperception – this is what it means to experience aura. The rise of ubiquitous reproduction, however, causes those aspects that are essential to the original to disappear; this occurs because copies are not fixed to a singular location, nor do they possess the historical traces that facilitate the stimulation of sensuous experience. Thus, the mere existence of replicas – combined with the temporal and spatial unboundedness of their countless availability – dissolves any sense of the original’s uniqueness. As Benjamin notes, perceptual concentration on a reproduction, rather than on the original, deprives aura of its innate power and ‘the authority of the thing’, meaning the original, begins to waver (Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 229 f. cf. Burmeister 2014: 101).

Benjamin does not, however, lament the loss of this context of perception and values, which are embedded in a bourgeois understanding of culture. Instead, he describes in these historical changes welcome progress: ‘a historical caesura in the reception of media, in which “distance” is replaced by “proximity”, “unapproachability” by “availability”, “singularity” by “mass”, “duration” by “fleetingness”, and “tradition” by “novelty” ’ (Weindl 2019: 54). We will return shortly to the question of whether Benjamin’s diagnosis of the loss of the aura turns out to be apt in later times.

AURA AND HISTORICAL AUTHENTICITY

When Benjamin wrote about the work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction he was developing a concept of aura that focused predominantly on aesthetic things. Benjamin’s focus on the visual arts is related to the cultural flourishing of art museums around 1900 and the special significance that this genre of art assigns to the original. Nonetheless, Benjamin also applied his approach to objects that are not necessarily understood as art (Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 221 f.). In addition to the aesthetic qualities that can evoke the perception of aura, the historical element plays an equally decisive role in Benjamin’s concept. He argued that the original, in contrast to a reproduction has a history evidenced by its temporally sedimented materiality and its embeddedness in different traditional contexts; these, in turn, authenticate the original and predestine it to be perceived as having an aura (cf. Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 477).

The folklorist and museologist Gottfried Korff entered the debate almost fifty years later with his proposal to extricate Benjamin’s concept of aura from the context of art history. Korff’s interest as a museum expert is correspondingly more far-reaching and is directed beyond the work of art to the artefact per se – in other words, to all of the objects produced by a culture and to their display. To the same extent, everyday objects from the past can also appear auratic because they guarantee authenticity as historical testimonies. As Korff writes, ‘the aura is not only attached to the beauty of the original, but also to its genuineness and its authenticity’ (Korff 2007 [1984]: 121). In the following passage, we see how closely Korff links Benjamin’s concept of aura with his own approach, which surfaces particularly in his use of Benjamin’s space-time metaphors: ‘The original object not only brings the past closer to us, but also removes it again – due to the peculiar strangeness that is incorporated into authentic things. To be at once both close to and distant from the object; to return when looking at the thing to the horizon of a past time, and yet remain with both feet in one’s own moment – it is from this tension that the museological presentation of history must start and derive its effect’ (Korff 2007 [1984]: 120). The vocabulary of a Benjaminian aura – with its instantiations of the experience of closeness and distance, strangeness and familiarity – is also associated here with the exceptional status of an original object, although its particularity rests here primarily in its historical value. In the context of the mediation and reception of history, Korff imputes an auratic quality to historical authenticity, both as a phenomenon and as a concept, and establishes aura as a new way to appraise and prepare originals for presentation in a museum. This view has been adopted by many historians and museum experts. According to Heinrch Theodor Grütter, aura should no longer be linked to artistic value, but rather to the ‘fascination of the authentic’ (Grütter 1994: 52ff.). And Martin Sabrow refers with Benjamin to the spiritual quality of aura when he writes that ‘authenticity strikes a magical note when we attempt to understand our present by means of the past’ (Sabrow 2016: 29). But does this definition suggest that we should use historical authenticity and aura synonymously, or that they are in fact synonymous? Stefan Burmeister explores this question and concludes that the perception, and thus the attribution, of aura takes place via a sensual or emotional approach – the ascription of historical authenticity, on the other hand, occurs by means of the procedure of gaining intellectual knowledge (Burmeister 2014: 106). The one can, but need not, coincide with the other. In order to expound on this, we must return once again to the constitution of the original, to which historical authenticity and aura are supposedly attached – or, to put it more precisely, ascribed.

LOCATING AURA

According to Benjamin and Korff, what characterizes an original is its authenticity and thus also its uniqueness; the original bears the imprimatur of historical testimony, meaning that it is bestowed with the authority to testify in an authentic way about the past (cf. Benjamin 1969 [1936]: 221; Korff 2007 [1995]: 141). This constellation of facts can be substantiated by means of ‘scientific verification procedures’ or ‘established practices, such as the judicial, technical or medical verification of identity’, and this is usually referred to as authentication (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 10). In addition, there are strategies of authentification which are based on specific cultural-historical expertise and on systematically reflective methods, as well as on the ‘rehearsed rhetoric and socially anchored patterns and rituals of ascribing authenticity’ (ibid.). For this reason, in museums and collections that ‘prefer to call themselves sites for originals’, much revolves around the presentation and staging of the object as an exhibit and around the related practices of authentication (Hampp and Schwan 2017: 89). At the same time, there are a broad array of types of exhibits: natural objects, everyday artefacts from past times and cultures, manuscripts, historical treasures from the handicrafts, or visual artworks.

However, the situated nature of an exhibit in the museum context plays a far more important role in the attribution of uniqueness and authenticity than the question of whether the respective exhibit is unique or not. The exhibition venue itself conveys the authority necessary to build trust with the public and to substantiate the claim that the exhibits are in fact originals. We see this not only in contemporary museum practices, but also in the early days of museum history, when precious objects and curiosities were presented in specially prepared treasure chambers and curiosity cabinets to lend expression to their dignity.

This is also the starting point for Boris Groys in his essay Topology of Aura (Topologie der Aura, 2003), in which, following Benjamin’s concept of aura, Groys argues for a shift in the view of the auratic, away from things and towards places. The quality, and thus also the aura of a work, becomes much more dependent on its topological context than on its intrinsic authenticity. This propels the exhibition value of the object to the fore, setting aside concerns about cult value or historical value (Groys 2003: 35; see also Weindl 2019: 62). Groys goes even further with his reconceptualization of aura when he contradicts Benjamin’s diagnosis that aura is lost in the age of reproducibility. Groys argues that an original’s aura arises only through the enabling of its reproduction, because it is only through the ‘potential multiplicity’ of an object that its status as an original enters consciousness and authenticates its uniqueness (Groys 2003: 35). Groys asserts that these are all reasons for linking aura more to place than to an object: ‘When you go to a work of art, it is an original. When you force it to come to you – it is a copy’ (Groys 2003: 37). As a rule, then, location determines the status of the artefact, not its material character. Everything presented in a museum context would, according to this argument, therefore have artistic value or, more generally speaking, historical value; the object’s mere presence in a museum guarantees its authenticity (cf. also Günzel 2007: 27).

While Groys’ suggestion may seem somewhat drastic at first glance, we cannot dismiss it out of hand. When viewing exhibits in a museum, visitors hardly notice whether an exhibit is an original or a copy, as evidenced by the dramatic case in 2007 involving counterfeit terra-cotta figures in the Hamburg Museum of Ethnology (cf. Schütte 2007). Above all, however, Groys’s Topology of Aura responds to developments in the art world and its handling of exhibits. Marcel Duchamp’s presentation of his readymades, for example, instigated a revolutionary break in the art scene, after which the relationship between original and copy, use value and art value could no longer be clearly defined and had to be reassessed accordingly: ‘The readymade is an original regardless of how many similar objects exist outside the museum. The decisive factor is the location, which, independent of its materiality, makes the object an original’ (Günzel 2007: 27).

STAGING THE AURA THROUGH PRACTICES OF AUTHENTIFICATION

All of this leads us back to the question of how aura and historical authenticity are connected. If a scientifically authenticated original is granted an auratic quality in the exhibition context, then the ascription of aura coincides with the attribution of historical authenticity; as Stefan Burmeister argues, ‘the aura is the medium of the enchantment process that the viewer experiences in the spatial context of the museum, while the authenticity of the exhibit legitimises the process’ (Burmeister 2014: 106). This combines two approaches to the exhibit: on the one hand, a scientific-rational approach, which is primarily interested in the historical information value of the exhibit; and on the other, a more sensuous, adoring approach, which is more affected by the showcase value of the exhibit (Wieland 2019: 89f.).

But what happens when information value and exhibit value diverge? Can an exhibit that possesses no historical information value – as is the case for almost every copy of an existing original – nevertheless inspire a reverential approach in the viewer, or generate an aura? If we were to follow Groys’s argument, the answer to the latter question would be affirmative. Burmeister also admits that a copy can appear auratic under certain circumstances. He claims that auratic experience is evoked, such that ‘the emotional disposition of the viewer plays just as much a role here as the external conditions of perception that guide their “approach” to the auratic object. Museums in particular create their very own conditions of perception’ (Burmeister 2014: 102), and thus also condition viewers for an auratic approach to the exhibits (cf. also Wieland 2019: 99). Consequently, for curators and museologists, practices of authentification assume pride of place over methods of authentication. While the latter are measured according to scientific criteria, the legitimacy of practices related to authentification originates from the recognition of authority, or rather from the social and cultural credibility, of the museum as an institution (Saupe 2017: 49). The quality of the museum space and the manners in which exhibits are presented assume particular importance and are based on specific, finely tuned professional staging strategies that focus primarily on exhibit value. Exhibits are often displayed in showcases in which they can be viewed from all sides; this makes them appear close enough to touch, even though they are locked away so that they cannot be touched. The imposition of distance or a proscription against approaching an unprotected work of art – such as a painting or a statue – increases its exhibit value, just as lighting scenarios and colour schemes help to ensure that exhibition objects appear simultaneously to be close and distant, opaque and transparent, and are thus perceived as valuable and unique (Burmeister 2014; Weindl 2019; Wieland 2019). Other professional methods of museum authentification include narrative contextualization, which elevates exhibition objects, in the context of an associated narrative, to the status of modern relics, as is the case with items of clothing worn by famous personalities (Saupe 2017: 60f.).

All of these authentification strategies of concealing and showing, of presence and distance, are intended to promote an emotional mood among museum visitors that is conducive to facilitating their perception of the exhibits as auratic. However, this also means that experts have the ability to fabricate authenticity for exhibition objects, regardless of their material substance or their history of production and use; this then leads the layperson to perceive such claims to authenticity as credible, and they experience the object as having an aura (Saupe 2017: 49; Hampp and Schwan 2017: 97). The authenticity and aura of museum exhibits therefore constitute two components of the complex relationship between exhibition designers and visitors. In this particular context, producers intent on cultivating authenticity seek to induce an auratic experience among recipients. Thus, in the historico-cultural and museological context, we can ultimately describe authenticity and aura less as phenomena than as procedures in which the authentification of the object turns out to be a ‘rhetorical mode’ (Baur 2009: 32), which is then employed to invest an object with aura, thereby generating a ‘collaborative hallucination’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 167). We can therefore conclude that an original’s aura can actually be transferred to any replica, and that the staging of objects (with the help of authentification procedures) can produce an effect that invokes a greater sense of genuineness than scientifically verifiable authentication. In this respect, authenticity and aura – or rather the processes associated with establishing authenticity and investing with aura – may be interdependent phenomena, but they are not the same thing.
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Authorship and Authorization

MICHAEL WETZEL

No concept has dominated discussions of literary studies and cultural history in recent decades as much as that of authorship. Yet the associated idea of attributing texts and other cultural artefacts to an individual creator or author only became a real problem after structuralism declared the end of its interpretive force in 1968–69. Polemic talk of the death of the author (Roland Barthes) or reducing the author to the status of an ordering function of discourse (Michel Foucault) met with numerous responses and triggered waves of a return of the author in scholarly discourse (see the overview in Schaffrick and Willand 2014: 3–148 and Wetzel 2022: 1–197).

Originating in the context of the ennobling of artistic creativity by the Renaissance, the concept of authorship gained acceptance as the epitome of the true writer or artist at the end of the eighteenth century under the sign of the cult of the genius (see Wetzel 2000 and 2020). As a normative idea of the work being based on originality and creativity, authorship also comes close to the ideal of authenticity in the sense of a mutually intended autonomy of the subject that authorizes authors as owners of the intellectual content of their works, whereby authenticity plays a decisive role in the attribution of authorship. On an etymological level, the two terms can be placed in an almost chiasmatic relationship: authorship can ensure its ‘auctoritas’ only via the authenticity of the work as ‘made by one’s own hand’, whereas authenticity, conversely, can ensure the genuineness of what is self-made only by reference to an author whose hand signs the work.

In hermeneutics and textual scholarship, too, authenticity and authorship have a complementary relationship: Setting out from the writer’s intention as creator, authorship demonstrates its power by authorizing the work – not least legally by means of copyright – as authentic property (Martens 2004: 47), whereas, conversely, authenticity sets out from the work and asks about the creator, the ‘maker’, or the ‘owner’ of that work in his or her unique, original particularity – whereby, depending on the cultural ‘transmission’ (ibid.: 41), this ‘subject’ can certainly also be collective in nature.

AFFINITIES BETWEEN AUTHORSHIP AND AUTHENTICITY

The crucial development in the process of mutual legitimation of authorship and authenticity occurs as a transition from the object-related authentication of the work as an undisputed production of its ‘signing’ producer to the subject-oriented authentification of the work as evidence of an author’s creativity. It should not be forgotten that the concept of authorship is of relatively recent date and was only able to gain acceptance versus a craft model of art production since the beginning of the modern era with the ‘invention of the creative subject’ (Kleinschmidt 2004: 6). ‘The author as a biographically tangible quantity is virtually unknown to the medievalist; until the late fourteenth century, the few exceptions prove the rule’ (Bein 2004: 19). The assumption of an instance of subjective authorship behind the mere ‘form of a name’ (ibid.) thus marks a historical turning point that also raised the question of the legitimization of this position of power versus the exclusive authority of the divine Creator that dominated through the Middle Ages. For the theological and Biblical hermeneutical ‘figures of thought of authenticity, veracity, mimesis, and originality’ (Kleinschmidt 2004: 13) as guarantors of the genuineness of proofs of faith now served to authorize individuals as the true creators of their works. Moreover, the legal significance of authentication becomes crucial to ensure copyright’s claim to valorize that which became a new legal, economic, and political subject (in the form of pamphlets and revolutionary writings) as ‘intellectual property’. This valorization of authorship was supported by the media of reproduction and distribution in the form of book printing and marketing that emerged at the beginning of the modern era. Authors owed their authorization to them; they lent ‘authority’ to their writings, while the authenticity of their authorship also made them legally responsible for their publications to the censors and police.

It is, however, necessary to distinguish between author and authorship: Authorship can only be authentificated as a property – as a ‘dispositivity’ (Kleinschmidt 2004: 15) – by works and cannot be ‘subjected to substantialist definition or predicative description’ (Städtke 2003: VII). All that functions as reference objects of the authorial formation of discourse are names, which refer to the authorial subject as the creator or as the embodiment of a myth of individual creation. The former is about an authentication of authorship, e.g. by analysing style, comparing handwriting, or references within the work; the second case is about authentification of authorship as a way of auraticizing the author on the path of ‘practiced rhetorics and socially anchored patterns and rituals of the attribution of genuineness’ (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 10), e.g. with images of the author, relics of writing instruments, but also anecdotes or biographies.

The ennobling of the individual author occurred relatively late in history, not reaching its culmination until the cult of the genius of the eighteenth century, at which point the dark side of revering originality and individuality became significant – namely, in the spread of forgeries and plagiaries as ‘the other of authorship’ (Reulecke 2006b: 267; cf. Reulecke 2016: 53). Both forms of inauthentic authorship – in the former case, by fabricating someone else’s authorship and, in the latter case, illegally appropriating someone else’s authorship (see Ackermann 1992: 17; Reulecke 2006a: 37) – presume the recognition of authentic authorship: ‘With the concept of authors as original creators and their institution as legal subjects, not only the literary forgery but also the concept of plagiarism, the stealing of intellectual property, could be established’ (Reulecke 2006a: 7).

However, the association with ‘by one’s own hand’ and ‘murder’ rooted in the Greek etymology of authenticity (see Knaller 2006: 18; Wiefarn 2010: 11; 17) reveals that the ‘murder of the precursors’ (Reulecke 2006b: 267) implicit in plagiarism is already dominated by the – to express it in psychoanalytical terms – Oedipal problems of authorship (Wiefarn 2010: 11): The authorization of the author in the sense of an ‘authorial father–son relationship’ (ibid.: 42) implies the murder of the ‘father of the text’ as a precondition for the possibility of authentic authorship by means of appropriation and filiation.

Not only based on this subliminal tension of the usurpation of one of the power relationships in the order of discourse but also in view of the slow evolution of the journalistic media landscape, the authorization of individual authors began with a rather hesitant emancipation of writers from their function as copyists. In the early examples of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, they are not self-responsible creators but rather correspond to a different level of meaning of the Latin word auctor that points to the supplementary production of a surplus value of meaning, since it derives from the verb augere: ‘increase’, ‘augment’, ‘enlarge’. Whether as translators, as in Heinrich Steinhövel’s German version of Giovanni Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus (On Famous Women) of 1473 or as free adaptors, as in Geschichtklitterung of 1575 by Johann Fischart, who claimed a higher authenticity in the name of his mother tongue for his German version of Gargantua by François Rabelais, published in 1534: In both cases, authorship is asserted by the new authors based on their modernity in contrast with the ancientness of their models, i.e. in the sense of an innovation of design (see Wetzel 1985: 17, and 2000: 503ff.).

In this context, Wolfgang Iser drew attention a fundamental aporia of this authorization of the authorial with his formulation of a ‘zero point of the discourse’ (Iser 2003: 219), which shows that it is impossible to authenticate oneself as an authority. As examples of this aporia of the early modern era he names Michel Montaigne, who saw his authorship of the written made possible in an inverse sense by the latter, as well as Daniel Defoe and Jonathan Swift, who had their fictions authenticated by their function as editor or publisher. The ‘history of the rise and fall of the author as a central figure in the formation of authority in the modern era’ (Städtke 2003: XI) began in the eighteenth century with the Earl of Shaftesbury’s apotheosis of the ‘second creator after God’ and reached its apogee in the cult of the genius, which was entirely under the sign of Edward Young’s proclamation of artistic originality, i.e. of the self-authorization as creator by means of the generative force of nature (see Reulecke 2006b: 269; Knaller 2006: 27). This also explains the success of the fiction of a Scottish Homer in The Poems of Ossian by James Macpherson, who had published his own poems as translations of an ancient Gaelic heroic epic, unleashing a cult wave of ancient Nordic nostalgia especially in its German reception (by, among others, Johann Gottfried Herder and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in Werther). Despite Samuel Johnson’s early doubts about the authenticity of the text, which existed only as a translation, it was not until the early nineteenth century that it was demonstrated that anachronisms proved its inauthenticity.

The new concept of the genius primarily broke with the aesthetic of imitation and its forms of authorization by normative rules of poetics and canonical rhetorics and pursued an aesthetics of production. Also clearly evident in that context was the transition from an understanding of authenticity based on textual hermeneutics to one based on the author as subject. This is especially clear in a short text by Immanuel Kant: ‘Über das Misslingen aller philosophischen Versuche in der Theodizee’ (On the Miscarriage of All Philosophical Trials in Theodicy) of 1791. Kant referred to a distinction common in legal studies in his day between doctrinal and authentic interpretation. In the former, the text of the laws is cited as the source for the doctrine; the latter takes the legislator with the authority of his authorship himself (see Knaller 2006, 18–19). In the case of the question of the theodicy discussed by Kant, such a ‘word of authority of the author himself’ (Wetzel 2006: 43) as a divine dictum cannot be expected, since God has withdrawn from Creation, but Kant found a solution by means of the autonomy of the subject that in the ‘authentic speech of reason’ (Wetzel 1985: 187; cf. Wiefarn 2010: 75f.) adopts God’s authorship by itself becoming the interpreter of His will.

Goethe, who became the spokesman for this era of apotheotic authorship, summed up the new paradigm of an aesthetics of production in the concept of Bildung (education, cultivation of the person). It unites natural prefiguration with authorial creativity against the backdrop of an aesthetic stylistic certainty in an ideal figure of the artist as demonstrated both biographically and autobiographically. His work Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth) combined the ennobling of authorship through the history of his oeuvre with an authenticity of creative existence as a ‘prince of poetry’.

Whereas Goethe controlled his own oeuvre with his rigorous editorial policy of the ‘Ausgabe letzter Hand’ (edition of the final hand) using strategies of authentication and authentification, he often ended up in a predicament when faced with specific issues of authentication. Already in the case of his free adaptations of the conversations with Karl Philipp Moritz on the ‘pictorial imitation of the beautiful’ in his Italienische Reise (Italian Journey), his authorship in the sense of who wrote them is uncontroversial, but his authorship of the ideas as intellectual property is dubious (on this distinction, see Hoffmann 2017). Goethe followed this concept of appropriating ‘ennobling’ in his free translations of Denis Diderot, in his ‘symphilosophical’ exchange with Friedrich von Schiller, and above all in his unconscious ‘adoption’ of the essay ‘Die Nature’ (Nature), which is considered the authentic expression of the Sturm und Drang generation – which is in fact by the Swiss author Georg Christoph Tobler but is still included in the corpus of Goethe’s works today. And so he felt like a collective being who – as he confessed towards the end of his life – believed he was presenting all that he had appropriated, reworked, and received from outside – simply under the name Goethe (see Reulecke 2016: 358f.).

Lionel Trilling, who summed up the evolution of early modern literature as the moral antithesis of sincerity and masquerade, diagnosed the Romantic era around 1800 as a turn to the idea of authenticity grounded in the subject itself as a ‘personal authenticity in his entire autonomousness’ (Trilling 1972: 100). Authenticity in this sense is described as an intensity of authorial self-realization, as a self-authorizing presence of authorship in the work, especially using the example of the Romantic idea of ‘true’ artistry. Trilling also refers to the aporia of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s principle of revealing a true, authentic inner self that is at the same time hidden again in the work. In this view, the authentic work of art is dominated by a dialectic between sincerity and masquerade that demands a transfigurative dimension of unconscious authorship by which the author as the ‘revealer’ of ‘nature’ and its ‘transcendental greats and authorities’ becomes nature himself (Knaller 2006: 29).

At the same time, Romantics such as Ludwig Tieck and E.T.A. Hoffmann played with the function of ‘authorship’ as a mise-en-abyme collective configuration that continues point to other figures or – in Hoffmann’s case – to a fictional editor. Later in the nineteenth century, there was a relativization of the authorial as freely available property, which authors such as Heinrich Heine understood to be an invitation to plagiarism. The end of courtly patronage enabled the free market – the ‘literary-artistic field’ (Pierre Bourdieu) – to form, on which the work was sold like a commodity authorized by the author’s name as a label. At the same time, there was a museification of classical authorship (also in the form of monuments to writers) in a heroizing culture of authentification in which authenticity became the sign of quality of a successful presentation, which parodied Friedrich Nietzsche’s exposure of the self-deception of the subject as the autonomous master of the work as masquerade. But it was not only economic and social factors attacking the authorial subject’s position of power but also media communication becoming increasingly technological and leading to a general ‘crisis of authority’ (Schaffrick and Willand 2014: 50).

AUTHENTICITY AS THE STAGING OF AUTHORSHIP

In the history of scholarship in the twentieth century, the hermeneutical reference to the object suddenly turned to performance-oriented thematicizations of strategies for staging. A crucial element of this was the growing interest in the avant-garde of media aesthetics of Dadaism and Surrealism, above all in Marcel Duchamp, who played with the semiotics of authorship, such as the signature and the portrait, and used in the form of his ready-mades to authorize industrially produced products as his own works or to produce fictional doppelgängers of himself with fake photographs (see Wetzel 2020: 225–235). In the sense of this indistinguishability between the original and copy, authenticity is localized in the ‘conceptual’, and, in the sense of the fake (see Knaller 2016: 52f.), demasked as something made: ‘Authorship is no longer tied to material production, but only to invention’ (Tietenberg 2013: 341).

In the face of these media strategies of simulation, authenticity is idealized as a value of the immediate and genuine: ‘The authentic represents the alternative to a reality conveyed via the media’ (Zeller 2010: 1). If one assumes with Susanne Knaller that authenticity as an aesthetic value is ‘a concept first introduced in the twentieth century in the sense of normative authenticity of art or author’ (Knaller 2006: 31), one gets the impression that the concept obtains its ultimately nostalgic appeal that gives values of authorship or originality their utopian validity only after a crisis situation as an ‘indication of a crisis’ (Zeller 2010: 7). As the ‘dream of a life without masquerade or role play’ (Zeller 2010: 1), authenticity in the 1970s expressed the yearning for an immediate authority of authorship. But this dream is long since over, and the perception and especially the representation of authenticity is indebted to effects, constructions, fictions, and strategies that also moderate the self-stylization of modern authors. Postmodern authorship in particular shifts to the ‘mode of ironic inauthenticity’ (Porombka 2007: 227) in manifold media effects of simulation. The new reading of ‘authenticity’ as an effect – as a result of strategies of recognition – turns originality into artificiality, as in Jacques Derrida’s media-critical term ‘artefactualité’ (formed from artefact and actualité, that is, as a contamination of artificiality and news/information; see Wetzel 2006: 47f.), which is intended to remind us of the ‘mediated immediacy’ (Theodor W. Adorno) of authentic content and the veiling of the ‘mediality’ or of the ‘traces of the made’ (Zeller 2010: 282).

Contrary to the ideology of the neo-avant-gardes of the 1960s and 1970s of a truth existing in life itself, authenticity seems from the perspective of this performative turn to be a ‘product of aesthetic operations that simulate amediality and in this way reveal self-reflexively the media conditions of art’ (Zeller 2010: 285). In later so-called postmodern literature and especially in pop literature, the positives such as life and text are replaced by a ‘playing with authenticity’ that in the ‘myth of the authentic author’ (Künzel 2007: 20) undergoes a theatricalization of authorship that by revaluing the ‘inauthentic as authentic’ or equating ‘of authenticity with masquerade’ (ibid.: 21) to the point of parody.

In contrast to autobiographical authentifications of authorship, the strategies of staging authorship and authenticity are distinguished above all by the fact that they hand over the intrinsic control of the work process to extrinsic, paratextual, intermedia authorities and public media. They offer a perspective on the ‘public author’ (John-Wenndorf 2014) that construct outside of his or her work a metaphorical ‘picture’ of the author (as image or label) as a ‘star’ (Porombka 2007: 235f.). Even consciously staged scandals serve the interest of attracting public attention. The relationship of the justification for authority and authenticity is reversed in the process: Whereas in ‘classical’ authorship the authenticity of the works is provided by the authority of the author, in the ‘theatrical’ phase the author gains authority only through the authenticity of his presentation as author. This opens a supplementary venue of the representation and reception of authorship that points to the author’s social role (in public appearances, interviews, photographs, and audiovisual media of communication such as documentary films, reportages, and web presences).

In recent years, a new form of autobiographical authorship has dominated, which under the neologism autofiction takes up the old tension between facticity and fictionality and transfers it to new strategies for authentificating fictional biographies. The term was coined by the French writer and literary scholar Serge Doubrovsky to describe the effort to authenticate the biographical first-person author by means of literary figurations. Autofictions assume that authorship is based on the construction of a fictional authority such as the narrator, whose text can, however, just as easily reflect the author’s real life. The dovetailing of lived reality and imagined possibility known as metalepsis makes it possible to authentificate the biography of the author in the play with the author’s ‘autopoietic’ function in the medium of writing that serves as the public medium of certifying his or her ‘aut(h)o(r)fiction’. In the latter, the authentic and the fictional merge through the authority of an author who simultaneously ‘fabricates and fabricates himself’ (Wagner-Egelhaaf 2013: 9). Unlike merely playful self-staging, autofiction is based on a great deal of self-reflection that always also points to ‘the fictional-constructive designs and the reality of life’ (ibid.: 12). With regard to this claim to produce the ‘autobiographically’ described life in its own fiction, autofiction represented Foucault’s concept of a bioethics of the ‘care of the self’ (see Kreknin 2014: 19ff.), which was developed at the same time as Doubrovsky’s approach and also assumes a ‘contrafactual self-design’ of life.

In the spirit of this new variant of the fictional autobiography, which never holds to the claim that its fabrication can produce the author–subject belatedly, so to speak, the autofictional pact and the ‘autobiographical pact’ (Philippe Lejeune) between author and reader are connected to each other. The German-language example of such ‘self-poetics’ (Kreknin 2014: 4) that has been cited over and over for this tradition of the cult of the self is Rainald Goetz. One can observe in his oeuvre the strategy of ‘author–subject figures being generated in literary texts by means of authorship’ that ‘call into question the conditions of their own existence by means of the text that they have authorized themselves’ (ibid.: 32). In the spirit of the yearning for the reality of the constructed self that is typical of autofiction, the ‘autopoietically’ produced author-figure is ‘inscribed’ not so much into life as such as into a ‘specific form of mediated reality’ (ibid.: 32, 128f.).

THE COPY-AND-PASTE GENERATION

The newer media of the digital revolution make assumptions of authorship and authenticity ever more precarious. The possibilities that the Internet offers not only to download unlimited data but also to integrate it into one’s own work without much effort makes the concept of intellectual property problematic, as is clear not least from discussions of the question of open source. Simulated and authentic authorship can no longer be distinguished in hypertexts; the replacement of avant-garde techniques such as montage and collage by remix or copy & paste is more reminiscent of methods based on chance than of creative processes: Although they can also be based on texts by authors, they raise serious doubts about the authorization of a ‘authorship of mixing’ (Simanowski 2013: 249).

The themes of forgery and plagiarism also become increasingly indistinguishable, since the artefacts of the apparatus such as photographs, films, or videos cannot be authorized by any authorship so that authorization occurs only subsequently in the ‘falsifying’ presentation of what is actually the documentary original. Rudolf Arnheim thus speaks of the ‘two authenticities’ of technological images: that of the connection to reality and that of subjective experience, and refers to the famous Rodney King case in the early 1990s, in which video recordings of a Black man being violently attacked by White policemen in Los Angeles were presented in court using projection techniques (including slow motion and stills) as evidence of the victim’s aggression (Arnheim 1993: 537). Derrida also took up this example to demonstrate his distinction between authorization by ‘evidence’ and by ‘testimony’: for him, authenticity cannot be produced by ‘the authority of the material evidence’ but only by the authorial responsibility of a ‘way of representing’ or a subjective ‘testimony of the path’ (Wetzel 2006: 49, 53).

The problems with addressing the issue of plagiarism are evident in the case of Helene Hegemann in 2010, in which a young author was awarded prizes for her autofictional novel Axolotl Roadkill, which was composed of textual building blocks taken from other artists, and thus demonstrated that in the digital age the taboo of plagiarism has become a ‘symptom of a completely uncertainty of authorship and the concepts of the original, authentic, and creative that are associated with it’ (Reulecke 2016: 410). The author defended herself against the accusation of authorship obtained by devious means and feigned authenticity in which the supporting ideas were not made ‘by her own hand’ by arguing that, in the age of freely available materials, ‘second-hand’ sampling (ibid.: 420) was merely drawing the obvious conclusion from the end of the idea of authorship and, on the other hand, the final product had indeed been made by her (see Reulecke 2016: 419). Even the expectation of an ‘aut(h)o(r)fiction’ is disappointed by this unmasking: The biography written with ‘borrowed plumes’ turns out to be more of a ‘heterofiction’ (in this case that of a blogger named Airen). What was significant in this case was the discussion in the media it triggered in which the traditional position of an authenticity of writing as a basic existential experience of a generation was revived and the ‘the bourgeois phantasms of the original genius and of the natural child’ were played out against the ‘poetology of deferred action or of the non-original’ (ibid.: 417, 423) that merely simulated authenticity and originality.

Authenticity thus loses the credibility guaranteed by the authority of an author to the extent that the heterotopia of onscreen worlds and their hypertexts level out the difference between the made and the found in the digital world. But the Hegemann ‘case’ also demonstrates clearly how ‘faith’ in the authority and authenticity of individual authorship – combined with the legal-economic protection of individual claims to valorizing intellectual property – can coexist with de facto negation of individual producers and the uniqueness of cultural products from the perspective of the history of culture.

It is therefore unsurprising that debates over intersubjectivity, intertexuality, and the Internet have also addressed intercultural connects of postcolonial studies that make it clear how much the values being negotiated are indebted to a Eurocentric perspective. The often-cited counterplay is the Asian cultural realm and specifically Japanese aesthetics in which no individual authorship authorizes the authenticity of artistic and cultural values but only their craft perfection. It is therefore not surprising either when national relics such as the central Shinto shrine in Ise are torn down every twenty years and rebuilt next to them: The cultural asset is not authentic because of the historicity of his fabric or the originality of its design but because of the unchanged tradition of its artisanal reproduction. Authenticity is guaranteed as authentic reproduction; authorship is authorized by the genuineness or precision of the imitation of models – which results in considerable problems with recognizing Western standards of cultural assets worthy of preservation (Mager 2016: 9f., 145–162).

The idea of authenticity as originality (in the word’s dual sense of unique origin and being tied to a place or context from which it sprang) is unknown in Japan, and the concept cannot be translated into Japanese – except in the sense of ‘genuineness’ or ‘credibility’ (ibid.: 116). In lieu of the signature as a singular and performative act that guarantees authenticity in Western cultures, there is the certification and identification of documents by stamps (hanko). The tradition here is tied to renewal that reveres not the object as such but rather the way it is produced and the perfection of its form. Instead of an authenticity of substances with the features of ageing and aura, there is an ‘authenticity of form’ or ‘shape’ (ibid.: 194–202), for which there is no difference between original and copy. For the values of the global village (Marshall McLuhan) that are a legacy of colonialism, however, the principle still applied that authenticity is linked to the authority of an authorship that no longer has to be individual but can also have a label or trademark as an author’s name (such as Walt Disney) that has legal and economic power.
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Autochthony

CHRISTOPH KOHL

The adjective ‘autochthonous’, which is derived from ancient Greek and is defined as ‘indigenous’ or ‘remaining in or confined to its site of origin’ (Oxford English Dictionary n.d.), has found its way into geology; social, cultural, and legal studies; hydrology, medicine, and biology; as well as politics, among other fields. At first glance, the concepts of autochthony and authenticity would seem to have little in common apart from their Greek origin. If one looks at the two concepts more closely, however, they reveal striking similarities. Central to both is the fact that the human search for both autochthony and that for historical authenticity can be interpreted as reactions to the uncertainties of the modern era and hence as expressions of crises (Garbutt 2006: 5; Krämer 2014: 25f.). Moreover, both terms are extremely vague: the attribution of both autochthony and historical authenticity is at times very subjective and can therefore result in controversy or even conflict. After all, both terms stand for concepts that have not only seen a boom as analytical categories in the humanities and social sciences in the past three decades but also previously had careers as normative concepts in society and politics. But where does the intersection of the two terms lie?

The concept of autochthony originated in the fifth century BCE and was widespread in the Greek-speaking world (Blok 2009: 251; Geschiere 2009: 7–13). For example, the people of Athens described themselves as αúτόχθωνες (autochthones). With this term, they were trying, firstly, to express that they and their ancestors had lived in Attica since time immemorial. Secondly, with the myth of autochthony the inhabitants wanted to express that, in accordance with the semantic derivation of the word, they had sprung from the earth on which they lived. Indirectly, it is reasonable to assume that by describing themselves in this way they were making a judgement in that they saw themselves as better than others. Underscoring the ancientness of their presence in Athens also implied a supposedly special purity – in contrast to ethnically mixed foreigners (Rosivrach 1987: 294–97, 302). The term is thus contrasted with that of έπήλυδες (incomer, stranger). This makes clear the effort to exclude those who moved there later and to depict themselves as a small, exclusive group. This self-construction as an ethnic group had clear political objectives, and claims to territory and civil rights could be derived from myths of autochthony – that is to say, who allegedly settled a place first (Blok 2009: 252, 254).

Contrary to what myths of autochthony and the associated assertions of purity and exclusivity suggest, however, in practice immigrants have, of course, long since been integrated into societies. Clearly because they were aware of the political, normative use of the term, ancient historians hesitated to call the Athenians ‘autochthonous’ (Blok 2009: 263). Autochthony and authenticity thus formed an alliance already in antiquity, since assertions of exclusive purity alluded to the genuineness and originality – that is to say, authenticity – solely of the people who had supposedly been there since time immemorial. In legal studies – especially in the English-speaking realm – the use of the term ‘autochthony’ follows the ancient tradition: It refers to the fact that a constitution is not rooted abroad but rather in the given country itself and is therefore ‘native’, that is, sprang from the native soil. A constitution classified as ‘autochthonous’ owes its validity and legal force to domestic and not foreign legal processes. Discussions of the autochthonous constitutions played a role above all in states that had gained independence from the British Empire (Oliver 2017).

Authenticity and autochthony are closely interwoven here since in this way of thinking only an autochthonous constitution can reflect the authentic will of the people in the country in question. There are three specific criteria for what makes up an autochthonous and thus historically authentic constitution: (1) The external legal power ended when the new constitution was passed; (2) all the processes for passing the new constitution occurred locally; and (3) the sovereign power (the constitutive people) or courts recognize the constitution as legally binding because they themselves accept it (Oliver 2017).

Even if the terms ‘autochthonous’ and ‘indigenous’ are used synonymously today – especially in the English-speaking world – and certainly have overlaps, several authors point to differences in meaning: ‘The term indigenous tends to be used for people who are already marginalised, while autochthonous is generally reserved for people who are dominant in a given area but fear future marginalisation’ (Gausset, Kenrick and Gibb 2011: 135, 139). Accordingly, ‘indigenous’ – unlike ‘autochthonous’ – is used to describe often small, marginalized groups in postcolonial, multiethnic societies, whether, for example, in Europe (like the Saami and other ethnic groups of nomadic background at the Arctic Circle) or in Asia and the Americas. Particularly with respect to Latin America, one often speaks of ‘indigenous peoples’ – although the term ‘people’ should be deemed problematic from a current ethnological perspective. This usage can be traced back not least to activists and international organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO), the United Nations (UN), and the Organization of American States (OAS), among others, who had committed to protect the ‘indigenous’ and so had a lasting influence on the term ‘indigenous peoples’ (Speiser 2004).

In the 1960s, the social sciences directly adopted the ancient concept of ‘autochthony’ – albeit without explicitly using the term. The sociologists Norbert Elias and John L. Scotson empirically studied the relationships between the established and the outsiders – in principle, a global phenomenon – using the example of a suburb of an emerging industrial city in central England. They underscored that social inequality was manifested not only in factors such as social stratification or ethnicity but also in the length of presence in a place. Elias and Scotson thus identified time as a criterion by which the established, who implicitly saw themselves as ‘authentic’ residents of a place, could differentiate themselves from new arrivals. The established families indirectly understood themselves to be a kind of local aristocracy that could claim normative privileges and interpretive authority and – by distinguishing themselves from the newly arrived outsiders – increasingly came together as a coherent group in order to establish their values and norms even among the new arrivals (Elias and Scotson 1965). Against this backdrop, historical authenticity becomes a power factor that the established claim for themselves and deny the new arrivals.

‘Autochthony’ has become better known as a normative, political concept in the debates on immigration policy in the Netherlands and Belgium since the 1970s. Here and in other, not exclusively European countries, discourses on autochthony thrive especially where immigration was rejected (Ceuppens and Geschiere 2005: 397; Geschiere 2009: 4f.). The so-called European ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015–16 fuelled such discourses in right-wing populist and extremist political camps. Current discourses take up established patterns of argumentation: fear of having to share the benefit of the social state with foreigners, on the one hand, and displeasure with politicians who are thought not to take the concerns and fears of the population seriously, on the other. Open or latent xenophobia and fear of social and economic decline reinforce the rejection of immigrants perceived as foreign and dangerous, who, because they are assumed to be different, are seen by the established as not autochthonous, not authentic (Ceuppens and Geschiere 2005, 397–401). In Germany, for example, the debates that have emerged from the right in recent years over ‘Bio-Deutsche’ (biological Germans) are nothing but autochthony discourses. They can be understood as a reaction to neoliberal globalization and the associated fear of a loss of control, homogenization, loss of power, and question of identities (Ceuppens and Geschiere 2005: 386; Geschiere 2009: 16–21). Inherent in the autochthony debates are a demand for exclusion and, as the other side of the coin, a search for identity or belonging, which therefore always touch on the question of personal authenticity (Saupe 2015).

Long before the idea of autochthony achieved prominence in Europe in the political-normative realm in the late twentieth century, the term had a boom in the late nineteenth century in France’s West African colonies. Overwhelmed by the confusing cultural, ethnic, and political heterogeneity and diversity there, the French colonial rulers made autochthony the major criterion for establishing order in the territories to be controlled and to secure their rule. Autochthony thus became the basic principle of the ‘politique des races’ worked out by William Ponty, the governor general of French West Africa, around 1900. According to this approach, the administrative units being formed should be settled by people of the same ethnicity. This made it necessary to distinguish the ‘authentic’ residents from the new arrivals. Only the former were the ‘true’ natives who, in contrast to the ‘allogenous’, were the owners of the country and traditionally had political power, to which the ‘non-autochthonous’ had to submit (Geschiere 2009: 13–16). The French colonial rulers were thus trying to establish a hierarchy and to place itself at its top. The French could by all means build on local concepts: The basic principle of first settlement ‘ties firstcomers to latercomers to lastcomers in a chain of hierarchy’ (Kopytoff 1987: 53) gave the established a certain authority. Indeed, it was often those who had previously been exiled who had to leave a settlement and establish with their relatives the core of a new village or community (Kopytoff 1987: 4–7). The colonial rulers were thus reifying the pattern of ‘landlord’ and ‘stranger’ and thus decreed a previously unknown rigidity in arrangements that had once been flexible and situational.

Just how contradictory and ambiguous assertions of first versus later settlement can be is shown by the examples of the Creole populations of Sierra Leone and Guinea-Bissau. Here it becomes especially manifest that the concept of autochthony negotiated assertions of authenticity that assumed a ‘magical’ – albeit disputed – connection between the soil and people (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001: 239). Even if the Krio in Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone, regarded themselves as autochthonous, the claim was often disputed by the rest of the population. Their supposed lack of autochthony and ethnic authenticity – often disparaged as ‘mixed products’ of British colonial rule – robbed them of their legitimacy to play a political role on a national level (Knörr 2010: 745). The Creole Kristons of Guinea-Bissau, in turn, regard themselves as locally rooted first settlers and even founders of a series of former Portuguese colonial trading bases. Because they united a number of ethnic identities of their ancestors, they also see themselves as the precursors of Guinea-Bissau’s national identity (Kohl 2018: 15, 26). The example of Australian settlers who as locally born Creoles in New South Wales coexisted with Aborigines in a complex web of inclusion and exclusion also shows the ambiguity of the concept of autochthony: ‘[T]he paradox is that the locals are non-indigenous and the Aborigines are not locals. In effect, settlers have installed themselves as the locals, as white “autochthons” ’ (Garbutt 2006: 9). Autochthony discourses reached a new peak in postcolonial Africa of the 1970s. Mobutu Sese Seko, the autocratic head of state of the Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Belgian Congo, later Zaire), elevated autochthony – ‘authenticité’ in French – to the state ideology from 1971 onwards. Several cities had already been renamed in previous years to strip away their colonial character and underscore the return to ‘authentic’ African roots: for example, Léopoldville was changed to Kinshasa and Élisabethville to Lubumbashi. Mobutu defined ‘authenticité’ as ‘being oneself and not how others would like one to be, thinking by oneself and not by others, and feeling at home in one’s culture and country’ (Adelman 1975: 134). In addition to changing place-names, and the renaming of Congo as Zaire in 1971, all Congolese from then on were to have ‘authentic’ names: the president himself changed his name from Joseph-Désiré Mobutu to Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Ngbendu wa Zabanga. In addition, all monuments reminiscent of the colonial period were removed. Supposedly typical African dress and hair styles replaced European ones. State guests from abroad were greeted with drums rather than gun salutes. Mobutu also called for a return to traditional art of the homeland. The main goals of these campaigns were to strengthen national cohesion in a country fragmented both ethnically and politically and to increase national pride and solidarity (Adelman 1975: 135; Nzongala-Ntalaja 1977–78).

Theorists of authenticité loosely connected it to the literary and philosophical movement of intellectuals, above all in the French-speaking world, known as négritude. Founded in the 1930s by the writer Aimé Césaire of Martinique, the author Léon-Gontran Damas of French Guyana, and the writer and politician Léopold Sédar Senghor of Senegal, Négritude took up the cause of a romanticizing approach to building African self-confidence – but without being put to practice like authenticité. Unlike négritude, authenticité emphasized the possibility of cultural difference, so it left room for individual manifestations of autochthonic African cultures (Adelman 1975: 135–136). Authenticité was imitated in Chad (propagated as ‘Tchaditude’ by President François Tombalbaye) (May 1988–89: 22f.), Benin, Burundi, Togo, and Liberia (Adelman 1975: 137), among other places. It is often overlooked that authenticité could connect to earlier movements, though admittedly they did not use the terms common today and pursued ideas of ‘authenticity’ and ‘autochthony’ avant la lettre, so to speak. They reveal that concepts based on autochthony could indeed adapt ideas from outside of Africa (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996).

Discourses on autochthony thus immediately called authenticity into question, one could point out heretically. Already since the 1940s – long before Guinean independence – nationalists under Ahmed Sékou Touré had favoured a musical genre intended to shape public opinion that was supposed to be based largely on African traditions (Bender 1991: 1–8). Also, in Ghana, which had just gained independence, Prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah began to encourage ‘traditional’ culture to boost national identity with the help of a ‘unity in diversity’ approach. The initiators also borrowed from Eastern European models (Coe 2005: 55–56, 65; Schramm 2000: 31–32). In Tanzania, too, the state led by Julius Nyerere supported the uniqueness and diversity of its national culture with recourse to ideas from Mao Zedong, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, and Frantz Fanon (Askew 200202: 158ff., 203).

From the outset, authenticité was selective, since it rejected some traditions that were autochthonous but at the same time regarded as ‘backward’ or ‘primitive’. It was, moreover, not an unconditional return to an idealized African past. But the ideological approach covered up the fact that only the unconscious living and experiencing of cultural practices evokes ‘true’ authenticity: ‘most people of the world are authentic without knowing it by the sheer force of their culture’ (Adelman 1975: 138; see also Kohl 2008 on traditions and traditionalism). The internal contradiction and ambivalence of the approach is revealed on closer inspection: the supposedly autochthonous ‘Zaire’ was nothing but a Portuguese corruption of the word nsadi (river). Mobutu’s own comparison with ‘African chieftains’ left open the question whether he also had in mind the alliances that those rulers formed with European powers or the great power and violence some of them exercised (Chrétien 1974: 332). If one continues to scratch the surface of the discourses on autochthony that revolved around the concept of authenticité, the interests of the propagandists of Zairian ideology, which quickly included material ones, become clear. They served the purposes of covering up the power of the ruling elites around Mobutu and the appropriation of foreign capital by means of nationalizations and distracting, manipulating, and depoliticizing the population to suppress dissent (Nzongola-Ntalaja 1977–78: 116, 122, 126): For who would want to speak out against pride in one’s own autochthonous culture?

The case example of Sri Lanka has for decades shown how consequential and disastrous discourses that connect to autochthony and authenticity can be. Both the Singhalese, the largest ethnic group on the island, and the Tamils claim, with recourse to a mythological history, that their ancestors were the first settlers on the island (DeVotta 2007: 5, 8f.). But both the nationalist elites and parts of the rest of the population overlook the fact that identities were fluid for centuries and by no means as dualist as often imagined today (DeVotta 2007: 7, 9; Rampton 2011: 256). After Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948, representatives of the politically dominant Singhalese manged to turn their narrative of exclusivity into a hegemonic ideology and tried to marginalize the Tamils. Much as in Zaire and other places later, thousands of Singhalese dropped their English names and replaced them with autochthonous, authentic Singhalese ones (DeVotta 2007: 16ff.). Unrest such as a civil war that lasted decades (1983–2009) were the consequence of this policy of exclusion that continues to characterize the postwar era.

Several African countries, too, developed policies to use autochthony as an instrument of divide-and-conquer that became increasingly explosive from the 1980s onwards. From the early twentieth century, the French colonial powers in Côte d’Ivoire exploited the economy of cacao plantations to ‘produce’ ethnic identities by recourse to stereotypes about the population, thus laying the cornerstone for a territorialized concept of citizenship based on separating ‘autochthonous’ and ‘allogenous’ – allegedly ‘foreign’ – ethnic groups (Marshall-Fratani 2006: 14f.). The question of who was an Ivoirian and who not gained impetus from the rise in economic difficulties in the 1980s. After the multiparty system was introduced in the early 1990s, leading politicians from the former single party established the concept of ‘Ivoirité’ to distinguish ‘genuine’ – that is, ‘authentic’ or ‘autochthonous’ – Ivoirians from those who were said to be immigrants, ‘mixed’, and hence ‘not autochthonous’. This was intended to prohibit opposition politicians from competing in elections. When this Pandora’s box had been opened, the discourse quickly leapt over political boundaries and covered the entire social space, which ultimately led to escalation and a civil war in which many supporters of both parties could imagine and present themselves as victims (Marshall-Fratani 2006: 22–37).

As in the Côte d’Ivoire, ‘autochthony’ in Congo is an emic concept form from an internal perspective that is intended to justify privileges by constructing a ‘we’ and separating it from ‘others’ (Bøås 2009: 20f.). In the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, politically motivated, multilayered debates over the dichotomies ‘native’ / ‘foreign’, ‘first settler’ / ‘newcomer’, or ‘autochthonous’ / ‘allochthonous’ have had lasting consequences. Since the 1980s, it has essentially been about creating power bases on either inclusion or exclusion. This was inspired by the colonial, racist ‘Hamitic Hypothesis’, which distinguished more highly developed, formerly nomadic, immigrant herdsmen from supposedly ‘more primitive’, ‘autochthonous’ crop farmers. To this day, this (refuted) hypothesis also resonates in the neighbouring countries of Rwanda and Burundi, where ethnic-based violence, pogroms, and genocide have repeatedly occurred. Contradictions, incongruencies, and conspiracy theories are all part of these debates, which still cause violent conflicts today. Interestingly, the very ethnic group that could rightly claim to have been ‘first’ is ignored in all this: the pygmies. It is essential to recognize that on the various political levels on which the discursive conflict was carried out, no one can be considered absolutely ‘autochthonous’. For the same reason, no one can escape accusations of being ‘foreign’ or ‘allochthonous’ (Jackson 2006: 115).

Autochthony discourses thus have at least four effects: First, the myth of autochthony causes people to forget the inequalities and political violence that accompany the founding of a state. Secondly, pointing to a myth of traditional origin makes it possible to ignore the question of to whom the country belonged or belongs. Thirdly, they legitimize territorial claims in a way that is supposedly ‘objective’ by tracing borders back to allegedly ‘natural’ causes – and not to processes of social negotiation or the arbitrariness of treaties. Finally, autochthony discourses supposedly objectively separate ‘natives’ from ‘foreigners’ or ‘citizens’ from ‘non-citizens’ (Garbutt 2006: 2–3). Combining discourses of autochthony and of authenticity is therefore always considerably explosive; one should therefore strive to overcome any mélange of the two discourses on various levels (politics, society, education, media, etc.).
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Belonging

SUSANNAH ECKERSLEY1

This chapter will examine belonging in the context of authenticity, highlighting different dimensions of belonging, relating to different disciplinary approaches to the theme, and their significance within the context of historical and contemporary research, as well as in relation to important questions of social, cultural, historical, and political inclusion and exclusion. The chapter will provide a critique of these, while also drawing out the value of integrating multi-layered approaches with interdisciplinary analyses for future research on belonging in relation to ongoing issues of historical authenticity. Furthermore, it offers a new approach to understanding belonging in a more nuanced way by identifying and differentiating between social, spatial and temporal dimensions of belonging.

General definitions of ‘belonging’ are not complex, but the term is more nuanced within academic usage. Translating the English adequately into other languages is problematic, as pointed out by Antonsich in relation to the difficulty of finding suitable terms in French and Italian (Antonsich 2010: 646). To belong, or to use the German, zugehörig sein, ‘means to fit, or to fit in (the opposite of being or feeling “out of place”), to be in the proper place, to be a member of something, or to have a right to be in a location – all of which can be understood in both metaphorical and physical terms’ (Eckersley and Vos 2023: 2). The German adjective Zugehörigkeit implies a more defined attachment or idea of belonging to (even of being assigned or categorized as belonging to) than the looser English belonging (see also Pfaff-Czarnecka 2011 for further elucidation of these linguistic differences). In English, ‘to belong to’ indicates ownership and possession, meaning to be owned by, or to be the property of, to be a member of, to connect to, or to pertain to someone, something or somewhere. This leads into the usage of the word belongings in English as a synonym for possessions, objects that are owned by someone, which has a hint of the emotional aspect of the German word Habseligkeiten, while not being a direct translation. In English, belonging is less frequently connected to categorizations than the German Zugehörigkeit, instead it more commonly indicates the emotive and affective aspects of belonging, belongingness or sense of belonging, which would be termed Zugehörigekeitsgefühl in German. This emotional, affective aspect of belonging (Guibernau 2013) is echoed in the potential etymological link between belonging and longing, as the sense of a desire, or a striving (Liberman 2006). Belonging is often appropriated in this way to mobilize political action and civic participation within societies. ‘Belonging can therefore also be seen as the right to participate, to be involved, as well as the right to be represented and seen by others. In this way, the idea of belonging links to the civic rights and duties of those “who belong” ’ (Eckersley and Vos 2023: 2).

Psychologists define belonging as a psychosocial human need which affects our relationships between the self and the world, and which can be utilized as either a constructive or destructive force within society. Although belonging is often conflated with identity, there are multiple notions of what belonging might signify, that exist simultaneously. Despite these differences, belonging is intrinsically connected to what Nira Yuval-Davies terms the ‘politics of belonging’ (Yuval-Davis 2006). Belonging is often essentialized in terms of what authentic belonging might mean – as the authentic or ‘rightful’ owner or occupant of a physical place, or of a position within a group or society – an authenticity of belonging which could be seen as transcending changes over time.

This brings us to my identification that there are three main dimensions of belonging within academic research. These dimensions are connected: first, to groups or communities (socially located belonging); secondly to place (spatially located belonging); and thirdly to time and change, through affect and nostalgia (temporally located belonging). Belonging therefore becomes important in research questions which relate to both continuity and change, often though not always connected to crises or caesura, where the loss of connection to anchors of individual or collective significance is threatened or has taken place. As such, belonging is integral to questions of inclusion and exclusion, boundary-making and differentiation, adaptability and resilience. Research on both belonging and historical authenticity require careful reading of the discursive practices within issues of subjectivity and objectivity, of reflexivity and positionality, of ownership and ‘rightfulness’.

MULTIPLE NOTIONS OF BELONGING

Belonging as a focus of academic research has a relatively short history, due to being both poorly defined and under-theorized, even taken ‘for granted, as if its meaning is somewhat self-explanatory’ (Antonsich 2010: 644). Yet it is inextricably linked to frequently used terms with wide and long-term salience across humanities and social science disciplines, including identity, community, society, citizenship, attachment, inclusion and exclusion, power, place and time. In recent years belonging has emerged as an academic term of its own – albeit with varying and sometimes contradictory definitions and usage – particularly within research in anthropology, psychology, geography and cultural studies and within interdisciplinary fields such as critical heritage and memory studies.

Sense of belonging or the need for ‘belongingness’ is accorded an important position in Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, and the significance of a ‘sense of belonging’ has formed a crucial part of psychology studies into a wide variety of human and social issues (in particular within educational psychology, social psychology and attachment theory) since. In Baumeister and Leary’s investigation of the psychology of belonging they conclude that ‘the need to belong can be considered a fundamental human motivation’ (1995: 21). I argue that ‘belonging and the significance of a sense of belonging to human understandings of self and other, and of positionality in time and place, therefore lie at the core of what it means to be human, to exist in relation to the rest of humanity and to the world’ (Eckersley and Vos 2023: 3).

Belonging in English is a word which therefore not only has clear legal signifiers (in terms of belongings as legal possessions, or belonging in terms of legal citizenship or nationality status) but which is also loaded with emotive significance, relating to a combination of the German words angehörig and zugehörigorhörig. This emotive significance arises from belonging as a sensory, emotional – rather than legal or purely rational – state of affinity, a fluid state of being and feeling. By breaking the word down into its parts, the emotive resonance becomes even more apparent – with the words ‘be’ and ‘longing’, themselves representing the significance of the idea of belonging as simultaneously one of ‘being’ and of ‘longing’. Complex affective temporal shifts within the idea of a sense of belonging connect notions of utopian futures to those of idyllic pasts. Longing as the core of belonging comes to the fore in Probyn’s work – she draws out the way that ‘a desire for becoming-other’ (1996: 5) underlies the idea of belonging – as something which either cannot be attained or which has already been lost, but is always desired.

BELONGING AND IDENTITIES

As a legal definition of status, belonging in terms of nationality, citizenship, majority or minority status, is linked to terms such as integration, inclusion and exclusion, which are in turn enacted within political discourses, policies, social practices and expectations. In such usage, the idea of belonging is frequently connected to identity, and to formalized identity categories which may be both self-defined and externally imposed, including language, religion, sexuality, race, ethnicity or gender among others. Identities (and by extension forms of belonging) are often articulated in relation either to place, or to community. Identities may be conceived as either rooted in place – an essentialized and frequently politically instrumentalized perspective on identities (Duyvendak 2011) – or perceived of as hybrid, flexible, and ‘liquid’ (Giddens 1991; Bauman 1995, 2001) remaining forever dynamic and incompleted (Rutherford 1990). Identities may also be considered as constructed and positioned in relation to ‘others’ (Said 1979) and within complex power dynamics (Easthope 2009). Community can be understood here both in the terms described by Bauman (2001) as a utopian yet unreachable world, Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ (1983), or through Tönnies’ division into Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (1887).

Brubaker and Cooper argue against the value of the concept of identities, highlighting that the term fails to ‘do the work’ that is required of it in conceptual terms, in that it ‘bears a multivalent, even contradictory theoretical burden’ (Brubaker and Cooper 2000: 8). While identity could be understood as the self within, or in relation to, bounded categories of collectivity, belonging is the striving of the self to be connected to and intertwined with the world beyond the self, combined with the perceived increase in value of the self, resulting from external validation and acceptance. While Brubaker and Cooper do not suggest ‘belonging’ as an alternative term to identities, their alternatives: ‘identification and categorisation’, ‘self-understanding and social location’, and ‘commonality, connectedness, groupness’ (Brubaker and Cooper 2000: 17–21) all connote aspects of belonging. Guibernau asserts that ‘belonging implies some type of reciprocal commitment between the individual and the group’ (2013: 32) and that achieving belonging is therefore subject to a careful balancing act between an individual’s freedom of choice and their submission to the collective norms required to achieve acceptance. Her perspective on belonging is tied to ideas of community and – arguably utopian – ideas of global solidarity (ibid). Guibernau explicates how powerful emotional – at times essentialized – arguments connected to belonging are mobilized for political purposes, whether to assert minority rights or to promote exclusionary nationalism and populism (ibid).

BELONGING AND THE POLITICS OF BELONGING

Nira Yuval-Davis articulated the distinction between the personal sense of belonging and the way in which belonging becomes politically mobilized and instrumentalized into ‘the politics of belonging’ (2006). Antonsich has developed this into what he calls: ‘belonging as a personal, intimate, feeling of being “at home” in a place (place-belongingness) and belonging as a discursive resource which constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion (politics of belonging)’ (2010: 645), differentiating personal belonging from more formal or official structures of belonging. Guibernau sees the emotional dimension as crucial to belonging, arguing that the emotional attachment fostered by belonging ‘prompts the expansion of the individual’s personality to embrace the attributes of the group … belonging provides them with access to an environment in which they matter’ (2013: 28). In doing so, she blurs the distinction made by Yuval-Davis and Antonsich between personal belonging and the politics of belonging, drawing out instead their interconnectedness. In asserting that ‘emotions act as a trigger for political mobilization’, Guibernau highlights the way in which aspects of personal belonging, often tied to specific identities – whether to the nation, the ethnos, religion, race, gender, etc. – have formed the basis of political action and conflict underscored by ideas of utopian or dystopian solidarities.

Giving personal belonging primacy over the politics of belonging, Guibernau argues for the idea of belonging as a choice, rather than something which is imposed externally, ‘belonging by choice contributes to the empowerment of individuals by allowing them to transcend the assigned membership or role associated with gender, class, lineage and ethnicity’ (2013: 27). Here it is evident how belonging differs from identity, even from collective identity, a term often used interchangeably with belonging. The ability to choose is however subject to agency and the distribution of power – and therefore subject to the politics of belonging, and the boundary discourses and gatekeeping practices which are used to police belonging. The ‘choice’ to belong is therefore subordinate to a negotiation between those with the power to grant belonging and those desirous of belonging. Barriers to belonging, are frequently enacted through an exclusive politics of belonging rooted in essentialist ideas of belonging and identity as fixed hierarchical categories (such as race, class, gender) under which rights can be bestowed or removed according to status. The legacy of this continues to impact on personal belonging, ‘systemic power differentials resulting from historical discrimination, social roles, norms or institutionalized discrimination are, therefore, important barriers to the feeling of self-determination and choice’ (Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart 2013: 1031), as well as on the ongoing development of the politics of belonging.

Contemporary societies are beset by both historical legacies from, and ongoing re-articulations of the politics of belonging – the question of who is permitted to belong and who is excluded (and in which ways, when, where, how, and why) is at the root of histories of conflict, colonization, border change, genocide, slavery, nationalism and state building. Its continued presence is felt within the global circulation and re-circulation within societies of political discourses on migration, post-colonialism, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, indigeneity, and post-humanism, in their attempts to ‘grapple with what Stuart Hall has called “the multicultural question […] how can people live together in difference?” ’ (cited in Yuval-Davis 2006: 213).

Due to globalization, belonging has gained in significance. This is particularly notable during times of rapid change and in places where encounters with difference are no longer rare. Nira Yuval-Davies identified that ‘the question of the contemporary politics of belonging’ (Yuval-Davis 2006: 213) has emerged from multiculturalism, itself seen by Stuart Hall as ‘the question that globalization has unconsciously produced’ (ibid.). This section will briefly explore the way that research on belonging has connected to three key dimensions impacted by globalization – groups, place and time – followed by an examination of the nature of authenticity in relation to belonging and the politics of belonging. The analysis will draw out the problematics of each of these, particularly in connection to exclusionary aspects of the politics of belonging and notions of authenticity, arguing for a multi-layered, interdisciplinary approach to belonging.oerigkeit

SOCIALLY LOCATED BELONGING

The position of the self within society, building on the psychological theories of human development, attachment and needs, has been at the core of much of the sociological and anthropological work on belonging, addressing specific social groups and the needs of marginalized groups within society. This has addressed issues of identities – including race and ethnicity, disability, class, gender, and sexuality – in relation to issues of attachment, recognition, empowerment, or agency within society. In her analysis of belonging and the politics of belonging, Yuval-Davis has described these complex intersections between identities and power relations as social locations of belonging – ‘categories that also have a certain positionality along an axis of power, higher or lower than other such categories. Such positionalities, however, tend to be different in different historical contexts and are often fluid and contested’ (2006: 200). Belonging in relation to others, is therefore not only intersectional (crossing or interconnecting multiple identity categories), but also hierarchical (in the sense that these multiple identity categories may be hierarchized in relation to the needs of the individual or the requirements of the community of belonging) and subject to conditions placed on it by the community (Yodovich 2020). Social belonging has been conceptualized as ‘based on five intersecting themes which we consider are central to the definition: subjectivity, groundedness to an external referent; reciprocity; dynamism and self-determination’ (Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart 2013: 1031). Examples of research where such forms of belonging are evident include that on belonging within migrant integration, or the educational attainment of non-nationals. Sociologists in particular have addressed issues of human mobility, migration and marginalization in relation to belonging.

SPATIALLY LOCATED BELONGING

The meaning and significance of specific places – in terms of belonging – to groups and individuals inevitably connects to issues of history and memory, as well as to the environment, whether rural landscape, urban cityscape or the liminal spaces in-between. Geographers, urbanists and landscape studies scholars have focused primarily on the significance of and attachments between people and space and place in their work on belonging – whether in relation to cityscapes, land and seascapes or the in-between-ness of suburbia. Research has been conducted on ‘place-attachment’ from geographical and psychological perspectives (Dixon and Durrheim 2000, Casakin and Kreitler 2008, Scanell and Gifford 2010), only sometimes referencing ideas of ‘belonging’ despite being enmeshed with ides of connection between people and place (see Trudeau 2006; Rishbeth and Powell 2013). The role of built heritage and the historic environment in ‘sense of place’ is also closely connected to those aspects of belonging which relate to a sense of belonging in place (Wollentz 2017). Guibernau highlights the emotional aspect of belonging as a range of feelings of connection, including to place: ‘a certain familiarity; it evokes the idea of being and feeling “at home” … belonging also often includes the attachment to a distinct landscape – in the case of the nation this is the homeland’ (2013: 32–33). Here again, the potential risk of identifying – or indeed reifying – belonging as attachment to place based on essential ideas re-emerges, when rather, it should be seen as ‘a socially constructed, embedded process in which people reflexively judge the suitability of a given site as appropriate given their social trajectory and their position in other fields’ (Savage, Bagnall & Longhurst 2005). The power to choose a spatially located belonging (termed elective belonging by Savage, Bagnall & Longhurst), as opposed to the idea of rootedness in place is important here, yet the forced dislocation of people from places of origin to new place, through slavery or migration for example, has also influenced work on spatially located belonging (Gustafson 2009; Van Liempt and Staring 2020).

TEMPORALLY LOCATED BELONGING

Lähdesmäki et al. (2016) describe belonging as a fluid and flexible state of being and feeling, which relates to a sense of affinity (to a place, a situation, an individual, or to a community or group) which can transcend time, even while potentially being deeply connected to specific points in time. Drawing the differing notions of belonging together, Anthias argues that when considered through a translocational lens belonging is ‘conceptualized as a set of processes (therefore there is a need to attend to historicity), and not possessive characteristics of individuals’ (2013: 17). Her analysis not only includes what has been termed intersectional (Yuval-Davis) or multiple belonging (Antonsich 2010 and Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart 2013), but highlights the dynamic, contradictory and dialectical elements of intersecting connections between socially and spatially located ideas of belonging (Anthias 2013: 17). The significance of time to belonging is emphasized in May’s research, where she argues for greater awareness of ‘belonging as fundamentally temporal, that is, as always constructed somewhere in time; of how memory is utilized to construct a sense of belonging; and of what different types of nostalgia tell us about the temporal self’ (May 2017: 411).

Work across the humanities and social sciences, including the fields of history, sociology, anthropology, memory studies, cultural studies, and critical heritage studies (including Fortier 1999, Mackenzie 2004, Skrbiš, Baldassar and Poynting 2007, Eckersley 2017, Wollentz 2017, Njenga Karugia 2018, Twells, Furness, Bhanbhro and Gregory 2018, Whitehead, Eckersley, Daugbjerg and Bozoğlu 2019, Jackson 2020) draws together some of the threads from place-belonging and social-belonging in order to consider the role that wider questions of belonging, including engagement with practices and performances of belonging (such as intangible heritages, life-worlds, integration processes, language use, etc.) play within human understandings of the past, in conjunction with their positionality within the present and their imaginings of the future.

The idea of belonging as a sense of affinity is tied not only to the internal feelings of belonging, but also to external validation or recognition of those feelings – a reciprocal relationship between the self and non-self, or to use Mead’s terms, in order to fully develop a ‘complete self’ there is a requirement for the individual to utilize their ‘unity of self’ through and on behalf of ‘the generalized other’ of the community (1934). This highlights two ways in which belonging is articulated as constantly in flux – firstly, as relational and differential in connection to changing dynamics of oppression and privilege (Carrillo Lowe 2005) and secondly as incomplete and anxious. This flux creates an inherent instability and fragility of belonging (Probyn 1996 and Fortier 2000), where the desire and striving for a future state of belonging is tempered by the possibility that ‘the stability of belonging and the sanctity of belonging are forever past’ (Probyn 1996: 8). Loss, whether of something abstract as described by Probyn or something more tangible or situated, is intrinsically connected to attachment, and therefore also to belonging. It also links belonging to time and memory – memories of past losses, responses to loss in the present and the anticipation of future loss, can be understood as wounds to the self, which in turn influence the ongoing development of the self within the world. Memory, longing and loss connect belonging to nostalgia, which also ‘inevitably reappears as a defense mechanism in a time of accelerated rhythms of life and historical upheavals’ (Boym 2001: xiv). The drawing together of different dimensions of time through memory ‘the door of the human mind to experience’ (Rüsen 2006: 3), nostalgia and heritage practices highlights the significance of ‘historical culture as an important part of humans’ efforts to come to terms with their world and themselves’ (ibid: 4), or in other words, to belong.

The role of time and memory in both personal belonging and the politics of belonging is evident in nostalgic uses of the past, whether in the sharing of family memories, or remembering of places left behind, in public commemorations and re-enactments, or in the mobilization of nationalist or separatist sentiments. Such representations of a sense of belonging are tied to a shifting historical consciousness in relation to the past, the present and to future imaginaries. Belonging as a ‘dynamic process’ (Yuval-Davis 2006: 199) and in relation to an unstable world, is bound up with change and the inevitable and uncontrollable passing of time, where nostalgic memories and desires for possible futures crash into the realities of everyday existence.

EXISTENTIALLY LOCATED BELONGING AND AUTHENTICITY

That belonging – whether in relation to a community, a place, an object, a building, a practice, a memory or heritage – requires external affirmation in order to be ‘validated’ beyond the self has been determined in this text. That a sense of belonging is fundamental to human needs in relation to connections to others, to feeling ‘at home’ and not ‘out of place’ both socially and spatially, as well as to philosophical ideas of being and becoming which transcend time, has also been set out above. A sense of belonging could therefore be understood as an ‘authenticity of the self’ or as existential authenticity, connected to social constructivist ideas of authenticity, ‘existential authenticity is not created in isolation within the individual, but occurs in fleeting moments, informed by social, cultural, and physical encounters’ (Rickly-Boyd 2013: 684). Materialist visions of authenticity can also be identified in both personal belonging and in the enactment of the politics of belonging, linked to ideas of an integral, primordial ‘authentic’ past, ‘the unsettling notion of change may induce ontological insecurity; creating an authentic identity through understanding one’s connection to the past, can instead create a sense of belonging and ontological security’ (Bennett 2018: 461). Jones points out that ‘one of the reasons why authenticity is such a powerful concept is that it provides a means for people to negotiate their own place in a world characterized by population displacement and fragmentation of communities; it is, in this sense, about reconnecting objects, people and places’ (Jones 2010: 197). Authenticity here is not seen as residing within people, places or times themselves nor as merely a discursive construct, but rather as consisting of meanings and associations developed by different social actors (Jones 2010, 2009) in relation to combined material, spatial, social, historical, personal and political dimensions.

Both belonging and authenticity therefore refer to ‘a state of Being [.…] authenticity can come from experiences with people and places, in accordance with Heidegger’s concepts of self-actualization and Dasein’ (Rickly-Boyd 2013: 682) which are performed – either personally or within the politics of belonging – through affective responses to change and continuity in relation to time, place and community.

CONCLUSION

The term belonging is therefore manifold and loose, defying attempts to define and pin it down, even in just the English language. Belonging is a challenging topic – it simultaneously reaches both backwards and forwards in time, it transcends the bounds of place, while also being deeply connected to place, it both connects and divides people. Belonging is an internal ‘sense’ and an individual choice, yet it is subject to external validation (whether of inclusion or exclusion) by others and to power differentials within social, cultural and physical locations.

This very complexity of belonging explains its wide appeal and interest but also its slipperiness as a research topic, with its roots coming from multiple disciplines, branching out into a wide range of social, cultural, historical, political, geographical, psychological and philosophical issues and the significance of belonging for future imaginings of the world. Simultaneously, its fundamental relevance to all aspects of human existence is exemplified in current social and political trends towards exclusionary populism, nationalism and racism, the re-emergence of ‘culture wars’ and the ‘policing’ of marginalized groups within societies. Whether in relation to women’s rights and women’s protests movements in Poland or Belarus, the Black Lives Matter movement in the USA and UK, the (mis)recognition of migrant or ‘non-nationals’ rights and contributions internationally, or the presence of right-wing populist parties and neo-Nazi sympathizers within organs of the democratic state in Germany or Greece – to take some recent examples – belonging and the politics of belonging are fought over, hotly contested, and either highly prized or mourned, commemorated or protested against. Belonging can be used as a tool of essentialism or as a means to widen inclusion, acted out through politics, culture, economics, and human rights, in the media and across civil society.

Belonging is a powerful force within globalization – where societies are undergoing change and faced with challenges of a political, social, economic, or cultural nature, or in connection to Anthropocene. Contemporary as well as historic caesura and processes of change – climate change and migration, the loss of land to the sea, to drought or forest fire, of rural landscapes to urban and suburban, the role of distant conflicts on migration and change locally, political responses to migrants drowning at sea, integration of migrant children in schools, or everyday racism faced by post-migrants in their hometowns – are all connected to issues of belonging. The mobilization of populist and identitarian movements in civil society and politics are based on emotive imaginings of future threats and on nostalgic remembering of supposedly idyllic ‘bygone times’ as a means to assert exclusive group values of ‘authentic’ belonging. All of these are based on ideas of belonging, often in conjunction with constructions of different authenticities. The need to belong, the inability to belong, or the loss of belonging are all part of the human need to be part of something greater than oneself, to make a contribution and to be valued and recognized by others. Authenticity therefore, becomes a multi-layered mode of significance for belonging, itself continuously (re)negotiated and adaptively re-used in relation to individual and collective strategies of belonging and within the politics of belonging.
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The Body

ANNELIE RAMSBROCK

Since the body has become an object of research in modern cultural studies, the question of the semantic distinction between the two German terms Körper and Leib has arisen (Duden 1987). Though both translate as ‘body’, the Körper (lat. corpus) is regarded as a special form of expression of the social, cultural, or political that draws attention to the interconnectedness of the individual and society (Gugutzer 2002).

Leib, meanwhile, derives from the Old High German lib (‘life’, ‘way of life’) via the Middle High German lip (‘life’, ‘body’); modern (Standard) High German further differentiates between Leben (‘life’) and Leib (‘body’). Whilst it is not uncommon for two cognate terms derived from different sources – referred to in linguistics as ‘doublets’ – to coexist in modern German, Leib is much more than just an archaic Germanic word for body equivalent to the Latinate term Körper. Rather, the search for the bodily connoted by the Leib stands for a return to ‘buried authenticities’ (Lorenz 2000: 33), and thus a kind of stripping away to lay bare a self that is conceived of as unaltered – and so perhaps ‘true’ or ‘authentic’. Unlike the body-as-Leib, the body-as-Körper is therefore not allowed to lay any claim to authenticity for itself (Lindemann 2016). Rather, as a rule, ‘the Körper is the Leib symbolically conceived’ (Tanner 2005: 44). The body-as-Körper is at the same time a medium of subjectivation and a place of social attempts at ordering (Hahn and Meuser 2002). It reflects social standards and cultural norms, but also social, religious, and personal values (Gugutzer 2012).

As artifacts, bodies-as-Körper are therefore part of that ‘ethical self-understanding as members of the species’ which, according to Jürgen Habermas, is based on ‘the habitual distinction between the “grown” and the “made”, the subjective and the objective’ (Habermas 2003: 23); from the perspective of the historian of the body, at least, they belong to the realm of the made. Investigating the body-as-Körper as a historical object requires the researcher to focus less on the essentialism of the body-as-Leib than on the historical coding of various methods of social modelling and forms of use of bodies, while also exploring the cultural techniques that have been developed in societies in the past in order to mould and shape bodies-as-Körper as social structures (Möhring 2004).

To determine the value ascribed to conceptions of the authentic within the history of the body (Ruberg 2019), in this chapter I explore the popularization of decorative cosmetics and the emergence of cosmetic surgery in the early twentieth century, as well as the concept of human enhancement that has seen increasing interest in modern societies since the turn of the twenty-first century. I show that all aesthetically motivated techniques for body improvement have been advertised with the promise that beautiful bodies may still lay claim to authenticity despite being artificially formed or shaped (Kuehne and Berghoff 2013). My aim in the following chapter is to demonstrate the concepts of the authentic on which these promises were based and the ways in which the value of authenticity and the authentic continues to be invoked in current debates over improved bodies.

MAKE-UP AND THE MAKING OF A ‘SECOND NATURE’

As Christian anthropology and natural history gradually ceded their interpretive dominance over the human body to modern science over the course of the eighteenth century, beauty, naturalness, and health entered into a relationship of elective affinity that remains unresolved to this day. The ideal of beauty grounded in health and mediated through the attribution of authenticity was not only an aesthetic aim but was also closely bound up with a political agenda. Aesthetically it fitted into the culture of classicism, which from the second half of the eighteenth century onwards held up the clarity and simplicity of Greek and Roman design languages in contrast to the perceived decadence of the courtly Rococo style. This ideal of beauty also expressed an image of man and society that Jean-Jacques Rousseau had set out as the most perfect natural state of mankind. He thought of the ‘nature of man’ as a relationship of tensions between man’s inherent being on the one hand and his appearance to others and his self-conception mediated through that appearance on the other. Importantly, Rousseau linked the moral and rational person to a ‘natural’ appearance. Such attributions corresponded to an ideal of beauty which in classical aesthetics was referred to as ‘inner beauty’. The beautiful appearance of natural beings and artifacts corresponded to the sensually perceptible appearance of a good and normatively correctly disposed being. Since the essence of one’s being was generally afforded a higher value than the facade, a better person was also considered more beautiful. The yardstick used for making these assessments was the attribution of authenticity; the use of make-up was evaluated as an attempt to deceive and thus as a sign of deviousness. Accordingly, criticism of the use of make-up was bound up with a critique of the artificial staging of courtly society. As Henning Ritter put it, this ‘gaming of the artificial had been taken to such extremes that its opposite, the natural, grew to assume a new power’ (Ritter 2000: 15).

The power of the authentic was not restricted to shaping philosophical and political debates, however; it also determined the content of nineteenth-century guides to beauty. These guides proclaimed that it was a ‘matter of psychological experience’ that ‘people who use all means at their disposal to shine in outer appearance, to gain the appearance of wealth, taste, importance, and high status’ only want to distract from the real, the ‘inner being’, because it was usually completely ‘insignificant, lacklustre, and limited’. The use of make-up, therefore ‘results from instinctive feelings of natural deficiencies, though this fact goes for the most part unacknowledged’ (Klencke 1869: 52, 100). As late as the end of the nineteenth century, ‘painting the face’ was seen as the expression of a lack of morals. It was interpreted as a form of theatre, just as the entire culture of the court seemed theatrical to the enlightened citizen. The society of the Ancien Régime was thus attacked through appeals to nature in two related ways: as the new universal ideal which symbolized virtue, morality, and reason; but also through the expression of an ideal of beauty based on naturalness and authenticity.

It was not until the late nineteenth century that changes in the conception of art gradually led to more general acceptance of make-up in bourgeois society. Since that time, however, ‘naturalness has always taken precedence’ over the artificial production of beauty (Böhme 2006: 49), corresponding to an understanding of art established as early as the late eighteenth century. In the words of Immanuel Kant, ‘Art can only be called beautiful if we are aware that it is art and yet it looks to us like nature’ (Kant 1790: 185 [AA 5: 306]). The aesthetic value of art therefore lay in the fact that it appeared as beautiful as nature – a concept that was taken up by the cosmetics industry in the early twentieth century.

As modern as the media and players in this industry were, their advertising strategies aimed to achieve a synopsis of appearance and mentality which had determined the reading of the beautiful body since the Enlightenment. Although cosmetics adverts now universally depicted recognizably made-up women and the film beauties of the 1920s never appeared without lipstick and eye shadow, naturalness was cited as a sign of beauty and the advertising industry called on women to swap ‘make-up for physical culture’ (in German, Körperkultur): a movement focused on the body-as-Körper emphasizing physical fitness and sport (Die Dame 1928: 39). Contemporary observers polemicized this logic, noting that ‘people don’t paint over their flaws anymore – they just give nature a helping hand’; and in doing so, helped to redefine the concept of an interlinked nature and culture as an aesthetic idea. Ultimately, over the years, everyone would have become so accustomed to this helping hand that they wouldn’t even notice it anymore; make-up had become a woman’s ‘second nature’ (Die Dame 1931: 14f.). Authenticity had clearly not lost its significance as a value judgement, however. On the contrary, as the use of decorative cosmetics to simulate nature became commercialized, authenticity could also be attributed to artificially improved faces.

COSMETIC SURGERY AND THE AUTHENTIC SELF

Cosmetic surgery as we know it today emerged at the start of the twentieth century in parallel with the emergence of the modern cosmetics industry. As a relatively new medical field, it also employed a conception of beauty based on authenticity, which, however, did not include an externally conceived ‘second nature’; rather, it aimed to achieve a harmony between the body and the psyche as the expression of an authentic self (Maasen 2005). In the case of plastic surgery, the question of why physicians were concerned with concepts of beauty in the first place seems evident. Contrary to what one might expect, however, doctors were and are less interested in exploring aesthetic norms and adapting their patients’ bodies and faces to suit them; they are far more concerned with including their patients’ self-images and self-descriptions in their diagnosis (Davis 2003). The professional problem that cosmetic surgery has struggled with since its inception is the fact that it does not serve to cure organic diseases, but quite the opposite: the surgical intervention endangers the health of the patient in the first place. In medical ethics plastic surgery was initially only found to be unproblematic if it acted as reconstructive rather than cosmetic surgery. Reconstructive surgery treated faces that were injured, burned, or disfigured, or incomplete from birth; conditions that so obviously reduced the quality of life of those affected that aesthetic plastic surgical intervention was deemed indispensable.

Cosmetic plastic surgery, on the other hand, does not serve to restore or reconstruct lost body parts, but rather to improve existing body parts. Conceptions of the authentic that were closely interwoven with psychophysical patterns of thought were therefore developed in order to lend medical legitimacy to cosmetic surgery (Gilman 1999).

This connection can be seen particularly vividly in the example of the world’s first surgical nose reduction, performed in Berlin at the end of the nineteenth century. The patient, a 28-year-old landowner, was healthy, at least in the strict medical sense; yet he sought out the practice of a surgeon he’d heard could create protruding ears. The landowner told the doctor of a condition that did not pose any danger to his life, but which he himself perceived as a serious illness. The shape of his nose, he explained, was making him mentally ill. He could not move within society without being stared at and therefore wanted to undergo surgical reduction and beautification of the organ. The doctor shared the patient’s self-image but was also of the opinion that the nose was aesthetically striking. Thus, the problem of having to provide a medical indication to justify the intervention was not yet solved. Ultimately, the doctor judged that the diagnosis of depression met the threshold of a psychophysical indication, justifying the surgery on the grounds that it aimed to establish the man’s mental health. The psychological effect that the doctor and patient had hoped for did actually occur after the operation. According to the doctor, the man was now extremely satisfied with his appearance and was in a state that could be described as being in harmony with himself. The attending physician expressed it more simply, emphasizing that his patient was now ‘happy’ (Ramsbrock 2015).

As debates about the ethical legitimacy of cosmetic surgery make clear, the authentic cannot be regarded as a fixed and immovable quantity in the history of the body. Although the guiding principle of cosmetic surgery was the idea that the integrity of human nature is a good worth protecting, it saw human nature not only in the materiality of the body, but in the successful synergy of body and mind.

The fact that the patient was able to decide relatively autonomously whether or not his appearance was authentic in the sense of corresponding to himself indirectly raises the issue of personal freedom, one of the key ideas of modernity, expressing the conviction that the individual can decide who and what they are (Bayertz and Schmidt 2006: 49). In this way of thinking, the classical concept of nature and thus also the idea of the integrity of human nature goes beyond the purely materialistic. The modern conception of freedom no longer conceives of nature as something factual, but rather as something open, a space of possibility for self-generation. This same finding is well-established in empirical research into psychological conceptions of beauty; the claim that ‘Being determines consciousness, appearance determines personality’ (Menninghaus 2003: 238) is thus reversed. The personality claims the right to determine its appearance; it allows and enables itself to appear. The fact that cosmetic plastic surgery could become a medically recognized field was ultimately due to the fact that it was able to solve the ethical problem of the legitimate handling of human nature through an altered concept of authenticity and to understand the body as a medium of expression for the person’s inner constitution.

To this day, the exhortation ‘Be yourself!’ means to present yourself as you believe yourself to be; but it also includes the demand to show yourself in a way that corresponds to your self-image. It shows that ideas of an authentic self cannot be reconciled with a strong (that is, materialistic) conception of human nature (Klein 2005). Wish-fulfilling medicine, which includes cosmetic surgery, accordingly fulfils a task set for people in the modern age: ‘Become yourself!’ or ‘Live in harmony with yourself!’ The fact that the prerequisite for doing so – that is, knowing yourself in order to be able to find yourself at all – is itself a task that must be accomplished before doing so is rarely considered as a problem in these discussions. However, this does not change the fact that, in invoking being-oneself from the point of view of medical ethics, the key to understanding a (bodily) change lies in the value placed on authenticity: ‘those suffering do not go to the healer because they want to be improved, but because they want to be themselves’ (Bayertz and Schmidt 2006: 56).

HUMAN ENHANCEMENT AND THE END OF ‘HUMAN NATURE’

The apotheosis of the modern bodily ideal of the appearance of the self is the twenty-first-century concept of human enhancement. Human enhancement does not aim to treat or prevent disease, whether in the sense of a life-threatening condition, pain, or the inability to reproduce or participate in social life. It is therefore not concerned with the restoration or establishment of a state medically defined as normal. Rather, it aims to specifically optimize this normal state: to increase e.g. cognitive abilities or physical performance as well as to adapt the external appearance to current beauty ideals or a person’s own conceptions of the ideal exterior. Although the example of cosmetic surgery has made it clear that people have been trying to use scientific and technical knowledge to optimize their physical and psychological state for a long time, interventions aimed at enhancement – often extensively and profoundly altering the human organism – seem to have opened up a new dimension in the debate over the value of the authentic in relation to the body. More and more precise and effective options for interventions are available, with which people can shape themselves according to their own ideas. And last but not least, under the guise of the self-determined further development of the human species, transhumanism explicitly pursues the goal of overcoming the state of the natural and furthering the expansion of the artificial.

However, the term human enhancement owes its prominence not only to the space it opens up for individuals to improve themselves, but also the closely related public debates about the ethical legitimacy of such interventions in the human physique and psyche (Dickel 2020). These debates are linked to key biopolitical questions in contemporary societies (Ach and Pollmann 2006) that regard the concept of nature and ideas of human nature as indispensable (Bayertz 2003). Two aspects of these debates are particularly notable in linking the cosmetic correction of the body with the value of authenticity, both of which were also forcefully put across in earlier debates on make-up and cosmetic surgery.

Firstly, current ethical debates over human enhancement address the aspect of self-determination, i.e. the idea of the right to personal freedom, which advocates of cosmetic surgery argued should be taken seriously even when applied to the surgical beautification of their own appearance. They designated cosmetic surgery as an act of self-generation and the physical performance of the authentic self because they understood the individual’s choice to undergo surgery as an expression of their personal liberties. Critics of human enhancement, on the other hand, argue that this conception of freedom should be reconsidered, and with it the attribution of authenticity in the ethical evaluation of interventions aimed at optimization. This is because it is not necessarily the need for autonomous self-realization that leads people to undergo biotechnological interventions on their body; on the contrary, individuals are often driven to pursue such surgeries due to the pressure of social principles such as unconditional performance or unreachable standards of perfection which they can neither escape from nor live up to. Adjustments motivated by these pressures no longer have anything to do with an embodiment of the authentic self. Rather, they respond to societal expectations and are thus an act of submission rather than autonomy (Kettner 2009).

Secondly, the debate on the pros and cons of human enhancement also includes anthropological considerations aimed at evaluating nature and, in particular, human nature. On the one hand, critics of human enhancement still conceive of nature as something worth protecting, thus pursuing the same conception of nature that dominated the wish-fulfilling medicine of the early twentieth century. On the other hand, advocates of human enhancement point to the burdens of justification that we impose on ourselves when we attribute an inherent value to human nature. The moral concept of nature is criticized for drawing normative conclusions from a descriptive statement, although the all-important question ‘Why is nature or human nature good?’ simply cannot be answered. Natural disasters, epidemics and all other types of diseases are given as examples, all of which appear much more natural (though not good) than a morally charged conception of nature within which authenticity is celebrated as a clear value. Taking such considerations seriously, the fundamental challenge posed by the space of possibilities opened up by human enhancement seems to be to include transhuman ideals in our ideas of ourselves and, accordingly, to acknowledge that there are, in fact, alternative values to the value of authenticity.
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Built Heritage Conservation

INGRID SCHEURMANN

Authenticity is a core concept in modern conservation practices centred around the materiality of the built environment. The concept is used to indicate the originality and genuineness of historical buildings and architectural ensembles; from the end of the nineteenth century to the 1960s it was bound up with the then-dominant conception of their primary value as being evidence of cultural heritage and the related demand to document and account for any alterations (see, for example, the International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites of 1964). With the development of international standard principles for built heritage conservation and the increased recognition of cultural diversity, this relatively straightforward conception of authenticity has largely fallen away, having been superseded by a conception of authenticity as an umbrella term covering various distinct cultural criteria (see, for example, the Nara Document on Authenticity of 1994). Outside of the narrower specialist discourse, the term is often associated with perceptions of history which dress up contemporary criticism in aesthetic images of the old and supposedly authentic and push for a return or reclamation of these imagined pasts.

The current boom in the concept of the authentic is fraught with a paradox: the field of heritage conservation – the discipline most strictly dedicated to authenticity – barely benefits at all from the societal longing for genuineness and uniqueness. The search for the unaltered in architecture and urban planning at present has less to do with conservation and restoration than with phenomena of repetition, i.e. with reconstruction and historicizing re-creations; the desire to go back and correct history or set it back on track. In this respect it represents the polar opposite of the preservation of historical monuments. The concurrence between the endangerment of the materially existing and the reconstruction of the desired past is most clearly expressed by the example of buildings in the style of post-war modernism, many of which remain as unpopular as ever. For example, in the case of Frankfurt’s New Old Town (also known as the Dom-Römer quarter), prominent examples of brutalism such as the Historical Museum and the Technical City Hall were demolished to make way for an image-oriented reconstruction of the old city centre. An array of further examples can be added: in Hildesheim, the loss of Dieter Oesterlen’s Hotel Rose; in Dresden, the abandonment of the Centrum-Warenhaus department store; in Berlin, the disappearance of the Palace of the Republic; in Potsdam, the demolition of the University of Applied Sciences building on Alter Markt. In most cases, historicizing new buildings have been erected in their place. These examples highlight the fact that urban repair projects – and efforts to reaffirm and cement identity – currently tend to marginalize traditional notions of historical authenticity. Instead, images of history are called up and staged at the historical site in place of surviving traces – a new-old world made up of straightforward and supposedly harmonious elements directly at odds with conceptions of authenticity in the field of built heritage conservation. It promotes the aim of (re)constructing history in light of surviving material evidence – in the words of Aleida Assmann, a ‘new option in architectural history’ or a ‘novel cultural practice’ (2010: 16f.).

Despite being shaped by a common history, the European institutions dedicated to the preservation of historical monuments have by no means reacted uniformly to this trend, which continued to gain momentum from the 1990s on, becoming particularly widespread in the post-socialist states of Central Europe. In many places, reconstructions that were once heavily criticized are now accepted as respectable, including some prominent examples in Germany (Hildesheim’s Butcher’s Guild Hall or Dresden’s Frauenkirche). In view of this, a debate has broken out within the field over a ‘paradigm shift’. Involving, among other things, a new openness to reconstructions, the relativization of the traditional object orientation in built heritage conservation and, in particular, a turn to the concept of cultural heritage (Haspel 2017: 95). This plurality in approaches to dealing with historical buildings has been particularly evident in debates surrounding symbolically important monuments and buildings close to city centres, but there is no corresponding plurality when it comes to dissonant or ‘inconvenient’ heritage. For example, in the case of surviving evidence from former concentration camps, the term authenticity is still bound up with its material existence and its function as immediate and actual historical evidence. Aesthetic values that may promote calls for reconstructions do not play a role (as of yet).

In this respect, it should be noted that the criterion of authenticity still enjoys great importance in the field of built heritage conservation, but that this has not led to any clear corresponding practice or policy on a national level, and that it is interpreted in culturally diverse ways on an international level. Two places and two documents symbolize the tendency towards the dissolution of traditional criteria of historical conservation: Venice and Nara. In 1964, the founding document of the international preservation of historical monuments, the Charter of Venice, still clearly acknowledged the material testimony of the monument and, putting forward the concept of authenticity as an ideal to be striven towards for the first time, rooted its definition in material originality, genuineness, and site-specific relationship to location. However, this unambiguity was largely lost thirty years later through the pluralization and internationalization of the discourse on historical conservation – a process represented by the 1994 Nara Document on Authenticity. In an exemplary manner, it signals the change in values associated with the substantive and spatial expansion of professional perspectives and marks the end of Western European conceptual and interpretive dominance in the field of built heritage conservation.

AUTHENTICITY AND GENUINENESS IN THE DISCOURSE ON HISTORICAL MONUMENTS

Despite the fact that the academic discipline concerned with the preservation of historical monuments expressly positions itself as the champion of authenticity, attempts to clearly pin down the concept and the attributions of value associated with it can only ever succeed in giving an appearance of unambiguity. While the use of the term itself to refer to the material substance, the historical location and the time layers of a monument only dates back to the 1960s, the authentic in the form of the genuine and unaltered has a long history as a core concern of European historical conservation, along with the preservation of the evidential, testimonial, documentary, original, or source value of buildings and ensembles containing historical remains that can be subjected to sustained examination and questioning. Georg Dehio, one of the founding fathers of German built heritage conservation, spoke in typical fashion of the monument’s ‘dual nature, consisting of mixed aesthetic and historical features’ (Dehio 1905: 89). The fact that there are no detailed definitions specifying what this should be interpreted to mean indicates that there was a broad consensus on the understanding of these key concepts in the professional community at that time. Such agreement was usually achieved less through formal definitions of terms and concepts than through drawing boundaries between good practice and practices considered incorrect or damaging to monuments.

For example, Dehio referred to buildings faithfully restored in their original style as ‘chimaeras’, ‘mock antiquities’, ‘fictions’, and ‘phantoms’. The Rhenish provincial conservator Paul Clemen spoke of ‘deceptions’ and ‘surrogates’; Cornelius Gurlitt of ‘goblins’. Decades later, Alfred A. Schmid referred to restorative approaches to built heritage conservation as ‘counterfeiting’, Falk Jäger as ‘fabrication’. Hanno Walter Kruft spoke of ‘falsifications’, Leo Schmidt of ‘backdrops’ or ‘surrogates’, Johannes Habich of ‘simulations‘ and ‘visual consolations’. Achim Hubel of ‘mock ups’, Georg Mörsch of ‘architectural masquerade’, and finally Michael Falser of ‘sentimental historicization’ and ‘dumbed-down’ simulations. Others – such as the art scholar John Ruskin or the architect Otto Bartning – kept it simpler, discrediting substantial alterations succinctly as ‘lies’. As late as 2011 – and this underlines the deep influence of these patterns of argument throughout the history of the field – an important publication that takes a stance critical of reconstruction still bears the suggestive title Built Heritage Conservation, Not the Cult of the Copycat (Denkmalpflege statt Attrappenkult) – even though the editor of the Bauwelt Fundament series, Ulrich Conrads, concedes in his foreword that this question ‘can no longer be answered by specialists in the field with a simple yes or no’ (cf. Scheurmann 2018: 402f.).

The ongoing pluralization of conceptions of authenticity contradicts the certainty claimed by institutions in the field regarding the assessment of what is accurate or inaccurate, authentic or fake, and brings the intellectual foundations of such polarizations – which are themselves historical – into question. These challenges touch on the self-understanding of built heritage conservation as an applied historical discipline, according to which the art monument is primarily considered an ‘art-historical monument’ and art value as a historical value (Riegl 1903: 56). This agreement explains not least the ambivalent relationship between built heritage conservation and ‘show value’ – the interest historical buildings incite in visitors – as well as the specific dynamics of the development of the discipline associated with it: the latter has been evident within the discipline since the time of the French Revolution in the form of pronounced cycles of image orientation and subsequent phases of correction, which in turn are dominated by academic rigour, alternating between emphasizing historical monuments’ value as spectacle and value as evidence. In practice, the turning of these cycles is usually accompanied by restorations to the buildings’ original states, and in theory with course corrections. Such was the case around 1900 and after 1945. In both periods, specialists in the field reassured themselves of their expert status by distinguishing themselves from the aestheticizing practices of the previous generations of monument conservators; they aimed to shore up the academic bona fides of built heritage conservation as a serious discipline with a scientific approach, in contrast to previous aestheticizations and ideological appropriations.

As a rule, such common understandings of core technical matters are communicated through visual explanatory models – that is, through linguistic metaphors on one hand and through the aesthetic evidence of selected monument projects on the other. For example, paired images featuring a positive and a negative example are often called on for associative explanations of appropriate approaches. The history of the discipline can thus be framed as a struggle between authenticity and imitation, or more specifically as a confrontation between the advocates of conservation such as John Ruskin, Georg Dehio, Georg Mörsch, and Michael Falser, and the proponents of reconstructions such as Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Carl Schaefer, Michael Petzet, and Winfried Nerdinger. The visual evidence put forward in favour of their respective positions then consists of the preserved ruins of the Heidelberg Palace versus Cologne Cathedral, finalized according to its original blueprints; Hans Döllgast’s reconstruction of the Alte Pinakothek in Munich, that showcases the distinction between the old and new elements of the building’s fabric, versus the reconstructed Golden Hall in Augsburg; David Chipperfield’s Neues Museum in Berlin, designed to record and display its layers of time, versus Dresden’s new-old Frauenkirche.

Viewed in this way, the major ‘theoretical discources in the field of built heritage conservation up to the 1960s mostly present themselves less as stringent descriptions of theoretical positions and more as confrontations with incompatible practices. Since the days of Camillo Boito and his groundbreaking Primera Carta del Restauro (1883), the criteria for preserving and documenting historical remains in conservation theory have been essentially motivated by the aim of ensuring the objectivity and traceability of one’s own actions in relation to the historical artifact – an aim that at the same time has been understood as a programmatic distinction from previous practices of restoration aimed at producing stylistically exact and consistent reconstructions, not least in the former’s supposedly superior sense of respect for the historical.

Around 1900, the first Austrian conservator general, Alois Riegl, championed the unaltered, the authentic, and the atmospheric in his concept of Alterswert: the value of ageing and appreciation of the marks left by usage (Riegl 1903). Under the influence of Riegl and his followers, Austrian approaches to the preservation of historical monuments thus promoted a different system of values to their German contemporaries, whose approaches to conservation emphasized the value of remains as historical evidence (Gubser 2006). In its criticism of stylistically exact recreations and demand for respect for materially existing remains, however, the cult of Riegl was in line with similar tendencies in Germany and other European countries. Overall, it is clear that in the modern age, in which many historical buildings have been deprived of their original use and either abandoned, torn down or repurposed, the authenticity of buildings and artworks is, as a rule, no longer verified ritually or ceremonially, but rather scientifically proven ‘by means of the evidence of its material, physical continuity over time’ (Groys 1997: 197f.). This requires an authority capable of providing and certifying authentication; in this case, the various state-backed institutions dedicated to antiquities and historical monuments established in many European countries around the end of the nineteenth century.

Nevertheless – as cultural practice shows – historical objects cannot be reduced to their physicality and material presence (Jokilehto 2006). Rather, as monuments they undergo a metamorphosis into bearers of meaning and significance for the community and sometimes even become objects of a form of substitute religion, a cult of the monument. In addition, symbolic values are attested to them as urban or regional landmarks, regardless of the character or condition of their material substance. The former Rhenish provincial conservator Paul Clemen made this point as early as 1914 in reference to the Cologne cathedral, completed in 1880, as well as the cathedral of Reims, which was shelled by the German military in 1914. The first initiatives to establish international mechanisms of protection for artworks and monuments guaranteed under international law (Scheurmann 2018: 68ff., 238ff.) also date from this time.

AUTHENTICITY AND PLURALITY

Throughout the late modern period, cracks have begun to emerge in the former certainties about what is right and wrong in dealing with historic buildings that were supposedly agreed upon at the start of the twentieth century; a legitimate need to reopen debates on these topics has been acknowledged within the field since the 1990s at the latest. Alongside the emergence of new values, new actors with new specific historical references have since shaped the debate. The 1993 Passau conference on the Postmodern Cult of the Monument brought this development to an explosive head, opening up the (particularly German-speaking) discourse on built cultural heritage to different understandings of history and conceptions of authenticity. The most reform-oriented contributors to the conference, the state conservators of Upper Austria and Bavaria Wilfried Lipp and Michael Petzet, sought to expose theoretical approaches to the preservation of historical sites in the German-speaking world to international development, above all to the English-language discourse. This was precisely the moment in which the Western European-influenced Charter of Venice and its celebration of the value of historical evidence was superseded by the Nara Document on Authenticity, which pointed towards a future dominated by pluralistic conceptions of authenticity.

Where the spiritual fathers of the Charter of Venice, the architect Piero Gazzola and the architectural historian Roberto Pane, still considered it unnecessary to define the term authenticity – they speak in terms of the overabundance of monumental authenticity – in the concise international convention laying out the fundamental principles of post-war built heritage conservation, comprised of only 16 articles, their successors in Nara, Japan, thirty years later argued that attempts to set out a clear definition of the term should be abandoned in view of progressive cultural diversity and different conceptions of heritage. Rather, they stated that it had become impossible for them to ‘ground judgements about value and authenticity on fixed criteria. […] The respect owed to all cultures’ necessitates ‘that cultural heritage be considered and evaluated within the cultural context to which it belongs’. Authenticity is also bound up with a multitude of different sources of information. ‘These include conception and form, materials and substance, usage and function, tradition and techniques, place and site as well as spirit and influence, original state and historical becoming’ (Nara Document 1994: Art. 11 and 13). The Nara conference and various subsequent conferences have highlighted the progressive differentiation of the concept of authenticity. Since that point, the regionality of cultural values has been regarded as decisive, and difference, alterity, and transculturality have been regarded as new values, including in the German-language discourse on built heritage (Meier et al. 2013).

Yet even before Nara, the idea that genuineness or authenticity ‘is a concept of reflection, fundamental to which is a deceptiveness about its own nature’ – i.e. that it is itself a construct or convention – had been advanced in critical debates (Dahlhaus 1967: 57). This consensus developed through the common history and culture of Western European built heritage movements culminated in the aforementioned Charter of Venice and the ambition to expand its own criteria to create a practicable, functioning, and internationally valid regulatory framework. In its function as an evaluation authority for World Heritage, the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) made a significant contribution to its ‘enforcement’.

More recently, however, with the triumphal march of postmodernism and in the context of globalization, any claims to sovereignty of interpretation were relativized. Instead, the topic of cultural diversity received increasing attention in social as well as conservationist theory and practice. David Lowenthal, for example, noted a questioning of historical conventions on an international level in the early 1990s and, as a result, a blurring of the boundaries between the real and the constructed which touched the core of the field’s self-conception: ‘Reconstructed past seems more genuine; for real history is always full of deceptions’ (Lowenthal 1994: 45). In this respect, the distinction drawn by Wolfgang Seidenspinner between the authenticity of an artifact and the authenticity of the monument cannot smooth over the increasing diversification of the concept itself. According to Seidenspinner, while the authenticity of the object ‘can be seen in its substance, in its materiality in form, design, and function’, the authenticity of the monument is based on the ‘socially negotiated meaning attributed to it’ (Seidenspinner 2007). The experience of a ‘dazzling blurring’. In the sense put forward by Tino Mager is not dispelled by this, however (Mager 2016). It results from the growing insight that the idea of a common cultural heritage shared by all mankind which has been invoked since the days of Goethe necessarily involves diversity, polyphony, and multiperspectivity.

Just thirty years after it was first put forward as a central criterion of international heritage conservation, the term authenticity has multiplied into various distinct interpretations and criteria. This diversification has relativized the previously sharp distinction between historical record and reconstruction on which the formal discipline of the preservation of historical monuments based its self-image at the start of the twentieth century. Further, thanks to postmodernism, the ‘show value’ of architecture, long dismissed in the field of conservation, is now receiving growing social attention. This affects the existing stock of monuments in the form of social expectations of aesthetic and harmonious images of history – a reception process that makes it difficult to adequately convey nuances and shades of grey, and which acts as an obstacle to efforts to provide the necessary attention and care for younger, supposedly unattractive buildings. Instead, reconstructions of historic buildings became increasingly socially acceptable during this period – the reconstruction of the historic Ostzeile in Frankfurt’s Römerberg (1981–84), the translocation of the Leibniz House in Hanover (1981–83), or the deeply controversial reconstruction of the Butchers’ Guild Hall in Hildesheim (1987–89), for example.

At the very latest, material authenticity lost its role as a distinguishing criterion for UNESCO and ICOMOS with the decision in 1980 to list the reconstructed Warsaw Old Town as a World Heritage sites. Authenticity was even explicitly attributed to the historic city centre, which was restored and extensively reconstructed after its destruction by the Germans in the Second World War (‘Warsaw has fully retained its authenticity as a finished concept of post-war reconstruction’, The World Heritage List). UNESCO also certified the authenticity of other painstakingly accurate reconstructions of war-damaged buildings in 1980 and again in 1982 in the Declaration of Dresden (Mager 2016: 103, 108f.). After Warsaw, a number of other reconstructions have also been placed on the World Heritage List: in 1985, St. Michael’s church in Hildesheim; in 1997, the castle of the Teutonic Order in Malbork; in 2005, the Stari Most bridge in Mostar; and as late as 2001, the extensively reconstructed Villa Tugendhat in Brno. Since, according to UNESCO’s Operational Guidelines, authenticity is a requirement for all World Heritage objects, every monument on the World Heritage List is considered authentic. Following the adoption of this standard, there can at last be no denying that authenticity is the result of a construction and requires an official body that – like UNESCO or ICOMOS – has the authority to perform such authentification.

The aura of the site-specific original invoked by Walter Benjamin in the first half of the twentieth century as a counter to the effects of the modern age of reproduction on art seems to have been snuffed out once and for all at the turn of the twenty-first century, losing its former influence. In its place we find – to borrow the title of Jürgen Habermas’s 1985 work – a ‘new obscurity’ (Habermas 1985). The international discourse on built heritage conservation is now dominated by pluralistic concepts rather than general and universally valid standards of assessment. These are bound up with the concept of cultural heritage and an extension of the spectrum of actors and objects involved. In place of authentic objects, conservators focus primarily on cultural processes, and only subsequently on the objects and places ‘of cultural significance’ associated with them (cf. Burra Charta for the Conservation of Places 1979, 1999, 2013; see also Holtorf 2018).

GENUINENESS, COUNTERFEITS, AND IMITATIONS

Given the pluralization of concepts of authenticity, it is hardly surprising that the accusation of producing forgeries, counterfeits, and historical masquerades previously levelled at practices centred on the stylistically exact restoration of monuments has been to a certain extent reversed in the heyday of postmodernism; it is now aimed at the discipline of built heritage conservation itself. By branding professional institutions of heritage conservation as a ‘guild of counterfeiters’. In a 1988 lecture, the Hessian conservator Reinhard Bentmann aimed to highlight the need, in light of social developments, to discuss and redefine the relationship between image and substance and between a monument’s show value and its materiality in order to develop a new professional consensus. He lamented the discipline’s involvement in promoting the ‘indistinguishability of originals from their own imitations’. He pointed to the restored half-timbered buildings of Limburg’s old town as an illustrative example, but Bentmann singled out the reconstruction of the Ostzeile in Frankfurt’s Römerberg for particular criticism – in his view a ‘disaster’ and a ‘falsification of history’ (Bentmann 1988: 160, 163). He went on to argue that the preservation of historical monuments was becoming increasingly based on captivating images of history, the myth of the good old days, and that historical experience had replaced historical education as the fundamental concern the discipline sought to promote. He linked the latter to practices of conservation oriented towards the authenticity of historical structures. The publisher Kai Markus Michel seconded Bentmann’s conclusions: ‘However much we look back into the past, there is no remembrance anymore, only the conjuration and evocation of the past as a beautiful or terrible reminiscence. History is abandoned, closed off; its remains are seized upon and polished up for the purpose of decoration or veneration’ (Michel 1988: 109).

The art historian Norbert Huse positioned himself against such aestheticizing practices and a tourism industry that promotes ‘idealized monuments’ in his reflections on Inconvenient Monuments, first published in essay form in 1989 and subsequently in book form in 1997. Huse aimed to draw specialist attention to ‘parts of a heritage’ that ‘no one wants to own, and which nevertheless should not be ignored, whitewashed, or sugar-coated’. Huse criticized the prevailing approach to monuments grounded in aesthetics or the artistic value of historical evidence as well as the tendency of specialist institutions to exclude the darker sides of history. Rather, he argued it is the task of conservators of monuments to acknowledge and document ‘faults, distortions, fractures’ as well as the potential ‘strangeness’ of history (Huse 1997: 34, 88). Bentmann had also criticized the conception of history held within the field of built heritage conservation as ‘oversimplified’; the aestheticization of the historical had turned the former ‘guardians of authenticity’ into ‘fabricators of identity’ (Bentmann 1988: 158, 167).

It is clear that the different interpretations of the concept of authenticity that emerged around 1990 challenged conservators’ institutional self-image, but also that the pluralization of the concept can no longer paper over the cracks. Supporters of the traditional view linking authenticity to the testimonial value of material evidence are now often drawn towards fetishism. For example, the art historian Jürgen Paul spoke of the ‘fetishization of physical authenticity’ (Paul 1980: 73) in the context of the debate over the reconstruction of the Butchers’ Guild Hall in Hildesheim. In 1994, the Bavarian state conservator Michael Petzet criticized what he saw as ‘substance fetishism’. He combined his critique with the demand that authenticity should no longer be ‘unilaterally’ tied to the materiality of the monument and that reservations about reconstructions should be dropped. After all, he argued – as debated in Nara – monuments do not consist of the material alone, but also leave their own mark and have an aura of their own (Petzet 1994: 14f.). This polarization of the understanding of authenticity is illustrated by the Postmodern Cult of the Monument on the one hand, and Inconvenient Monuments on the other. Plurality and show value stand in contrast to evidential and educational values as (irreconcilable) concepts.

As the debate turned to the evidence of the twentieth century, its material reference was for the first time made up of mass-produced architectures which in many cases did not hold any art-historical value. A factor in this debate was the legacy of East Germany as a facet of both post-war modernism and as an dissonant (viz. ideologically discredited) heritage – a complex challenge at a time when the core of Western European theoretical approaches to built heritage conservation was under discussion in Nara, a challenge made even more difficult shortly afterwards by Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm’s demand that built heritage conservation be taken out of the hands of state-backed institutions (Hoffmann-Axthelm 2000).

SUMMARY

The history of the discipline in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has shown that new artefacts are pushing for recognition as monuments at ever shorter intervals. The result is a continuous expansion of the material stock of buildings and sites considered noteworthy and, at the same time, the emergence of new strategies for the singularization and differentiation of cultural heritage. These processes have accelerated enormously as a result of globalization, and, since the 1990s, have revealed the fragility of formerly binding convictions. Objects, values, and actors are therefore experiencing a pluralization, and formerly central concepts are losing their distinction and heft. This applies to the term authenticity as well as to the concepts of the record, the source and the document. In its place, particular remembrances, intangible heritage, and cultural practices have risen to become guiding concepts in the current discourse, not least the ‘authenticity’ of Opferorten (roughly, ‘sites of suffering’). As a result, the focus of heritage debates has shifted not only to inconvenient, i.e. ‘historically contaminated places’ (Huse 1997: 47f.), but also toward the perspectives of those who had previously not been heard in this debate. Researchers and conservators in the fields of critical heritage and postcolonial studies are working to bring about a reorientation of the discourse on monuments and cultural heritage. Authenticity is attributed less to the objects than to the ‘inheritors’ themselves, bringing the development of the concept, so to speak, full circle.

These approaches, which now dominate the discourse in the English-speaking world, as yet have received only a very tentative reception in German-speaking countries. This is partly due to the fact that the role of institutions is stronger and the tradition of civic engagement comparatively weaker in the German than the anglophone sphere. Unlike the United States or Australia, the German-speaking world also seemingly lacked a comparably urgent need to refer to the heritage of others (that is, in the former cases, to the heritage needs of indigenous populations). Nevertheless, in Germany ‘cultural heritage’ is now also jockeying for position with other competing concepts of authenticity. It is no longer the empiricism of historical evidence and places alone that counts, but also processes of the appropriation of history and remembrance. The concept of authenticity thus mutates into a process-oriented concept. However, it is precisely the subjectivation of history, this ‘retooling the past to our needs and desires’ (Löwenthal 2015: 502f.) that calls for correctives and ‘fact checking’. In this respect, the formal discipline and institutions dedicated to the preservation of historical monuments will continue to be required as the leading authentication authority in the future. In fulfilling this need, specialists in the field must always critically reflect on their role in the process of transforming things.


REFERENCES


	Assmann, Aleida. ‘Rekonstruktion – Die zweite Chance, oder: Architektur aus dem Archiv’. In Winfried Nerdinger, Markus Eisen and Hilde Strobl (eds). Geschichte der Rekonstruktion. Konstruktion der Geschichte. Munich: Prestel Verlag, 2010, 16–23.

	Bentmann, Reinhard. ‘Die Fälscherzunft – Das Bild des Denkmalpflegers’, Deutsche Kunst und Denkmalpflege 46, no. 2 (1988): 155–169.

	Dahlhaus, Carl. ‘Zur Dialektik von “echt” und “unecht” ’, Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 63 (1967): 56f.

	Dehio, Georg. ‘Denkmalschutz und Denkmalpflege im neunzehnten Jahrhundert. Rede zur Feier des Geburtstags Sr. Majestät des Kaisers, Strassburg, 27 January 1905’. In Marion Wohlleben (ed.). Georg Dehio – Alois Riegl: Konservieren, nicht restaurieren. Streitschriften zur Denkmalpflege. Brunswick: Friedrich Vieweg & Sohn, 1988, 88–103.

	Falser, Michael. ,Theory-Scapes transkulturell. Zur Karriere des Begriffs Authentizität in der globalen Denkmalpflege‘, 50 Jahre Charta von Venedig. Geschichte, Rezeption, Perspektiven, Österreichische Zeitschrift für Kunst und Denkmalpflege 69 (2015): 33–40.

	Falser, Michael. ‘Von der Venice Charter 1964 zum Nara Document on Authenticity 1994 – 30 Jahre “Authentizität” im Namen des kulturellen Erbes’, Kunstgeschichte, 21.11.2011, https://www.kunstgeschichte-ejournal.net/239/ (15.9.2025).

	Groys, Boris. Logik der Sammlung. Am Ende des musealen Zeitalters. Munich: Hanser, 1997.

	Gubser, Michael. Time’s Visible Surface: Alois Riegl and the Discourse on History and Temporality in Fin-de-Siècle Vienna. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006.

	Habermas, Jürgen. Die Neue Unübersichtlichkeit. Kleine Politische Schriften. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1985.

	Haspel, Jörg. ‘Reden wir über das Gleiche? Das Verständnis von Denkmalpflege im europäischen Vergleich’, Die Denkmalpflege 75, no. 2 (2017): 93–97.

	Hoffmann-Axthelm, Dieter. “Kann die Denkmalpflege entstaatlicht werden? ” Gutachten für die Bundestagsfraktion Bündnis 90/Die Grünen (Draft). Berlin 2000.

	Holtorf, Cornelius. ‘Conservation and heritage as future making’, In Id. et al. (eds). A contemporary provocation: reconstructions as tools of future-making. Selected papers from the ICOMOS University Forum Workshop on Authenticity and Reconstruction, Paris 13-15. March 2017. Paris: ICOMOS, 2018.

	Huse, Norbert. Unbequeme Baudenkmale. Entsorgen? Schutzen? Pflegen?. Munich: C. H. Beck, 1997.

	ICOMUS. ‘Burra Charta for the Conservation of Places’. In ICOMUS Australia, https://australia.icomos.org/publications/charters/ (1.2.2022).

	Jokilehto, Jukka. ‘Considerations on authenticity and integrity in World Heritage context’, City & Time 2, no. 1 (2006): 1–16.

	Löwenthal, David. ‘Criteria of authenticity’. In Knut E. Larsen and Nils Marstein (eds). Conference on authenticity in relation to the World Heritage Convention: Preparatory workshop. Bergen: Tapir, 1994, 35–64.

	Löwenthal, David. The Past is a Foreign Country: Revisited. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

	Mager, Tino. Schillernde Unschärfe. Der Begriff der Authentizität im architektonischen Erbe. Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2016.

	Meier, Hans-Rudolf, Ingrid Scheurmann, and Wolfgang Sonne (eds). Werte. Begründungen der Denkmalpflege in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Berlin: JOVIS, 2013.

	Michel, Karl M. ‘Echt gleich falsch – Identität als Fassade’, Deutsche Kunst und Denkmalpflege 46 (1988): 98–109.

	Paul, Jürgen. ‘Der Streit um das Knochenhaueramtshaus in Hildesheim’, Deutsche Kunst und Denkmalpflege 38 (1980): 64–76.

	Petzet, Michael. ‘Der neue Denkmalkultus am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts?’, Die Denkmalpflege 52 (1994): 22–32.

	Riegl, Alois. ‘Wesen und Entstehung des modernen Denkmalkultus (1903)’. In Ernst Bacher (ed.). Kunstwerk oder Denkmal? Alois Riegls Schriften zur Denkmalpflege, Studien zu Denkmalschutz und Denkmalpflege, Vol. 15. Vienna, Cologne and Weimar: Böhlau, 1995, 53–97.

	Scheurmann, Ingrid. Konturen und Konjunkturen der Denkmalpflege. Zum Umgang mit baulichen Relikten der Vergangenheit. Cologne, Weimar and Vienna: Böhlau, 2018.

	Seidenspinner, Wolfgang. Woran ist Authentizität gebunden? Von der Authentizität zu den Authentizitäten des Denkmals. Berlin: edoc-Server der Humboldt-Universität, 2007, https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/bitstream/handle/18452/7720/seidenspinner.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (1.9.2025).

	UNESCO, ICCROM, ICOMOS. ‘ “Das Nara-Dokument zur Echtheit/Authentizität”, Nara, 1994’, https://www.dnk.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/1994_DNK_UNESCO-Nara-Dokument.pdf (1.9.2025).

	UNESCO. ‘The World Heritage List’. In UNESCO World Heritage Convention, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/ (1.9.2025).








Canon

CHRISTOPHER VOIGT-GOY

The concept of authenticity does not play a major role in the current literature on the concept and phenomenon of the canon. In recent scholarship on the subject, which is dominated by researchers in the field of literary studies, the semantic field of ‘authenticity’ is used at most in the sense of ‘object authenticity’: for example, where the authorship of certain ‘canonical’ texts has been clearly established; similarly, a ‘canon of Renaissance literature’ might only include works actually created during the historical epoch of the ‘Renaissance’ (however that may be defined). This distancing of canonical scholarship from research into (historical) discourses of authenticity is, as will be briefly outlined below, a result of the conceptual history of the ‘canon’ and the problems and questions bound up with it. At the same time, however, there is an argument for establishing clearer links between canonical scholarship and research on authenticity, and for fostering a productive exchange between the two fields, which the final section of this chapter will explore.

THE CONCEPTUAL HISTORY OF THE CANON

A ‘canon’ is a cohesive selection of works, texts, authors, objects, or practices bound together by their particular religious, aesthetic, moral, or other qualities. The Greek word ‘canon’ (κανών) is a loanword from the ancient Semitic languages and originally referred to a cane or a straight rod used for measuring. The figurative meanings of the word in the sense of ‘yardstick’, ‘guideline’, ‘ruler’, and even ‘model’ derive from this. In the ancient world, the term canon was used in a variety of contexts, including to mean an index of works of notable rhetorical and literary quality (cf. Beyer 1938: 600–602). In classical antiquity, however, the conception of the ‘canon’ lacked the sense of a collection of authoritative ‘holy texts’ that was to become a major influence on the concept of the canon from late antiquity through to the modern era. This semantic development dates back to the appropriation of the concept of the canon by early Christians, who combined it with expressions and ideas borrowed from Judaism (cf. Ohme 1998: 30–36). The gradual establishment of a settled set of scriptures, which were brought together as a ‘canon’ in the Christian Bible, was not finalized until the second half of the fourth century CE. While the early Christians could draw on an existing canon of scriptures from the Hebrew Bible that would later become known as the ‘Old Testament’, the scope of the ‘New Testament’ had yet to be determined. Around the year 240, in the midst of his theological dispute with Gnosticism (cf. Markschies 2001), Origen drew the groundbreaking distinction between texts unanimously recognized as testimonies of Jesus Christ’s teachings – and thus of divine revelation – and controversial or clearly mendacious texts (cf. Campenhausen 2003: 370f.). The collection of biblical scriptures still predominantly accepted as conventional today was put forward by the Church Father Anthanasius of Alexandria in his 39th Easter letter in 367, in which he listed the books ‘which have been recorded as divine in the Canon, have been handed down as such and held to be such’ (Strüber 1837).

Through the medieval and early modern period, the concept of the canon was used exclusively to refer to biblical scripture, taking on the connotations of divine authority of which scripture served as evidence. It was not until the late eighteenth century that this restriction of the concept gradually began to loosen. A key impetus driving this process was the historicization of the biblical canon by eighteenth-century theologians in works such as the pioneering ‘Treatise on the Free Investigation of the Canon’ (Abhandlung von freier Untersuchung des Canon) published by the Halle theologian Johann Salomo Semler (1725–1791) in four volumes between 1771 and 1775. Semler depicted the emergence of the canon as the product of internecine struggles between various early Christian factions. In the course of these theological disputes the ‘Church’ eventually took shape, united by its opposition to Gnosticism, which was in turn vilified as ‘heresy’. Semler argued that the authoritative validity of the canon was restricted to the early Church’s formative period. Inspired by Semler, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) took a step further, regarding the biblical canon as incomplete. For Schleiermacher, the ongoing task of historical-critical theology was to continually re-examine the existing canon using modern philological methods. However, this critique must also take into account the canon’s correspondence with the ‘essence of Christianity’, which can be determined through the philosophy of religion. According to Schleiermacher, this means that other, hitherto unknown texts from the time of early Christianity may possess the same ‘dignity’ as ‘canonical’ texts (see Ohst 2011). Schleiermacher’s ideas were taken up by the Dessau-born Indologist and co-founder of modern religious studies Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900). Holding a chair at Oxford for most of his life, Müller worked to apply the concept of the canon to other religions, notably Buddhism. In his Introduction to the Science of Religion (1873) he argued that the comparative study of processes of canon formation in different religions (or at least those religions with a written tradition) is a central pillar of the scientific approach to religious studies. According to Müller, investigating a religion’s canonical texts provides insight into its original development and its ‘essence’ (cf. Kollmar-Paulenz 2013: 386). Müller was not interested in the canon – still in the sense of a collection of ‘holy scriptures’ – in terms of its claims to religious authority, but only due to its potential to further our historical understanding of religion.

A comprehensive dissemination of the concept of the canon outside of the field of religion was underway in parallel to the historicization of religious scriptural canons. The figure most likely responsible for introducing the concept of the canon to the field of modern literature is the Dutch-German scholar David Ruhnken (1723–1798). In his Historia Critica Oratorum Graceorum of 1768 he highlighted the notable contributions of the Alexandrian philologists Aristophanes of Byzantium and Aristarchus of Samothrace (3rd/2nd century BC) in discerning only the most truly outstanding orators: ‘Thus, out of the large number of orators, they picked out only ten, bringing them together as in a canon’ (Ruhnken 1768: xcv). It must be acknowledged, however, that the practice of pointing out stylistic and aesthetic role models in the field of rhetoric that Ruhnken attributed to Aristophanes and Aristarchus had never been lost and remained common in secular literature. This can be seen, for example, in the literary anthologies that became increasingly popular in the English-speaking world following the invention of the printing press (cf. Lethbridge 2014). After Runken, however, the use of the term ‘canon’, having taken on its later Christian connotations, was associated with a new claim to authority that was unknown in antiquity. In the nineteenth century there was a vogue for constructing literary canons that became increasingly common as the century progressed. These canons usually centred around works and authors that particularly represented the ‘nation’ or its ‘spirit’ (see overview in Rippl and Winko 2013a: 264ff.; cf. also Riecke 2018). This process of the nationalization of literary canons was accompanied by various attempts to compile a ‘canon of world literature’, spurred on by the cosmopolitan idea of a common aesthetic culture shared by Western nations that, the compilers imagined, could be grounded in its most brilliant literary works and authors (Schoene 2013). But a clear consensus over literary models failed to emerge either on a national or a transnational level; attempts at canon formation led instead to a pluralization of incompatible claims in literary discourse.

Some literary canons of this kind were able to have a standardizing effect within their area of influence through being included in the syllabuses and curricula of schools and universities, however. As a result, the concept of the canon became a point of contention in the reform movements of the late 1960s. In the US this development culminated in the so-called ‘canon wars’ of the 1980s, in which reformers at colleges and universities fought for changes to the syllabus of what was perceived as ‘classic’ literature in the name of ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘postcolonialism’ (see: Jay 1997). In the wake of this relatively recent process, researchers’ attention increasingly focused on ‘the’ canon, revitalizing the field of canonical studies.

APPROACHES TO CANONICAL STUDIES

Modern canonical studies are shaped by two critical demarcations. On the one hand, the idea that certain works, authors, or artefacts form a canon simply due to their particular moral, aesthetic, or other qualities is strictly rejected. On the other hand, researchers avoid reducing the canon to a mere instrument of authority or hegemony, instead emphasizing functional interpretations of the canon: where ‘certain aspects of culture considered as sacred, binding, exemplary, etc. are codified’ into a canon, the canon serves to legitimize the ‘identity symbolizations’ of social groups or society as a whole (Hahn 1987: 28). The fiction that the canon and the elements that make it up are timeless is essential to maintaining these symbolizations, but the need to uphold this claim does not change the fact that ‘the ideals and preoccupations of certain highly exclusive groups and interests’ may be hiding behind them (Hahn 1998: 459). Against this shared background, there are three major approaches to the ‘canon’ in the current literature.

In the power-theoretical approach, emphasis lies on the question of who the actors who produce the canon are, and of the canon’s social range and influence: ‘Who or what “makes” the canon, and how much power … is inherent in canons and processes of canon formation?’ (Heydebrand 1998: 617). From this perspective, the focus lies not only on negotiations between different actors or groups of actors in the process of canon formation, but also on the conflicts between various distinct projected canons. At the same time, this perspective draws attention to the limits of these processes of canon formation, which cannot be simply reduced to the decisions of individual actors or groups of actors. Whether and in what way a canon gains social acceptance depends very much on those receiving it. The intended recipients gain at least indirect power over the canon in that successful canon formation must engage with the conditions of its reception during the process of its construction.

In the institutional-theoretical approach, attention is focused on the authorities and institutions involved in processes of canon formation. In contrast to the power-theoretical approach, the negotiations and conflicts between different canons or their proponents are considered less important than the institutional conditions for the formation of a lasting canon: ‘Stable, long-term canons are prerequisites for the reception of literature that social actors must know how to systematically take into account when dealing with the canonical’ (Herrmann 2019: 282). The conditions for the transmission and normative enshrinement of canons are provided by educational institutions such as schools and universities; by museums and libraries via their material holdings; by publishers and agencies via their distribution channels; by the opinions of ‘experts’, who identify ‘classics’; and by the bestseller lists disseminated in the media.

By contrast, the valuation-theoretical approach takes as its starting point a critique often applied to contextual approaches: ‘Textual and thus also aesthetic properties of the texts should be considered more closely when it comes to the question of why a certain literary work has achieved canonical status and another has not’ (Rippl and Winko 2013b: 1). In contrast to the two approaches above, this approach thus focuses attention back on the body of works, authors, objects, etc. that have been identified as particularly notable within a process of canonization. However, the question does not concern the formal characteristics of a work or author, etc., but rather the ‘intentional’ value judgements that have informed the canonization process. The latter are, on the one hand, themselves both shaped and to an extent even determined by the prevailing literary or artistic system; the appraisal of the value of any work, author, or object has always therefore been filtered through institutions and other groups of actors. On the other hand, individual judgements do not necessarily translate into assessments of a work’s canonical status; such judgements only reach a critical canon-forming mass in the aggregate, through the accumulation of many evaluations underwritten by institutions and other groups of literary or cultural actors. The canon is thus understood as an ‘invisible hand’-type phenomenon: ‘No one person has deliberately put it all together in this specific form rather than any other, yet many people “intentionally” participated in assembling and shaping it’ (Winko 2002: 11).

The approaches to the ‘canon’ outlined here are not mutually exclusive alternatives, but – as the value-theoretical approach in particular demonstrates – can be complementary to one another. Taken together, they emphasize the plurality and historicity of each canon by tracing the network of tensions – between ‘variance and stability, the dynamic and the hidebound, the power of influence and the character of the construct’ – that inform it (Herrmann 2019: 290). Consequently, the key characteristic of a canon, i.e. the fiction of timelessness associated with it, must be understood as an in fact historically relative form of longevity whose lasting relevance depends upon its transmission by certain associations and communities and which is shaped by the tensions above.

THE CANON AND AUTHENTICITY

Although, as noted above, these debates on the theory of the canon are not specifically related to the concept of authenticity, the questions they raise clearly overlap with elements of the theoretical discourses surrounding (historical) authenticity: the question of which instances authorize, represent, and thus shape the authentic is discussed in ways analogous to the power- and institution-theoretical discourses surrounding entry to the canon; the observation that individuals’ subjective experiences of authenticity prove to be a social construct in spite of all fictions of immediacy is analogous to the value-theoretical approach to the canon. These substantive similarities are no surprise given the historical and systematic connections between the concepts of authenticity and the canon.

From the late eighteenth century, in the context of the ‘aesthetics of genius’, a demand arose that ‘authenticity’ should take the place of canonical considerations. This historical demand framed the two concepts as standing in competition with one another; a relationship that – expressed in terms of a supposed opposition between ‘living authenticity’ and a ‘lifeless canon’ – more or less explicitly mobilized the canon-critical movement during the ‘canon wars’ of the 1980s. Despite all the potential for ideologizing that is always inherent in the construction of such dichotomies, the canon wars also led to a bridging of the gap between the discourses on authenticity and the canon on a systematic level. The stability and longevity of a canon fundamentally depends on the extent to which individuals and collectives share it as a ‘real’ expression of their own religious, moral, aesthetic, or other imaginaries (Taylor 2004) – i.e. affective-intellectual worldviews – which they continuously (in practical terms) revise and renew. This process can have severely damaging effects on a canon if it is no longer considered commensurate with the values of the individual or collective; in such cases, less and less practical attention is paid to the canon in question, with the result that it becomes institutionally ‘crystallized’ (Arnold Gehlen). However, demands for authenticity can also have a critical effect on a canon where individuals and collectives form preferences within the canon itself. The parts of a canon that are considered incommensurate with certain values are downgraded; that is, considered both practically and normatively of lesser value or importance, but without being immediately removed from the context of the entire canon and as such remaining worthy of being passed on along with it. In this respect, claims to authenticity bridge the gap between the ‘canon’ and the ‘archive’. Works or authors previously considered normatively binding are preserved for later updates and appropriations through the transmission of the canon as a whole (cf. Assmann 2008: 100–103).

At the same time, to conceptualize authenticity as merely performing the function of breaking down elements within in a rigid structure of normatively predetermined value orientations fails to grasp the full extent of the relationship between the concepts of authenticity and the canon. Conceptions of authenticity do not simply dismantle or replace the concept of the canon; they themselves take on part of its normative claims to validity. ‘Authenticity’ itself is subject to processes of canonization. This can be seen in practice in current trends in the media, such as on YouTube, where authenticity has become a central guiding criterion. For those making YouTube content, nothing is more important than to act as if they were not actually acting in this medium, but as if they were ‘really and genuinely’ themselves, even on the YouTube platform. This requires the internalization of certain behaviours that media consumers consider particularly important, as they enable them to recognize and evaluate the authenticity of an appearance as individual and ‘real’, despite the fact that it is staged for and via the media. A rich advisory literature dedicated to this purpose has grown up which – so to speak canonically – sets out the correct behaviours suited to media representations of ‘authenticity’. This can be seen as analogous to the diverse instructions for the representation of virtues and affects that flourished in early modern theatre. Unlike early modern theatre, however, this canonization of behaviours – in line with the self-reflexivity of modern media – is itself carried out directly via YouTube; one need only feed the phrase ‘how do I become a YouTuber’ into the search bar to see this in action. The success or failure of such self-adjustments in the canon of YouTube authenticity can be easily verified through ‘likes’ and comments. The website’s algorithms reinforce the canonization process by placing successful self-adjustments higher up the results pages for the corresponding search queries.

With these observations in mind, it would seem to no longer make sense for researchers to claim to be able to answer all questioning of the ‘canon’ through careful attention to ‘authenticity’, or to argue that canonical theory can allow scholars to assume more or less hegemonical oversight of debates regarding ‘(historical) authenticity’. Further research into and profiling of the historical and systematic interactions between the concepts of the ‘canon’ and ‘authenticity’ and their repercussions is required. In carrying out this research, however, the two scholarly discourses have quite distinct perspectives on the problem: while the question of the ‘canon’ primarily concerns intersubjective and relatively long-lasting forms of evaluation and axiological orientations, the question of ‘authenticity’ focuses on analysing individuals’ subjective value judgements without immediately addressing their social permanence and intersubjective normativity. It is precisely for this reason that the two questions can most usefully be posed in conjunction.
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Charisma

ACHIM SAUPE

Authenticity is the new charisma – or so I will argue. Whereas in the early twentieth century, people sought out charismatic leaders, the profoundly media-driven political systems of today are looking for authentic figureheads and authentic ways of representing them. Authenticity – in the sense of originality, credibility, sincerity, and ‘loyalty to oneself’ – promises to persuade voters and inspire devotion, be it in democracies or authoritarian states. In tracing the leap from charisma to authenticity, I will proceed in four steps. First, I revisit Max Weber’s concept of charismatic authority. Second, I show how the political discourse shifted in the twentieth century from a focus on charisma to authenticity. Third, I consider current theories of leadership in which authenticity promises the ability to get things done. Finally, I highlight the political dimensions and paradoxes associated with the attribution of authenticity to politicians in the ‘post-truth age’.

CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY

Max Weber defined what would become the modern understanding of charisma. He differentiated between three ‘pure types’ of ‘legitimate’ authority (Weber 1985: 1978): charismatic authority, traditional authority, and legal authority. Weber’s notion of authority centres on individuals and the recognition of legitimate leadership in societies or groups. At the head of traditional authority is a person who rules ‘by virtue of their inherited dignity’, such as a monarch or prince who can point to an impressive genealogy or is legitimized by God. The second type of authority is ‘legal rule by statute’. Its ideal is for the ruling structure to act sine ira et studio, i.e. without any influence from personal motives, feelings, or emotions, free of any arbitrariness and unpredictability. This type of authority is formalistic and follows rational rules regardless of the person.

Weber’s dispassionate definition of legal, democratic authority stands in contrast to his description of charisma: ‘The term … will be applied to a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a “leader” ’ (Weber 1978: 241; cp. Weber 2019: 374). Charismatic rule is legitimized not by origin or law, but by the reputation and the actual or assumed abilities of a person possessing a special power of attraction and leadership. It is legitimized ‘by virtue of affective devotion to the person of the ruler and his gifts of grace’ (Weber 1985: 481). Signs that the ruler is gifted come in the form of ‘magical abilities, miracles, revelations, proven heroism, power of mind and speech’. Instead of bureaucratic rationality and emotional control, charismatic authority is based on political passions, unpredictability, and arbitrariness. Its attractiveness arises through the ‘secret, mystical, and mythical’ (Lenze 2002: 145). At the same time, charismatics borrow the argument of the prophets – ‘It is written…but I say unto you…’ (Weber 1978: 243) – to justify the flouting of tradition, legal obligations, and, increasingly today, scientific facts.

For Weber, charismatics include shamans, magicians, ‘sophisticated swindlers’, war heroes, ‘street heroes’, prophets, saviours, and demagogues. Of course, this list obscures the fact that Weber himself had a passion for zealous ‘leaders steeled in political struggle’ who were capable asserting themselves, preferring them to the ‘colourless bureaucrats’ who superintended parliamentary systems. He found examples of charismatic ‘leaders’ in Caesarism, Bonapartism, and the presidential democracy of the United States (Groh 1972). Unimpressed with the ‘leaderless’ system of parliamentary democracy, Weber began after 1918 to develop the idea of ‘a plebiscitary leader democracy’ (Mommsen 2004: XIV, 199ff.; Encke 2014: 50f.). In the following decade, Weber’s work not only helped spread the idea of a charismatic Führer (Radkau 2007: 610f.; Wehler 2003: 572). It also shaped the thinking of Carl Schmitt, who in Constitutional Theory (1928) argued that the job of the President was to unite ‘in himself the trust of the entire people, not as a party man, but as trustee of the entire people’ (Schmitt 2008: 370).

Political charisma is not just a talent or an effect of what Weber calls the ‘charisma of office’. Rather, it arises from the interaction between the leader, the inner circle, and the wider body of supporters. This is the real appeal of Weber’s understanding of charismatic authority: it is a ‘situation-bound, ideology-supported … phenomenon of interaction’ (Horn 2010: 56). It is situation-bound because crises drive demand for charismatic politicians. It is supported by ideology insofar as charismatic leadership requires a community that believes in charisma and that worships and trusts its charismatic leader. In contrast to legal authority, which operates independently of personality and psychology, charismatic authority draws on projection, emotion, attachment, trust, and recognition. Once established, however, it is crucial that charismatic authority prove successful. If the adored leader loses the magical power to fascinate and engage his supporters, the aura of charisma quickly evaporates. Because all those involved in charismatic authority have both idealistic and material interests in maintaining it, they work to normalize the state apparatus built around the charismatic leader, lending it attributes of traditional and legal authority. Ultimately, charismatic authority possesses four essential elements: ‘the voluntary recognition of the leader’s charisma by his followers, the dissolution of existing normative standards, procedures, and organizational forms; the formation of a community based on emotional devotion to the leader; and the leader’s need to prove himself in order to maintain faith in his charismatic abilities’ (Lepsius 1993: 96–98; Riesebrodt 2001: 161f.).

THE CHANGING MEANING OF CHARISMA IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

In the 1970s, historians and sociologists began to employ the concept of charisma in analysing National Socialism and the relationship between Hitler and the German Volk, producing an array of studies too numerous to mention here. But it would be a mistake to associate charisma solely with Nazis and other fascists. Wolfgang Mommsen, in his 1959 work Max Weber und die deutsche Politik, distinguished between a ‘genuine and democratic charisma’ focused on ‘achieving positive values in the service of the whole’, and ‘false’ charisma, ‘which corrupts the will of the people by appealing to the lower instincts and emotional drives of the masses and uses them as a lever to establish tyranny’ (Mommsen 2004: 408). Charisma is a possible attribute not only of demagogues, authoritarian leaders, religious authorities, and cult leaders, but also of democratic politicians, business titans, role models, and leading figures in every area of society, from academia to film.

Today, a number of journalists and political commentators, impatient with the dullness of procedural democracy, have called for more charismatic leaders in the hope of re-enchanting the political world á la Weber. Charisma, so their thinking goes, will awaken passions and reconcile ‘voters with their political system’, providing a prerequisite for a politics ‘that really wants to make a difference and not just secure its own hold on power’ (Encke 2014: 164). For democracy ‘only really comes to life when the creative power of charisma mobilizes additional political energy and protects [voters] from apathy and inner resignation’ (ibid.). In this view, any political leader can have charisma – or not – whether a technocrat or a tyrant, whether in the context of a democracy or an authoritarian state. Increasingly, it is not the ‘authoritarian charisma’ (Lloyd 2018) of Hitler, Lenin, or Trotsky that researchers have studied but the democratic charisma of hopeful figures and reformers who know how to ‘pick up’ supporters and ‘galvanize’ them into political action. In the US, such politicians include John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama (Potts 2010: 182–214). In Germany, Willy Brandt comes to mind, as does the elder Helmut Schmidt, whose charisma, like that of Henry Kissinger’s in his later years, derived more from age than office. This longing for great leaders – common among those who had fallen prey to political apathy in the Federal Republic of Germany of the 1980s and 1990s – shows little appreciation for democratic institutions. But somewhere on the way to the twenty-first century it became normal to expect leaders to be not just charismatic but also authentic. Why?

CHARISMA AND AUTHENTICITY AS TECHNOLOGIES OF MANAGEMENT

Since the 1970s, researchers in the field of business psychology have recognized charisma and authenticity as attributes of leaders. Early studies argued that managers can become charismatic if they convey a convincing vision, act as role models, challenge their employees, inspire them to perform exceptionally well, and encourage them to find independent, creative solutions to problems (Conger and Kanungo 1987; Howell and Avolio 1993). In recent years, researchers have adopted a more critical tone when discussing the appeal of charismatic leadership. Consider Jürgen Weibler’s 2016 book on personnel management, subtitled When Leaders Appear Impressive (‘Wenn Führende beeindruckend erscheinen’). He starts by asking why leaders stand out and points to their magnetic presence and special aura, which is particularly alluring in crises and emergencies (Weibler 2016: 124). He understands charisma as a fire ignited by a spark (the leader) and fuelled by ‘flammable material’ (the employees) and sufficient oxygen (the environment). Under these conditions, the charismatic leader can inspire followers to achieve ‘performance beyond expectations’ (Bass 1985) such as the ‘the willingness to work longer hours, to voluntarily take on unpleasant and arduous work and to set aside one’s own interests in the interests of the vision and the community’ (House and Shamit 1995: 891). But Weibler and others make a point of criticizing the tendency to ‘glorify the performance of top leaders’ (2016: 127) and to overlook whether different skills such as ‘analytical intelligence’, ‘assertiveness with competitors’, symbolism, and staging might contribute significantly to the appearance of charisma. Weibler also stresses that fixation on a single person makes the relationship between the charismatic leader and his followers unstable and unpredictable: because charisma must be conferred, it can also be taken away (2016: 128).

One of the field’s most-cited authors and the father of leadership studies is the historian and political biographer James MacGregor Burns. In addition to his book Roosevelt: The Soldier Of Freedom, 1940–1945 (1970), which won the Pulitzer Prize for History and the National Book Award for Nonfiction, and other biographies of American presidents, he published the widely cited Leadership (1979) and its 2003 follow-up Transforming Leadership: A New Pursuit of Happiness. In the earlier work, he discusses two types of leaders: the ‘transactional leader’ who focuses on rewarding followers (jobs for votes, support for specific legislation); and the ‘transforming leader’, who ‘looks for potential motives in followers, seeks to satisfy higher needs, and engages the full person of the follower’ (Burns 1978: 4). Transformational leadership stirs individuals to develop their better selves and ‘converts followers into leaders and may convert leaders into moral agents’ (ibid.). In contrast to leadership styles centred on individuals, the transforming leader aims to inspire people, arouse positive emotions, and promote goal-oriented action. He or she takes the needs, fears, and expectations of followers seriously, aware of the role played by encouragement and self-reflection in their motivation.

The transforming leader does not seek political revolution but ‘change management’ using the tools of organizational psychology. In this concept of leadership, charisma seems out of step with the times. A line can be drawn from Burns’s understanding of ‘transactional’ and ‘transformational’ leaders to the notion of ‘authentic leadership’ (Gardner et al. 2011; George 2003; Bass and Steidlemeir 1999; Terry 1993). The concept no doubt emerged off the back of authenticity’s modishness, but it was also an outgrowth of the student protests of 1968 and their criticisms of state authorities as entrenched and obsolete. The idea of authentic leadership also points to the notion of the ‘entrepreneurial self’ (Bröckling 2015), which has received increasing attention in micro-entrepreneurship and in new forms of collective, anti-hierarchical economic activity.

Management psychologists understand that the notion of authentic leadership does not reinvent the wheel; conceptually, it overlaps with other positive leadership approaches that emphasize ethics and service. They are also aware that the concept has a ‘distinctly moral character’: the ‘values, words, and deeds’ of leaders must always remain consonant, be it in their own behaviour or in their management style. Authentic managers possess ‘self-awareness’, ‘balanced information processing’ abilities, a ‘transparent relationship management’ approach, and ‘moral values’. Managers who want to rely on the magic of authenticity must ‘constantly reflect on their own behaviour’ and ‘regularly obtain feedback from others’. They must develop a ‘sound understanding of their own strengths, weaknesses, values, and emotions’; they must make decisions based on relevant information; and they must communicate them clearly. The result is a leadership culture rooted in the ‘moral standards … of an inner, value-based conviction’ (Peus, Wesche and Braun 2015: 15f.). These new leadership ideals go hand in hand with very traditional means of subjectification: for authentic leadership, for example, it is helpful to have a ‘life story that is perceived as coherent’ (ibid.: 22), which is to say, authentic leaders must be clear about who they are. Of course, this ignores the fact that individuals adopt different social roles depending on the context. Theories of authentic leadership do not deny that there are situations that require surface acting, but they nevertheless stress that insincerity casts doubt on authenticity, and hence push leaders to embody their feelings completely.

In this respect, authenticity is the ‘antithesis to personality cults, status-seeking behaviour, and personal vanity’ (Kläsgen 2015). It is also the antithesis to narcissism, though that is the very accusation critics of authenticity frequently lodge against it. In reality, authentic leadership is ‘essentially … about truth and clarity’ vis-a-vis employees, the company, and oneself (ibid.). Authentic leadership relies on reflection and insight for change instead of dramatic and otherwise impressive forms of self-presentation (Weibler 2016: 134f.). But the notion of authentic leadership also merits a critical look. For the authentic leader’s morality, probity, and values are not only about expressing the authenticity of the self. They are also a means for legitimizing a leader’s position and forging new hierarchies. Expressing the truth about oneself and others may require honesty and self-reflection but at the end of the day it is still another technology for managing people.

AUTHENTIC GOVERNANCE

The turn to authenticity has not left politics unaffected. In democracies, the qualities that are important for modern-day political candidates go beyond charismatic decision-making and extraordinary presence. They also include trustworthiness, responsibility to the voters, and the ability to deliver clearly argued positions, facilitate discussions, and communicate transparently. It is easy to recognize in these qualities forms of authentic leadership, especially if we add to them impartiality, being oneself, being down-to-earth, and being true to one’s roots. Even the seemingly uncharismatic tendency of German politicians to call certain policy decisions alternativlos, or ‘alternative-less’ – an echo of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘There is no alternative’ –, is in a sense nothing more than an admission of helplessness in attempting to justify government policies.

In recent years, however, Weber’s ‘sophisticated swindlers’, ‘demagogues’, and ‘street heroes’ have returned to politics as populists. In their case, the longing for authenticity as an alternative to ‘aloof’, ‘dishonest’, and ‘degenerate’ elites has led to a new set of problems: the idea of purity and an us-versus-them mentality, the two essential ingredients that connect all forms of populism (Mudde 2017), produce essentialist notions of authenticity that exclude specific social and ethnic groups (Christophe, Liebau and Saupe 2021). In the new populist movements, a community of people fixated on authenticity has supplanted a community of people who believed in charisma. Under their influence, classic forms of communication that favour charismatic speakers such as public speech have given way to tweets – some pithy and witty, others annoying and divisive, and all far too short to make anything approaching a persuasive policy argument.

It is no coincidence that authenticity has retained its appeal in the ‘post-truth age’. One might think that amid rampant denunciations of facts as ‘fake news’ describing someone as authentic would seem nonsensical, but this is not so. A sense of authenticity can arise when a politician makes repeated promises to, say, ‘real’ Americans or ‘real’ Germans. It can also result from subjectified and emotionalized statements such as when people speak of ‘their truth’. At the same time, politically inconvenient facts, hardly worth discussing otherwise, have been relegated to ‘opinions’. The ‘being true to oneself’ of authenticity is no longer about the political representation of the class, stratum, milieu, or region to which one belongs. Rather it is supposed to recall an earlier stage of life. While in office, Jair Bolsonaro continued to present himself as a military officer. Donald Trump was always the television star. The performances of populists at press conferences and on social media are intended to create the impression that they are authentic, i.e. that the person they are in public and the person they are in private have always been the same. In the ‘post-truth’ world, authenticity means breaking out of the media landscape’s ‘scripted reality’. The title of a 2019 article for The Atlantic says it all: ‘Authenticity Just Means Faking It Well: Political Candidates Only Need to Seem Unscripted’ (Edelman 2019).

CONCLUSION

Weber’s concept of charismatic authority offers an account for the attractiveness of authoritarian and presidential political systems, and explains the desire for leadership both in crises and among voters who have grown weary of procedural democracy. His three types of authority, his remarks on the longing for sovereignty, and the idea of the normalization of charisma remain helpful conceptual tools today for understanding the creeping transformation of democracies into dictatorships, ‘illiberal’ societies, and other hybrid forms of statehood.

For all that, the attractiveness of charismatic leadership began to decline during the last third of the twentieth century, as the relationship between political leaders and voters underwent democratization and business psychology developed the idea of authentic leadership. Here we can track a change in how leadership can function in democratic and pluralistic systems and why people are still willing to be led today: when forms of self-reflection (or, more critically, the revelation of the self) become combined with transparent communication, feedback structures, and the like. The aim is not only to ensure success, but also to successfully manage change.

As the twentieth century ended and the twenty-first began, a longing for leadership and a strong state arose. The new generation of followers has not been content with being ruled, however. They are not looking for rule under a charismatic leader. What they want is ‘authentic governance’. This authenticity provides a technology of power for a new media environment. Compared with charisma, it is a fairly low-threshold leadership technology, one particularly suited to conceal hierarchies in an increasingly levelled terrain where power relations are unclear. The political ambivalence of the concept shows itself in populism: the longing for continuity and credible leaders who are ‘true to themselves’ can quickly turn into a fixation on the authentic and the traditional in one’s own culture. It can become, in other words, an essentialist version of ‘historical authenticity’.
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Citizen Science

MAIKE WEIßPFLUG

Citizen science touches on the theme of historical authenticity in two ways. On the one hand, citizen science is based on the idea of ‘authentic knowledge’ (of whatever kind) and the opportunity to participate in ‘real’ research. On the other hand, historical citizen science entails an idea of an authentic ‘history from below’ and is thus situated within a context that has long been under discussion and practiced in history studies, such as in debates regarding history workshops and public history.

Citizen science means the ‘participation in scholarly processes by people who are not institutionally linked to the academic field in question’ (Bonn et al. 2016: 13). Although the phenomenon of amateur research is much older, the concept of citizen science first occurred in the late 1980s, when, in 1989, the American Audubon Society called on people to collect rainwater samples that could be used to prove the existence of acid rain. Over 200 volunteers followed the call and were deemed ‘citizen scientists’ (Kerson 1989). Whenever the term ‘citizen science’ had been used prior to this, then it was a self-definition of committed scientists who wished to draw attention to their own social responsibility. In Germany, in addition to the English term, the German words ‘Bürgerwissenschaft’ and ‘Bürgerforschung’ are used. To this day, there is no consensus in the international research community as to a clear definition of citizen science. While some argue for a narrow definition with specific quality criteria (Heigl et al. 2019), others see herein the danger that some forms of public participation in processes of knowledge generation are excluded (Auerbach et al. 2019). It is true that citizen science stands for a very diverse and often disparate range of knowledge practices that may include such things as providing the use of the capacity of your own personal computer or the use of indigenous knowledge of biodiversity. The same is true for the disciplinary breadth of citizen science, which includes all fields of research, while still focusing primarily on expertise in natural history and (mostly local) historical issues.

AUTHENTIC KNOWLEDGE?

The debate about the concept of authenticity points to a shift in the way knowledge is constituted – it adds the category of truth to the field of knowledge dissemination (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 8f.), as this is increasingly perceived to be insufficient and exclusive. Citizen science is a manifestation of this trend in many ways, and here the tensions and contradictory developments in authenticity strategies can be clearly observed. We can distinguish three levels at which citizen science’s promise of authenticity takes effect: (1) The first is the political level, whereby an allegedly authentic perspective on research practices serves to re-establish social trust in science – or to engender it in the first place. (2) On the second level, authenticity is a normative demand within the citizen science movement itself. Citizens should participate in authentic (in the sense of real and actually undertaken) research. (3) The third level concerns the expansion of the scientific concept of knowledge by including ‘authentic’ or situated knowledge linked to subject and their personal experience, which can be discussed with reference to citizen science.


	1.Engendering trust: Citizen science is often linked to a promise made by science policy to increase trust in science by providing insight into research processes through participation in ‘real’ research projects. In times of a growing loss of trust and the increasing politicization of science by anti-science populism, and an increased political relevance of scientific knowledge in the realm of the so-called ‘grand challenges’ of the climate crisis and species extinction, many hope that citizen science can stabilize the science community. But it is no simple task to reach broad layers of society with citizen science. Research on citizen science shows that as a rule it is the socially privileged who take part in citizen science projects. Involving people from different social strata, and then above all in large numbers, requires significant resources and is costly, as shown by the British OPAL (Open Air Laboratories) project, which achieved this by means of intensive and laborious work with local communities (Lakeman-Fraser 2016).

	2.Participation in authentic research: Alongside this externally driven political aspiration to increase the credibility of and trust in science in the sense of an objectifiable level of authenticity of research results, the protagonists of the citizen science community also themselves demand authenticity as an intrinsic quality. In nearly every definition and set of principles, citizen science stands in essence for the participation of citizens in authentic—meaning really undertaken—research. Herein lies a difference between citizen science and purely educational projects. Citizen science aims to generate new knowledge that is experienced as authentic and not merely to disseminate knowledge. In fact, the aura of scientific authenticity in citizen science projects is not created merely by science but instead by means of a shared research process. This significant element of all citizen science projects draws on a long tradition of citizens contributing to research, as clearly seen in the field of botanical and natural history collections, whose beginnings and large inventories are indebted to the collecting activities of amateur natural history researchers. With the rise of the experimental sciences in the late nineteenth century, however, contributions by amateur researchers drastically fell across the majority of disciplines. Laboratories and archives now became the decisive locations in professional knowledge production by means of experiments and highly specialized research, in which untrained amateurs can no longer independently participate. Today, with the exception of a very few fields of research, such as biodiversity research and taxonomy, the role of the amateur is no longer significant.

	3.Expansion of the concept of knowledge: In addition to engendering trust and its normative promise of authenticity, citizen science has a third dimension on the level of the theory of science, first evident in natural history. The inclusion of non-professional researchers brings new and different knowledge into the research process in many different ways. This is particularly visible in the case of indigenous knowledge, which includes both local knowledge and knowledge embedded in everyday practices, such as knowledge of animal and plant populations and their uses. Studies have shown that indigenous knowledge frequently provides similar results about local biodiversity to scientific field studies (Danielsen 2018). A further example for this is the civil-society appropriation of science in the second half of the twentieth century. Especially in environmental protection movements beginning in the 1960s, scientific evidence played a key role in environmental policy demands. Activists relied on their own scientific investigations in order to prove levels of acid rain or polluted rivers and lakes, and then to use this knowledge to exert political pressure. In many cases, these movements were driven by professional scientists calling themselves ‘citizen scientists’ in order to highlight the social responsibility of science. Sometimes this phase also saw the co-production of knowledge by citizen scientists and professional scientists in established research institutions. One example is the Act Up movement, which played a key role in developing HIV medication during the AIDS crisis of the 1980s (Strasser et al. 2019: 62).



A very different example for this kind of experiential knowledge is the citizen science project Foldit, in which participants playfully study the form of proteins on an online platform. One participant noted that he had developed an intuitive ‘special feeling’ for the protein structures (Strasser et al. 2019: 65). Donna Haraway has called this form of knowledge ‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway 1988: 583), arguing that truly objectifiable knowledge can only come about by means of specific perspectives. Citizen science thus has the potential to challenge habitual views of the objectivity of scientific knowledge and to expand a traditional concept of knowledge, understood as the one-sided transfer of science into society (Fritz et al. 2019: 922). This discussion invites us to link the discussion on authentic knowledge with questions of locality, experience, and perspective.

It is important to note, however, that citizen science by no means always generates situated knowledge. This is rather just one aspect of a diverse practice that revolves around inclusion, participation, and access to a scientific understanding of the world. In many citizen science projects, the generation of preferably ‘authentic’ knowledge plays no particular role. This is certainly the case for projects on digital platforms where citizens either put the capacity of their own computers at the disposal of research, in order to detect signals from extra-terrestrials, for example (SETI@home), or analyse digital data that determine the shapes of galaxies in a database (Galaxy Zoo project on the Zooniverse platform).

CITIZEN SCIENCE AND PUBLIC HISTORY

After biodiversity research and natural history, historical research is the second-largest field to use citizen science in Germany and elsewhere. There is a structural similarity between biodiversity research and history studies. Due to their high degree of local specificity, each are in many ways dependent on the contributions of volunteer researchers in order to be able to properly address the local relevance of their fields. In both of these disciplines we can also observe a trend whereby top international research is increasingly focusing on interdisciplinary and thesis-driven research questions and thus neglects the collection and description of knowledge on local levels. Citizen science here faces the problem that professional science affords it zero recognition.

Historical research within the scope of citizen science is frequently undertaken by scholarly associations and history workshops, even if only very few of these would see themselves as citizen scientists and most of them would never use the concept to describe themselves. In Germany there are more than two hundred history societies and other working groups organized under the roof of the Gesamtverein der deutschen Geschichts- und Altertumsvereine (The Umbrella Association of German History and Antiquity Societies). One example is the Society for Computer Genealogy. Here a database and an online platform collect and provide data on historical sources such as lists of people missing or lost during the two world wars, civil registers, and address lists. Many official bodies in the German federal states cooperate with volunteer researchers and involve them in their work. This often leads to contacts between professional academics and citizens, such as in the field of archaeology. The history workshops differ from history societies in having a stronger focus on local history and a critical combination of historiography and local or everyday history, and their work is close to the above-mentioned concept of situated knowledge. A prominent example is the Berlin history workshop that very thoroughly addresses local perspectives on the history of the Nazi period and of Berlin resistance figures such as Julius and Annedore Leber.

The German online platform for citizen science, Gemeinsam Wissen schaffen (Create Knowledge Together), currently lists around thirty active citizen science projects in the field of history research. But this list is not exhaustive, and a large number of projects, working groups, and associations are not included in this database. This may be because the traditional history societies, in particular, and also the history workshops do not identify with the relatively new concept of citizen science. And the activities of the societies are often so specific that they cannot be easily presented on an online platform that is strongly geared to online participation formats and the linking of websites to facilitate these (see Pettibone and Ziegler 2016: 62). There are further proximities between citizen science and the practices of academic history studies – in academic history the participation of amateurs has already been widely addressed and practiced under the concept of public history. On the one hand, public history stands for all forms of the presentation of history that address a broad public, and also for the inclusion of non-academic perspectives in presentation and research. Here, a research perspective may accompany the dissemination of history, but this is not essential. In a strict sense therefore, not everything that is discussed under the term public history is citizen science. There are overlaps where amateurs work (or collaborate) on historical research questions, for example in experimental archaeology. In the debate on public history, however, very similar questions arise concerning the creation of knowledge. Advocates of public history emphasize that their work can involve fruitful exchange between experts and amateurs, and that in the best case it can lead to a process of shared learning (Franco 2017; Heer and Ullrich 1985: 20).

Citizen science in history studies can assume very divergent formats that work with notions of authenticity. As well as the above-mentioned field of experimental archaeology, these include formats like historical shows, re-enactments, television experiments, and also live roleplays (Sieber 2016: 140). In these activities, which focus on making history tangible and authentic, it is often rather difficult to distinguish between imaginative games and a real contribution to research. The borders are fluid.

Another example is research museums, which also play an important role in the production of historical knowledge that is ‘authentificated’ by citizens and/or locally anchored. In the museums there is often very explicit direct reference to academic research. In recent years, museums have developed a large number of historical citizen science projects. For example, the German Maritime Museum in Bremerhaven, a Leibniz Association research museum, invites citizens to participate in research on the ship the Bremer Kogge (Bremen Cog). This vessel, which probably dates from the late fourteenth century, is the most prominent holding of the Maritime Museum. It is of outstanding significance for the historical identity of Bremen and Bremerhaven, and symbolizes the former glory of the city at the time of the Hanseatic League. As this boat is almost fully preserved, it is important for research on the Hanseatic League and on seafaring in the late Middle Ages (Schilling 2016: 156). Here, citizen science aims to contribute to research on the significance of this in contemporary history and culture. Citizens are asked to submit illustrations and objects that represent the Kogge and its public and cultural significance. Situated and objective knowledge about the Kogge can thus be related to each other: ‘It should and cannot be the aim to tell a single true story of the “Kogge” ’ (ibid. 2016: 158). The aim is rather to ‘integrate’ personal memories ‘into “Kogge” research’ (ibid.: 159). In this way, interpretation and object are related to each other.

The contribution of citizens is here not restricted to the mere collecting of objects and data, as their own personal interpretative perspectives and memories contribute directly to enriching knowledge about the Bremer Kogge. This can only succeed if the museum actively seeks out contact to local people and thereby contributes to the establishment and maintenance of a Kogge knowledge community. The museum thus becomes a socially relevant place where research and public discourse meet and become hybrid. Whether this also succeeds in academic terms, so that it is more than just the idealization and mythologization of the historical object for media, must be critically reflected upon.

There is great potential in precisely this localizing of knowledge and the inclusion of the subjective and personal significance of knowledge objects within the horizons of historical research – a potential, however, that is still neglected in research on citizen science. Strasser et al. point out that the citizen science’s regular practice of including premodern knowledge dimensions that have been excluded from conventional science, such as experienced knowledge, can have far-reaching consequences for our understanding of what science is (Strasser et al. 2019: 65). A number of more recent approaches see the potential for citizen science to create something like a local sense of place, a connection with specific places based on knowledge and emotion, and in very diverse disciplines. This kind of connection with specific places might also be a motivation for civil-society commitment, such as in the field of environmental protection (Haywood 2014: 75).

Citizen science in many ways follows the contemporary trend and wish for authenticity. This often includes the political promise of heightening trust in science and politics. Authenticity is also a component of the normative definition of citizen science itself: Only participation in authentic, ‘real’ research can do justice to the aspirations, while purely educational projects and knowledge dissemination generally do not fall within definitions of citizen science. The greatest consequences for discussions on the level of the theory of science come with expanding the concept of knowledge with dimensions of experienced and situated knowledge. Here, the approach of citizen science could be a practically experienceable alternative to the traditional form of objective-scientific knowledge acquisition. In this respect, the discussion of citizen science, and the often older and more diverse approaches of participative historiographical practices, do truly have the potential to change science, even if this does not automatically apply to all citizen science approaches. This meta-theoretical view of the phenomenon of citizen science raises science theory research questions in three different fields of knowledge generation: the inclusion of experiential knowledge, the significance of situated knowledge, and the question of digital data (big data and shared knowledge). The large number of globally conducted citizen science projects can provide empirical material for studies on these questions, and this is particularly the case for historiographical citizen science. Here, in particular, we see a difficulty pertaining to the concept of citizen science: Many cooperation projects between amateurs and professional historians do not place themselves within the field of citizen science and do not (yet) identify with the label. It remains to be seen if citizen science will become an established umbrella term for all the above-named forms of participative knowledge generation, or whether the strong science-policy dimension of the concept and the focus on digital participation formats are rather a hindrance in this respect.
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The City

CHRISTOPH BERNHARDT

When seen from a more general perspective, the question of the authenticity of and in cities includes a series of often-discussed individual themes such as the question of authenticity in historical preservation, in memorials, city tourism, and ‘heritage industries’ to controversies over the reconstruction of historical buildings. Society’s debates over these fields are by no means limited to urban spaces but in practice do in most cases refer to buildings, ensembles, or cultural practices in urban contexts. In order to grasp the specifics of urban authenticity, it pays to reflect on the tension between the varieties and meanings of authenticity on different spatial scales from the microlevel, such as an old gas streetlamp or a fountain, to a spacious river landscape that makes the cityscape distinctive.

Such decidedly space-sensitive research on historical and specifically urban authenticity has begun only recently (Farrenkopf and Meyer 2020; Bernhardt, Sabrow and Saupe 2017; Christophe, Kohl and Liebau 2017). The importance of a space-related differentiation is demonstrated by the equally valid and lapidary observation of Sonne (2013: 159) – namely that cities, unlike single buildings, cannot be conserved as a whole but inevitably have to be constantly developed and reformed and hence must be quietly dropped from the classical concept of ‘material authenticity’ in the sense addressed by historical preservation. The present essay takes this observation as the starting point for an analysis in three steps: After clarifying several theoretical premises of the ‘constructivist’ concept of authenticity followed here, as distinguished from related concepts, the surrounding landscape, the cityscape, and the urban layout will be discussed critically as the core elements of a specifically urban authenticity. In a second step, several important historical turning and crystallization points of the ‘authentification’ of urban spaces but also of urban cultural practices will be sketched using prominent examples. Particular attention will be paid to the cultural driving forces and actors in these processes. Thirdly and finally, using the example of the city of Heidelberg, stages, building blocks, and basic mechanisms in the building of urban authenticity will be considered from a perspective of the longue durée and paying particular attention to the rapidly grown important of mass media and mass tourism.

URBAN AUTHENTICITY AND AUTHENTIFICATION: CHALLENGES AND THEORETICAL PREMISES

Research on authenticity in urban history is defined in the context of the broader transdisciplinary debate (Saupe 2024; Knaller 2007) by three specific lines of tension: Firstly, like our own essay, it consistently follows a ‘constructivist’ approach that views authenticity as produced by society. At the same time, however, it deals with historical places and buildings whose materiality often suggests an aura of ‘genuineness’, long-term continuity, and apparent unambiguity beyond the diversity of cultural interpretation. Secondly, its studies thus far have largely concentrated on precisely these architectural artefacts of the ‘stony city’ (Bartetzky 2017) and neglected the field of cultural practices, such as city festivals and local customs but also debates over identity and authenticity in urban society. Thirdly and finally, with the features of settlement size and social and architectural heterogeneity that are almost constitutive of them, cities appear to quietly avoid clear attributions of authenticity.

The theoretical starting point established here can be outlined as follows (see Bernhardt, Sabrow and Saupe 2017: 15–16): The urban objects and practices to which historical authenticity is attributed refer to a historical context that is valued by the society such as the freedom of towns in the High Middle Ages, the culture of royal seats, the urban revolutions of the nineteenth century, and the social housing policies of the early twentieth century. Such historical situations that are considered important must, as a rule, be credibly represented by objects or practices perceived as authentic. This credibility of representation can certainly be evaluated differently by groups of recipients; for example, tourists generally assess the authenticity of, say, the Bavarian castle Neuschwanstein differently than cultural historians or historical preservationists do. A perception of authenticity can be based not only on the role of a material continuity as is emphasized by historical preservation but also – and independently of that – by the ‘aura of the place’, for example, in the case of memorials or an important feature of urban planning such as an old town rebuilt after 1945 or also by a reenactment of historical battles that is intended to be ‘faithful to the original’ or even by the periodically recurring demolition and rebuilding of a historical structure like the Ise Shrine in Japan (Mager 2016: 145–162). Whether contemporary representation should be judged faked, incompletely, or reconstructed, from the perspective of scholarship on cultural history and from that of most perceivers it is not unimportant but indeed of secondary importance.

The specific method of studies of urban historical authenticity versus related approaches and themes of urban research such as ‘identity’ and ‘heritage’ (Identität und Erbe, Graduiertenkolleg GRK 2227; Wagner-Kyora 2014), ‘sites of memory’ (François and Schulze 2001) as well as more sociological methods such as the ‘intrinsic logic’ approach (Löw 2012) and authenticities studies focused on the present (Lindl 2020; Zukin 2010) lies in a focus on the connection between the historical point of reference and current representation. ‘Authenticity’ can thus be studied as a core element and at the same as a critical questioning within broader research debates over identity and heritage but also over other themes such as urban images and icons, city marketing, and so on.

BUILDING BLOCKS OF URBAN AUTHENTICITY: LANDSCAPE, CITYSCAPE, LAYOUT OF THE CITY

Among the oldest and most enduring building blocks of urban authenticity are without a doubt characteristic landscape location, the cityscape and silhouette, and the layout of the city. The importance of these features should be particularly emphasized because they are linked most closely to the large-scale, citywide level and therefore stand out above the broad diversity of individual ‘authentic’ places and buildings on which research overwhelmingly concentrates. Several cities with striking landscape features have been stylized among a broader public almost as archetypes, for example, Venice as the city on the lagoon as a reference for cities called ‘the Venice of the North’ such as Amsterdam and St Petersburg. Some industrial cities are in turn called the ‘Manchester of Saxony’ (Chemnitz) or ‘Manchester of Belgium’ (Ghent). But the location of many other cities in the landscape, such as Freiburg im Breisgau at the foot of the Black Forest, of Dresden with its Elbe landscape (sometimes called ‘Florence on the Elbe’), or of Berlin as ‘Athens on the Spree’, is considered an immutable constant of urban authenticity (Guckes 2011). Not coincidentally, the cityscape is also a core criterion for the coveted certification as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and accordingly interventions in the cityscape risk sanctions even to the point of losing that seal, as has happened recently in Dresden (Elbe Valley), Potsdam (Glienicker Horn), and Cologne (Cathedral).

Presumably even more so than natural surroundings, the cityscape and silhouette are regarded as core features of urban authenticity. This tradition was already founded with the introduction of book printing by famous books such as the Schedelsche Weltchronik (1493) and Cosmographia by Sebastian Münster (1544) (Füssel 2015: 11–15). It culminated in the mid-seventeenth century in the Topographia Germaniae, a multiple-volume, monumental work disseminated in countless printings by the engraver and publisher Matthäus Merian the Elder (Merian 2005 [1642]). The tension between faithful reproduction of the original and artistic design was characterized in these early views of cities in which some printmakers emphasized individual buildings in their works, while others suppressed them in order to, according to Bernd Roeck, emphasize urban landmarks to reinforce the claim of the authenticity of their reproductions (Roeck 1999: 23) – striking evidence that urban ‘landmarks’ and recognizability can be considered more authentic than reproductions that are faithful to the original.

Similarly, a street grid or plot structure can also be the basis for urban authenticity. That is true, for example, for the absolutist planning of cities with regular, uniformly planned layouts. Examples include cities that are marked individually by the defining basic element of their urban planning such as the ‘fan city’ Karlsruhe and the ‘grid city’ Mannheim. This is true in essence of all uniformly planned ‘ideal cities’, including Eisenhüttenstadt, an East German planned city, and for other large-scale urban planning such as the famous designs by Ildefons Cerdà for the ‘diagonal city’ Barcelona and by James Hobrecht for Berlin around the middle of the nineteenth century. Usually, in addition to their street grid itself they include other characteristic features, especially specific plot sizes and eave and building heights as well as façade designs, which are also codified by building codes and reinforced by architectural conventions. Taken together, they form the basis for characteristic urban planning structures and attributions of authenticity. The larger the city in question, however, such as Hobrecht’s Berlin, Paris in the era of the Haussmann style, or Vienna as the Ringstrasse was being built in the second half of the nineteenth century, the more these layouts are considered ‘authentic’ for only one part of the city.

TURNING POINTS AND PARADIGMATIC CASES OF URBAN AUTHENTICITY: COLOGNE AND THE DISCOVERY OF THE ‘OLD TOWN’ AROUND 1900

A look back at the beginnings of public debates over urban authenticity at the turn to the twentieth century furnishes several insights into the driving social forces that seem like a return to the ‘old’ and ‘genuine’. This return doubtless expressed an ambivalent response to the challenges of the rise of modernity. Just like the cultural rediscovery of the Middle Ages and Gothic by the upper middle classes and elites, the turn to stylistic eclecticism and historicism in architecture can be read as a defensive reflex against the upheavals of industrialization. In the face of rapid urbanization, architectural transformation, and acceleration of urban life, cities began to value the old town and ways of life that seemed to be disappearing.

This was expressed more revealingly in Cologne than almost anywhere else, a city with an especially rich history that around 1900 dynamically evolved into an industrial metropolis. Initiatives such as the “preserve the Hahnentor” city gate, which was threatened with demolition, and its use as a municipal museum from 1885 onward, as well as the founding of historical societies such as the Verein Alt-Köln (Cologne Old Town Association) ‘to preserve Cologne’s history, language, and uniqueness’ in 1902 represented a comprehensive turn to the city’s history. Battles were also fought over the preservation of monuments versus the demands of modern urban transport and over the meticulous safeguarding of Roman shards and stones when building the new sewerage system. The large exhibition Alt- und Neu-Cöln (Old and New Cologne) in 1913 was opened by Mayor Max Wallraf with evocative words: ‘Cologne’s uniqueness consists in the meeting of modern development with ancient history’ (quoted in Mergel 2018: 369–370). The completion and consecration of Cologne Cathedral in 1880 towered above this evolution, but it was also understood, especially by the broader strata of the population, as a cultivation and stylization of local ‘authentic’ distinctive features, practices, ways of life, and products. From the language (‘Kölsch’) by way of foods (especially ‘Kölsch’ beer) and local narratives and figures (‘Heinzelmännchen’, ‘Tünnes and Schäl’) to Cologne’s world-famous carnival, various features of the city, its inhabitants, and specific ways of life are perceived by residents and by others as markers of the ‘authentic’.

The central point of crystallization for such stylization of architectural and socio-cultural authenticity in Cologne is not just the identification and media reproduction of the ‘old town’ (Vinken 2010). The debate in Paris and the movement there to preserve ‘vieux Paris’ are model cases for such stylizations of an ‘old town’ (Kiecol 2001). In Berlin, too, complete demolition of the older building fabric in the late nineteenth century led to the first photographic documentations of the buildings approved for demolition and soon afterwards to the localization and popularization in the media of ‘Old Berlin’. Similar trends can also be seen in smaller towns such as Hildesheim or Heidelberg (see below). In addition to the flywheel of rapid urbanization, the rise of photography and soon thereafter the increase in urban tourism from the 1920s onwards triggered this cultural movement. Outside of the old towns, the Heimatschutz (Homeland Protection) movement set store in traditional, regional architectural styles and encouraged their continued use. The authentification of ‘non-modern’ urban districts, buildings, and ways of life as incarnations of the ‘old’ could take on profoundly destructive and inhumane forms even prior to 1933, above all in the form of the discriminating marking and demonization of Jewish residents and their neighbourhoods (Geisel 1981), but also in concepts of ‘urban clean-up’ to remove ‘eyesores’.

‘ISLANDS OF TRADITION’ IN THE REBUILDING OF THE 1950S: THE EXAMPLE OF CHURCHES

The 1930s and 1940s were characterized by tumultuous transitions, as the Nazi Socialist ideological valorization of old towns and associated ‘clean-up’ efforts were supplanted by the widespread destruction of the war and initial post-war plans for reconstruction. In the immediate post-war period, a dispute emerged over the preservation and authentification of the existing core fabric of urban structures and individual buildings, which were denounced harshly in public criticism of reconstructions as ‘museum lies’ or ‘replicas and panopticon’ (Beyme et al. 1992: 16). Moreover, the existing fabric and urban layout were threatened by plans for extensive transformation in a move towards a ‘car-friendly city’ and sharp cultural dismissal of nineteenth-century buildings. In many cities, such as Nuremberg and Münster, the pendulum of this basic conflict swung more in the direction of preserving the layout of the city and of the reconstruction of the old town; in others, such as Hanover and Frankfurt am Main, a more comprehensive urban renewal determined the planning.

The most intense debates were probably those concerned with the preservation and repair of churches, which, as the example of Cologne shows, represented central crystallization points of urban identity and became cores of the preservation of ‘islands of tradition’ when rebuilding, to use the terminology of the time (Wagner-Kyora 2014). Here I can shed a spotlight on just two prominent examples of churches: St Michaeli in Hildesheim and the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche (Emperor William Memorial Church) in Berlin and identify selected ideas, practices, and arguments with which important protagonists, institutions, media, and parts of urban society clashed over central issues of the authentication of historical buildings.

In the case of the St Michaelskirche in Hildesheim, which was badly destroyed during the war, immediately after the war there was a broad movement within the local society to rebuild it, which took the form of, among other things, collecting money and volunteer work to remove rubble and secure the ruins, exhibitions in museums but also dissertations, and so on. In the practice of rebuilding, however, as critics complained the church’s Baroque layers, among others, were made invisible. The alleged argument of regaining historical authenticity by the measure of the original plans by Bishop Bernward von Hildesheim in the eleventh century led in practice to evidence of an unwanted, more recent past being removed. Such emphasizing of the value of particular historical strata while overlooking other strands in the practice of rebuilding and reconstruction led here and elsewhere to the traditional heterogeneity of buildings’ architectural style tending to be levelled out (Bergerson 2014).

One revealing contrasting case is the reconstruction of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche in West Berlin which was being discussed around the same time. The process it underwent was more of a ‘de-authentification’ of the traditional and its recoding to new constructions of authenticity. The Neo-Romanesque church, which had been consecrated in 1895, was partially destroyed when struck by a bomb on 23 November 1943, which powerfully transformed the church’s significance as a memorial for many Berliners and foreigners, from a Hohenzollern monument to a memorial for the victims and destruction of the war. Plans for its partial or complete demolition sparked storms of protest from the citizens as well as confrontational debates among architects and planners (Kress 2014). In the end, the design by the architect Egon Eiermann, which clearly subordinated the new Gedächtniskirche to the surviving ruin in its urban surroundings met with strong acceptance. Much as in Hildesheim, in West Berlin, too, a desire to preserve famous urban forms and anchor points of urban identity was behind the strong commitment of the citizenry. The attributions of authenticity of to the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche did not refer to a distant past but rather marked it as a landmark and a reminder of the traumatic experiences of the war that was only a few years in the past.

BERLIN-KREUZBERG: AUTHENTIFICATION OF A DISTRICT SINCE 1970

The 1970s marked the beginning of a new period or urban authentification whose central features included greater appreciation of the urban planning of the late nineteenth century and, once again, rapidly increasing influence of media and mass tourism. The example of the Berlin district of Kreuzberg shows very clearly how seemingly separate developments in various segments of society can condense into a fundamental cultural transformation in which the guiding principle of the modern city was supplanted by the compact and ecological city. It began in the early 1970s with a fundamental reorientation of influential architects such as Josef Paul Kleihues and Oswald Matthias Ungers, professors at the Technische Universität in Berlin, in favour of new principles of planning and building that moved away from ‘wholesale redevelopment’ and towards ‘cautious urban renewal’, in which the building type of the Mietskaserne (tenement) began to be appreciated and became the object of a comprehensive process of authentification (Stimmann 2009). Around the mid-1970s, a crisis in funding the costly transformation of urban space became an issue as well, and there was increasing social and political interest in a mixture of housing and work under the sign of the late Fordist crisis of large industry and the environment and formation of various civic action groups. At the same time, series of photographs of the district, its buildings, its history and everyday life began to circulate broadly and be published in editions of historical photographs. The most famous, now-oft-cited myths around the Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA; International Building Exhibition), the squatters’ movement, and the scholarly rehabilitation of the Mietskaserne by Jonas Geist, Klaus Kürvers, and others in the 1980s represented from this perspective merely the culmination of a rapid process of valorization, authentification, and cultural transformation in politics and the media (Hochmuth 2017). It was expressed, for example, in images of the district’s rebellious spirit, which even today attracts numerous tourists, and in spaces, artefacts, social roles, and practices that are perceived as authentic, such as the ‘squatted’ or ‘condemned’ building, the Turkish greengrocer, the demonstration, and so on.

Whereas the vehement debates over authentification and preservation of the building fabric from the nineteenth century has long since been decided in favour of the policy of ‘cautious urban renewal’, conflicts have been escalating more recently over reconstructions of historical buildings and quarters that have disappeared entirely, such as the Berlin Palace. Beginning with the reconstruction of the ‘new old town’ in Frankfurt am Main completed in 2018, for which the city’s Technisches Rathaus (Technical Townhall) had been demolished, there have been heated public controversies over the thesis advocated by the Stuttgart architecture professor Stefan Trüby and others – namely, that architectural reconstructions have a connection to right-wing and even far-right political positions and actors (Trüby 2020; Guratzsch 2018).

AUTHENTIFICATION IN THE LONGUE DURÉE: THE CASE OF HEIDELBERG

As the example of Cologne suggested, an effective attribution of ‘authenticity’ to individual cities need public affirmation that is repeated, varied, and broadly influential over an extended period as well as a minimum number of ‘authentic’ artefacts, events, practices, and images that are perceived as historically significant. The ‘authenticity’ of the ‘Romantic university town’ of Heidelberg, which can be considered a paradigmatic case here, turns out on closer inspection to be the result of a series of authentifications that, in phases over a long period since around 1800, have embraced a variety of milieus, socio-cultural developments, and urban sub-spaces and produced a bundle of widespread images and stories. They have been expressed especially in popular external attributions to the city, for example, as a site of Romanticism, of the university, and of student life, as well as in narratives that have condensed into a ‘myth of Heidelberg’.

One early historical reference point can be identified as the cultural movement of Romanticism around 1800, in which a circle of writers produced a literary reference work of national significance: Des Knaben Wunderhorn (1806–08), a collection of poems and songs edited by Clemens Brentano and Achim von Arnim. The broad reception of the book and the assessment of this circle of friends in the history of literature became the basis for Heidelberg’s reputation as a central site of Romanticism. This reputation was bolstered by visits of famous contemporaries to the city that have frequently been commented on and written about. In some cases, their statements became ‘winged words’ that spread widely in educated middle-class circles, for example, the poem ‘Heidelberg’ by Friedrich Hölderlin (1801) or the formulation ‘the city in its location […] has […] something ideal’ by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1797). Works by prominent painters such as Carl Philipp Fohr and Joseph Mallord William Turner have also reinforced this reputation (Benz 1975).

In addition to its location where the Neckar Valley exits onto the Rhine Plain, as mentioned by Goethe, the former castle of the Elector of the Palatinate above the city became a crystallization point of Heidelberg’s authentification. Specifically, the mighty ruin became the perfect projection screen of ‘Romantic Heidelberg’ in educational and mass tourism, extolled by writers such as Victor Hugo and sought out by a rapidly growing number of domestic and foreign tourists following the paths flagged in travel guides such as Baedeker. What is more, around 1900, the ruin was also the subject of a sensational debate over principles of historical preservation such as the ‘conservation’ or ‘reconstruction’ of destroyed buildings, which echoed in broad circles of the educated middle classes.

Another narrative that consolidated in the late nineteenth century concerned the university and specifically a remarkable number of famous natural scientists, some of whom received the Nobel Prize, such as Robert Bunsen, Hermann von Helmholtz, and others. Just as influence was the (self-)marketing of famous social and cultural scientists and writers, above all Max Weber, Stefan George, and later Karl Jaspers. Through a particular form of elevated sociability (‘Max Weber circle’, ‘Stefan George circle’), among other things, they fostered the idea and legend of a ‘spirit of Heidelberg’ as an outstanding academic culture and way of life.

Although the production and reception of these authentifications were largely limited to the educated middle classes, individual set pieces such as the castle or student conviviality, have repeatedly been treated in popular media since the beginning of the twentieth century with a wide radius extending to the United States. That is especially true of the successful play Alt-Heidelberg (Old Heidelberg), which premiered in Berlin in 1901, which idealized a fictional prince and his studies at Heidelberg University, including an affair with a young waitress. It is ‘probably one of the most-performed plays in the first half of the twentieth century’, was ‘one of the biggest Broadway successes’ of the 1920s as the operetta The Student Prince in New York, and had numerous other remakes in films and operettas (Fink 2001: 473). Flanked and heightened by other far-reaching popularizations, such as Mark Twain’s writings on his everyday observations during a stay of several months in Heidelberg, the city soon came to be considered a symbol of ‘good old Germany’ in the United States (Fink 2001: 473).

Although in the 1920s and for a time after 1945 the city was once again a meeting place for important intellectuals and invited a ‘rendezvous with the world spirit’ (Sombart 2000), it appears that the core authentifications that essentially still feeds its myth and make it an attraction for tourists today are based on the period up to 1914, and no essential new elements have been added since. But this core has proven to have had a long-term effect on the public and commercial appeal, as is demonstrated by an English-language as well as a German-language filming of Alt Heidelberg in 1954 and 1959, respectively, and more recent popular films such as The Reader and televisions series such as Hotel Heidelberg. That its old town was almost completely spared by Allied bombing the Second World War, and ‘individual authentic objects’ such as the cityscape, certain panorama views, the castle, and other buildings that identify it have been preserved, has certainly contributed to the ‘authenticity’ of the city and the ability to experience its globally disseminated media images. The writings of younger residents as well have recently described the interaction of significance in cultural history, the provincialism of a medium-sized city, cosmopolitanism, and internationality as quite positive and having mass appeal (Mangold 2017; Stanišić 2019). The ongoing charisma of the myth of Heidelberg survives by being adapted to and continued in new cultural formats, including their acceptance by new generations into ‘high culture’, such as the current official presentation of the city in the media as the ‘cradle of hip-hop’ (Heidelberger Hip-Hop-Archiv). Even a literary teardown of the myth of the ‘Heidelberg Castle’ seems to reinforce it indirectly, as the media response to criticism of the castle by the American writer Charles Bukowski has shown (Buselmeier 1986: 373).

Taken together, it appears that the authenticity of a city is essentially demonstrated but also measured by whether it can satisfy the specific ‘media core brand’ of a ‘mode of often-sentimental memory of passing moments of glory’ (Fink 2001: 487), which unites many of the stories associated with Heidelberg. For most medium and large cities internationally, one could describe by analogy to Heidelberg how their specific profiles and ‘careers of authenticity’ consolidate in particular ‘authentic’ places and narratives that differ in how far their reach in the media and are essentially the basis for the individuality of cities in the public’s perception.

CONCLUSION

‘Urban authenticity’ has three identifying features that contrast with other varieties of historical authenticity and related phenomena such as ‘identity’, ‘heritage’, and so forth: The core question of a credible representation of urban history in contemporary objects can be studied for different spatial scales of the urban, from which the large-space forms of cityscape, landscape, and layout of the city stand out. Secondly, attributions of authenticity to cities often – but not always – go beyond architectural, material artefacts to everyday practices, rites, and lifestyles and at the same time reach far beyond the horizons of the values of the educated middle classes. In that sense, every element of urban history can potentially be ‘authentificated’, from the ‘revolution folklore’ of Berlin-Kreuzberg and socialist buildings and rites, to residential buildings in the style of ‘Eastern Modernism’ and local myths of political resistance. Thirdly, in the context of the immensely increasing significance of medialization and mass tourism, a basic store of images and narrations and their real ability to be experienced play a central role. The media-driven dissemination and repetition of such images and narrations, the recognizability of the central attributes of authenticity, and distinction from other cities are the basic mechanisms by which urban authenticity is culturally generated, assembled, and stabilized over the long term – and, not infrequently, rapidly re-coded.
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Collections

INA HEUMANN

Anything can be collected, from typical items like stamps, stuffed animals, sculptures, and prints, to less common ones such as historical sources, gene sequences, and even cross-sectional views of embryos. Similarly, almost any item in a collection can be considered authentic, as each object, regardless of the collection’s diversity or serial nature, can have a specific origin and history. Besides being an attribute of collection objects, authenticity shares with collections common descriptors such as ‘magical’ and ‘dazzling’, ‘auratic’, ‘eloquent’, or ‘fascinating’ – something that researchers have known since they rediscovered the fields of ‘authenticity’ and ‘collections’ in the 1980s. The German Sammlung, or ‘collection’, can be traced back to the Old High German samanung. The various meanings of the eighth-century word extend to the military (‘assembling into closed formations when a troop becomes disordered’: Meyers Lexikon 1905–1909: column 524; Grimm and Grimm 1854–1961: vol. 14, column 1752ff.); the political (denoting a Versammlung, or assembly, a Vereinigung, or confederation, and a Gemeinschaft, or community); and the spiritual and philosophical, where it refers to the hoarding of money or possessions. The common root of samanung is the Proto-Indo-European *sḗm (one, uniform, belonging together), which reappears in the Latin words semper (always) and similis (similar) and in the Germanic morpheme sin meaning ‘great’ or ‘everlasting’, as in Sintflut, or ‘deluge’ (Pfeifer et al. 1993; te Heesen 2012). As this etymology suggests, collections are well ordered and their objects are easy to find. Yet collections result from continuous acts of compilation, preservation, organization, description, and completion. Accordingly, they are both a promise and a problem, for they are never complete and never fully recorded. Every collection risks sliding into a state of miscellany (Strohschneider 2012: 14), a danger intimated in the semantic link between Sammlung and Sintflut.

Apart from the ambivalence inherent in any process of collecting, little else seems to hold constant amid the diverse variety of collections. Who collects; what is collected; how and why collections are started; how collections are preserved and organized; who has access to them; how they are presented, evaluated, and circulated; when they are controversial; when they are forgotten; which institutions support them; and who owns them – all these aspects of collecting have changed over time, and they differ from discipline to discipline and from object type to object type. In view of the fundamental variability and historicity of collections, research in the past two decades has focused on collecting as a practice by considering material cultures, epistemic conditions, political and economic structures, and the movement of collections and their objects (see, for instance, Jardine, Secord and Spary 1996; te Heesen and Spary 2001; Driver, Nesbitt and Cornish 2021). It is within the study of collecting practices and cultures that the question of authenticity assumes its analytical utility. It applies, among other things, to the referentiality of objects; to their construction, presentation, and conservation; and to the reception, organization, and study of collection objects. In what follows, I discuss this broad field with regard to natural history collections in Europe.

Natural history collections have a special place in the history of collecting. Contrary to what their name suggests, there is little that is natural about natural history collections. For instance, the naturalia in cabinets of curiosities were preserved and often artistically processed and, very much like art objects, served as a ‘walk-in encyclopaedia’ of the world (te Heesen 2012: 36). While the cabinets of curiosity brought together natural history and ethnological objects with art, books, prints, and maps, collections over the course of the seventeenth century underwent increasing specialization. After the ‘institutionalization of the workshop’ (Dolezel 2004: 154), natural history objects became more closely linked to research and teaching. The juxtaposition of artificialia, naturalia, and scientifica in the same spaces became increasingly uncommon; instead of representing the world, the purpose of collecting was to classify it (Daston and Park 2001). Scientific collections were set in opposition to art and culture and promised the authenticity of naturalness, immediacy, and objectivity instead of artistic creativity and individuality. Still today, it is fundamental to the self-understanding of natural history institutions that their collections are based on a scientific interest in knowledge (Ohl 2017). In this connection, the dogma of a particular collection’s ‘objectivity’ can be broken down by considering the geopolitical conditions, networks, actors, and changing epistemic practices that led to its genesis.

Scientific collections can also be thought to result from practices of controlling space, in which objects scattered across different regions, sometimes distant, are assembled in a single place. The military, political, and scientific appropriation of space is one of the conditions of collecting, which is one reason why unparalleled accumulations of objects in ethnological, anthropological, and natural history collections date back to the period of colonial expansion. Collections rely on the often-violent extraction of objects – for many years, the flow ran almost exclusively from the Global South to the Global North – and on their simultaneous stabilization through conservation measures, techniques of inscription (drawings, photographs, catalogues, casts), and systematic integration into institutions.

PRACTICES OF COLLECTION, PRACTICES OF AUTHENTICATION

When the University of Berlin was founded, in 1810, the natural history collections held at various locations in the city were transferred to the university’s main building on Unter den Linden and made open to the public. Like the other natural history collections of the time, the idea was to depict the natural world in an artificial space. Specimens were to be stored, registered, organized, and then presented in their natural element. The approach went hand in hand with ideas of authenticity that exemplified the relationality and changeability of views regarding what constitutes a natural history object.

Initially, the collection at Unter den Linden was manageable. But as the first guide to the collection pointed out, the holdings grew rapidly (Lichtenstein 1816). Some of the objects were defined as redundant or extraneous, and the classification of the objects could not keep pace with the influx of new material. Martin Hinrich Lichtenstein, the long-standing director of the Zoological Museum, which housed some of the collection stored at Unter den Linden, took a pragmatic approach and began to hold auctions of ‘duplicate’ material (MacKinney 2022). The first auction took place in 1818 and proved a success. The ‘dead capital’ – Lichtenstein’s term for duplicate specimens (Brauer 1910: 376) – was exchanged for money, which served to disseminate the knowledge of taxonomy, conservation, and natural history. The specimens already contained in the museum could be sold at auction for a profit, while those that represented novel species were retained. The ‘duplicate’ referred to ideas about what a proper scientific collection should be and how the world could best be described in terms of collections. As such, it was tied to the specific historical contexts of what was defined as a valuable addition to a collection. Later, as the theory of evolution became ascendant in the scientific community, the coordinate system for the evaluation of zoological collections began to shift. The ‘biological perspective’ gained ground; animal geography, species development, and ecology were now among the problems that could be investigated using duplicates (Nyhart 2009). Increasingly, their sale came to seem like a loss resulting from epistemic disorientation in collection practice (Heumann, MacKinney and Buschmann 2022).

This brief consideration of the natural history collections at the University of Berlin illustrates that the concept of the original, and thus of the collection itself, is subject to change considerably. What is considered worth collecting, worth preserving, and scientifically valuable can evolve based on geopolitical and hegemonial factors, the state of research, collection policies, and financial interests. Likewise, the objects that make up a collection themselves are often in flux. Many have a long and risky journey on their way to the collecting institution, and even once they have been assembled, they are regularly moved for the purposes of preparation, restoration, scientific research, relocation, reorganization, taxonomic reclassification, digitization, exchange, resale, or loan – processes that alter both the objects and their meaning (e.g. Driver, Nesbitt and Cornish 2021). In view of this constant change, how does an object ‘come into its own’ and turn into that sine qua non of a collection: the original?

In recent decades, numerous studies have examined how collection objects are made and presented, taking a variety of perspectives: object biographies, museum history, the history of science, the history of institutions, approaches from cultural and social sciences, the feminist critique of science, and critical data studies (e.g. Penny 2002; Latour 2006; Haraway 1984). In tracing how practices of collecting produce and assert authenticity, evidence, and truth, these authors have shown the complex inscription systems that shape collection objects and that create and enforce scientific knowledge along with producing a scientific self. In the past, the systems connected the field of collection with major urban hubs. They formed the lattice linking scholars in ‘centres of calculation’ to travellers in far-flung regions along with their indispensable guides, porters, and assistants.

In the sixteenth century, one of the most important instruments for inscripting natural history emerged: object lists. The field borrowed the lists from housekeeping, pharmacy, and other areas of knowledge. Collectors in cities compiled object lists to guide natural history work in the field and to determine which items were missing from their collections. Conversely, travellers in the field created object lists that were vital in organizing and preserving collections on site and transferring them to collecting institutions (te Heesen 2005; MacGregor 2018; Delbourgo and Müller-Wille 2012). Paper lists standardized collecting around the world and allowed collections to move to museums. Lists linked information with objects, guaranteed their authenticity and identity, and defined the value of the collections that held them (MacKinney and Glaubrecht, 2022). Still today, omissions in the identification and cataloguing of collections can render objects scientifically useless.

From the field to the collecting institution, the ‘interaction between objects and object catalogues had an important impact on the meaning and value of the objects’ (MacKinney 2017: 25; Turner 2020). Inventories in this sense were one of natural history’s strategies for authentication. The recording of objects in the catalogues migrated from the field and the collectors to the legal, economic, and epistemic framework of the collecting institution. As Anne MacKinney shows in her study of the Berlin Zoological Museum, catalogues acted as mediators between the collector, the museum, and the state authorities. They established the value of the objects, attested to the efficiency of the institution, its collectors, and the collection directors, and were utilized to make financial and museum policy arguments (MacKinney and Glaubrecht 2022). Ideally, catalogues reflected the spatial arrangement of the objects in the collections (Frahnert 2016). But even when catalogue classifications were guided by systematic considerations, the specific circumstances of the collection – from the available space and the existing order to disciplinary hierarchies or external circumstances such as relocation or war – played a decisive role in the actual topology of the collection. For instance, Lichtenstein, in his 1854 introduction to an inventory of bird specimens at the Berlin Zoological Museum, wrote that ‘many a system [was] quite different in the book than in the halls’ (Lichtenstein 1854: v).

In that publication, Lichtenstein omitted information about the collector and the exact location of the objects, eliding essential aspects of their relocation history while making their place in the collection seem natural. The institution vouched for the authenticity of the objects without specifying by whom and where the objects had been collected. In short: the work of appropriation overlapped with the work of authentication, and vice versa. Inventories such as this one prove that collections represent the final stage in the conversion of labour into exchange and nature into markets: ‘Significantly, the collection marks … the place where history is transformed into space, into property’ (Stewart 1993: xii). As the works of Susan Stewart, James Clifford, and, more recently, Manuela Bauche have shown, institutions have dissolved fundamental aspects of the historicity and individuality of objects. They have erased aspects such as ‘previous owner, purchase price, value, etc.’ – precisely the aspects that, in the words of Walter Benjamin, constitute the ‘fate of [the collector’s] object’ (Benjamin 1999: 207; Bauche 2018). In this way, collections have become what Clifford calls self-sufficient systems (Clifford 1994: 266).

Still today, the process of simplifying collections does not end with cataloguing and systematization. A further crucial step is their taxonomic description, which began in the nineteenth century and has since been codified internationally. By making possible the comparison of collection items, taxonomic descriptions form, together with the objects and their names, what amounts to an ‘art of transmission’ through mutual authentication (Daston 2004: 157). That is to say, the object being described is regarded as a type specimen representing and authenticating the species. Conversely, the publication of the taxonomic description confers on its author the right to name the species, and it establishes a link between the assertion of a new biological discovery, the newly named species, the author, and the scientific community (Ohl 2018). When combined with their initial description, type specimens represent the ‘immutable mobiles’ that make scientific practices unchangeable, mutually intelligible, and combinable while offering simple options for presentation and reception (Latour 2006).

In 1989, Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griesemer devised the concept of boundary objects, i.e. ‘objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites’ (Star and Griesemer 1989: 393). The concept gets at a fundamental quality of collection objects: though they are standardized by description, taxonomic classification, and other epistemic practices, they remain fundamentally polyvalent. As Star and Griesemer have carefully shown, boundary objects perform important translations between different interests. The ‘boundary’ quality of collection objects suggests that the fundamental assumption of authenticity research – namely, the relationality of authenticity requirements and attributions – can also be found in the field of collection and museum history (Star and Griesemer 1989; Knaller 2016).

In this light, it is not surprising that the decontextualization and recontextualization of collection objects –and the associated claims and requirements of authenticity – do not end with their classification. As Hans-Jörg Rheinberger and others have pointed out, collection objects that are portrayed as scientific objects such as anatomical specimens, microscopic cross-sections, and wet mounts seem more authentic the less visible the fact of their preparation is. To seem genuine, in other words, objects should speak for themselves, either by appearing untreated – as we find, for example, with the faded colours and deformations of wet mounts – or by being made to look alive through staging and conservation (Rheinberger 2010).

Of course, the majority of collected objects are not publicly accessible. Most collections are not located in museums, and research collections are many times more extensive than the 1 per cent of objects that are on display (Brusius and Singh, 2017). Still, the presentation of natural history objects in museums remains essential for the formation of natural history knowledge and for conveying concepts of nature and natural science. But this raises the question: how do collections balance the staging of objects with the demand for naturalness, objectivity, and authenticity?

For several decades now, researchers in the fields of gender studies, museum studies, and the history of science have looked at how authenticity is created, at how presentations of authenticity affect visitors, and at the importance of originals in natural history exhibitions. This work began in 1984 with Donna Haraway’s groundbreaking essay on the African Hall at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. There she persuasively argued that collection objects convey and shape social, cultural, and political orders, and that the authenticity on display at natural history museums thus requires critical interrogation (Haraway 1984). Many of the objects described by Haraway were taxidermy mounts presented in dioramas and designed to look natural, alive, and authentic. The work of Lynn K. Nyhart, Karen Wonders, and Susanne Köstering has shown that the use of such objects for education and entertainment has a long tradition in the history of collections going back to the nineteenth century: objects preserved to seem timeless at world fairs and trade shows; racialized human figures in ethnographic collections; lifelike representations of animals and people in panopticon attractions. The popular and profit-driven purposes to which these objects were put ran counter to the scientific ambitions of the institutions that displayed them. In the twentieth century, the spectacle of dioramas and taxidermy mounts entered museums. Dioramas sparked a struggle for scientific truth as natural history curators, on the one hand, and reformers hoping to popularize science through artfully arranged animals, on the other, pursued their own versions of authenticity. In this way, dioramas became arenas for debates about new biological disciplines such as animal geography or morphology, about the role of museums, and about scientific standards defining the natural and the artificial (Nyhart 2004; Wonders 2016; Köstering 2003).

To produce groups of specimens or individual taxidermy mounts under these circumstances, it was necessary to guarantee the scientific nature, truth, and accuracy of the reproduction. Michael Rossi, discussing the whale model produced in 1906 for the American Museum of Natural History, traces how the authenticity of natural history objects was preserved through various metonymic techniques, such as the taxidermic use of fur, skin, and other animal remnants; various modelling and casting techniques; and the conversion of animal carcasses into data, photographs, and sketches. The fact that the model was destroyed seven decades later by museum authorities shows the extent to which the claim to truthful, authentic representation could not withstand changing viewing habits (Rossi 2010).

The extent to which representational conventions continue to shape – and undermine – claims to authenticity can be seen in recent exhibitions. Consider Anke te Heesen’s study of the wet collection at the Museum für Naturkunde Berlin. She argues that aesthetic and economic modes of presentation have informed the staging of ‘authentic’ object storage rooms, transforming these seemingly value-free spaces into places of depoliticized experience. Here, scientific objects are no longer ‘associated with a clear argument, a position’ (te Heesen 2014: 230). Rather, their presentation promises an authenticity that ignores complex information about the extraction, translocation, and production of objects in a globalized system.

THE POLITICS OF AUTHENTICITY IN COLLECTIONS

The question of a collection object’s authenticity is a political issue, as the studies of efforts to authenticate looted art have shown. Susanne Knaller and Harro Müller have argued that authenticity is a ‘concept of crisis that captures the crisis, is itself always in crisis and at the same time, as a “magic word”, makes the crisis at least partially invisible’ (Knaller and Müller 2006: 10f.). Their observation gets at something that has received little attention in the literature: assertions of a collection object’s authenticity combine ascriptions of uniqueness with ascriptions of ownership. Historically, the concept of a work – as in a work of art or literature – has been shaped by developments in the legal sphere laying the foundation for new concepts of artistic autonomy and authenticity. For instance, in German-speaking regions, the term Eigentümlichkeit, was, until the first half of the nineteenth century, a legal term describing the legitimate ownership of things. (The word contains Eigentum, which means ‘property’ or ‘estate’.) Beginning in 1813, eigentümlich came to have a different meaning: it referred to the distinctive properties of artistic creations. Henceforth, Eigentümlichkeit was an aesthetic term establishing a ‘concept of art from the perspective of subjectivity’ (Plumpe 1979: 187).

The connection between claims of authenticity – emphasizing the singularity and uniqueness of collection objects – and claims of ownership is also suggested by the well-established etymology of ‘authentic’, which suggests something that is ‘legal’, ‘authoritative’, and ‘testified’. Researchers have considered the term’s derivation with regard to claims of authenticity in identity constructions or to the generation of evidence in times of uncertainty (Saupe 2017: 19; Eser et al. 2017). The authentic not only provides reassurance in the service of national, social, and individual interests; it is also ‘entangled’ in ‘the jargon of authority’ (Lethen 1996: 210).

In recent years, historians have made the case that natural history collections are a central tool in the exercise of state power (Weber 2021). Though their history marks the ‘transition from the realm of power to that of knowledge acquisition’ (Pomian 1994: 124), collections remain a central component in how governments produce knowledge and activate resources. As such, they have gone into the work of economic accounting, cultural self-understanding, and the construction of national identity. Consider Berlin’s ‘Register of Cultural Property of National Significance’. Its 60 entries comprise objects as different as seven gold boxes from Frederick the Great, an archive of dissident activity in East Germany from the Robert Havemann Society, Rembrandt’s The Man with the Gold Helmet (c. 1650) at Berlin’s Gemäldegalerie, and the complete fossil skeleton of a Brachiosaurus brancai (Heumann, Stoecker and Vennen, 2024). Each a collection or a part of a collection, these objects are ‘significant for the cultural heritage of Germany, the federal states, or one of its historical regions’, and are ‘identity-forming for the culture of Germany’ (Kulturgutschutzgesetz 2016: Section 7 (1)).

But cultural heritage registries are also a means of organization and appropriation. As the German Cultural Property Protection Act (Kulturgutschutzgesetz) makes explicit, state registries prevent the ‘removal’ of cultural assets from Germany, which ‘would represent a significant loss for German cultural heritage’ (ibid.). Cultural heritage aims to ‘protect the bond between state and territory’ (Odendahl 2006: 25), and in doing so, secure implicit ownership. Both aspects are closely tied to the criterion of authenticity: objects of cultural heritage are characterized by their ‘authenticity and irreplaceability’ as cultural objects (Odendahl 2005: 566). In view of the fact that colonial-era objects such as dinosaur skeletons figure in many a cultural heritage list, investigating the authoritarian legacy of authenticity in collection policies is a valuable undertaking. For assertions of a collection’s authenticity always serve as historical, political, and legal arguments on all sides. Nowhere is this more true than in current debates about the restitution of cultural heritage.
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Contemporary Witness

MARTIN SABROW

Perhaps no medium for conceptualizing history can fulfil the promise of authenticity as powerfully as the contemporary witness (Zeitzeuge). Indeed, the contemporary witness would appear to be an ideal figure in a culture of remembrance that attaches supreme importance to immediacy and compelling credibility: ‘Contemporary witnesses are emotional, subjective, and appear authentic […] they have the ability to connect the past and the present and so make history “authentically” concrete and tangible’ (Schwarz 2014: 38). This view is all the more surprising given that memory is generally understood to be an unreliable window on the past, as contemporary witnesses will often assert an understanding of an event that directly contradicts well-established fact. This has been demonstrated with reference to various historical episodes, such as the Allied bombing of Dresden in February 1945 (Schnatz 2000; Erbar 2012: 8ff.). Historians must therefore critically assess the scholarly value of contemporary witness accounts, bearing in mind the danger of conflicting evidence and narratives becoming drowned out (Bertram 2016: 141) and the fact that, on closer examination, they present a remarkable typological diversity (Jones and Woods 2023; Niethammer 2012).

Nevertheless, today the figure of the contemporary witness is wrapped in an unprecedentedly reverential aura, enabling them to outcompete the validity of textual sources as well as historiographical accounts that aspire to objectivity. In the course of its rise to become the dominant mediator between the present and the recent past, the status of contemporary witness testimony has overtaken the limit of empirical verifiability, which is usually considered to be inviolable. Further, the concept of the ‘emotional contemporary witness’ allows witnesses to claim a form of credibility that is undented even by demonstrable deviations from historical reality. The force of these accounts derives from the authenticity attributed to the figure of the witness.

THE CAREER OF THE CONTEMPORARY WITNESS

In witness testimony the past is experienced not only indirectly (in the narrative being told) but also directly (in the person telling it). Until recently, gender was almost universally overlooked in the reception of the figure of the contemporary witness (Bothe and Brüning 2015; Pagenstecher and Tausendfreund 2015; Frey 2015). Rather, the contemporary witness was conceptualized as a remnant of the past that abuts into the present, conveying the same impression of authenticity and originality as the parchment of a medieval document or the ruins of a historical building: ‘Contemporary witnesses are the last living link that still connects us to the time of the Nazi dictatorship’ (Assmann 2007). The aura of authenticity surrounding them is grounded in a relation of mutual self-verification between the account and the person giving it. The truth of their experience is affirmed in the traces that time has left on their faces, and any disconnect between the two – for example, where a narrative is recited in a flat, indifferent tone in which we can discern the routine repetition of something that has been said a thousand times – diminishes the impression of genuineness and immediacy that lends the contemporary witness their aura.

Despite the extent to which contemporary witness testimony now shapes the ways in which the past century of extremes is conceptualized (Wieviorka 2006), its impact was not felt in the culture of remembrance until comparatively late, when it displaced previously widespread specifications of the concept of the witness. The ‘typically German’ concept of the ‘contemporary witness’ (Zeitzeuge) (Ernst 2014: 10) stands in contrast to the figures of the juridical or religious witness (Assmann 2007; Weigel 2023; Krämer 2023), combining the temporal element of contemporaneity with the legal element of testifying (Skriebeleit 2012; Schwarz 2012). Outside of Dutch (‘zeitgetuiger’) and the Scandinavian languages (‘vidne’ in Danish, ‘samtidsvitner’ in Swedish, and ‘Tidsvitner’ in Norwegian), the German term ‘Zeitzeuge’ spread into other languages predominantly via unwieldy composites such as ‘witness to history’ (de Jong 2018), ‘témoin de l’époque’, ‘testimone dell’epoca/del tempo’ or ‘świadek tamtych czasów’. It is not the same as the eyewitness or earwitness, both of which make a defined event comprehensible to others as precisely as possible by relating their experience of a specific and concrete act, enabling those others to analyse and form their own judgements. It is also not the same as the specialist historian who appears as an expert in court or provides a voiceover in early television programmes on Nazi history, acting as an authority able to confirm and comment on events and claims. Contemporary witnesses in the strictest sense do not so much attest to an event outside themselves, as the classical material witness or eyewitness does; rather, they constitute their own world of events through their narrative. As a historical-cultural figure, the role of the contemporary witness is not so much to use their knowledge to confirm questionable details of an individual event – often one that occurred without their involvement – but rather to document in their person an overall spatial-temporal situation in the past, thus authorizing a certain view from within as a living bearer of experience and not from the outside as a perceiving observer.

That is why so-called ‘talking heads’ first rose to prominence in a period that valued subjective memory. The 1946 Nuremberg trials did not yet feature a distinction between the figures of the contemporary witness and the material witness, and in the Frankfurt Auschwitz trial, which ran from 1963 to 1965, the witnesses called were primarily used as proof of the perpetration of a concrete offence, although their physical presence also promoted a ‘transfiguration of factuality’ (Keilbach 2008: 146). During this period, however, the transformation of the legal witness into the mediating contemporary witness had already begun. The contemporary witness first appeared to the general public in spectacular fashion in the Eichmann trial in 1961 (Yablonka 2004; Landsman 2012). As prosecutor, Attorney General Gideon Hausner called 112 witnesses before the court in Jerusalem with the aim of forcing a divided Israeli society to ‘learn more about the suffering of European Jews and […] thus also to […] cement the collective identity of Israelis and Jews’ (Krause 1999: 69).

But it was the triumphal advance of media entertainment in the TV era that really enabled the figure of the contemporary witness to achieve a historical-cultural breakthrough; we can rightly speak of the ‘birth of the contemporary witness from the spirit of television’ (Bösch 2008: 53; Jones and Woods 2023). The public career of contemporary witnesses initially consisted primarily of appearances as ‘TV witnesses’ and guests to be interviewed in educational programmes. It would not have been possible if cultural changes had not been accompanied by technological advances. The triumphal advance of the ubiquitous contemporary witness who could be deployed as a certificate of authority went hand in hand with the development of portable and synchronous film and sound recording equipment, soon followed by digital video editing technology, which soon made the practically unlimited use of filmed interviews a standard feature of historical documentaries (Keilbach 2008: 2012). The introduction of private television and the resulting competition for the viewers’ attention helped give accounts of personal experience a central place in historical programmes. Promoted by emotionalized television events such as the broadcast of the six-part Holocaust series in the USA in 1978 and in West Germany in early 1979, the role of the contemporary witness became increasingly restricted, serving more of an illustrative function than acting as a ‘surrogate for authenticity’ (Niethammer 2012). At the same time the aura of authenticity continued to grow. Against this backdrop, the model of ‘explanatory television’ underpinned by experts transformed into ‘narrative and memory television’ primarily reliant on contemporary witnesses (Fischer 2008). An example of this is the format of the popular contemporary history documentaries developed for the public broadcaster ZDF by the German television journalist Guido Knopp under the banner of ‘histotainment’, in which contemporary witnesses are used as visually anonymized and interchangeable ‘prompts’ (Blanke 2009) who provide short inserts that can be edited in as needed: ‘when presented in this way, the contemporary witness could no longer express any individual identity or uncomfortable opinions. Anything that didn’t fit the narrative would be cut out and replaced with a soundbite from another contemporary witness’ (Kansteiner 2012: 329).

The same can be seen in other formats in which history is conceptualized, notably in the representation of the Holocaust in museums. The inclusion of ‘video testimonies’ meant not only a change in the culture of remembrance, but also in the character of museum objects and the overall institution of the museum, according to a recent study of the ‘memorial museums’ dedicated to the Second World War and the Holocaust that seek to bring together the interpretation of history and the commemoration of victims (de Jong 2018: 240ff.). The claim that ‘without contemporary witnesses, nothing seems to work anymore in museums, exhibitions, and memorials‘ has become generally accepted since the turn of the twenty-first century, leading to the suggestion that the ‘landslide shift’ in the relationship between academic history and historical representation should be understood as a ‘new historical culture’ (Beier-de Haan 2011/12: 1). Though the phenomenon of the contemporary witness is primarily related to Nazi persecution and the Shoah, there was also a trend of ‘contemporary witness testimony in socialism’ before 1989. This movement, however, always faced the need to ‘link personal experiences with the party’s official discourse’ (Satjukov 2012: 205); this was reflected, for example, in the so-called veteran memories collected by the Central Committee’s Institute for Marxism-Leninism to illustrate the party’s official narrative of the heroic struggle for a socialist future under the leadership of the German Communist Party. After the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, on the other hand, contemporary witnesses moved on from televised documentaries and docudramas to the public sphere, becoming the dominant figure in post-communist reappraisal, with a corresponding impact on museum exhibitions and memorials (Jones 2014: 187ff.). The inclusion of contemporary witnesses via audio and video clips as well as in interviews and panel discussions is ‘practically a must’ in museum representations of East Germany (Zündorf 2014), while they also play a very visible and select but overall less important role in contemporary historical engagement with West Germany.

THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE CONTEMPORARY WITNESS

The term ‘contemporary witness’ (Zeitzeuge) emerged in the mid-1970s (Sabrow 2012). The figure plays a role in contemporary history (Zeitgeschichte) (Steinbacher 2012), and the semantic overlap is no coincidence. Both have been subject to growing attention since the 1980s, and both have had to assert themselves against the sceptical objection that the recent past still eludes historical judgment. In particular, the emergence of the history of the everyday during this period blazed a trail for the view ‘from below’ and led to the rise of oral history (Abrams 2016; Ritchie 2012), which attempts to ensure the subjective authenticity of life-historical interviews through a methodologically controlled setting that does not focus on the value of the factual statement as an empirical source, but on the subjectivity of the life story kept as isolated as possible from external influences. Oral history is less concerned with the factual truth of the narrative than about its truthfulness as vouched for by the narrator (Saupe and Roche 2023; Plato 2000; Wierling 2008, 2014). Herein lies the methodological difference from the questioning of contemporary witnesses in remembrance culture, though ‘constitutive subjectivity’ is fundamental to all engagement with contemporary witnesses (Beier-de Haan 2011/12: 5). Oral history explicitly understands itself as a method of creating and expanding a life-historical self-understanding, whereas the contemporary witness interview asserts the authorized reflection of an actual event, however incompletely and unreliably it may be remembered. The validity of the contemporary witness gains its force by convincingly conveying the narrator’s proximity to the reported event; the witness’ ‘felt truth’ unites the claim that the description is objectively correct with the assurance of subjective participation in the event. The aura surrounding contemporary witness testimony springs from this combination of factual credibility and personal credibility.

Another reason behind the contemporary witness’ rise to become the leading figure of public historical discourse can be found in the often-diagnosed displacement of professional historiography, which since the 1960s has increasingly been forced to share its interpretive authority with other ways of approaching the past. In addition, there is the change of roles that the contemporary witness has experienced in the discourse of the past since the 1970s. Until the 1990s, autobiographic self-testimony stood primarily for the attempt to break the continuing power of the Nazi regime. Following Primo Levi, who read National Socialism as a ‘war against memory’ and an ‘Orwellian falsification of memory’, the contemporary witness account became the most important force with which to counteract the National Socialist regime’s ‘break with civilization’. The regime had tried to commit its monstrous crimes in strict secrecy and sought to eliminate the memory of the victims. During this period the contemporary witness stood for a democratic counter-narrative from below, which juxtaposed the West German concentration on the ‘totalitarian deceiver’ with the suffering of the victims and confronted abstract theories of fascism with the concrete experience of persecution and involvement. Over the last forty years, as the Nazi generation has been demographically replaced, what was once a counter-narrative has gradually gained cultural hegemony, itself becoming the master narrative replacing repressive silence with the will to enlightenment in schools, on television, and in the political discourse of commemoration (Sabrow 2012). Having thus been transformed from a critical challenger of the historical master narrative to an affirmative contributor to it, the contemporary witness received a further boost in attractiveness, and the ‘authenticity through familiarity’ (Moller 2018: 198f.) they conveyed lent them their status as a key measure of historical-cultural self-assurance.

In order to lay claim to the aura of authenticity attributed to them as a living site of remembrance and put it to practical use in the field of contemporary history, the institution of the contemporary witness has to meet a number of historical-cultural conditions. Society’s growing interest in historical experience expressed a will to confront the past, but not a desire for its return; this is precisely what frees it from the suspicion of uncritical nostalgia, the escape from the present into the illusion of a better past. Contemporary witnesses do not represent a desirable past, but rather a past that has been overcome and rendered harmless. As a rule, they can only gain public attention as the sign that a process of purification has taken place. An avowed Nazi or a zealous Communist are not suitable as contemporary witnesses, as strikingly illustrated by the refusal to entertain former Stasi elites’ attempts to share their experiences as contemporary witnesses after 1990, and by the public devaluation of the testimonials of former East German officials as disingenuous and inauthentic, as in the case of the writer and president of the East German Writers’ Association Hermann Kant: ‘Kant’s presentation of his past, especially his continued commitment to socialist ideals and lack of remorse, does not mesh readily with the dominant values of (western) Germany and he is thus denied the status of witness’ (Jones 2014: 55).

Where contemporary witnesses do not distance themselves from the past expressis verbis, the effect is instead created via media staging. Historical programmes present even those implicated in the perpetration of past events as ‘inactive’ (Heer 2005: 18) or as ‘victim(s) of history’ (Keilbach 2003: 172), as exemplified by the media careers of Hitler’s secretary Traudl Junge or Ribbentrop’s adviser Reinhard Spitzy. The contemporary witness not only creates a bridge between the past and the present, but also adapts the past to the present and acts as a mediator between the two. To be able to serve as a wanderer between the two worlds, they draw their recollections from the past, but their standards of value from the present, that is, the cultural framework in which they remember the past and at the same time bring it up to date.

For contemporary witness testimony to be effective, there is also the need for a sense of interest and curiosity about the unfamiliar and the underlying differences that create it, or at least about the temporal distance between the past and the present. If the time of which the contemporary witness speaks is too familiar to the present or too closely connected with it, the contemporary witness loses his or her mediating function. It is no coincidence that recollections of the eras of German dictatorship receive more attention than those of the history of German democracy – unless, that is, they bear witness to the living conditions of the post-war period or the mustiness of the Adenauer era, the ‘68ers or the Red Army Faction; living environments that have since become alien to a later time.

In addition, the recognition of the contemporary witness as valid hinges on a further condition: to be a contemporary witness is to testify to suffering, and the messenger from the past usually appears in the role of a victim, or at least as a retrospectively suffering observer, but not as a beneficiary or above all as a perpetrator. To lay claim to the power of their aura as a mediator between past and present, the contemporary witness must verify their status as a victim and conceal or at least compensate for any possible implication in the role of perpetrator (Röger 2011/12: 10). Certain tried and tested exculpatory strategies can be employed to achieve this, which can be as simple as presenting oneself on-screen as a victim of one’s previous actions and ideology or claiming to have been just following orders (Bösch 2008).

Finally, contemporary witness testimony requires an audience (Schwarz 2014: 38). The figure of the contemporary witness is dependent on an audience that is receptive to their message and is prepared to constitute them in their role. This hope to undergo the most immediate possible re-experience of the past conjures up the aura of the contemporary witness. It expresses a period’s desire to keep what once was accessible in the present; to preserve it as something imperishable rather than to let it go and so lose it in the unrecoverable past. The rise of memory to a pathos formula of societal self-understanding embodied by the contemporary witness reflects the subtle transformation of critical engagement with the past into an empowerment of the past that deprives what has been of its most important characteristic: its unrecoverable remoteness. Through the simple fact of their existence, contemporary witnesses attest that the narrated time extends into the time of narration. Despite their wavering voices and furrowed face, they foster the hope that the past has been overcome, but not lost; that it still remains preserved so long as we are ready to listen to it. The figure of the contemporary witness thus gains an eschatological power: in a culture of remembrance fed by the authenticity attributed to its witnesses and testimonies, the transience of time appears to have been overturned.

THE CONSERVATION OF CONTEMPORARY WITNESS TESTIMONY

It was not least against the background of this illusion that concerns about the approaching ‘end of contemporary witness testimony’ – which in public perception referred primarily to the Nazi era and the Holocaust – arose from the 1980s, finding a broad resonance in historiography and with the public (Elm 2008, Classen 2012). The further the first half of the twentieth century receded into history, the more intense the relationship between the public and the last contemporaries capable of testifying became. The death of the last surviving French soldier of the First World War was commemorated in a meeting of the French cabinet in 2006, and the last survivors of Hitler’s entourage garnered extensive media attention with their descriptions of their work for Hitler, expressed in the form of documentaries and feature films as well as in journalism (Misch 2014). The Nazi trials against the concentration camp guard Demjanjuk or the SS-Unterscharführer Oskar Gröning, who was stationed at Auschwitz, also served less the goal of sending old men to prison for crimes they committed as juveniles than of giving a voice to the victims who were still alive. ‘Above all it’s a matter of centring the victims,’ ran a comment in the Süddeutsche Zeitung in 2016 on the trial of a guard at Auschwitz, who died before the final five year prison sentence imposed on him for aiding and abetting murder on at least 170,000 counts was passed. ‘They want to look the perpetrators in the eye, they want to hear an explanation from them; they want justice, very rarely retribution; they see it as their duty to keep the memory alive’ (Probst 2016).

After the turn of the twenty-first century, concerns about the approaching end of contemporary witness testimony of Nazism and the Holocaust sparked a debate over how the authenticity of contemporary witness testimony could be detached from the presence of the contemporary witness: ‘We indeed find ourselves approaching the end of contemporary witnesses’ lifespan, but we are certainly not at the end of contemporary witness testimony’ (Skriebeleit 2020). Efforts to preserve the tangible freshness of contemporary witness testimony gave rise to the concept of ‘secondary contemporary witness testimony’. The aim is for a listener to take on traumatic experiences and subsequently communicate the experience of violence recalled by the contemporary witness to the public on their behalf (Kansteiner 2004). This transfer, which replaces immediate experience with its imitation, substantially changes the concept of authenticity. It no longer refers to the credibility of the remembered event, but only to the genuineness of its transmission via an experience of communication: ‘Authenticity can therefore no longer be understood as “belonging” to the eyewitness or as marking them out like an invisible watermark in an imaginary passport stamped by history itself. Authenticity instead arises only through the communication of the testimony to others’ (Baer 2000: 16).

The preservation of contemporary witness testimony in the media offers another avenue beyond established efforts at documentation in archives. From 1981, Yale’s Fortunoff Video Archive, and since 1985 the Holocaust Education and Memorial Centre of Toronto have been conducting filmed interviews with Jewish survivors, setting off a collection movement which has been continued by the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation founded by Steven Spielberg. It set itself the goal of recording as many survival stories as possible and at the same time ‘finding a way to capture the “aura” of the survivors and preserving it for posterity’, which, however, also raises the ethical question of whether the encounter with digital contemporary witnesses is an appropriate form of preserving the authenticity of the victims’ experiences (Reichwald 2020). Irrespective of these concerns, museums of contemporary history all over the world are now using interview recordings and video messages to convey a personally authenticated experience of history to visitors. The Shoah Foundation’s New Dimensions in Testimony, which is associated with the contemporary witness Pinchas Gutter, represents the current high point of this development. It digitally processes the visual and acoustic recordings of Holocaust survivors’ memories to the highest technical standards to create 3D holograms that can be interviewed. As avatars, i.e. digital constructs, the contemporary witnesses can appear to be interviewed even after their own death, and algorithms select suitable answers to the questions asked of them from the archive of stored material. Whether the aura of authenticity associated with the figure of the contemporary witness can actually be detached from their real presence in this way remains to be seen (Brüning 2018: 229ff.), although even sceptical observers also concede that ‘thanks to the development of technology, the 3D hologram projection […] will soon be indistinguishable from the living Pinchas Gutter’ (Körte-Braun 2013).

Efforts to re-interrogate existing interview material seem a more promising means of regaining the aura of immediacy surrounding the encounter with contemporary witnesses, however. Instead of eliciting new answers from avatars, this procedure relies on ‘delving very aggressively and meticulously into old records and contemporary witness interviews that were created twenty, thirty years ago’ and thus doing justice to the relational character on which the authenticity of the contemporary witness, like all authenticity, is based. ‘When watching what could be more than a hundred interviews, we always hit a point where we notice that they are “hiding” something; they get irritated, they want to avoid it, they just don’t want to talk about it. Sometimes there is more potential and emotion in not saying anything than in stories that go on and on’ (Skriebeleit 2012). Whether this shift from centring the contemporary witness in media appearances to attempting to bring further discoveries to light through critical reception of contemporary witness testimony will be enough to secure the contemporary witness’ aura of credibility and immediacy posthumously and in the long term remains as yet unclear.
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Credibility

KRISTIN MEIßNER

The concept of credibility belongs to the semantic field of authenticity and is closely interwoven with the concept of trust. Assessing the credibility of a person, an institution, or a piece of information represents a fundamental process of interpersonal cognition and action. The cognitive and experiential boundaries of the perspective-bound individual’s understanding, such as the synthesis of past, present, and future or of experience and expectation, are based on acts of trust or belief, which reduce complexity, create meaning, and direct actions. Credibility is not a characteristic, but rather a set of processes of subjective attribution and evaluation within the framework of the intersubjective communication process, and thus can only be determined relationally. Communication scientist Günter Bentele thus describes credibility as a multidimensional process of evaluation that develops in the interplay between the communicator, the information, the transmission medium, and the recipient. Bentele assigns various criteria that influence the assessment of credibility to each of these four dimensions, including: 1) the expertise, integrity, and intentionality of the person communicating; 2) the transparency and consistency of the information; 3) the origin, style, and prestige of the transmission medium; and 4) the experience, prior knowledge, and gut feeling of the recipient (Bentele 2008). Much of the existing research on credibility is centred in the fields of communication science and psychology (particularly economic psychology). These studies focus on investigating the conditions under which recipients attribute credibility (Hovland 1953; Köhnken 1990). As such, until recently the approaches of credibility researchers were oriented towards the present, and were often instrumental: for example, aiming to operationalize credibility as an image resource for marketing products, persons, or corporations as part of broader public relations strategies (Dernbach 2005; Nawratil 1997; Bentele 2008). As a result, the processes of social construction, authorization/performance, and instrumentalization related to credibility – and thus the historical conditions and socio-normative significance of credibility – were largely overlooked.

Research on the historical conditions of social norms of credibility remains scarce. There are hardly any entries on the concept of credibility in social science lexicons, while the social significance of trust or the rich intellectual tradition investigating the cognitive and game-theoretical implications of the concepts of truth and truthfulness are treated as sociological and philosophical questions. A distinction can be drawn between truthfulness and credibility in that credibility can be attributed independently of the truthfulness of a person or piece of information – that is, as an effect of a performance that, much like trust, lacks certain knowledge (Rouvel 1997). Although unconsciously attributed and critically examined credibility represent different evaluation processes, they are both tied to the positionality of the perceiver, which is historically conditioned by social systems of authentification. Sociological and philosophical analyses often adopt an ahistorical perspective, which is why the question of the historicity of credibility norms tends to have only implicit points of reference. However, some researchers in these fields have taken an historical approach, with a particular focus on modernity, attempting to demonstrate a link between the development of the modern era and a growth in the social significance of trust. Sociologists such as Niklas Luhmann and Anthony Giddens have described trust as a central social mechanism, as a basic condition for being able to direct oneself within complex and abstract systems, and indeed for being able to act at all within modern social and communicative structures (Luhmann 1973; Giddens 1990). By examining representations of trust in media, the historian Ute Frevert also sees modernity as characterized by a sharp rise in trust, which she defines as an ‘obsession of the modern era’ (Frevert 2013).

Following the ‘cultural turns’ of recent decades, the rise of new methodologies in cultural history and the history of emotions, and above all following debates in contemporary history that have spotlighted the credibility of social institutions, concepts such as ‘trust’, ‘authenticity’, and ‘credibility’ have gained new relevance and attention across disciplinary boundaries (Shapin 1994; Williams 2003; Frevert 2013; Sabrow and Saupe 2016; Rothmann 2019; Renn 2019; Weingart 2023). Research on ‘historical authenticity’ has provided impetus to the exploration of the historical and social conditions of credibility. This research has highlighted the importance of authentification strategies for historical representation and, conversely, has shown that authorization is itself historically conditioned – for example, in the use of museum expertise as a type of formal accreditation (Brüggerhoff and Kimmel 2020). Beyond the authentification of historical representations and the historicity of authentification/accreditation structures, a third aspect of the interweaving of history and authentification can also be explored: with the increasing social relevance of historical references, history becomes a means of establishing the credibility and legitimacy of socio-political perspectives. This chapter casts light on each of these aspects, examining economies of social credibility shaped by historical systems of authority primarily from a European perspective.

THE HISTORICITY OF CREDIBILITY

The conscious or unconscious assessment of the credibility of a piece of information, a person, an institution, or a thing serves as a decision-making aid in situations in which a lack of experience or knowledge makes trust difficult. Statements or intentions are thus scrutinized when acting or decision-making in order to mitigate the risk of making a bad decision. In social cohabitation, credibility plays a role as a criterion of persuasion and evaluation, especially in contexts in which collective decision-making processes and delegated representation are institutionalized. Accordingly, one of the earliest definitions of the concept of credibility emerged during the time of Athenian democracy. In the context of Athens’ direct democracy, in which political action was driven by the persuasive power of speeches given in rhetorical duels of the People’s Assembly, Aristotle described credibility (axiopistos, pistis) as a means of persuasion in the field of rhetoric (Aristotle 2002: II, 2, 1356a2). The credibility of a speech is established through the interplay of the virtuousness of the speaker (ethos), the argument itself (logos), and the emphasis and the impression exerted by the rhetoric (pathos). Credibility thus describes the art of harmonizing content and form. At its core, the theory of rhetoric emphasizes the performative potential of credibility as a means of persuasion that can be produced through rhetorical technique. Athenian political rhetoric was not based on presupposed axioms of truth or objectivity, so that decision-making was determined in a topical, dynamic, and relative way on the basis of oratorical duels, and had less to do with prior judgements about the speaker. The speech itself determined credibility, not the speaker, although the speaker’s style was part of the speech. In Thucydides’ historical writings, on the other hand, the verb hēgoumai (‘to believe’) certifies the historian’s subjective belief in the truth of his assessments of historical authenticity.

Social values are influenced by historical change, as are the conditions under which people make evaluations (e.g. of credibility). The concept of authority is essential to the social significance of credibility. In German, ‘authority’ (Autorität), which is implicit in the words for ‘dignity’ or ‘worth’ (Würde) and ‘worthiness’ (Würdigkeit) was used synonymously with ‘credibility’ (Glaubwürdigkeit: lit. ‘worthiness of belief’) in the sixteenth century (Grimm 1971). Authority, status, and reputation translate into interpretive power and are central criteria in the economies of social attention. In pre-bourgeois European societies where power, authority and the public sphere were monopolized, interpretative sovereignty was structurally protected by a gradient of power resources. The medieval auctoritas of the Church, for example, which included political, economic, legal, and academic influence, reigned economies of truth and regulated social subsystems of examination and authentification (e.g. divine judgement, divine grace). As the Church gained authority, the meaning of the term ‘to believe’ was inverted. While the early medieval geliefan in Old English or the Old High German giloubo had the meanings ‘to trust someone’, ‘to hold dear’, ‘to allow’, or ‘to approve’ (Pfeifer 1989: 575f.), glauben (‘to believe’) in the High Middle Ages was understood theologically as a certainty, a knowledge of God even in the absence of examination or apparent evidence, and thus developed the connotation ‘to hold true’ (Vorster and Lohff 1974). Alongside the established authentification systems of ecclesiastical auctoritas or the auctoritas of the monarch as holder of supreme power, with the expansion of written culture a series of transitions to evidence-based authentifications took place, emerging in particular in the legal field, in cartography and in economic practices, notably those related to credit systems (Rothmann 2019). The new social significance of credibility checks, such as witness statements and the increasing formalization of legal processes, was reflected in language: the terms ‘credible’ (glaubwürdig) and ‘believable’ (glaubhaft) became common in the fifteenth century, expressing doubt and critical scrutiny (Grimm 1971; Pfeifer 1989).

The transition from the historical authentification regime of ‘trust in God’ to an epistemology of doubt and the scrutiny of evidence was accompanied by shifts in systems of authority and reference. The social significance of credibility lies at the interface of power, communication, and knowledge structures, which were transformed through the erosion of the feudal orders and processes of urbanization and secularization in Europe. Anthropocentric social concepts, early modern theories of natural law, and later the philosophies of the Enlightenment challenged systems of authentification based on clerical or aristocratic auctoritas (e.g. the authority of divine grace or hereditary privilege). In addition to the expansion of scholarly methods of verification, values oriented towards subjective inwardness, which manifested, for example, in the emergence of the autobiographical genre and literary sensibility, transferred responsibility and authority to the individual, whose sincerity was loaded with political value. The transition to the authority of scientific authentification that was triggered by these developments took place via a series of value shifts that included both simultaneities and ambivalences. Where, for example, bourgeois scholars in seventeenth-century England had sought to lend credibility to science, which was widely distrusted, by adopting the value codes of the gentleman (such as honesty, vigour, etc.) (Shapin 1994), these earlier strategies were reversed in the nineteenth century. As aristocratic authority lost its power in the face of meritocratic and democratic social theories and a parliamentary culture of public opinion driven by new mass media (Kohlrausch 2005), science in the technology- and progress-driven nineteenth century became the epitome of credibility and veracity. As science became professionalized, in a direct reversal of the seventeenth-century strategy, the ruling aristocracy sought to increase their own public credibility through the appropriation of scientific prestige, aiming to associate themselves with the aura of objectivity, neutrality, and innovation, as mirrored by the ideal of ‘pure science’. Science thus replaced the old systems of authentification as the new authority in social norms of credibility; or, as the British writer Joseph Conrad succinctly put it in 1907: ‘The fetish of today is neither royalty nor religion. […] The sacrosanct fetish of today is science’ (Conrad 1907: 41).

A further inflection point around 1900 also shaped modern economies of credibility. The press had created a new public sphere that transcended class boundaries, in which it exercised significant influence in parliamentary decision-making processes as the voice of ‘public opinion’. In this context, following a new ethic of democratic values, political actors began to adopt publicity strategies that targeted political beliefs and convictions and seemingly promoted transparency. In 1874, the intellectual Fukuzawa Yukichi summed up the changed political conditions of the public sphere in the global West and Japan: ‘Past governments controlled men externally; the present regime controls their interior as well’ (1969 [1874]: 31). At the interface of changing conditions of power, knowledge and the public sphere, credibility acquired a new strategic value before and around 1900 and was thus performed and instrumentalized in a new way. For example, around 1900, European imperial agendas which contradicted the rhetoric of a civilizing mission were supported by a PR policy in which scientists and academics helped to establish public credibility and trust for ambivalent political action (Meißner 2018). In the 1920s, following Gustave Le Bon and Walter Lippman, Edward Bernays provided a theoretical framework for the new political conditions of the public sphere: in Propaganda (1928), he recommends the use of a political art of deception to control public opinion, and proposes the implication of apparent ethical credibility and transparency as the parameters of successful public relations.

Due to the experiences of the world wars, ruptures in the global political system, economic globalization and its ecological effects, and the profound change in communication structures, conceptions of time and space became destabilized in the second half of the twentieth century, leading to a corresponding destabilization of teleological concepts of development such as modernization theory. In the context of the increasing abstraction and complexity of social structures, think tanks and expert forecasts took on such an important function in political and social orientation that the twentieth century has been dubbed the ‘century of the expert’ (Kohlrausch et al. 2010). Expert structures are a central feature of ambivalent modernity in that their technologies and forecasts help to abstract social structures and strengthen trust in these abstractions, which are otherwise liable to be regarded with suspicion (Giddens 1990). At the end of the 1960s, Jürgen Habermas and Noam Chomsky, among others, explored the contradictions between the authentification function of scientists based on an ideal of objectivity and their political and economic impact as political advisers (Habermas 1968; Chomsky 1969). While relativism and constructivism called rationalist and positivist understandings of truth into question, the ‘camp’ subculture, for example, satirized social conceptions of truthfulness and authenticity (Sontag 1964). Contrary to (and in response to) the epistemological uncertainties of late modernity, credibility and trust were and are increasingly functionalized politically and economically due to their emotional effectiveness as ‘binding forces’ (Frevert 2013). The use of discourses of risk and security to legitimate political agendas or the marketing of economic institutions via appeals to trust, expertise, and credibility are just two examples of many that illustrate the significance of credibility and trust as resources for managing image and legitimation; but they also show the simultaneous instrumental undermining of these binding forces. Concepts in contemporary discourse such as the ‘post-factual society’ or epochal markers such as the ‘postmodern’ can be read as reactions to the epistemological uncertainties of late modernity – expressing, among other things, a diminished trust in the ‘problem-solving ability of politics, the fairness of the economy and the independence of science’ (Renn 2019: 7; Weingart 2023). They also point towards the challenges of borderless digital global communication, in which ‘digital credibility’ becomes relevant in strategic approaches of economic and communication psychology (Hoepner 2017).

THE CREDIBILITY OF HISTORY

As a result of the late modern consolidation of complexity, the concept of authenticity and the appeal to history have become increasingly significant. While referring to historical precedents may potentially satisfy a desire for social clarity, familiarity, direction, and meaning, the increased relevance of the concept of authenticity equally reflects an experience of loss. For example, under the influence of urban planning theories that are critical of modernity, numerous urban developments over the past decades have been shaped by attempts to reconstruct historical structures that aim to compensate for a perceived loss of familiar value systems. Public history and urban marketing strategies centred on historical culture and tourism testify to the attraction and the increased market value of ‘historical authenticity’, which in turn is supported by historically conditioned authentification strategies, including authorization through museums and appeals to academic expertise (Brüggerhoff and Kimmel 2020). As processes of social negotiation continue to intensify, authentification through historical representation is becoming even more important as a means of legitimizing socio-political perspectives and agendas. In current debates on the restitution of colonial objects or on the culture of remembrance in public spaces, conflicting interpretations of history are used to negotiate divergent societal positionalities between hegemony and subalternity. While a political moment is inherent in historical narratives, the current controversial nature of historical interpretations – itself the subject of an upswing in scholarly interest – points to a pluralization of historical references and associated socio-political perspectives in the transition from national to transnationally shaped interpretative frameworks of cultures of remembrance (Conrad 2021). In the search for common values, negotiations between divergent socio-political agendas are supported by strategies of authentification that are argued via differing interpretations of history. Just as the claim to authenticity is always underpinned by reference to the past, historical interpretation, and its inherent power to establish credibility are themselves shaped by socio-normative transformation.
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Cultural and Natural Heritage

ANDREA REHLING

The Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage was adopted in 1972 at the General Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). In 1977, its guidelines, which are renewed every two years, elaborated on the concept of authenticity for the first time in greater detail as a criterion for the protection and conservation of monuments. Using the UNESCO World Heritage programme as an example, I trace how ‘authenticity’ as a quality of monuments, groups of buildings, artefacts, and sites contributed to the emergence of the idea and canon of material cultural and natural heritage. I also consider how the criterion of ‘integrity’ was defined as the equivalent of ‘authenticity’ for natural heritage and explore the relationship between the two concepts. I then look at why cultural heritage became so prominent, especially in anglophone heritage debates during the 1980s and 1990s. I examine the roles played by decolonization, the postcolonial critique of Eurocentrism, the growing importance of cultural identity since the 1960s, and the influence of European crisis experiences since the 1970s. In particular, I look at the significance of those influences on the creation of the Nara Document on Authenticity in 1994 and on the emerging varieties of (critical) heritage studies. Finally, I discuss new research trends and desiderata.

ESTABLISHING THE CONCEPTS OF AUTHENTICITY AND HERITAGE IN MONUMENT CONSERVATION

At its first meeting in Paris in 1977, the World Heritage Committee adopted guidelines for the implementation of the World Heritage Convention, in which criteria and requirements were defined for the inscription of cultural and natural heritage sites on the World Heritage List. The 1972 Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage had defined what was to be understood by cultural and natural heritage, but left the standards inclusion in the World Heritage List to the World Heritage Committee. The Committee’s experts now determined that every cultural heritage site ‘should meet the test of authenticity in design, materials and workmanship’ (UNESCO, CC-77/CONF.001/8Rev.). They thus made ‘authenticity’ a decisive quality for the ‘Outstanding Universal Value’ of a World Heritage Site. At the same time, as a natural heritage site was to be measured in terms of ‘integrity’, the Committee introduced a second concept which, from a contemporary perspective, differed only insignificantly from the demand for ‘authenticity’. For the US delegation, at least, the two terms were almost identical in meaning. ‘Authenticity’ and ‘integrity’ were qualitative judgements about antiquities, monuments, artefacts, and natural landscapes that had already been used occasionally at the end of the nineteenth century. In his 1862 lecture On the Architectural Monuments and Remains, George Gilbert Scott – a key figure in the conservation movement that developed around John Ruskin and William Morris – emphasized integrity and authenticity as paramount principles in the treatment of antiquities. Scott, who was later associated with the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (founded in 1877), addressed both the challenges of restoration, including the pursuit of stylistic purity, and the importance of preserving an artefact’s original state (Scott 1862; Swenson 2013; Glendinning 2013; Mager 2016). However, he and his contemporaries did not yet speak of cultural and natural heritage, but of monuments or landscapes that should meet these criteria. At the end of the nineteenth century, the term heritage did not yet refer to a canon of specific artefacts, objects, buildings, or landscapes, but merely marked a cross-generational claim to ownership by the nation or humanity. This stood in contrast to private property rights or the assertion of Crown sovereignty, a legal concept that underpinned a broad spectrum of property relations. It was only in the second half of the twentieth century that cultural and natural heritage referred to a canon of artefacts, buildings, landscapes, and traditions. Lists of monuments and nature conservation areas, but above all the World Heritage List itself, played a significant role in this shift in meaning. They helped to narrow the legal concept of ‘common heritage’ and to develop the idea of ‘cultural heritage’. In their publications, the directors of the World Heritage Centre in Paris liked to conceive the tradition of such lists as stretching back the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World (Rössler 2005; Droste 2011). This particular variant of the ‘invention of tradition’ – which primarily served to lend more weight to the World Heritage programme’s claim to universality – largely ignores how notions of cultural and natural heritage were crucially influenced by genealogical and nationalistic ideas as well as by the scientific approaches that were taken – especially in the nineteenth century – not only in the development of zoos, national parks, and museums, but also in monument and nature conservation (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Anderson 2006; Glendinning 2013; Swenson 2013).

For the parties to the World Heritage Convention, it was still necessary in 1972 to define what was to be understood as cultural and natural heritage. Accordingly, the Convention defines cultural heritage in terms of monuments, groups of buildings, and sites; and natural heritage in terms of natural features, natural sites, and geographical and physiographical formations (Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage 1972; Swenson 2007, 2013). Since the start of negotiations regarding such a convention in the early 1960s, there had been talk of adding intangible heritage and traditions to this definition. However, monuments and nature appeared to contemporaries to be more universal, present in every culture, and better researched; accordingly, an agreement in this regard was considered more likely as a first step. The concepts of cultural and natural heritage were therefore not yet so closely linked to material objects as the view began to prevail in the 1960s that traditional objects, landscapes, and practices were historical manifestations of supposed cultural identities. Their veracity, genuineness, and originality were supposed to guarantee the ‘authenticity’ of cultures. This entanglement of the two categories, which is reflected among other things in the recurring personification of monuments and artefacts – for example, when they are declared to be vulnerable ambassadors of their cultures – sheds new light on the common distinction between subject and object authenticity (Knaller and Müller 2006).

That the triad of cultural heritage, cultural identity, and ‘authenticity’ was of great significance not just in European societies, but also elsewhere, is exemplified by Joseph-Désiré Mobutu’s 1971–1997 programme of Authenticité in Zaire (Democratic Republic of the Congo). The programme, first articulated in the 1967 N’sele Manifesto, aimed to rebuild lost cultural identity by rediscovering the cultural heritage destroyed by colonialism. In line with this goal, Zaire under Mobutu had already joined the World Heritage Convention in 1974. The historical ‘authenticity’ of monuments, traditions, and landscapes served to construct a cultural context that was intended to authentificate group formations such as culture and nation in order to achieve recognition on the international stage. The programme was inspired by Léopold Sédar Senghor’s Négritude, by ideas of cultural identity from the 1920s and 1930s, and by Frantz Fanon’s and Jean Paul Sartre’s reflections on ‘authenticity’ (Speitkamp 2005; Eckert 2007). UNESCO’s historiography projects, such as the 1964 General History of Africa, illustrate that Zaire was by no means the only state that sought to strengthen its legitimacy through a historically grounded identity politics (Vansina 1993; Eckert 1995). The notion of authentic cultural heritage that needed to be discovered or preserved was therefore on everyone’s lips in the 1960s, at least in the French-speaking world. So it is hardly surprising that the term ‘authentic cultural heritage’ was coined by the French-speaking Belgian conservationist Raymond Lemaire, the editor of the International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites, in the text adopted in 1964 at the Second International Congress of Architects and Technicians in the Conservation of Monuments and Sites in Venice (Stovel 2008; Falser 2012; Gfeller 2017). The charter, a founding document of the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), which was launched one year later in Warsaw, is generally regarded as the first text to make ‘authenticity’ a criterion for conservation: it stated that humanity should regard monuments as a ‘patrimoine commun’ and pass them on to future generations ‘dans toute la richesse de leur authenticité’ (Charte de Venise 1964). What exactly was meant by this was not explained further in the text; that the term was located within the same semantic range as ‘original’, ‘veracity’, and ‘genuineness’ was ostensibly self-evident.

As previously mentioned, when the Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage was adopted, criteria had not yet been defined. In order to prepare the work of the first World Heritage Committee and develop proposals for such criteria and categories, the Division des sciences écologiques, which was responsible for natural heritage, and the Division du patrimoine culturel, which had only existed under this name since 1967, initiated two meetings in 1976 with representatives of the three organizations designated as advisers in the World Heritage Convention: the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), and the International Center for the Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM). The fact that the term ‘authenticity’ was by no means an established technical term in the international monuments conservation scene at this time can be seen from the fact that the initial proposals based on a draft by ICOMOS/US under the leadership of Ernest Connally provided for the criterion of ‘integrity’ for both cultural heritage and natural heritage. Cultural heritage should also be characterized by ‘unity’ (UNESCO, CC-76/WS/25). It was not until the second session that Raymond Lemaire introduced the category of ‘authenticity’ for cultural heritage sites. He wanted the change because he feared that ‘integrity’ referred only to the original material, form, and structure. To Lemaire’s mind, ‘authenticity’ left more room for later changes and modifications and dispensed with the need to define an original state or epoch for preservation. With this concept, he hoped to take better account of the historical genesis of monuments (Stovel 2008; Gfeller 2017). However, the explanations of how ‘integrity’ or ‘authenticity’ should be determined differed only slightly from one another, which was likely also related to the fact that even natural environments that were supposedly ‘virgin’ had a history of change, often due to human influence. As a description of an original state, ‘integrity’ was no less fictitious and open to interpretation than ‘authenticity’. In any event, the US delegation was informed in the run-up to the first session of the World Heritage Committee that the ‘authenticity’ of cultural heritage was to be understood as equivalent to the ‘integrity’ of natural heritage (National Park Service, WHC Paris 77 Meeting Position Papers).

At the first meeting of the World Heritage Committee in July 1977, the aforementioned ‘test of authenticity in design, materials, workmanship and setting’ was envisaged on this basis and was to remain valid as a requirement until 2005. However, the practical implementation of this criterion was already intensively discussed at this first meeting. The participants critically questioned the ‘impact of Western thought’, addressed differences in the assessment of a site from the internal or external perspective of a culture, and emphasized justifications for altering the function of monuments. Taking up this criticism, the World Heritage Committee decided to have working groups discuss in detail the criteria for cultural and natural heritage. These working groups were tasked with considering the difficulty of drafting criteria that could be applied to cultural properties all over the world and of translating concepts into a terminology that would work on a global scale (UNESCO, CC-77/CONF.001/9). The test for ‘authenticity’ survived this critical revision, probably in part because of its openness to historical variants, only to become a problem again at the very next session of the World Heritage Committee: The first nominations had been received in advance for the launch of the World Heritage List with twelve sites. One of the first Polish proposals was the historic centre of Warsaw, which, as a reconstruction, brought a problem of monument conservation that had been controversially discussed since the nineteenth century onto the agenda of the World Heritage Committee – namely, the question of how to deal with reconstructions. The French monument conservator Michel Parent was commissioned as rapporteur to write an expert report on the first applications. In his argumentation, Parent emphasized the irreproachable ‘authenticity’ of a wooden temple in Kyoto [!] that was rebuilt on a recurring basis, given its unchanged architecture and appearance. However, Parent spoke out against the inclusion of Warsaw on the World Heritage List due to its historical significance (criterion VI), despite the quality undoubtedly possessed by this almost complete reconstruction. He feared that this would open the door to nineteenth-century reconstructions, which he considered too liberal (UNESCO, CC-78/CONF.010/10Rev.; UNESCO, CC-79/CONF.003/11Annex). Warsaw was nevertheless inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1980 after lengthy debate, due to the special historical circumstances of its reconstruction (UNESCO, CC-80/CONF.016/10). It can therefore be said that the cultural relativity of ‘authenticity’ was recognized and acknowledged even in the early days of the World Heritage programme.

THE INFLATIONARY USE OF HERITAGE AND AUTHENTICITY IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

A narrowing of the meaning of authenticity and a gradually stronger focus on the material dimension only came about with the increasing success of the World Heritage List from the mid-1980s onwards, when cultural and natural heritage came to be equated with a canon of objects and landscapes. It was no longer necessary to rejoice merely at the receipt of an application, but rather to separate the wheat from the chaff. Faced with a deluge of cultural heritage applications, those responsible for natural heritage called on the International Council on Monuments and Sites to make the selection process more stringent in order to improve the credibility and coherence of the list. For the International Council on Monuments and Sites, which sought to ensure a culturally representative list, this requirement raised the question of the importance to be attached to original materiality and monumental quality in the ‘test of authenticity’. Almost immediately, authenticity as a concept of a supposedly European monument tradition was criticized from a postcolonial perspective, which seemed to be confirmed by the fact that European cultural heritage sites clearly predominated in the World Heritage List.

The result of this debate was the desire to subject the World Heritage Committee’s understanding of authenticity to a critical review. Against this backdrop, experts gathered at an international conference in Nara, Japan, in 1994 and adopted the Nara Document on Authenticity, which sought to critically examine the meaning of ‘authenticity’ in relation to the UNESCO World Heritage Convention. In 2005, this document replaced the ‘test of authenticity’. The reason for the Nara conference was ostensibly the emerging view that ‘authenticity’ in monuments conservation was a material category of European intellectual history whose Eurocentrism needed to be problematized. In fact, a decisive role was played by the interests of the conference’s initiating countries – Norway, Canada, and Japan, each of which in the early 1990s sought to situate themselves within a specific postcolonial tradition (Gfeller 2017). In this connection, all three countries tapped into the broader discourse concerning the constructed nature of tradition, history, and monuments. Inspired in part by postcolonial discourse, which was now accepted in Europe and the US, they also invoked the criticism that had been levelled against the nostalgic glorification of heritage by commercial interests within industrialized societies beset by crisis. Guidance in these debates was provided by the works of David Lowenthal (1985) and François Choay (1992), both of whom attended the Nara conference, but also by Benedict Anderson (1982), Eric Hobsbawm, Terence Ranger (1983) and Pierre Nora (1984). On the one hand, they worked out the significance of imagined and invented traditions, historical images, artefacts, as well as natural landscapes for the formation of collective identities, thereby simultaneously demonstrating the constructed nature of the past, of the communities themselves, and of their cultural heritage. David Lowenthal in particular repeatedly pointed out that ‘authenticity’ is plural, in need of interpretation, and a relative term. The nostalgia often observed at the time would have led to the erasure of the historically informed past of historiography in favour of an ambiguous and deceptive ideal, due to its fixation on origin and descent in cultural heritage and with a view to the political use of identities (Lowenthal 1985). The cultural historian Robert Hewison argued along similar lines in The Heritage Industry. He denounced what he saw as a new trend to produce heritage everywhere as a substitute for the decline of industry, without the ability or need to define what such heritage should be (Hewison 1987). Both Lowenthal and Hewison shared the conviction that nostalgia was a coping mechanism for contemporary crises (Becker 2017). Their books became standard works in heritage studies – a field that emerged in the late 1980s – and were partly responsible for the fact that monuments and traditions were no longer simply understood as handed down, but increasingly as constructed. The numerous references to the constructed nature of cultural heritage in particular gave rise to unease about the term ‘authenticity’. However, it did not fundamentally question the significance of cultural heritage in the formation of cultural identity. Instead, there was a growing politicization that aimed to have cultural heritage authorized as authentic in order to prove the significance and originality of the respective cultural identity and to fend off accusations of nostalgia or undue influence by commercial interests.

The Nara conference therefore explored the diverse conceptions of authenticity that existed, shifting its focus to translation difficulties in order to make the contested concept of cultural heritage compatible with constructions of authenticity from non-European cultures and thereby rescue the criterion for monument preservation and the World Heritage programme (Falser 2012; Gfeller 2017; Schäfer 2016). In this way, the expert debate seemed preoccupied with processing the postcolonial critique of Eurocentric conceptions of the conservation tradition. As is so often the case in the context of World Heritage, however, political interests were being pursued in the background. As already mentioned, the initiative for the conference did not come from countries of the Global South. These voices remained relatively reserved in the discourse surrounding ‘authenticity’, both in the expert debate and in the political discussion. As mentioned, the initiators of the Nara Conference – who, amongst other things, sought to broaden the understanding of authenticity within UNESCO – were Norway, Canada, and Japan. The cooperation between these countries had emerged from collaboration in the field of wood conservation; they emphasized the importance of wood as a building material, in contrast to the predominant focus on stone in monument heritage. In this way, they wanted their own cultural specificity to be explicitly taken into account in the World Heritage programme. The postcolonial critique of ‘authenticity’ served as a vehicle for the desire to understand elements of their cultures as non-Western amid internal struggles about identity and sovereignty. Canada and Norway, for example, were both facing domestic debates about multiculturalism and indigenous rights at the time, which they hoped to counter symbolically through international recognition of these parts of their cultural heritage. Japan, for its part, was seeking international recognition of the Ise Shrine, the most important shrine of the Japanese state religion Shintō. Japan hoped that this shrine, which was ritually rebuilt every twenty years for over a millennium, would delimit the cultural sovereignty of the nation from other cultures, particularly those of Europe (Gfeller 2017). The Nara Document did little to extend the authenticity criterion, however. The main effect of the conference was that Norway, Canada, and Japan gained international recognition for the new versions of themselves that they presented. This was another reason why it took another ten years before the Nara Document was included in the 2005 Guidelines for the Implementation of World Heritage, replacing the ‘test of authenticity’.

THE STATE OF HERITAGE RESEARCH AND DESIDERATA

In the late 1980s, several years before the conference in Nara, a new academic discipline emerged known as heritage studies. Some researchers in the field wanted to put a contemporary face on heritage conservation by making it more interdisciplinary; others wanted to challenge hegemonic discourses focused on European heritage. The first camp consisted mostly of individuals from the fields of heritage conservation, architecture, and archaeology. The second camp drew on the historical studies of David Lowenthal and featured more prominently in geography and anthropology. Since then, the gap between the camps widened to a nearly unbridgeable gulf. The divide led to the establishment of the field of critical heritage studies in the 2010s (Smith 2006; Meskell 2015, 2018; Waterton 2010; Harrison 2013; Brumann 2016). The debate, which is mainly based in the English-speaking world, aims to rebuild heritage studies from the ground up and subject it to a fundamental critique. It builds on the discussion that had already erupted in Nara, denouncing the supposed fixation on material originality of a European/Western tradition of heritage conservation and the hegemonies resulting from it. However, this narrow understanding of ‘authenticity’ was partly co-constructed ex negativo (Smith 2006; Breglia 2006). In the relevant literature, the diagnosis that the World Heritage programme is Eurocentric, particularly in its understanding of authenticity, is repeated almost like a shibboleth, while the claim that intangible culture is more representative is taken at face value without historical support (Smith 2006; Falser 2012; Mager 2016; Gfeller 2017).

During the Nara conference, participants devoted little attention to examining the genesis of the concept of authenticity. They focused instead on the significance of nostalgia and references to the past in the present (Lowenthal 1985, 1996; Hewison 1987). Observations of the World Heritage programme have since been dominated by the long memories of the Nara conference participants, who, often with self-critical intent, have sought to change the supposedly European monument tradition (Stovel 2008; Cameron and Rössler 2013; Albert and Ringbeck 2015). Despite recurring references to the fact that the term ‘authenticity’ was only established as a characteristic of monuments in the Venice Charter of 1964, this also established an ex-post view of a supposedly fixed understanding of authenticity with roots in the nineteenth century, which is now increasingly being called into question by historically oriented research (Mager 2016; Lindl 2020). How little established the term ‘authenticity’ still was, even in European heritage conservation at the end of the twentieth century, can be seen from the fact that in the German translation of the Nara Document, ‘Echtheit’ (genuineness; originality) was added after the term ‘authenticity’ for better understanding.

Notably, a comparable debate on ‘integrity’ in natural heritage has not taken place. This gap can perhaps be explained by the much closer relationship of cultural heritage and ‘authenticity’ to the politically highly charged notion of cultural identity. In any case, the value of the criterion of ‘integrity’ for assessing the quality of a natural heritage site has so far been surprisingly undisputed. It has hardly been problematized in the relevant fields of biology and ecology. Only recently have some begun to problematize the concept of integrity and the effects of conservation efforts on the ‘authenticity’ of nature (Dudley 2011; Umbach and Humphrey 2018). Here, too, an increasing awareness of the constructedness of nature seems to have prompted the abandonment of ‘integrity’ in favour of ‘authenticity’, and has even pushed the idea of intangible natural heritage into the scientific discussion (Dorfman 2012), indicating just how strong the influence of the authenticity debates has been. However, a more precise historical eye remains needed in the authenticity debates, even though it is increasingly being addressed in a in sociological and historical contributions (Heinich 2012; Swenson 2013; Gfeller 2017; Röttjer 2019; Lindl 2020) and the historical research on UNESCO World Heritage continues to grow (Ackermann 2024; Duval 2023; Geering 2019; Huber 2021; Röttjer 2019a; Serapioni 2024).
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Cultural Heritage

ESZTER GANTNER & HEIDI HEIN-KIRCHER


Cultural heritage is the foundation of society. That which remains of a society’s past is its cultural heritage.

— Höhne 2009: 19



This pithy formulation represents a broad understanding of cultural heritage that encompasses all ‘products of human action, whether conceptual, mental, or material’ (ibid.), ranging from material artefacts such as the holdings of museums, libraries, and archives, to archaeological sites, works of architecture, monuments, cultural landscapes, and places, to practices of intangible cultural heritage such as traditions or recipes. According to Gesa Bierwerth’s definition, cultural heritage is ‘a document of the human power to create’ that ‘has historical, social, artistic, economic, and scientific significance and is thus protected, cared for, stored, and made publicly accessible to the greatest extent possible’ (Bierwerth 2014). As this statement makes clear, ‘cultural heritage’ is not a matter of individual inheritance, but of collective inheritance. Cultural heritage is synonymous with societies’ material legacies, which they in turn interpret as ‘their heritage’ while defining its ‘authentic’ uses. The appropriation of cultural heritage ultimately seeks to forge, communicate, and solidify (national) identity and historical consciousness and to legitimize certain political actions. Cultural heritage makes a society’s past ‘valuable’ and should thus be considered an important part of its memory culture, which its members experience through emotions, images, and touch. Although cultural heritage can be viewed as the ‘cement of identity’ (Gravari-Barbas 1995: 7), its meanings can shift with context. In the end, cultural heritage, its use, and its interpretation are fundamentally political.

The development of this understanding of cultural heritage and the transformation of its social and political significance were shaped by the historical experience of losing cultural artefacts and the search for anchors of identity in modern, secularizing (mass) societies. Research on cultural legacies has fittingly been termed heritage studies, though the concept of heritage is not unproblematic, as will be outlined below.

This chapter will trace the historical trajectory of the concept of cultural heritage by analysing important turning points. It will engage with the relation between history, historical consciousness, and cultural heritage. The conclusion will draw on critical heritage studies to historicize research on cultural heritage as a whole, and not just on individual artefacts, places, and traditions. In doing so, it aims to articulate a concept of the interrelationship between history and heritage, which has increasingly become intertwined with everyday experience.

FROM PATRIMOINE TO HERITAGE

The widespread destruction triggered by the French Revolution was decisive for the development of the concept of cultural heritage. In reaction to the ruin, the National Convention sought to protect material cultural artefacts on the grounds of their national, historical, and cultural significance, and even for their capacity to legitimize the state (Thiemeyer 2018: 41–51). In 1794, Abbé Grégoire penned three reports on vandalism that demanded the preservation of monuments and other objects that symbolized the Ancien Régime (Tauber 2009). Grégoire argued that the state should act as a custodian of national heritage. In doing so, he contributed to the emergence of the ideological and institutional fundaments of the system of patrimoine national (Le Hégarat 2015). The concept granted a new, national meaning to the notion of patrimonium, which originally referred to the family and had, since the twelfth century, designated familial property.

In the late eighteenth century, François-Marie Puthod de Maison-Rouge forged a connection between this approach and the preservation of objects and cultural artefacts. In a speech held before the National Assembly on 4 October 1790, he presented his plan to gather all nationalized artefacts – which had primarily been expropriated from the church, and later from émigrés – in a museum, arguing that this would allow for the protection of these valuable historical objects (Pommier 1991: 44–5). He demanded that objects, monuments, buildings, sculptures, and the like be granted special status as antiquités nationales (Archives Parlementaires 1790: 435) because of their historical value (their artistic quality he deemed secondary). He asserted that these antiquités should be transferred from family estates, patrimoine de famille, to national property, patrimoine national (Desvallées 1995: 135). Both Abbé Grégoire and Puthod wanted to preserve these objects and structures for following generations. By joining preservation and the nation, their concept of patrimoine national would come to serve as the foundation of the institutionalization of national cultural heritage and historical preservation in the nineteenth century.

The desire to preserve cultural heritage for the future combines inheritance and patrimoine with heritage. While the former are legal categories of ownership associated with rights and duties, discourse on heritage emphasizes authenticity and originality (Swenson 2013: 9–10). Heritage initially referred to ‘material and immaterial things inherited from ancestors’ (Swenson 2013: 11). However, the influential Arts and Crafts movement led by John Ruskin and William Morris developed a trailblazing conception of heritage that revolved around the preservation and protection of original (material) things, first and foremost buildings. Hence, today, the ascription of ‘heritage’ status has two functions for a (national) community: it proclaims something as meaningful, and thus also generates ‘symbolic capital’ in Bourdieu’s sense (Bendix et al. 2007).

While John Ruskin’s famous 1849 essay The Seven Lamps of Architecture asserts that ‘original character’ (Ruskin 1903: 240) must be the basis for deciding upon the ‘preservation’ of old buildings, William Morris went a step further in an 1878 article in The Times on ‘preservation’ that protested against the destruction of any old buildings. He argued that the preservation of ‘originals’ was a moral duty to future generations (Morris 1878). Certainly, neither Ruskin nor Morris used the term ‘heritage’, but their works’ synthesis of notions like retention, preservation, originality, and ‘memorials of the past’ (Morris 1878) marked a watershed moment in the development of contemporary conceptions of heritage, a point that David C. Harvey underscored: ‘It is from figures such as Morris and the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) that a concern for preservation (as opposed to restoration or “reconstitution”) comes. This tacit regard for absolute authenticity in one form or another has, in many respects, become one of the main touchstones … in heritage discussion ever since’ (Harvey 2001: 323). Still, Françoise Choay (2001: 85) notes that both Ruskin and Morris interpreted historical materials more in the sense of monuments than of heritage.

In the early twentieth century, understandings of what made cultural artefacts worthy of protection shifted once again. The rising influence of cultural criticism expanded the focus beyond the traditional custodianship of monuments and towards the preservation of landscapes, nature, and ‘intangible cultural artefacts’ like customs, ceremonies, and dress. In Germany, an important association for the retention of ‘intangible culture’ was the Bund Heimatschutz (Organisation for the Preservation of the Homeland), founded in Dresden in 1904 by Ernst Rudorff (Tauschek 2013).

The concept of cultural heritage was first introduced and defined in the 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict. The English concept of cultural heritage is related to the French patrimoine culturel; the German ‘Kulturerbe’ likely originated as a translation of these terms. In 1972, the UNESCO World Heritage Convention introduced the term to public and scholarly discourse in Germany (Tauschek 2013: 73). Still, the terms ‘heritage’ and ‘cultural heritage’ have mostly remained the stuff of historical lexicons in Germany (Fuchs and Raab 2001; Jordan 2002).

HISTORY AND (CULTURAL) HERITAGE

Since the mid-1980s, the concept of cultural heritage has seen increased use, and the work of international organizations like UNESCO has enabled it to find its way into everyday language (Glendinning 2013; Thatcher 2018). In Germanophone countries, this development has been accompanied by critical engagement with the concept of heritage. Under National Socialism, the term ‘heritage’ was a component of the racist pseudoscience of Ahnenerbe, or ‘ancestral heritage’, while discussions on the difference between ‘tradition’ and ‘heritage’ in East Germany in the 1970s and 1980s were saturated with ideology (Neuhäußer-Vespy 1988; François 1999: 82).

In Nazi Germany, Heinrich Himmler established the Ahnenerbe foundation in 1935 with the aim of expanding the political power of the SS ‘to the sphere of spiritual and cultural life’ (Kater 2006: 7). Himmler was influenced by the ideas of Herman Wirth, a Dutch philologist and NSDAP functionary who eventually became the head of the Ahnenerbe organization (Wiwjorra 1995). Wirth’s belief in the ‘pure’ history of the ‘Atlantic-Nordic race’ living in harmony with nature served as the foundation for his concept of heritage, which served the ideological and political purposes of the Nazis (Kater 2006: 7).

In East Germany, history served as a ‘resource of legitimation’ for the ruling SED party (Wolfrum 2010: 26). Accordingly, historical heritage played a key role in the formation of East German identity. The concept of ‘tradition and heritage’, forged in the 1970s, was intended to fulfil a political function. It defined ‘historical heritage’ as the entirety of history with all of its contradictions, but it prescribed that research on this history be conducted in line with the interests of the working class on the basis of the Marxist-Leninist concept of history (Schmidt 1985: 196). For its part, ‘tradition’ encompassed only a small part of historical heritage – namely, the positive part that the leaders of the East German state drew on to give legitimacy to both themselves and the East German regime as such. Towards the end of the 1970s, the expansion of tourism as a source of income led to the ‘rediscovery’ of Prussian heritage sites in Berlin and Potsdam and of Dresden’s Semperoper opera house, while spurring the renovation of numerous historic buildings. Still, East Germany only ratified the World Heritage Convention in 1988 and submitted its first application (for the recognition of Potsdam’s castles and gardens) in 1989.

This brief history of the concept of heritage and its political meanings in the two German dictatorships of the twentieth century demonstrates that the term should not be used uncritically. The history might also help explain why Germanophone debates long avoided the term (Gfeller 2015). After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the term ‘memory culture’ came to be preferred in Germany to describe phenomena that in other countries were subsumed under the concept of heritage. Memory culture can be defined as a ‘loose concept for the totality of both scholarly and non-scholarly uses of history for the public by applying a wide range of media and for a wide range of purposes’ (Hockerts 2002: 41). The politics of memory and cultural memory and the analysis of the forms, functions, and trajectories of collective memory helped facilitate the transformation of the concept of heritage into the more ‘expansive notion’ of cultural heritage (Marek 1997: 103ff).

Conceiving cultural heritage as a process of selecting and listing certain cultural products, by contrast, expands the notion to include that which shapes the memory culture of a certain community. Cultural heritage embodies history and is thus part of a community’s culture of history, since ‘the culture of history, understood as the external expression of historical consciousness, encompasses all forms, images, events, sites, and artworks that arise out of an engagement with history’ (Triepke 2011: 21). Because cultural heritage is a (material or immaterial) manifestation of history that can be experienced through touch, sight, or emotions, it is often ascribed the ‘task’ of communicating history.

Cultural heritage is often historicized, be it through the preservation of monuments, buildings, or industrial sites like in Germany’s Rhine Valley, or through UNESCO’s own historicizing activities. This necessitates an interdisciplinary approach to cultural heritage. Moreover, historians of culture and history teachers can treat cultural heritage sites as ‘extracurricular spaces of learning’, because they can open up critical perspectives on how certain sites are canonized as cultural heritage. One result of this approach might be increased reflection on the social and political values that a society recognizes as ‘authentic’.

The history of preservation, cultural analysis, and other work on cultural heritage necessitates more in-depth, interdisciplinary study of the complex negotiations that go into determining what constitutes cultural heritage. The relation between historiography and cultural heritage is asymmetrical. Contextualization plays a key role in the interpretation of cultural heritage (Tauschek 2013: 19). International scholarship has conclusively demonstrated that the assignation of cultural heritage status is the result of an extensive, dynamic process that involves more than the object just being historical (Graham 2002: 1003). For this reason, researchers have been studying heritage production since the 2000s, research that ultimately gave rise to critical heritage studies. This field of scholarship focuses on how the culture of history is constituted through the preservation of objects, historiography, memory, politics, and power. In the end, critical heritage studies asserts that the selection, exhibition, and use of cultural heritage are expressions of power, dominant interpretations, and multifarious economic and political interests.

FROM HERITAGE STUDIES TO CRITICAL HERITAGE STUDIES

‘Academics did not create heritage, but they disciplined it’ (Waterton et al. 2017: 3). Over the past decade, contributions from multiple disciplines have expanded the concept of heritage to include both the use of heritage as well as the cultural processes that define material and intangible artefacts and traditions as heritage. At the same time, research on cultural heritage has shifted its focus to processes, actors, structures, and institutions. This reorientation has facilitated discussions on how cultural spaces are used and appropriated as symbolic sites of history in the present. Research on intangible cultural heritage has made a significant contribution to this work (Pendlebury, Townshend and Gilroy 2004; Smith 2006; Saupe and Samida 2021).

Taken as a whole, these developments have been channelled into the formation of critical heritage studies. The inaugural conference of the international Association of Critical Heritage Studies was held in Gothenburg, Sweden, in 2012. Participants presented a founding manifesto that proclaimed: ‘Heritage is, as much as anything, a political act and we need to ask serious questions about the power relations that “heritage” has all too often been invoked to sustain’ (Manifesto 2012). The international conferences held since then in Australia and Canada knitted new networks and put forward topics for reflection and dialogue. The field critically engages with ‘uncomfortable questions’ about the problems affecting the production of cultural heritage, which today is often geared towards output at any cost and thus maintains little relation with historical knowledge or context. In doing so, critical heritage studies opens up access to cultural heritage for communities that are often ignored by elite cultural heritage producers and managers. The critical, transdisciplinary approach understands cultural heritage as a representation of history that is ‘processed’ through politics and economics (Schouten 1995: 21), and works on the assumption that concepts of heritage are always shaped by the demands, interests, and power relations of the present (Gentry and Smith 2019).

While David Lowenthal (1985) was among the initiators of the field of heritage studies (Carman and Sørensen 2009), Laurajane Smith is seen as a pioneer of critical heritage studies. Emphasizing the social dimension of heritage, she writes that ‘the idea of heritage is used to construct, reconstruct and negotiate a range of identities and social and cultural values and meanings in the present’ (Smith 2006: 3). Cultural heritage is produced by people, institutions, and organizations and comprises things like experience, memory, identity, and romanticized pasts. This constructivist concept understands cultural heritage as a unity of material features, environment, and intangible practices (Smith 2006: 76). The influence of hegemonic interpretations shapes the ‘authorized heritage discourse’ (Smith 2012), which serves to legitimize historical and cultural narratives and social structures. However, different interpretations can collide in the creation of heritage (see Ashworth and Tunbridge 1996). Disagreements over use, redesign, and accessibility can shape discourse on cultural heritage sites, objects, and traditions (Kaschuba 2016). While some scholars have shown that the instrumentalization of cultural heritage can form the future of societies (Harrison 2020; Gantner, Geering, and Vickers 2022), others have placed emphasis on the confluence of cultural heritage and power (Gentry and Smith 2019: 1160).

Critical or new heritage studies has brought forth some key insights. First and foremost, scholars have emphasized that discourses on the definition and meaning of heritage have been dominated by Western perspectives (Gentry and Smith 2019: 1150; see also Logan et al. 2016). They have also engaged with the ways in which heritage generates meaning for modern and postmodern societies. Finally, researchers working in this field have described the mutability of heritage, critiqued the inflationary use of the concept of heritage (see Harrison 2013), and detailed the transfer of European concepts to non-European contexts (Silverman et al. 2017).

All of these interventions have contributed to a shift in the assumptions that undergird research on cultural heritage. Scholars are now more focused on the uses of heritage, access to it, and the actors who influence the ascription of heritage status, as work on participatory heritage well illustrates (Roued-Cunliff and Copeland 2017). This transformation was translated into practice with the signing of the Faro Convention (officially the Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society), which proclaims access to heritage as being ‘inherent in the right to participate in cultural life’. Access to heritage, whether it be physical, virtual, or intellectual access, is now seen as a condition for its present and future use. It is not just a component of local practices, identities, and cultures, but something that must be shared, a point underscored by the motto of the 2018 European Cultural Heritage Summit: ‘Sharing heritage – Sharing values’.

New directions blazed by postcolonial studies and other fields of research have pushed critical heritage studies forward. Central to these inquiries, too, is the question of power. Thus, the scholarly analysis and interpretation of cultural heritage faces many open questions. Moreover, current events, positions, and debates shape the world’s engagement with cultural heritage. This does not just concern the destruction of heritage sites, such as in Syria or elsewhere in the Middle East, but also concerns the populist and pseudo-historical misuse of the past.

CONCLUSION AND POTENTIAL FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Social, cultural, economic, and political modernization has made it necessary for societies to relate to their pasts and its ‘authentic’ representation through cultural heritage. Indeed, cultural heritage is a cornerstone of identity formation in modern societies (Walsh 1992). The complex temporality of modernity ‘constantly creates the present as a “contemporary past” ’, which causes heritage to ‘emerge as a set of material practices concerned with anticipating and resourcing more or less distant futures in the present’ (Harrison 2020, 21). Understood as an approach to the past, cultural heritage lays claim to ‘authentically’ (Seidenspinner 2007) transmit it, thus distinguishing itself from the interpretive narratives of historiography. Cultural heritage is the nexus of a society’s perspectives on the past and the future. It derives its significance from this search for orientation in modernity’s entangled temporalities.

Cultural heritage has thus become at once a cipher for postmodern societies’ attempts to find their footing, a medium for the interpretation of history, and an object of ‘cultural capital’, overused as the term might be. The preservation of cultural heritage poses challenges to the institutions tasked with the guardianship of memory, such as museums. Particularly relevant today are often heated debates over cultural heritage in postimperial and postcolonial contexts, because they grapple with questions about political relations, dominant interpretations, and the return of objects to Indigenous peoples. Eritrea’s application to make parts of Asmara a UNESCO World Heritage Site, for instance, underscored some of the difficulties inherent to thinking about the violent, imperialist legacies of (post)colonial cultural heritage, as the city had been constructed by Mussolini’s Fascist Italy as a racially segregated ‘ideal city’ (Tauschek 2013: 180).

The divergent meanings of national, imperial, and multiethnic heritage have also left their traces in Eastern Europe. On the one hand, the social, cultural, and political shifts ushered in by the collapse of the Soviet Union renewed questions about the legacy of imperialism (Plets 2019), as post-Soviet societies sought to forge their own identities while wholly separating themselves from the erstwhile dominant power. This led to both a rejection of Soviet culture, as manifested in the destruction of some monuments, and to the rediscovery of pre-Soviet cultural heritage, such as in the construction of the Józef Piłsudski Monument in Katowice, which had originally been planned in the interwar period. Beyond that, though, tourism led some places to recentre Jewish traditions (Kazimierz in Krakow), German heritage (in the Baltics), or the heritage of the Habsburg Empire (Lviv). Moreover, cultural heritage is not just a source of identity, but also a source of income. This makes the critical study and assessment of the real or imagined authenticity of cultural heritage all the more essential, as only then is it possible to illuminate the motivations and meanings behind certain interpretations and the interests that go into legitimating certain objects and practices as heritage.
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Digitality

ANDREAS FICKERS

If the ‘aura of the authentic’ has been termed a ‘myth of modernity’ (Sabrow 2016: 30), the aura of the virtual could be qualified as a myth of the digital age. The mass digitization of historical testimonies and their online availability on the internet has led to an upturn in the search for the authentic, the original, and the genuine. Even if the concept of digitality problematizes the intertwining and networking of analogue and digital technologies and lifeworlds (Stalder 2016), the equation of the digital with the ‘non-material’, the ‘virtual’, and thus the ‘non-real’ dominates the vernacular. The omnipresence of the digital – both materially (for example in the form of smartphones or tablets) and symbolically (i.e. as a socially dominant socio-technical imagination) – reinforces the longing for the supposedly authentic, be it in the field of culture, technology, or historical experience. The transition from the ‘age of scarcity’ to the ‘age of abundance’ (Rosenzweig 2003) associated with the digital availability of information and evidence has led to a renaissance of the analogue even on a popular cultural level – ‘retromania’ and ‘technostalgia’ have become buzzwords of this movement (Reynolds 2011). The aim of this essay is to apply the concept of authenticity as a relational concept to the subject of ‘digitality’, which is itself characterized by the duality of digital materiality and the digital as a symbolic form.

DIGITAL SOURCE CRITICISM OR HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DATA CRITICISM?

In the realm of the symbolic, the question of the authenticity of the digital must be located in the tradition of heuristic and epistemological debates about the ‘truth’, ‘credibility’, and ‘originality’ of historical sources or testimonies. By contrast, questions of material authenticity, i.e. ‘genuineness’, ‘integrity’, ‘exactness’, or ‘consistency’, must be discussed in the context of technical authentication processes and institutional authentication discourses. In the historical sciences, the question of the authenticity of digital sources – be those retro-digitized archive holdings, 3D reconstructions of museum objects, spatio-temporal simulations of complex historical processes based on relational databases or on large quantities of digitally born formats such as tweets or emails – is part of the hermeneutic tradition of modern source criticism. Even if the clarification of a digital source’s claim to reality requires new technical skills and a new methodological awareness, classic questions of source criticism – such as the provenance or credibility of a source – remain of central importance in the digital age. However, the enrichment of the historian’s toolbox with digital tools, infrastructures, and working techniques requires an ‘update’ of classical source criticism: specifically, what is needed is a form of ‘historiographical data criticism’ that takes into account the ‘double referential character’ of digital sources as representations of historical events or processes and their medial character as fluid and unstable matter (Fickers 2020). A historical critique of data must therefore not only ask whether digital sources are sound, institutionally trustworthy, and accurately documented, but must also always reflect on the historicity of electronic data carriers and formats. Determining the evidence of digital traces requires a fundamental understanding of the dual identity of digital data (Kirschenbaum et al. 2010). In the sense of historical data criticism, there is no contradiction between, on the one hand, attributions of historical authenticity that are based on classical source-critical questioning, and, on the other hand, authentication techniques of information technology that are based on digital forensics; taken together, both kinds of authenticity form complementary competencies (Föhr 2019).

THE LAYERED MATERIALITY OF THE DIGITAL

Which authentication strategies – for example, from the field of the archival, library, or information sciences – can be integrated into the practice of historical source criticism for historians to produce fact- and reality-based interpretations of past realities? To answer these questions, it is first necessary to clarify aspects pertaining to the ‘materiality’ of digital sources, representations, and traces.

From an etymological point of view, the term ‘digital’ does not refer to the electronic or computer-based processing of information, but to the numerical representation of information in a finite series of discrete, i.e. countable elements – ones and zeros. The measurement of the quantity of data in the defined units of bytes and bits dates back to the 1960s, when the American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII) became internationally accepted. Therefore, data as ‘objects’ and as historical sources always have mass and momentum, i.e. their material properties determine both the costs and the physical possibilities of storage, retrievability, and use. For rendering the information encoded in bits and bytes readable and usable, transcription and migration are required, i.e. the translation or decoding by computer programs (software) and the transfer of data to different storage media (hardware). When we speak of digital sources or data, we are therefore dealing with a ‘layered’ or ‘distributed’ materiality (Blanchette 2011), which is characterized by the interweaving of hardware and software environments. For Johanna Drucker, the principle of ‘distributed materiality’ refers to the complex interdependencies of technical infrastructures, standards, and protocols, and of data processing and visualization software (Drucker 2013: para. 21).

IS THE CONCEPT OF THE ‘ORIGINAL’ OBSOLETE?

The principle of the distributed materiality of digital data poses a fundamental problem for the criticism of historical sources. For it renders obsolete the value of the ‘original’, whose symbolic capital is so deeply inscribed in the self-image of historical scholarship (Landwehr 2016). When, in the course of retro-digitization measures, archive documents become data content, an ontological change in the ‘source’ takes place; the analogue object (e.g. a postcard) is transformed into a relational data conglomerate. Technical settings (resolution, storage format) and metadata attached to the digital copy determine together which software can be used to read the data in the future, the extent to which it can be retrieved by search algorithms in Online Public Access Catalogs (OPACs), and how much storage and therefore cost is required for long-term storage. This means that with each production of digital sources, multiple coding processes take place, most of which remain invisible to the user. In addition, further manipulation and overwriting of the original data occurs when retrieving digital data sets on one’s own computer and when recontextualizing digital data in online environments.

According to Matthew Kirschenbaum, every storage process, as seen from a forensic perspective, involves digital manipulation: every electronic access to digital data means a de facto duplication, the storage of which means in turn the creation of a new data set. In other words: ‘One can, in a very literal sense, never access the “same” electronic file twice’ (Kirschenbaum 2013: paragraph 16). The same applies to digital documents on the web: the dynamic and relational architecture of the World Wide Web is responsible for the fact that when we retrieve archived web pages, we are dealing with ‘digital reincarnations’ whose informational, content-related, and representational integrity has been corrupted in multiple ways (Brügger 2018). What is depicted as a ‘digital source’ on the computer screen or smartphone is therefore always the result of digital recodings and recontextualizations that are inscribed in the software and hardware of the user technologies. ‘When working with digital objects it’s essential to remember that what they look like on the screen is a performance’ (Owens 2020: 6).

In order to reconstruct the digital life cycle of a document made available online, new concepts are required, but also the tools and skills of digital forensics, which have so far hardly been included in the training of archivists or historians. The determination of what is authentic in the sense of an information authentication of digital sources can, according to Kirschenbaum, only be made by checking the integrity and consistency of data. Kirschenbaum distinguishes here between the ‘forensic materiality’ and the ‘formal materiality’ of digital objects. The term ‘forensic materiality’ refers to an official certification of the ‘authenticity’ of digital objects, as is common practice for the long-term storage of digital documents in state archives on the basis of the OAIS standard (the ‘Reference Model for an Open Archival Information System’ was developed in 2002 and certified as an official ISO standard in 2003). By contrast, the term ‘formal materiality’ reflects the fact that file formats prefigure any possible subsequent uses of the data (Kirschenbaum 2008, 132–156). While the classical questions of source criticism in terms of attributing authentication can be discussed in the context of ‘forensic materiality’, this is hardly feasible for ‘normal historians’ in the area of ‘formal materiality’. For this dimension of ‘external source criticism’ lies beyond the classical competencies of the subject (Ries 2019).

For determining data integrity, the shift in knowledge and competence from the historical-critical method to procedures of computer and information science thus leads to fractures in the ‘control zones’ of archival or historical institutions and disciplines. Just as the emergence of historical hermeneutics can be read as a reflection of the scientification of the discipline of history in the nineteenth century, the debate ongoing since the 2000s about ‘categories of certification and safeguarding’, as these pertain to authentic storage, reproduction, and use of digital historical information, must be interpreted as a professionalization discourse in which archives and historical research are re-exploring and renegotiating fundamental criteria and concepts of scientific practice. The authenticating authority of archival institutions is up for debate, as is the critical competence of historians when dealing with digitized material.

THE DIGITAL AGE AS A NEW TEMPORAL REGIME?

We have mainly dealt up to now with the aspect of ‘object authenticity’ in the context of digital source criticism – that is, with technically induced change in authentication strategies. In the following, we address other dimensions of the authentic relevant to the digital realm. Specifically, we address the extent to which the specific mediality of digital representations and stagings of the past affect the historical imagination and experience of history; we also examine the extent to which the digital age can be understood as a new regime of time, one which is not only characterized by an unprecedented ‘presentism,’ but which can also be interpreted as a new era of digital forgetting.

As mentioned at the beginning, the ‘age of abundance’ (Rosenzweig 2003) is characterized by an unprecedented supply of online evidence from the near and distant past. ‘We’ve become victims of our ever-increasing capacity to store, organize, instantly access, and share vast amounts of cultural data’, Simon Reynolds writes in Retromania (Reynolds 2011: 21). According to Reynolds, rapid technological change creates feelings of nostalgia and has turned the present into a ‘foreign country’ alongside the past. This observation accords with the findings of historians and cultural scientists such as François Hartog, Andreas Huyssen, and Aleida Assmann, who ascribe to our present a ‘cultural time regime’ that is characterized on the one hand by an extended, even ‘voracious’ simultaneity (‘un présent monstre,’ Hartog 2012: 270), ‘which draws everything into its maw […], destroying not only the difference of times, but also historical consciousness’ (Huyssen 2012: 228), and on the other hand by an unprecedented ‘reactualization of the past,’ a new chronotopos in which the ‘approaches to the past have multiplied’ (Assmann 2013: 277).

It is surprising that none of these authors cites the digital turn – at least not in a systematic or argumentatively compelling way – as one of the possible causes of this new time regime. While Assmann and Huyssen identify the ‘memory boom’ since the 1980s as the main cause of the new time regime, Hartog points to the crisis of the modern time regime, which has been characterized by its systematic orientation towards the future since the so-called “saddle period” (Sattelzeit) between 1750 und 1850 (Mrozek 2023). By contrast, media studies and numerous authors from the field of the ‘digital humanities’ blame the ‘digital revolution’ and the ‘big data turn’ for the ‘broad present’ (Gumbrecht 2014). From this perspective, the culture of digitality is characterized by a socio-technical imagination that is determined by the idea of connectivity. According to Andrew Hoskins, one of the leading authors in the field of digital memory studies, the ‘connective turn’ enables a previously unknown and privileged access to the past: ‘The networked self and society foster a view that collapses past and present into an orgy of hyperconnectivity’ (Hoskins 2018: 2).

While Hoskins recognizes in the hyperconnectivity a new culture of memory in real time, others interpret the digital age as a time regime characterized by mass forgetting: ‘In the digital age, in what is perhaps the most fundamental change for humans since our humble beginnings, that balance of remembering and forgetting has become inverted. Committing information to digital memory has become the default, and forgetting the exception,’ says Viktor Mayer-Schönberger in his essay ‘Delete: The Virtue of Forgetting in the Digital Age’ (2009: 196). Mayer-Schönberger makes a simple calculation for this: Whereas the cost of storing and staging analogue evidence was immensely high, the cost of digital storage has fallen so dramatically that it is economically unviable to invest time in traditional archival work (selection, inventory, and description). Aleida Assmann calls this new form of digital forgetting Verwahrensvergessen (roughly, ‘storage as a form of forgetting’) (Assmann 2016): we store thousands of digital photos, videos, and emails on our smartphones or laptops in the naïve hope of digging them out again at some point.

THE AURA OF THE DIGITAL AND THE MEANING OF HISTORY

Does digital availability also mean that the mobile availability of the past on tablets and smartphones is capable of changing historical experience and imagination? This hypothesis can be affirmed with little hesitation. As Wulf Kansteiner (2018) and Todd Presner (2016; 2024) have shown using the example of Holocaust remembrance, digital media such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram as well as the virtual staging of contemporary witnesses in the Shoah Foundation’s Visual History Archive pose an aesthetic and moral challenge for historical education and memory policy, for they can have a direct impact on the perception and experience of authentic witness testimonies or places – for example during a visit to the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. The ‘selfie debate’ of 2014 – in June of that year, 18-year-old American Breanna Mitchel posted a selfie during her visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau, causing an international outrage (Zalewska 2017) – brought to light in an exemplary way the complex overlapping of an institutionalized remembrance culture and digital media practice: authentic on-site experience and synchronous sharing of one’s own ‘dark tourism’ experiences in social media merge into a shared historical event in the digital culture of remembrance. To put it more succinctly: In the digital age, the successful staging of the authentic virtually requires the use of digital media (Kansteiner 2018: 119).

If the findings of communication science (Hepp 2019) that our present is characterized by an increasing rhythm and an increased pace of the co-construction of medial reality are accepted, it seems logical that our experience and imagination of the past – which are essentially mediated by the media – are also affected by this development. Where the historical culture of the nineteenth century was characterized by the ‘sensual charm’ (Korff 2007) of historical novels or national museums, and that of the twentieth century by the auratic effect of sound and image recordings, in the digital age it is historical network visualizations, ‘deep mapping’ technologies, and multilinear timelines in virtual exhibitions that are stimulating the fantasy and historical imagination of researchers. The scalable reading of interactive interfaces and relational databases, filled with thousands or millions of sources of different genres, create a new historical sense that challenges the ideology of linearity in historical thinking (Armaselu and Fickers 2024). Dynamic visualizations of the complex relationship between historical processes and events generate a new historical knowledge, which Alan Liu calls ‘hypergraphical knowledge’: ‘The digital age promotes hypergraphical models of knowledge that conform to a world view in which knowledge is conceived by default to be multiperspectival and multiscalar, distributed in its foci and relations, and (connecting all the disparate nodes and levels) ultimately networked’ (Liu 2018: 73).

When we as historians approach these digital visualizations, i.e. computer-based interpretations of the past, we perform a hermeneutic movement that Johanna Drucker calls ‘enunciation’ (Drucker 2020: 104). This has always been the work of the historian, who asks questions and conducts research: We follow the diagnostic paradigm of the search for traces and create by means of their montage – now in digital space and increasingly through (graphically processed) narratives – historical meaning within the framework of a ‘retrospective divination’ (Ginzburg 2013). The fact that the information technology and the structural backgrounds in databases (or the ‘back end’) of such digital productions of historical meaning often remain hidden from us is, in Benjamin’s sense, precisely what constitutes their aura: ‘The trace is appearance of a nearness, however far removed the thing that left it behind may be. The aura is appearance of a distance, however close the thing that calls it forth. In the trace, we gain possession of the thing; in the aura, it takes possession of us’ (1982: 447).
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Diversity

GEORG TOEPFER

As a category positioned between the logic of the particular and the general, ‘diversity’ interlinks two countervailing conceptual operations. The first collectivizes individuals into homogenous groups, whereas the second makes those groups into a plurality of units, yet without seeking to universalize them. By linking these two operations, the category of diversity is able to profit from the characteristics of their respective logics. In no sense does diversity result in a levelling or standardization, for it emphasizes differences between the groups. However, it aims at the creation of community, because it is not based on the individual, but rather on the idea of the collective.

A further consequence of the logic of diversity is that it inherits and even sharpens the problems of the other two logics. It performs an artificial homogenization over and beyond individual differences and singularity. And at the same time, it carries elements of particularization and social disintegration, insofar as the course of this logic does not achieve any universally inclusive ‘we’. Instead, it only ever leads to a differentiating and excluding ‘we’, which defines itself on the basis of its separation from ‘others’.

As a category within this locus of tension, ‘diversity’ has become an organizing concept in the social and life sciences as well as an important touchstone for political action since the end of the twentieth century (Vertovec 2015: 4). In a wide range of domains, from economics to nature conservation, diversity is now an unavoidable conceptual dimension (see Sher 1999; Glazer 2005; McFalls 2015; Jacoby 2020).

In the political sphere, this catchword is closely connected to the insight that ensuring legal equality requires the recognition of differences and therefore inequality. Seen in this context, diversity is a concept born of the social experience with repression and exclusion. It was originally embedded in enlightenment liberalism and its discourse regarding equality before the law, despite its central paradox – that is, of recognizing equality by emphasizing inequality. In a certain sense, the discourse surrounding diversity contradicts the Enlightenment imperative to disregard the attributes of the actors when judging their actions – in other words, to judge them independently of their biological make-up or social position. Recourse to the term ‘diversity’ underscores precisely these differences – yet in order to neutralize them.

In this way, ‘diversity’ designates a status that it seeks to negate; it refers to dissimilarity yet seeks to promote equality. Equality is of particular concern in relation to educational access and political or economic representation. It is asserted that the diversity that exists in a given society should be mirrored in the composition of companies, educational institutions, political bodies, as this promises to ensure equality of opportunity for all social groups. The concept also finds application in the field of identity politics, and has been harnessed as a vehicle in the demand for special privileges, and not merely for equal treatment. Beyond questions of social justice and culturally defined group identity, the ascendancy of ‘diversity’ as a concept since the end of the twentieth century has been enabled in part by an appreciation of plurality that dates back to antiquity and that has various cultural roots.

DIVERSITY ACROSS TIME

The history of diversity as concept can be delimited in various ways chronologically. It can be conceived over an extended time frame that reaches back to the beginning of humanity, or as having a history that starts with Romanticism around 1800. Alternatively, diversity can be seen as having a short history that begins with the socio-political movements of the mid-twentieth century and the use of the term as a political catchphrase starting in the 1980s.

The oldest monuments in human history – namely, the circular stone formations at Göbekli Tepe in Eastern Anatolia, which are roughly 12,000 years old – demonstrates the importance of natural diversity for human civilization. The T-shaped columns located at the site are adorned with animal depictions in bas-relief. These images of various species, including fox, wild pigs, and birds, have been interpreted as totems; they evidently served to represent diverse clans (see the interpretation by Peters and Schmidt 2004). The demarcation of cultural diversity has gone hand in hand with the observation of difference in the animal world since the earliest of times. Even today, parallels between cultural and biological diversity are drawn for argumentative purposes (Heyd 2010).

The depiction of diversity is also a major concern in the oldest written records: Sumerian clay tablets, for example, often contain extensive lexical lists, such as bird names. Entirely in line with the Biblical account, according to which Adam’s first act in paradise was to name the animals introduced by God, written language itself begins by taking inventory of the world through lists. The formal grammatical structure of such lists – in which individual items are registered in a non-hierarchical order – already contains the core of diversity’s egalitarian logic.

Variety is also an important motif in the aesthetics of classical antiquity; ‘variety’ (ποικĩλία) and ‘change’ (μεταβολὴ) were central principles of ancient Greek aesthetics, and ‘variation’ (variatio) was declared a ‘Roman concept’ (Fitzgerald 2016). This appreciation of diversity was also maintained by Christian authors. To cite but one of them, Augustine calls variation in the plant world and the diversity of animals (diversitates animalium) ‘splendid, excellent, beautiful, and astonishing’, and praises God as their creator (Enarrationes in Psalmos: 145).

A less expansive chronological exploration of diversity could take Romanticism as its starting point. The Romantic period ushered in an ‘age of authenticity’ (to quote Taylor 2007: 473), in which the individual is encouraged to develop and display his or her unique qualities. Rooted in the ‘romantic culture of authenticity’ (Reckwitz 2020: 68), diversity becomes understood as the imperative to discover and experience one’s inner self, even in the face of social norms or other constraints. In a sense, this represents a reversal in the forces that determine the ‘right way’ to live: One no longer seeks guidance from external factors such as God, worldly authorities, or society, but rather looks within, and it is this inner life that is to determine forms of expression and social relations.

Objects from the everyday world and nature are integrated within forms of expression that are perceived as individual and then stylized as conveyers of meaning. The results do not always lie in extreme individualization, for these can also entail – owing to an ‘identification with the collective singularities of peoples and nations’ (Reckwitz 2020: 66) – instances of controlled collectivization in terms of regionally, ethnically, or socially defined groups. Herder, who emphasized the autonomy and agency of the individual, is paradigmatic of this conception at the end of the eighteenth century. For Herder, ‘each human being is their own measure, each has their own apprehension of sensual feelings and how they interrelate’ (Herder 1785: 130). At the same time, Herder not only has the individual in mind, but also all peoples and cultures, each of which must look within to find its purpose. Unique ways of being human find their expression not only in the divergence that exists between individuals, but also between peoples. Herder was also an early adopter of the concept of diversity in relation to collectives; he speaks of the ‘diversity of the human species’ (ibid.: 67) and ‘the diversity of the many kinds of people’ (ibid.: 214). This factual diversity is also tied to a normative function, insofar as each individual and each collective has to go ‘its own way’, to ‘do justice to their own originality in life’ (Taylor 1992: 376f.). This requisite inward orientation leads to a proliferation of interpretive frameworks and systems of meaning. By extension, individual experience becomes the touchstone for meaning, rather than generally valid abstract norms. This shift in perspective entails a cultivation of the internal world of the subject in all of its originality and uniqueness, which in turn gives rise to external signs of authenticity that emphasize difference.

While this cultural valorization of the particular in the period around 1800 was essentially limited to a literary and artistic elite, it has become a mass social phenomenon since the 1960s. In Germany, repressive experiences with social conformity in and immediately following the period of National Socialist rule can be counted among the multifaceted social and political factors that led to this mid-century development. Since the end of the 1960s, resistance to standardization and social conformity developed into a widely held ideal. There was demand for ‘authentic personal perspectives’, for the presentation of oneself as ‘honest sentimentalist’ and ‘authentic individualist’’ (Reichardt 2014: 666, 670). The ideal of the ‘expressive self’ found its clear articulation in the ‘lonely hearts’ ads of the era, which embraced a ‘code of inwardness’ and prized deviance: ‘Unconventional’ and ‘critical’ were the most popular attributes, while the moral values of duty and compassion were of marginal importance (ibid.: 670).

The exhortation to ‘be authentic’ was the watchword of the day, even in the rising field of psychotherapy (Cohn 1975: 125). And yet, characteristic for the left-wing alternative milieu was the fact that, notwithstanding its broad emphasis on inwardness and individuality, it was nonetheless marked by strong stereotypes: from hairstyles and fashion to stereotypical language. Indeed, in this milieu, authenticity stood not only for individuality, but also the desire to belong to something larger, such as a social group or new kind of spirituality (Geaves 2013: 230). Thus, individualization went hand in hand with a pronounced collectivization and with the formation of group identities. The demand for authenticity did not lead to an uncontrolled proliferation of singularities, but rather to diversity.

AUTHENTICITY, INDIVIDUALITY, AND DIVERSITY

Authenticity is customarily understood as a category that applies to individuals (Handler 1986: 4). It relates to individual needs, preferences, and wishes. In this sense, authenticity is initially a ‘category of individuality’ (Knaller 2007: 21). Historically, it must be understood as a result of previously inescapable structures of meaning, such those once found in Christianity, before they were secularized and relativized. The pluralization of systems of meaning witnessed over the past two centuries has been accompanied by accelerating social differentiation, in which each novel means of expression was replaced and overtaken by new ones. Here, Taylor speaks of ‘galloping pluralism’ (2007: 300).

This pluralization received additional impetus in the late 1970s (Doering-Manteuffel and Raphael 2008). Individuality – and, by extension, diversity – developed as ideals and guiding principles in several economic and social areas. This was closely tied to the counter-movement that was provoked by the increasing standardization and regimentation of mass consumer society. In this way, individualism and diversity arose in the context of a post-industrial shift in values, away from conformity and duty, and towards self-empowerment and self-realization.

Economically, the development of individualism and diversity as ideals was associated with the saturation of the market with generic products. Specifically, companies saw individualized products and services as offering new profit potential (Reckwitz 2020: 87–105). Accordingly, the rise of individualism was driven by both economic and social factors. The counterculture movement of the 1960s and the differentiating effects of economic liberalism in the 1970s thus forged a powerful alliance. In addition, the period saw efforts to secure the legal protection of minorities and to form new communities and group identities, initially in context with the civil rights and liberation movements. Authenticity became a central category that was instrumental in determining and regulating group membership. Accordingly, it was not only tied to individuals and their singularity; not just the singular could be considered authentic, as has been claimed (Reckwitz 2020: 214). Rather, ‘authentic experiences’ could be precisely those that were shared with others and that brought a group together for articulating their specific experiences with marginalization and struggle for the recognition of fundamental rights. The ‘struggle for visibility’ played out at the group level as much as at the individual level. Central to the establishment of ‘diversity’ as a legal and social category was the landmark ruling by the US Supreme Court concerning the regulation of access to higher education. The court decided that the goal of attaining a ‘diverse’ student body in higher education was a sufficiently compelling reason to take aspects of ethnicity into consideration, thus paving the way for affirmative action in university admissions (Wood 2003).

Even in the battle for visibility in the social marketplace, the practices of authenticity do not necessarily originate from the singularity of individuals, but are instead often manifest at the level of groups, which constitute themselves as communities of lifestyle based on shared affiliations. The performance of authenticity does not necessarily lead to isolation, for it also leads to a connection with others, or at least to the search for that (Fukuyama 2018: 165). The new forms of community, which are often only constituted in virtual space, can therefore be described as a society of diversities rather than singularities.

THE AESTHETICS AND EXHIBITION OF DIVERSITY

Since the mid-1980s, ‘diversity’ has not only been central to notions of community, economic rationality, and jurisprudence, but has also informed environmental protection and the relationship between humans and nature. Natural history museums have been striving to present their holdings in a manner that does justice to this concept. One outcome of this regard is the establishment of exhibitions that could be described as ‘biodiversity installations’, such as the ‘biodiversity wall’ that has been on display at Berlin’s Natural History Museum since 2007. It consists of a 12x4m display case in which roughly 3,000 animal specimens are exhibited without any environmental context. Unlike classical dioramas, which are defined by groups based on ‘families’ or recognized ecological ‘systems’, biodiversity installations are not organized primarily in accordance with phylogenetic and biogeographical contexts. Instead, these exhibits seek to display the world’s flora and fauna in their natural bounty, without any taxonomic objectives.

However, this does not mean that natural science museums have abandoned all concern for authenticity. This becomes evident when one encounters high-quality taxidermical displays that are hardly distinguishable from living animals. The materials from which such taxidermy specimens are prepared vouch for their authenticity. Yet such displays are more than just hollow representations of the once living animal. Indeed, the stuffed body has an indexical relationship – that is, a direct material and causal connection – to the living being for which it stands, through the continuity provided by the preserved bodily materials.

The fact that the displayed specimens do not primarily represent individuals but rather biological species is a hallmark of the diversity installation. This is underscored by the fact that all of the specimens belong to different species, with each species being represented by only one specimen; intra-species variation and diversity are thereby concealed. In this way, the exhibits are virtually de-individualized (Ohl 2017); they do not represent the singularity of an individual, but rather represent, by way of example, the authenticity of a type, the prototypical form of a biological species. Alternatively, in the case of ecological installations, we find an idealized representation of a landscape element, such as a flowering meadow (Xylander 2017). It is in this fidelity to nature, as it relates to the typical or, from the perspective of natural conservation, to the ideal, that biodiversity installations build upon the representations of natural history that were produced in the eighteenth century (Daston 2015): As ‘epistemic images’, these representations were not to be understood as denoting something directly observable, but rather that which could be derived from a multiplicity of observations – that is, as a representation of the regularities and structural laws of nature underlying individual things.

Yet in their specific composition, biodiversity installations seek to do much more than offer a faithful representation of nature. The logic of their images conveys respect and responsibility toward the individual; tolerance for the stranger; and joy in heterogeneity. Instead of exhibiting a copy of nature, the installations present a certain aesthetic and ethical ideal: the egalitarian coexistence of individuals each of which represents a group; a parliament of living beings, in which each species has its own voice. Seen in the context of political iconography, biodiversity installations can be interpreted as presentations of pluralistic social and political ideas of just coexistence. In this way, they convey a political ideal, yet cloaked in the aesthetics of nature. However, when pluralistic political conceptions find expression in natural science installations, this entails a loosening of ties with the world of knowledge, and a movement towards the aesthetic of the art installation. As a consequence, the goal of providing scientific explanations recedes to the background and is supplanted by the goal of provoking wonder and astonishment at the diversity of the natural world (te Heesen 2010: 90).

THE DIALECTICS OF DIVERSITY

While diversity has become a guiding concept and organizing category in multifarious domains, it has also been subject to strong criticism. Some scholars, for example, have questioned whether a focus on diversity can help to solve urgent problems, arguing that when socio-economic inequality is framed in terms of ‘diversity’, the potential for remedial political action may be dulled. Indeed, a focus on ethnic diversity may mask the underlying problem of economically driven social inequality (Michaels 2007: 20). At the same time, the insistence on diversity that is associated with identity politics can undermine social cohesion: its narcissistic self-concern erodes a sense of wider community (Lilla 2017). Taken in itself, diversity is not a viable basis for social coexistence; the identities of ever smaller unities have to be placed in a more encompassing framework, which is itself determined by substantial ideas like constitutionalism, rule of law, and human equality (Fukuyama 2018). When everyone sees themselves as represented only by spokespersons on behalf of their own social group and, by extension, every form of solidarity and empathy is primarily seen as a ‘cipher for encroachment’, the initially progressive project of diversity risks falling into the problematic waters of ‘lobby democracy’ (Türcke 2020). The criticism of diversity can be linked to warnings that society is fragmenting as well as to forces for societal change. Until the 1950s, ‘pluralism’ was the operative term leveraged in this regard by both conservative and Marxist forces (Nuscheler and Steffani 1972).

At the same time, scholars have noted that the fight against racism and economic inequality is far from a zero-sum game, as evidenced by the fact that the civil rights movement helped to improve the economic lot of traditionally marginalized groups (Berrey 2015: 257). Because exclusion and oppression were often historically directed in various ways at collectives, it is argued, it is natural and logical that these collectives would mount a response. Furthermore, claiming the non-existence of something that is evident and authentically experienced by many people is unsatisfactory, not just analytically, but also politically (Susemichel and Kastner 2018: 8, 37). Accordingly, the notion that the battle for social equality requires emphasizing differences and therefore inequality is sure to remain integral aspect of the dialectics of diversity.
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Eigentlichkeit

KATJA STOPKA

The German term Eigentlichkeit is derived from the adjective eigentlich (‘actual’/‘actually’ or ‘real’/‘really’), which is used synonymously with ‘in reality’, ‘in principle’, and ‘in truth’. Its meaning is also related to the adjectives ‘inherent’, ‘innate’, and ‘intrinsic’, as well as ‘original’ or ‘proper’ (DWDS 2020). The noun Eigentlichkeit is used to describe the original and undeniable state of a person or thing. It is commonly used to refer to something essential, as a property of a characteristic that determines the inner nature of a person or thing (DWDS 2020).

On the surface, the concept of Eigentlichkeit appears to be simply synonymous with the concept of authenticity; indeed, the German terms Eigentlichkeit and Authentizität are usually both translated into English as ‘authenticity’. However, this reductive view proves to be imprecise and fails to do justice to either term from a diachronic or synchronic perspective. This is because the relevance and horizon of meaning of Eigentlichkeit derives from the technical terminology of twentieth-century philosophy. Martin Heidegger introduced Eigentlichkeit as a central concept of existentialism, yet the concept of Authentizität is much older; the latter term is used in much broader cultural, social, and theoretical contexts with greater flexibility of meaning. In this respect, its semantics and usage extend far beyond twentieth-century philosophy to a plurality of disciplinary contexts and functions, including law and economics, culture and art, history, sociology and psychology, referring to both object and subject constellations.

Heidegger introduced the concept of Eigentlichkeit in his early work Being and Time (2010 [1927]); it refers to a mode of being contrasted with its opposite, Uneigentlichkeit. These opposing concepts are usually translated into English as ‘authenticity’ and ‘inauthenticity’ (Heidegger 2010). Against this background, Eigentlichkeit can be defined as primarily a category of the subject’s authenticity. Heidegger conceives of Eigentlichkeit as a mode in which the subject, after having gained insight into their own finiteness (‘Being-toward-death’), can decide to consciously take control of their own existence and lead an ‘authentic existence’. A person (Heidegger’s term for the individual is ‘Dasein’; the pronoun is usually rendered ‘it’ in English) can always be spoken of in terms of Eigentlichkeit when it ‘belongs to itself’ (Heidegger 2010: 42); that is, where it grasps the factual opportunities for action available to it in a self-determined way and does not direct itself towards the predetermined offerings of the society into which the individual is born. In Heidegger’s terminology, the latter is referred to as ‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit). Heidegger understands the individual being born into things in this way as a surrender; a state of being in which the individual is at the mercy of his environment. He describes it as Uneigentlichkeit (inauthenticity) or inauthentic existence. Only the conscious decision to free oneself from this structure opens up the chance of authentic existence, or in Heidegger’s terms, Dasein’s ‘authentic potentiality for being itself’ (eigentlichen Selbst-sein-können) (Heidegger 2010: 178; cf. Müller 2005: 52–60; Hügli and Han 2015: 132ff.).

In his reflections on the fundamental structures of being human and in his basic assumption that the vocation of man lies in his self-discovery, Heidegger raises the question of the extent to which ways of life and ways of being can be shaped or moulded. In doing so, he links authenticity and inauthenticity with sincerity or insincerity towards oneself (cf. Krämer 2012: 18). Sybille Krämer thus regards the primary achievement of existential philosophy as having blazed ‘the trail for a fusion of the authentic with honesty, genuineness, and truthfulness’ (Krämer 2012: 18).

Martin Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, which includes an analysis of the basic structures of human existence and questions the meaning of being, is one of the most influential philosophical works of the twentieth century and has had a significant impact on international philosophical discourse after 1945. Alongside German philosophers such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hannah Arendt and Hans Jonas, French philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, and later Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, were amongst those who drew on Heidegger’s existential philosophy. The key concept of Eigentlichkeit was translated into French as authenticité and, once its meaning had been expanded by French philosophers such as Sartre, was subsequently re-translated into German as Authentizität (cf. Müller 2005: 55). The same applies to English. Here, too, Eigentlichkeit was translated as ‘authenticity’ (Spivak 2006: 68). Heidegger himself had earlier described the term Eigentlichkeit, which he had introduced into philosophy, as untranslatable (Heidegger 2018 [1941]: 321). It is no surprise that a term understood by the German existentialist as idiosyncratically German could not simply be transplanted like for like into other languages, instead relying on imperfect translations such as ‘authenticité’ and ‘authenticity’, or that the philosophical horizons of reflection concerning Heidegger’s Eigentlichkeit have subsequently become misaligned from the German, particularly in its reception in France. Nevertheless, since this translation dilemma first arose in the 1960s, the gap in meaning between the terms Eigentlichkeit and Authentizität has narrowed, despite the more complex spectrum of meanings that the concept of authenticity now encompasses compared to Heidegger’s mid-twentieth-century concept. Eigentlichkeit is therefore often used as a synonym for Authentizität, both in popular usage and sometimes in the discourses on the authentic self and the authenticity of the subject (cf. Strub 2009).

Similarly, the concept of alienation has taken on an increasingly important role as a counterpart to authenticity or Eigentlichkeit when compared to the 1960s. In a significant departure from Marx’s concept of alienation (cf. Oppolzer 1997), the term alienation is now used as a synonym for the equally unwieldy and vague concept of Uneigentlichkeit employed in the generally very idiosyncratic philosophical vocabulary of Heidegger’s existential philosophy (cf. Schmidt 1984: 245f.; Maurer 1973–1974: 358; van Loon 2016). In this sense, alienation refers to the existentialist experience of inauthentic determination from without (uneigentliche Fremdbestimmung), which in turn, according to Heidegger, becomes the motive for the pursuit of Eigentlichkeit. On the other hand, following Sartre’s strand of existentialism – and thus drawing once again on the Marxist tradition – alienation is no longer understood solely as an existential category, but also as a social category that requires political and social action to overcome (cf. Schmidt 1984: 246ff.; Ghisu 1997). Understanding alienation not only as the fundamentally existential experience of the individual thrown into the world, but also as a socially induced experience of the alienation of individuals and groups, has widened the understanding of authenticity since the emergence of the concept in the mid-twentieth century; it is now increasingly gaining in psychological, sociological, political and historical relevance in addition to its philosophical significance. At the same time, interest has shifted away from the question of what the subject is (metaphysically speaking). Since then, the focus has been on exploring how and by what means the subject is constructed as a subject or constructs and develops itself (Historical Anthropology). As a result, recent approaches in the social sciences and cultural studies have increasingly focused on processes of subjectivation, exploring the historical and contemporary factors and conditions that make the individual a socially accepted subject capable of acting. This approach sheds light on the cultural requirements for direction both in the present and in recent contemporary history as well as on the associated attempts to understand the subject’s demands for autonomy and authenticity that it diagnoses (cf. Wiede 2020; Reichardt 2014; Reckwitz 2020; Rössler 2017).

The concept of authenticity introduced by Heidegger and the associated ‘existential school of authenticity’ received its strongest critique from Theodor W. Adorno, who in turn put forward a completely different concept of authenticity. According to Adorno’s Critical Theory, the subject cannot gain any authenticity in the social ‘context of delusion’ in which it lives. Authenticity only has a claim to validity as an aesthetic category. This means that only works of art can validate authenticity, insofar as they elevate that which goes far beyond the subjective consciousness of the individual or of the artist, and at the same time beyond the collective consciousness of the society to which the artist belongs. According to Adorno, works of art gain their authenticity through the moment of the unconscious or superconscious which is only unreflectively inscribed in every subject and thus in every society, but which can nevertheless take shape in art. Adorno claims artworks can have historical authenticity, because in them the historical becomes constitutive: ‘They are the self-unconscious historiography of their epoch; this, not least of all, establishes their relation to knowledge’ (Adorno 1997: 182).

In his 1964 work The Jargon of Authenticity (    Jargon der Eigentlichkeit) Adorno strongly objects to the language of authenticity used by Heidegger and other German-speaking philosophers of the 1950s and 1960s, such as Karl Jaspers and Otto Friedrich Bollnow. The discourse of authenticity, which for Adorno also includes such synonyms as ‘genuineness’, ‘truth’, ‘honesty’, and ‘integrity’ as well as Eigentlichkeit, suggests that words have an ‘original meaning’ (see Adorno 1973: 8). However, this would deprive them of their context and any conceptual content that could be attributed to them, which would mean nothing other than stripping language – and thus any other social, cultural and political contexts – of its historicity (see ibid.: 12–14). Adorno’s criticism is thus not so much directed at the concept of authenticity itself. Rather, according to his critique, authenticity serves to demonstrate ‘the ether in which the jargon flourishes, and the way of thinking which latently feeds it’ (ibid: 6). Heidegger furnishes the semantic court of authenticity with ‘noble nouns’ such as ‘appeal’, ‘commission’, ‘genuine dialogue’, ‘concern’, and ‘commitment’. These serve as signal words of the jargon, expressing a metaphysical attitude that pretends to an emphatic claim to truth that inevitably fails to deliver on its promise (ibid.: 6). Rather, they disguise the subject’s experiences of alienation in modernity with a comforting ‘liturgy of inwardness’ (ibid.: 70).

However, Adorno’s rejection of the rhetoric of authenticity was itself subjected to sharp criticism within the academy. It was judged as primarily a polemic against Martin Heidegger and his philosophy, despite the fact that Adorno’s critique of the jargon of authenticity was not limited to Heidegger (cf. Wesche 2011: 364). Yet the Adorno expert Hartmut Scheible saw the impact of Adorno’s writing above all in the fact that, soon after its appearance, the then pre-eminent ‘solemn linguistic dressing’ – referring not least to Heidegger’s peculiar style of language – fell out of fashion (Scheible 1989: 139). This observation is largely borne out by fifty years of historical distance. Heidegger’s idiom, which had become very popular in West Germany, peaked in the 1950s, but was increasingly rejected in the 1960s as it became perceived as anti-modern. This was not least due to the fact that Heidegger’s involvement in National Socialism had become increasingly associated with the content and rhetoric of his philosophy, leading to a wave of critical reflection on the subject. Today, however, the concept of Eigentlichkeit also seems rather antiquated; in the current discourse on authenticity, it is merely used casually and without further explanation alongside other common synonyms such as truthfulness, originality, genuineness and immediacy (cf. Knaller 2006: 7). Eigentlichkeit, however, still retains its specific significance as a concept in the terminology of Heidegger’s existential philosophy.
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Excavation and Feature

URSULA WARNKE

The terms ‘excavation’ and ‘feature’ are closely tied to the methodology of archaeological source evaluation – and thus to archaeology as a discipline in its own right. The ‘excavation’ of an archaeological site facilitates the preservation of the archaeological record and enables its presentation alongside that of associated small finds. Excavation may rescue objects and features from permanent destruction. Nowadays, archaeologists intervene almost exclusively when in situ features are endangered (e.g. by a construction project), such that there is a risk of irretrievable loss. Here lies a crucial point of difference between the archaeologist and historian. Inferences about the past are not drawn on the basis of written sources, but rather from – ostensibly objective – features and artefacts. Fitzenreiter (2009: 6f.) has even suggested that written sources should be regarded as archaeological findings and critically evaluated as such. Material remains are the primary sources for the archaeologist, while archival records fulfil this purpose for the historian. Archaeology is a method that interprets and thereby names finds and features. If relevant written records from the past exist, then these are consulted to shed additional light on the material record. It is generally accepted that the archaeologist reads the earth like a book. The task of the archaeologist is to interpret layers in which temporally classifiable materials are embedded and can be dated. These traces of the past may be located under mountains or meadows. However, the overarching concern is to read these traces of the past correctly. The excavated remains (i.e. unintentionally produced primary sources) of past times are regarded as authentic sources and original evidence. They provide information about living conditions and cultures, customs, rites, and sometimes even religious beliefs. Plant remains and pollen allow for the reconstruction of entire landscapes, including the respective flora and fauna.

FIND AND FEATURE: A DEFINITION

Archaeologists excavate a site to study the traces of the past contained therein, including all material culture. Material features are the ‘primary data’ of the archaeologist: ‘these sources from a preliterary time bequeath to us a genuine, tangible remnant of a very distant past. Insomuch as these relics bar direct interpretation that transcends the material, their aura makes them immediately fascinating – they are perceived as “coagulated life” ’ (Eggert 1991: 6).

In addition to individual finds, an archaeological site may contain various ‘features’ – that is, non-portable modifications to a site such as postholes, burials, and hearths, which leave detectable traces in the ground. Such features are interpreted based on the most current scientific knowledge in order to arrive at conclusions about various issues, including the culture of the time and past events. These interpretations lead to reconstructions of settlement and burial sites; to the identification of handicraft areas, transport infrastructure, and cult sites; and to inferences about rites and rituals.

A peculiarity of archaeology is that it destroys its own sources, due to the interventions required to excavate a site. This ‘destruction’ must therefore proceed in a controlled manner. Apart from the recovered artefacts, the documentation of a site in the form of drawings, photos, and positional measurements is the only thing that survives an archaeological excavation and that is made available to later generations as a more or less verifiable source.

Yet how ‘authentic’ or ‘truthful’ are the interpretations offered in an exhibition? By way of example, an archaeologist may draw inferences from grave furnishings as to the social status of the deceased, or may interpret settlement layouts as a reflection of social structures (Veit 2014: 355). However, this interpretation will depend heavily on the experience of the excavators; in archaeology, stratigraphy is also interpreted differently than in geology. At the same time, newer documentation methods are helpful, and photorealistic documentation and 3D models are playing an increasingly important role (Jensen 2018: 60f.).

In archaeology, the term ‘finds’ is used when referring to portable material culture and the term ‘features’ refers to non-portable modifications to the site (Veit 2014: 351). One can also speak of ‘finds’, which refers to a found object such as a stone artefact, a ceramic vessel, or a piece of jewellery, etc. Items exhibited in museums, on the other hand, are ‘interpreted sources’ that are ‘restaged’ in the context of an exhibit. They are removed from their original archaeological context and are embedded in new contexts in the museum (Thiemeyer 2011: 230).

This means that in archaeology, the circumstances and context of the find are as a rule more important than the find itself. For only by embedding the find in its original context does it retain its scientific significance. If the context is no longer understandable, the find remains largely mute. It still might possibly reveal something about the handicraft techniques with which it was made, but all the other information is lost.

By contrast, a distinction is made in the case of surface features between those that are visible and those that are invisible. Features in the archaeological sense are the circumstances of a find that are observable or measureable, in other words, the context of the find. This includes both the relationship of the archaeologically relevant features to one another as well as to the surrounding layers of earth, i.e. to the third component that must always be taken into account – stratigraphy. Today, archaeological contexts are always documented both in written and visual form. This documentation provides an important basis for the scientific evaluation of the site, particularly with a view to reconstructing the original context of a find, for the act of excavation always leads to a loss of original context.

To explain features as fully as possible, in addition to archaeological expertise, one requires soil science and geology, as subtle differences in the layers of earth must be recognized and interpreted. Discolorations in the earth that stem from recent disturbances in the soil, buried animal passages or, for instance, decomposed trees, must be distinguished from archaeological features. Frequently, the same area is used at different times and therefore in different archaeological periods, so that, for example, Bronze and Iron Age evidence can appear side by side. The overall picture must then be comprehensively examined and interpreted with a view to retaining information for posterity.

Researchers have been continually advancing documentation methods in order to render the presentation of findings more objective and comprehensible – which, in turn, is thought to render them more authentic. A modern attempt at documenting evidence in the most authentic manner possible is 3D visualization as generated by photogrammetry, which supplements or in some cases replaces graphic documentation. This shows an excavated surface or section in great detail due to the many overlapping photographs; it also enables an interpretation of the archaeological record with the greatest possible objectivity in retrospect, even after excavation (Jeffrey 2015). The use or creation of 3D models of archaeological records is by now established practice. The 3D documentation produces photorealistic representations of finds, features and structures in situ, meaning the circumstances of the archaeological interpretation become more flexible and can also be carried out by different people even far away from the excavation site. Thus, the interpretation does not necessarily have to take place exclusively during the excavation. In this way, the possibility is now provided to trace the analysis of the findings or to distinguish between observation and interpretation. Ideally, it should be possible to ‘re-excavate’ the excavation on the computer and to involve others (also across disciplines) in the interpretation. The data from observation and interpretation can be revised, and, if necessary, corrected, as it allows more than one single interpretation and leads to a synthetic and condensed excavation report (Jensen 2018: 59ff.).

The improvement of documentation methodologies towards gaining the greatest possible authentic documentation as an instrument in archaeological fieldwork has taken place gradually and as an iterative process that reflects the technological developments since the turn of the millennium (e.g. the 3D documentation of entire sites). The 3D documentation and the consequently generated 3D copies of the findings are intended to authenticate the evidence. The London Charter of 2006 lays a foundation for the data transparency and authenticity of the 3D copy or for a standardized, computer-based visualization that is fact-based to enable further research (Hermon and Niccolucci 2018: 37–47).

EXCAVATION AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF TECHNICAL INNOVATION

Excavation often entails the removal of finds from their original context. While it was customary in the nineteenth century to recover only notable artefacts and to leave ostensible extraneous material such as waste aside, this understanding has been changing over time. Early collecting activities entailed isolating the object or find, which lead to the irretrievable dissolution and thus destruction of many archaeological contexts.

Major scientific excavations began in the nineteenth century – for example, at Olympia from 1875 to 1881, where photography was used consistently for the first time. During this time, the desire developed to recognize and document archaeological contexts that had been lost due to the earlier focus on collecting precious objects. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Theodor Wiegand practiced an early form of ‘contextual archaeology’ which was distinguished by the large-scale excavation of archaeological sites. Yet the ultimate aim was the desire to expand the holdings of the planned Pergamon Museum in Berlin. The sites uncovered during this period were usually left exposed, and were thus subject to weathering, vandalism, and littering – as demonstrated by the example of Pompeii, which was widely excavated and is now visibly in decline. Many of the unique findings at this archaeological site have deteriorated over time or have been relocated to museums, such that the context of their discovery has been lost (Heilmeyer 2013: 35f.).

Nowadays, special findings are often secured using casting methods. The excavation of the Middle Palaeolithic site at Salzgitter-Lebenstedt in 1952 furnishes an early example of the application of such methods; several strata were presented as complete profiles and distributed to multiple museums.

Block excavation is another increasingly common technique. Blocks of earth are carefully cut or isolated in situ, encased in protective material such as plaster or resin, and then ‘excavated’ in a restoration workshop. The Gessel gold hoard, for example, was excavated by the State Museum Hanover under veritable laboratory conditions. At the State Museum of Prehistory in Halle, family graves from Eulau are exhibited with some of the surrounding earth block. Museum visitors can thus obtain a direct impression of the archaeological context. Archaeological records are, however, always akin to ‘cutouts’: ‘They are not only reduced in manifold ways by the particularities and coincidences of their transmission, and shaped in this way and also by the general and specific circumstances of their rediscovery and recovery. Added to this is the selection – and depositing – of goods from the spectrum of available material stock, which was undertaken by prehistoric and protohistoric man himself’ (Eggert 1994: 7).

AUTHENTICITY IN ARCHAEOLOGY

In the following, the question regarding the authenticity of an (interpreted) feature is examined further, for an often unquestioned objectivity is commonly attributed to archaeological remains. The intention here is not to repeat discussions of historiography or archaeological theory. Both in archaeology and in the historical sciences, facts are not given, but have to be determined (Lorenz 1997: 63; Brendecke 2002: 284), and to posit them invariably entails interpretation (Samida 2006: 37f.).

In prehistoric archaeology, which deals with periods without written records, it is not possible to refer back to historical sources. Some 99.5 per cent of human history can, according to Eggert, only be uncovered through archaeology (Eggert 2014: 171). Accordingly, archaeological interpretation is essential for gaining knowledge about the past. Once written history begins, we can gain insight into analphabetic cultures by examining surviving written texts from neighbouring literate cultures. This becomes more pronounced from the Middle Ages onwards, as written sources that can be drawn upon for interpreting archaeological findings become increasingly available. The branch of medieval archaeology, which emerged after the Second World War, and now the archaeology of Modernity, as well, understand themselves as a subdiscipline of the historical sciences. Interdisciplinary cooperation has been a matter of course since the beginning of this epoch at the latest, particularly as the archaeological practice of excavation is finding application in the interpretation of modern findings (e.g. in excavations of memorial sites and urban archaeology).

The problem of authenticity in archaeology has only been debated since the 1990s (Eggert 1994, 2002a, 2002b; Samida 2014; Veit 2003, 2014; Fitzenreiter 2014; Schweizer 2014). In 1994, Eggert was the first to suggest distancing oneself from the idea of the supposed objectivity of pre- and protohistoric sources. He noted that archaeological findings in particular are hardly interpreted without recourse to theory or presupposition (Eggert 2002a: 123f., 2002b: 26). For Fitzenreiter, authenticity is something ‘ascribed’ and in no sense ‘something inherent to the thing’ (Fitzenreiter 2014: 2). He also poses the question as to who is in the position to issue a ‘seal’ of authenticity as demanded by the audience (i.e. the public). The problem of authentification as an arena of expertise has also been addressed by Stephen Quirke (Quirke 2014). Beat Schweitzer, for his part, addresses the tension in archaeology that exists between the always non-authentic nature of the scientific narrative and the supposed authenticity of its sources (Schweizer 2014: 123f).

Indeed, the very act of identifying an archaeological feature already implies an interpretation. In this way, the individual posts of a (lost) building, which are visible as discolorations in the ground, become posts only through the interpretation of the excavator, who posits the existence of a complete house. As a result, the remnants of the posthole are used to reconstruct the vertical dimension of the former structure, including the walls and roof. Vertically buried posts are considered wall-forming, while diagonally buried ones are considered roof-bearing or wall-supporting. On this basis, a model or reconstruction is then created (e.g. for an exhibition). The individual postholes, which, as a rule, are marked by dark discolorations in the lighter ground, cannot be and are usually not recovered, but merely documented. To verify whether posts were buried vertically or diagonally, cuts are made in each post (i.e. half of the posthole is excavated) and hence corresponding profiles are created. Further findings are thus created to support the ‘house’ thesis. Depending on specific circumstances, a theory may or may not be confirmed. But it is not always possible for future generations of scientists to unequivocally follow the interpretation of the initial excavators’ analysis. The decision to cut a posthole in one or another way (e.g. in a north-south or an east-west direction) can only be made directly during the excavation. Because the evidence is destroyed through excavation, oftentimes the basis for a new evaluation of the site is then lacking. Sometimes, 1:1 scale models even utilize the excavated postholes on site to recreate the original structures.

The fact that archaeology as a whole is always a product of its time and society is demonstrated by the interpretation of the ‘Trelleborg type’ houses and their design features. Owing to their exact geometrical arrangement, this type of house is well suited as a model that can be used for interpreting architectural features at other Viking sites. Characteristic features include the double post rows on outer walls, with the outer row supporting a roof, in addition to parallel entrances on each long side. These corresponding entranceways were not recognized during the first excavations of the 1930s and 1940s. Only later excavations by Schmidt and Olsen permitted a reinterpretation and the first reconstructions exhibiting the features now deemed typical (Jensen 2018: 67).

If the excavators approach the site with a certain idea because the written sources mention the presence of, for example, a sacred site, the subsequent interpretation can be very strongly informed by this initial notion. In this way, a building that is actually secular in nature may be erroneously interpreted as a temple. Archaeological records can also be over-interpreted, as can be seen in the discussions surrounding Troy. It would be remiss not to make reference here to medieval archaeology, which is more concerned than the prehistoric and protohistoric archaeology with the ‘tyranny of the written sources’ (Scholkmann 2003, 2014: 316–320). It is not all that long ago that archaeological material remains were used as sources for researching the Middle Ages, after written sources had long been the sole source, alongside preserved buildings, for researching this epoch.

Excavators must constantly ask themselves: How well does my documentation reflect reality? For documentation is a media-specific representation, a visual account of what might have been in the past. Everything transpires in the knowledge that each finding is inferred. The previously described concept of documenting ongoing excavations with the help of 3D visualizations has proven to be an effective means of answering such questions (Jensen 2018: 65–68), even if it must be noted that this modern form of documentation technology does not attain the authenticity of an excavation (Schweizer 2014: 123f.).

CONCLUSION

Eggert expounded the fundamental problems of interpreting archaeological representations and accorded limited validity to hermeneutic, semiotic, and communication-theoretical approaches to interpretation in pre- and protohistoric archaeology (Eggert 2010). Subsequently, archaeology attempted to decipher the former symbolic universe on the basis of the surviving material evidence, with but very modest success.

Material culture is conditioned in part by the decisions made by once living human beings concerning which materials should be deposited. Additional factors include environmental influences and later human interventions of various kinds. Archaeological sources are therefore often necessarily incomplete. How then should we deal with the little that has survived? There are often several interpretations of a feature. Accordingly, in the context of the museum, shouldn’t we embrace intellectual humility and provide visitors with the opportunity to interpret and question features themselves?

The handling of tangible archaeological sources, the features and the associated finds, is never independent of interpretation and theory (Eggert 1994; Samida 2006). The London Charter of 2006 illustrates the challenges of navigating in the grey zone between archaeological documentation, hypotheses, and public dissemination. ‘This is not an easy task to accomplish, but evidently the transparency of that upon which the model is based is that which constitutes its authenticity’ (Jensen 2018: 71). The striving for objective excavation documentation is more important than ever. The excavators always have to always ask themselves: How sure am I? And how well does my documentation reflect reality?

Commonly, authenticity refers to single objects or artefacts from the past, and less to the retracing of an event. Jensen suggests integrating authenticity as a concept and implementing in a spatial database (together with GIS data and virtual reconstructions). What remains is the consequence of multiple versions of archaeological interpretations reaching the public. Nearly all museums integrate digital and interactive elements in their exhibitions, which in part can be seen there for years. An interactive 3D model offers the chance to be quickly replaced by one with a more up-to-date hypothesis. This gives visitors the chance to see the latest research results and to understand the iterative process and the nature of archaeological interpretations before the backdrop of a scientific snapshot that can also change over the course of time. Archaeology struggles for authenticity through the ever-improved documentation of the features that emerge through excavation. The dilemma remains that the wellspring of archaeology is always destroyed within the scope of an excavation. Only non-destructive imaging, e.g. using georadar or magnetic field measurements, preserves the features in the ground. Their interpretation is still considerably more difficult today than is the case with an excavation that uncovers archaeological features. Both the approach to the features and analysis of the material of a find will always retain a constructed aspect.
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Exhibitions

KATRIN PIEPER AND JOACHIM BAUR

Exhibitions are a cultural practice. A pillar of the museum, exhibitions have developed into a genre unto themselves. Exhibitions are spaces of communication that are open to the public. Whether temporary or permanent, exhibitions represent and make tangible history, narratives, and knowledge through a range of objects, specimens, artefacts, and media. Over the last few decades, the types, topics, media, and forms of display that define exhibitions as a medium have undergone a marked expansion.

Exhibitions have developed in step with notions of historical authenticity. This intertwining is rooted in the common assumption that exhibitions involve accurate, true, and authentic reproductions of historical reality. Today, however, we understand exhibitions to be multimedia settings shaped by the norms of contemporary forms of perception. In other words, their narratives, perspectives, and selection of objects are themselves historically conditioned. While these insights have led many to question critically the expectations of authenticity in exhibitions, the process of authentication in exhibitions remains an interesting topic of inquiry for multiple reasons. Authentication, for its part, comprises practices of verifying and legitimating (curatorial) authorship, and is thus related to authorization. Authentication imbues the exhibition, its representations, and its narrative with significance and relevance. For the subjects who engage with it, the exhibition’s communicative space revolves around the production and reception of experiences of authenticity.

Alongside exhibitions’ expansion, increased nuance, and progressively more refined topics, the interdisciplinary debate about staging exhibitions has grown considerably over the last few decades. Many accounts of the museum boom have focused on socio-economic factors. In Germanophone countries, these interpretations have been supplemented by readings that draw on the theory of compensation, which view the desire for and enjoyment of history and historical authenticity as the effect of a ‘diminishment of cultural familiarity conditioned by the tempo of [societal and cultural] change’ (Lübbe 1982: 18). Other questions in the debate on exhibitions include authenticity and heritage (Wallace 1996; Dicks 2003); authenticity and staging (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998; Schultz 2003; Beier-de Haan 2005); the possibility of representing history, particularly the Holocaust (Pieper 2006; Jong 2018); the political function of exhibitions; and the ‘power’ of images. A new strain of research focuses more on experiences of authenticity in exhibitions. Rather than study the relation between authenticity and representation, these works inquire into the performative dimensions of authenticity and the ways in which it is shaped by the social context of visits to the exhibition (Brida 2014; Weindl 2019).

This chapter analyses two aspects of the relation between ‘historical authenticity’ and exhibitions. First, it engages with how exhibitions’ presentation and representation of history continue to be guided by the shifting, paradoxical category of authenticity, despite the many critiques that have called it into question. The connection is paradoxical because there is a fundamental antinomy between representation (exhibition) and the authentic, which is often understood as something immediate, something not represented or staged. Second, the chapter offers an overview of the history of exhibitions, their historically specific treatment of concepts of authenticity and the ways in which it comes to be ascribed to something, and their strategies of authentication.

DIMENSIONS OF AUTHENTICITY IN EXHIBITIONS

As spatially staged narratives that are visualized with artefacts and various media, exhibitions are not identical reproductions of historical reality, but construals of the past. They bring forth and constitute their object through a set of techniques of representation and narrative strategies. ‘Functions of the fictive unavoidably play a role in attempts to make the experience of the past accessible and relevant for any given present’ (Korff 2002: 171). The practice of curation is a production process aptly described as its own type of poetics (Karp and Lavine 1991; Lidchi 1997).

HOW DO EXHIBITIONS GENERATE AUTHENTICITY?

Exhibitions’ repertoire of means of authentication comprises artefacts, their narrative and textual structures, spatial and architectural settings, and other media.

Object authenticity:    The exhibition presents original, ‘authentic’ things (which can also include photos, documents, etc.) that curators have evaluated and selected as bearers of historically valuable information (see the chapter by Thiemeyer in this volume). Producers of exhibitions order the chosen objects in accordance with their own concepts and knowledge. In a sense, this destroys historical authenticity by altering the objects’ context and arranging them in a new constellation. Curators’ verification of an object’s authenticity is what authenticates it. If a replica is erroneously authenticated as an original, the ensuing ‘de-authentication’ can cause an enormous loss of meaning and lead to feelings of deception among visitors who are themselves unable to distinguish between original and reproduction.

Narration:    Exhibitions can be conceived of as semiotic systems and visits to exhibitions as an act of reading (Scholze 2004; Jong 2018). Texts and other media in exhibitions forge narrative ties been fragmentary objects that have been extracted from their original contexts. A historically sensitive arrangement of objects generates narrative. Chronological order, for instance, is the dominant mode of narration in historical exhibitions.

Exposition and architecture:    The exposition of things takes place in a display space (Schober 1994; Korff 2002). The techniques of exposition range from individual style elements and minimalist presentation to ‘realistic’ reconstructions and sets that historicize their component objects. Architectural elements, display cases, original objects presented in designed interiors, lighting, and other media can amplify the impression that an exhibition has cultural and historical meaning. Reconstructions and emotionally captivating or personalizing effects such as unstable floors or dioramas can contribute to the generation of an ‘authentic’ atmosphere. These elements can guide visitors’ interpretation of the narrative constructed in the exhibition. Moreover, the curatorial authentification of the exhibition space can aim to minimize the distance between visitors and the story, creating a sense of immediacy. The ‘postmodern’ architecture of some museums designed by star architects bestows its own form of authenticity to the narratives that unfold inside (Young 2016; Neuman 2014).

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF AUTHENTIFICATION IN AND THROUGH EXHIBITIONS?

Claims to truth, legitimation:    Because of their claims to factuality, exhibitions are media of authenticity. They document, communicate, and/or reflect upon historical ‘truth’. To this end, exhibitions are bound up with processes of authentication. Curators check the authenticity of objects. The artefacts’ placement within the exhibition enables them to undergird and validate its narrative. Text and media in the exhibition are supported with scholarly literature and research. The exhibitions’ production team works to ensure that storylines are compelling. All of this serves to corroborate the exhibition’s narrative, engender credibility, and ultimately confirm the exhibition’s representation of history and historical fact.

Temporal and spatial distance:    Exhibitions are vehicles that seek to transport their audiences to other, faraway, or foreign worlds or time periods. They are ‘the ultimate providers of distance (other peoples, other times, other places) in the here-and-now’ (Dicks 2003: 3). The fascination inherent in exhibitions is induced through the illusion of a temporal and geographical journey as well as the fiction of taking part in something far-off or foreign despite the exhibition’s spatial proximity.

Economy, culture industry:    Promises of experiences of authenticity can also have a marketing function in the world of exhibitions. They seek to arouse or satisfy supposed needs for ‘real’, unique encounters. The popular buzzword experience history establishes an equivalence between subject-oriented experiences of authenticity and historical reality (Handler and Gable 1997).

Effects of the authentic are thus triggered by a heterogeneous repertoire of authentification strategies and techniques. They are realized when an exhibition’s visitors acknowledge its claim to credibility and feel that the impressions of immediacy it generates translate into an experience of authenticity. This is supported by the fact that museums and exhibitions as such hold a high level of credibility. Visitors generally do not reflect on the fact that exhibitions are constructed in a process that involves numerous authors. Critical distance is supplanted by the ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ (Bal 2002: 83), and visitors accept the representation’s apparent objectivity, which facilitates the exhibition’s ‘naturalizing effect’ (Marchart 2005: 38).

AUTHENTIFICATION IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF EXHIBITIONS AND FORMS OF PRESENTATION

Different types of exhibitions (art, natural science, history, etc.) have distinct traditions and logics, which sometimes diverge from one another significantly. However, some commonalities can be discerned in their authentification strategies. The following discusses three of these and places them in relation to the historical development of forms of presentation: immersion, narration, and witness. The outline concludes with an analysis of how some exhibitions engage in critical reflection on authenticity and authentification in exhibitions themselves.

Immersion

Universal exhibitions:    Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, large international exhibitions, also known as universal exhibitions or world’s fairs, offered a mass spectacle for millions of people that was novel both in its size and in its diversity. Universal exhibitions were at once exuberantly curated trade fair expositions that celebrated a narrative of technological progress and giant, festive amusement parks. National pavilions and detailed replicas of colonial villages strived to make visitors feel like they were immersing themselves in an ‘authentic’ miniature version of the world, an effect that erased awareness of the construct’s fictionality. Adhering to the logic of an imperial, colonial, racist system and enabled by increasing mobility, curators selected objects, animals, and humans they deemed representative and forced these ‘exotic’ people to stand on display. In the ‘authentic’ atmosphere assembled by curators, the ‘realness’ of the exhibited humans and animals and the vitality of colonial subjects was supposed to enable visitors to experience colonial alterity. The audience was, however, unable to verify that the abducted humans put on display actually came from where curators claimed they did or that the folklore that framed them was ‘authentic’. The supposed reproduction of life in the colonies, the ‘staging of wildness’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 42), and the performance of ostensibly traditional rituals served as a screen for the audiences’ prejudicial projections and their collective identification as white, superior, and civilized. In this function, the exhibitions ultimately served to legitimize the colonial system of domination and violence. Anticipating a recurring feature of ethnographic exhibitions that continues to be used to this day, the colonial displays defined one’s ‘own’ culture through representations of the ‘other’ (consolidation of identity). Authenticity was generated through the detailed replicas of colonial villages as well as the construction of architectural landmarks like the Eiffel Tower. The villages reproduced the putatively authentic life worlds of colonized subjects. In contrast to their ‘naturalness’, the works of contemporary architecture were depicted as masterpieces that demonstrated progress and the superiority of Western civilization. The immediate encounter with living humans presented as ethnographic objects and the construction of life-sized scenes not only produced some of the first spaces that allowed visitors to feel as if they were immersing themselves in another world. They foreshadowed the ‘staged authenticity’ that became a core feature of mass tourism in the late twentieth century (MacCannell 1976). Similarly immersive or ‘total’ exhibitions can be found in living history sites as well as in museum villages, where the re-enactment of history is today generally performed by actors or dolls (Handler and Gable 1997; Schindler 2003).

Panoramas:    The first panoramas were the panorama paintings of the late eighteenth century. These artistic, technologically novel 360-degree paintings showed audiences views of cityscapes or unknown landscapes. Drawing on historical painting, they put famous events – above all battlefields – before viewers’ eyes (Plessen 1993). The ‘London Panorama’, created by Robert Barker in 1791 and installed in a rotunda, attracted large crowds. The images were intended to offer the audience an immediate, comprehensive, and deceptively realistic perspective and to entertain and captivate them with detail-rich, life-sized scenes. In the middle of the rotunda, most of which was slightly elevated, visitors could look around as if they were standing in the middle of the action. Roofs and other obstacles blocked visitors’ ability to look up to such a degree that the panorama’s borders were not visible. As a novel exhibition medium, the panorama provided audiences with a new, immediate perspective on the world that produced authenticity by dissolving temporal and spatial distance. Panoramas are not just a visual, but a virtual experience and can thus be considered immersive. The illusion of witnessing a cityscape real time generated its own conceit of authenticity. Like universal exhibitions, the panorama functioned as a ‘surrogate for travel’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 43) for a large class of people in the nineteenth century.

Dioramas:    Arising in the nineteenth century, dioramas are three-dimensional, naturalistic visualizations of a concept, event, place, or nature scene. Originally conceived for depictions of dramatic action, the beginning of the twentieth century saw the transformation of dioramas in glass display cases into one of the primary media of natural history museums (Gall and Trischler 2016; Etienne 2022). Dioramas are a multimedia exhibition form that display artistic reconstructions of different natural habitats. They generally centre either on strange, preserved specimens arranged in ‘real-life’ positions or on ‘realistic’ wax models of humans. While the taxidermy animals contain parts of what was once a living being, such as preserved skin or parts of the skeleton, humans in dioramas are shaped to look ‘true to life’ (Lange 2006). Dioramic scenes evoke a sense of fidelity to reality. They allow viewers to relish in the illusion that they are directly participating in an event, even if it is only accessible to them as a static, frozen, ideologically charged scene (Haraway 1984).

Experience history:    Over the past few decades, historical exhibitions have often employed immersive elements with the goal of dismantling visitors’ cognitive and critical distance to the represented historical events, stimulating the senses, triggering emotions, and thereby facilitating identification. Visitors are encouraged to shift their perspective by themselves becoming part of the exhibition and participating in a series of scenes that are ostensibly historically authentic.

Some Holocaust museums seek to compensate for visitors’ remove from historical events by having them journey through staged reproductions of experiences of discrimination, ghettoization, the selection, and murder. At the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., for instance, original objects, large-format images, and replicas of structures like the bridge into the Warsaw Ghetto evoke in visitors the feeling of being at the authentic site of history. The highpoint of the exhibition tour is a passage through a transport car followed by a reproduction of the gate of the Auschwitz extermination camp. Other immersive media that bolster illusions of an immediate, authentic journey through history include ceiling-high props and remakes of significant objects. Sounds in immersive exhibitions bring forth ‘authentic’ auditory landscapes. Identification cards and passports with ‘real’ biographies or fictional historical characters enable visitors to establish emotional connections with the events. Architectural elements can also generate immersive effects. For instance, the entire basement floor of the Jewish Museum in Berlin uses more indirect, architectural means to lend authenticity to its evocation of the historical experiences of those persecuted by the Nazi regime.

Exhibitions involving dramatic performances that turn visitors into participants go a step further. For example, the theatre collective Rimini Protokoll produces interactive stage plays to generate new perspectives on reality. The exhibition Nachlass (Gropius Bau Berlin, 2017) consists of eight immersive installations that depict individuals grappling with the question of what will or should remain of them after they die. Decorated with objects, images, and furniture that belong to the story of each character, these installations can be entered by visitors. While they explore the space, they hear a recorded text spoken by the respective character that reflects upon their life and questions of memory and inheritance.

Historical reconstructions with a convincing authenticity effect as well as the audience’s performative, embodied walk through history both serve to support the ‘immersion’ and visitors’ identification with history and the people who lived through it. These types of exhibitions dismantle the temporal, spatial, and cognitive distance that stands in the way of ‘experiencing history’; they seek to replicate the stage of the very history they recount.

Narration

Many narrative museums that have opened since the 1990s also deploy immersive authenticity effects while drawing on techniques of cinematic storytelling. Their impressionistic settings are intended to put the audience in direct contact with history. Still, in narrative museums, history itself is the focal point and key element in the authentification of the exhibition. One of the first museal narratives was the Musée des Monuments français, constructed in 1795 to tell the story of the French nation. It was a novelty that the exhibited works of art were embedded in a chronological narrative, allowing their presentation to depict a historical story of progress. The result was ‘the lifelike reproduction of an authenticated past and its representation as a series of stages leading to the present’ (Bennett 1995: 75f.). For their part, the storytelling strategies of contemporary narrative museums are closer to the suspenseful plotlines of blockbuster films. They generally organize historical chronology around a core narrative. For instance, the first section of the permanent exhibition of the German Emigration Centre in Bremerhaven revolves around the topic of travel, distributing parts of stories of migration from different time periods into three chapters: departure, transit, and arrival. The vehicle of transit – the ship – plays a key role as a narrative nexus. The Holocaust Memorial Museum, too, breaks up its chronology into thematic chapters – a storyline of escalating terror from exclusion and discrimination to ghettoization, deportation, and extermination.

Narrative museums generate authenticity through chronology and dramaturgy. The exhibition is centred on the story, which organizes the objects that in turn serve to illustrate it. An indispensable component of narrative museums are multimedia stations. The layout of the exhibition’s story reconceptualizes historical events and plotlines as successive chapters and crafts arcs of suspense. The curators’ intended message often receives considerable weight, which can lead to other perspectives or critical histories being sidelined. The multicultural national museums of New Zealand, Australia, and other countries celebrate and authentificate cultural diversity in their exhibition narratives, the result of a positive form of identity politics (Beier-de Haan 2005).

Witness

Developments in historiography and rapid advances in media technology have led to the increased presence of oral history in exhibitions since the 1980s. The concurrent ‘musealization’ of the Holocaust has turned survivor interviews – often presented in the form of talking heads – into the focal point of media-oriented exhibitions (Jong 2018). The exhibitions of Yad Vashem, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and the Bergen-Belsen Memorial, for instance, almost exclusively use interviews with survivors to teach visitors about their biographies. There will soon be no living witnesses of the atrocities of National Socialism. For this reason, video interviews with survivors can offer a significant testament to the authenticity of a museum’s narrative.

But interviews not only serve to authentificate a particular representation of history. They also enable visitors to identify with survivors. The rise of survivor interviews in exhibitions developed, on the one hand, out of the necessity to obtain witness testimony for the historical record and to make it accessible. On the other hand, curators have discovered how effective survivor interviews can be in exhibitions. Hearing personal stories, often expressively recounted by witnesses and survivors, is an experience unto itself that facilitates emotional connections with history. The act of witness is considered a historical source. It assumes an even more central and important role in historical narratives when few or no other historical sources are available.

Authenticity here comprises the truth and simultaneous authority of witness testimony as well as the subjective, life-defining dimension of the act of witness. Witnesses certify and authorize the historical narrative. Visitors acknowledge the credibility of the narrative. However, the processes of selecting and reconstructing witness interviews are not visible to them. The chapter on the ‘contemporary witness’ in this volume discusses the blurred lines between witness and fiction, especially as concerns the regular presence of survivor interviews in exhibition media. The figure of the witness, Sabrow argues, is not so much inauthentic as it is formed by media. Witness narratives are not only deeply subjective, constantly reconstructed memories that become influenced and altered by other memories over time. Interviews are also often shortened into a few key statements and are edited to fit into and support the exhibition’s narrative.

CRITIQUE OF AUTHENTIFICATION IN EXHIBITIONS

Criticisms of historical exhibitions’ claims to authenticity and strategies of authentification have been fuelled by the critiques of representation that began in the 1980s as well as by debates about the possibility of representing the Holocaust. Postcolonial theorists have unmasked the cult of authenticity in the representation of other cultures and the construction of the ostensible authenticity of cultural ‘others’ as Eurocentric techniques of buttressing identity. Since the 1990s, debates have grappled with the possibility of representing the Holocaust. Attempts to mimic immediacy and intimate to visitors that they are reliving historical experience (such as through reproduced buildings with original objects) have been sceptically viewed as inadequate and problematic. At the same time, witness testimony has taken on new status as a reliable source of authenticity.

Doubts about the mutually reinforcing legitimation of authorship, authority, and authenticity stand at the centre of these criticisms (see Karp and Lavine 1991; Bal 2002; Marchart 2005). Above all, critics have objected to the often unnamed authorship of exhibitions, the resulting inability of visitors to reflecting on authors’ potential biases, and the authority derived from this intransparency. In the wake of the linguistic turn, writers have debunked the notion that representations of history are neutral, objective, and documentary, and have emphasized that images of history are always narrative forms shaped by the subjective, interested perspectives of numerous actors. The narrative structures of exhibitions always conceal a plurality of other histories – including those immanent to the very artefacts they feature – and the fact that some of their conclusions might be the subject of debate among researchers (Crew and Sims 1991: 163).

Even if the significance of ‘authenticity’ plays a diminished role in contemporary debates on exhibitions – in contrast to topics like participation, forums, and discursive spaces – many exhibitions still claim to offer experiences of ‘authenticity’. Ivan Karp und Corinne Kratz (2000) criticize that visitors are often promised the ability to participate in the process of exhibition and knowledge production. But, they argue, the illusion of an ‘aura of authenticity’ serves only to bring forth cultural authority. In the end, curators remain the directors of the entire event. They retain their status as authorities and their power to determine what should be understood as ‘authentic’.

To address this issue, exhibitions themselves have begun thematizing and critiquing exhibitions’ own practices of authentification. This reflexive turn has established itself as a new constant in museums and has developed a critical approach to the history of their own institutions and collections. Public engagement with the history of objects and acquisition practices shows visitors the mutability and shifting meanings of things. Exhibitions about putting on exhibitions and particular forms of representation offer insights into the constructed nature of exhibitions and the mechanisms that produce authenticity. Exhibitions on fakes and counterfeits reflect on the museum’s power to authenticate.

Since the 1980s, this trend has been joined by interpretations and concepts of the museum like Stephan Bann’s ‘ironic museum’ (1988) that focus on the self-reflexivity and constructs of the institution and its exhibitions. Another outgrowth of the critique of the institution are fictional museums and mockeries of museums, which explicitly present themselves as inauthentic or anti-authentic. Their exhibitions play with the rhetoric of authenticity in order to put it up for discussion and debate. The Museum of Jurassic Technology, founded in Los Angeles in 1989, adapts aspects of the cabinet of curiosities in featuring fictional or odd objects and theories that aim not for authenticity, but to call into question categories and classifications such as ‘genuineness’, ‘factuality’, and ‘truth’. A ‘critical-constructive and ironic method’ also motivated the 2002 exhibition ‘Museutopia: Schritte in andere Welten’ (Museotopia: Stepping into Other Worlds) at the Karl Ernst Osthaus Museum, which gathered roughly thirty reflections on and utopian images of the museum that presented numerous paradigmatic breaks with and counterstrategies against the production of authenticity (Fehr and Rieger 2003).
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Forgery, Counterfeit, and Fraud

THOMAS ESER

The accusation of fraud, counterfeiting, forgery, or falsification is a denial of the authenticity of a product, creative achievement, or factual claim. The counterfeit, the forgery, the sham, fake, fraudulent or knock-off – all aim to deceive. They violate norms of truthfulness and disrupt trust in systems as well as in people. The topicality and intensity of discourses of fraud provide information about systems of truth, value, and achievement, and function as indicators within a culture of trust. This applies both to the material or ideal consumption of truth, materiality and achievement, and to trust or distrust in knowledge of and expertise in navigating the genuine and false. Discourses of fraud are multifaceted, ranging from doping in sport and trademark piracy to the counterfeiting of goods or sale of fake van Goghs on the art market.

The family of terms in this domain is extensive, etymologically diverse, and often imbued with subtle differences in connotation. The Latin term corruptio referred primarily to the debasement of currency or the adulteration of food; the English term adulteration similarly means watering down or mixing with a lower-quality substance, while in the language of contemporary economic competition between the East and the West, trademark infringement and piracy is branded counterfeiting. The German terms Fälschung and, less commonly, Falschwerk, belong to the falsch word family, meaning ‘false’. Deriving from the Latin falsum, the Grimms’ dictionary labelled it an ‘un-German word’ in 1862. They are used primarily to refer to the fraudulent production or circulation of products passed off as higher-quality substances or masquerading as a trusted brand.

The modern Western understanding of fraud and counterfeiting is therefore strongly negative, and expressed in terms of ‘copyright’ and brand performance. Globally, however, this conception is less entrenched. In Confucian-influenced East Asia, authenticity, originality, and intellectual property are valued less than traditional quality, price, and manufacturing efficiency. The meaning of the Chinese term shānzhài, for example, encompasses both ‘backwoods’ counterfeiting and skillful, semi-legal product imitation, in line with a culture of authenticity that recognizes gradual distinctions between the original and the counterfeit in place of a one-dimensional conception of originality (Byung-Chul Han 2011).

Counterfeits, forgeries, and frauds can be systematized and classified according to the professional field or medium involved, but also by the closeness or distance of the relationship between the fake and the original it is modelled on. Forgeries and counterfeits are primarily found in four scientific or creative fields: (1) the arts and sciences; (2) literature (including legal documents); (3) journalism (false reporting, disinformation, and ‘fake news’); and (4) falsifications in counter-publics, online cultures, or social media (Doll 2012: 18). Umberto Eco classifies them by their proximity or distance to the original, which he calls the ‘archetype’. According to Eco, radical forgeries are based on a specific model, which they reproduce precisely with a concrete intention to deceive; moderate forgeries are based on a group of original examples; and finally, forgeries ex nihilo give only a vague indication of the original model that must be interpreted (Eco 1990: 227–236).

FOOD AND MONEY: THE EXISTENTIAL THREAT OF COUNTERFEITING

In most jurisdictions, legal systems are highly alert to the counterfeiting, falsification, or adulteration of foodstuffs and pharmaceuticals, commodities, luxury goods, stamps, money, and documents. The ways in which food fraud – the adulteration, misrepresentation, or counterfeiting of foodstuffs – was dealt with in the past has attracted significant attention from researchers in the relatively new field of ‘food history’ as well as the more established ‘history of everyday life’ (Alltagsgeschichte). The subject offers unusually clear insights into historical legal systems, including the establishment of precedents in medieval fraud prosecutions and the harsh punishments meted out to those found guilty of counterfeiting. Perpetrators involved in the highly profitable trade in counterfeit saffron were put to death in half a dozen cases in fifteenth-century Nuremberg, for example. The death penalty also applied to the most notorious food fraud practice in the Low German states from the twelfth century on: the adulteration of wine. Distinctions can be drawn between various different types of adulteration and food fraud: in addition to ‘stretching’ wine by dilution or adulteration, there was counterfeiting by ‘brightening’ (such as using copper to give peas a greener colour), ‘freshening up’ spoiled food (such as turning rancid tallow into ‘butter’), ‘ingredient substitution’ (using herbs such as buckbean instead of hops in beer) as well as full-blown ‘imitation’ (making artificial tobacco from tree leaves) (Atkins 1991: 317–318). These practices were particularly prevalent in the growing cities of medieval Europe, fuelled by the permanent undersupply of ‘genuine’ foodstuffs.

Since the start of the nineteenth century, the need to deal with the counterfeiting of food and pharmaceuticals has contributed significantly to the development of modern policing and regulation, leading to the current state-led regimes of food monitoring and consumer protection. An increased sensitivity to the counterfeiting of food in its role as a social good can be attributed to a wider distance between producers and consumers created by the modern supply system, which has been shaped by the food industry and distributors (Hierholzer 2011). The primary victims of this system were the lower social classes, who developed new needs of consumption. The creation of this system was accompanied by an escalating series of food scandals, leading to outbreaks of hysteria over counterfeiting and adulteration. In 1820, the pioneer of food chemistry, Friedrich Accum, issued a warning that ‘there is death in the pot’ (Accum 1820). This new sensitivity to food fraud was subsequently lampooned by parodies. An international legal apparatus for tracing and prosecuting food fraud developed over the decades that followed. In 1908, the First International Congress for the Repression of Adulteration of Alimentary and Pharmaceutical Products stated that the global fight against food fraud was making progress. A worldwide ‘Codex alimentarius’ has been implemented as a World Trade Organization (WTO) standard since 1963, and since 2006, the International Medical Products Anti-Counterfeiting Taskforce (IMPACT) has been protecting against counterfeit medicines.

The counterfeiting of currency also has a long history reaching back to the dawn of the coinage-based Mediterranean currency system in the middle of the first millennium BCE. Here again, we find early and extremely harsh punitive traditions which became enshrined in legislation, beginning with the laws enacted by Solon and developing, via Sulla, to the Codex Theodosianus, which punished counterfeiting with drowning or burning at the stake. The first paper money system also immediately resulted in counterfeiting. In the second book of The Travels of Marco Polo, Polo reports on the emergence of paper money authorized by the imperial mint in thirteenth-century China. Employing the concept of authenticity, Polo explains that the counterfeiting of paper money was penalized with the ‘worst punishment’ up to the third generation: ‘Et alors la monnaie est authentique. Si quelqu’un voulait la falsifier, il serait puni du dernier supplice’ (‘And thus the money is authentic. If anyone tried to counterfeit it, he would be put to death’) (Simion 2016). Finally, in modern Europe, efforts to combat counterfeiting were not motivated solely by the direct impacts of the fraud itself in the narrow sense, but also by its indirect implications. By putting unauthorized currency into circulation, counterfeiters implicitly claimed for themselves a form of authority jealously guarded by the state; they not only enriched themselves personally, but also usurped the authority to assign value. Conversely, spreading counterfeit currency or postage stamps was a common political tactic used by states with the aim of destabilizing their rivals; during the Second World War, for example, Germany and Great Britain both attempted to introduce counterfeit money into circulation in enemy territory.

LITERARY FORGERIES: FAKES AND FRAUD IN HISTORY AND THE SCIENCES

The falsification of legal documents such as forged documents, records, credentials, or identity cards is a well-established criminal offence. These crimes are primarily motivated by the counterfeiter’s material or existential self-interest. By contrast, fraud and falsification in science and academic research is more likely to stem from issues surrounding the ethics of truthfulness within a culture of knowledge. As they usually manifest in written and published forms, they are also in a broader sense ‘literary’ forgeries. Scientific fraud attracts particular attention in the ethics of science because it undermines the principle that truthfulness is the scientist’s ultimate ethical norm, thus endangering the already difficult task of promoting the acceptance of scientific error, critical empiricism, and the deconstructibility of knowledge.

Seen from a broader perspective, the history of scientific fraud – like to the history of art forgery – can be read as a history of changing standards of truth. As in the art world, fraud scandals in the fields of history and the sciences often occur within subjects or conjectures that are paradigmatic of the period in question, thus serving to highlight them – and their blind spots. Around 1930, for example, the experimental physicist Emil Rupp published findings based on completely falsified elementary physics experiments which appeared to confirm the theories of Albert Einstein, and continued to do so to wide acclaim for several years. The exposure of Rupp’s fraud at first met with a muted reception in physics circles as it threatened to cause a major scandal that would damage the reputation of the discipline. It was left to historians of science from the following generation such as Charles Percy Snow and Thomas S. Kuhn to grasp the nettle of the Rupp scandal (van Dongen 2007). An earlier example of a scandal in the natural sciences was the fall from grace of the Würzburg physician Johann Beringer, who included hundreds of crude pseudo-fossils mocked up and buried by his students in his 1726 work Lithographiae Wirceburgensis Specimen. Taken in by the fraud, Beringer argued in good faith that the fake fossils (which later became known as ‘Beringer’s Lying Stones’) were evidence of ‘nature as a sculptor’ (Doll 2012: 77–105).

While the lying stones feigned authenticity by posing as paleological finds, forged manuscripts attributed to famous authors or contemporary witnesses base their false claim to authenticity on their status as supposedly original creations made by the person in question, evidenced by the imitation of their handwriting. Forged diaries or letters qualify as literary forgeries in the narrow sense, feigning a particularly intimate-auratic closeness to the writer and their feelings and actions. This most extreme form of deceptive personalization was employed by manuscript forgers such as Konrad Paul Kujau, whose forgeries of Adolf Hitler’s diaries dominated the headlines of the international press for weeks in the spring of 1983. Similarly, a century earlier, the ‘Balzac du Faux’, Denis Vrain-Lucas, forged thousands of letters that he attributed to famous historical figures, including a letter of apology from Pontius Pilate for his complicity in the death of Jesus and three thousand letters by Galileo Galilei. Forgeries of letters tend to be one of the most common formats of literary forgery. They have triggered extensive discourses on authenticity and generated entire fields of research and narratives, from pseudo-epigraphy in biblical studies (false apostles’ letters) to the phenomena of medieval messengers, including false news, to the ‘false love letter’ in the librettos of late Baroque comic operas.

Just like the circulation of counterfeit currency and postal stamps in enemy territory, the falsification of historical events after the fact can serve a concrete political purpose in the present, i.e. be a political instrument. For example, the authenticity of the famous Peace of Callias, a treaty in which the Persians purportedly guaranteed the Greeks a lasting peace around 449 BCE, came under suspicion even in the ancient world, with questions over the veracity of the manuscript itself as well as its transmission in written records (Hartmann 2010: 484–489). The form and function of the texts of documents forged for political purposes can vary as much as the duration and controversy surrounding their unmasking. Forgeries are also often linked to conspiracy theories, from the Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals to the Protocols of the Elders of Zion (Fuhrmann 1996: 48–63). The unmasking of the Donation of Constantine was a major milestone in the development of the discipline of Western forgery studies; indeed, it could even be regarded as the beginning of modern source-critical historiography itself. Allegedly issued around 316 CE by the Emperor Constantine, the decree transferred authority over Rome and the Western Roman Empire to the Pope. It was not until around 800 that humanist scholars succeeded in exposing the donation as a forgery by proving that the text contained numerous philological and historical anachronisms.

The hallmarks of the counterfeiter are recognizable among a range of pseudo-historiographers from the early modern period. In 1498, for example, Annius of Viterbo published eighteen volumes of his self-written Antiquitatum variarum, which he presented as the unknown writings of great classical figures. In forging these sources, Annius was pursuing the historical-political goal of defending the ancient claims of his hometown of Viterbo and the honour of Rome against the growing philhellenism of his time. The subsequent controversy over the authenticity of the Antiquitatum variarum helped to hone the techniques of source criticism. The critical, historical-philological examination of sources as a basic discipline in historical research is ‘dependent for its development on the stimulus that forgers have provided’ (Grafton 1990: 123). More recent developments in medieval studies urge us not to speak of forgeries or fraud, but of ‘fictions’, on the basis that humanist falsifiers of history invented ‘fictitiously infused source material’ without malicious intent, aiming to pursue the ‘reconstruction of medieval textual traditions’ (Mentzel-Reuters 2015; Wood 2008).

ART FORGERY

In the modern period, art forgeries are the type of forgery that attracts by far the most public interest. In addition to the narrower question of the authenticity of individual works, there has been an upswing in research into art forgery in its own right matching the increase in scholarly interest in the history of forgery and fraud overall (Monumenta Germaniae Historica 1988; Nida-Rümelin and Steinbrenner 2011; Becker, Fischer and Schmitz 2018). Earlier perceptions of art forgery went hand in hand with the shifting assignments of value to ‘fine art’ in terms of either materiality and difficulty of production, or creative performance, ideas, and the mythos of the artist. As the latter explicitly acknowledges immaterial and non-monetary ‘artistic achievement’, art in the modern Western understanding has an open-ended scale of value, but at the same time materializes in the ‘artwork as a commodity’ (Kunstwerk als Ware). This disparity between idealistic and commodifying artistic values was highlighted by the disegno ideal of the sixteenth century, which prioritized (and assigned artistic value to) the act of artistic invention over the execution and commercialization of the artwork. From the seventeenth century onwards, the explosive development of the art market and the rise of collecting fuelled this distinction. The effort and material value of art became increasingly uncoupled from the incessantly rising market price of the ‘big names’. From the nineteenth century on, the discrepancy between the cost of art forgery and the income it can generate has made fraud a particularly lucrative concern. Producing forgeries is relatively inexpensive given the enormous potential profits; in 2017, sales in the global art market amounted to about 70 billion euros.

In a striking parallel to the concept of ‘art history as the history of artists’, art forgery is often personalized. The art forger assumes the role of the cunning deceiver in a specious realm of experts and consumers. According to his contemporary biographer, Giorgio Vasari, Michelangelo’s early career as a sculptor began with the forgery of a supposedly ancient sleeping cupid, for example. The young sculptor’s Al-Antica sculpture was deliberately soiled in 1496 in order to pass it off as an ancient archaeological find. Michelangelo was by no means disgraced as a forger, but rather admired for his imitation skills. In the cult of the forger, forgery is held up as a veritable counter-art. The forger’s genius and cunning obscure his negative character traits, such as the desire for profit or fame (Charney 2015). In this way, ‘mocking forgers’, whether in self-expression, in biographical alienation, or literary fiction, practice criticism of the hollow concept of genius, the credulity of the layman, or the greed and scramble for patronage of their time. They thus stand in the tradition of great literary figures from Odysseus to the captain from Köpenick to Felix Krull. From the nineteenth century on, English art collectors, art historians, and academic culture have been especially noted for treating art forgers with a wink or even open admiration; a phenomenon attributable to the broader ambivalence towards connoisseurship as a profession felt by the British.

It is true that art connoisseurship was initially placed above artistry in Britain (Richardson 1719). However, the connoisseur hoodwinked by the forger soon came to be regarded as a figure of fun; ridiculing such deflated pretensions served as a means of denouncing those with exaggerated, self-aggrandizing and hubristic views of their own connoisseurship and taste (e.g. Dahl 1953). For example, the forger Tom Keating used hidden micro signs that could only be seen using specialist high-tech imaging techniques to mark his forgeries as fakes in order to heighten the embarrassment of future collectors and connoisseurs. Eric Hebborn, perhaps the most dazzling self-promoter among the art forgers of the twentieth century, left behind a guide to excellence in forging that was strongly coloured by his own life story. In it, he subjects ‘sacred’ art-historical expertise to withering derision (Hebborn 1997: 155). The recent upswing in popularity in the discourse on forgery and fraud thus has three causes: a paradigm shift in the concept of art and its associated redefinitions of the ‘original’; the establishment and, at the same time, questioning of specialization; and the constantly evolving question of art as a commodity generated by the art market, which boils down to a question of value.

The first truly major counterfeiting scandal in the Italian art world occurred in the 1850s and 1860s, causing repercussions on the global art market. The perpetrator was the Tuscan sculptor Giovanni Bastianini, who forged a large number of deceptively genuine-seeming works of Italian Quattrocento sculpture – especially portrait busts (Öcal 2018). Despite containing anachronisms, they were immediately acquired by major museums in Paris and London. Bastianini was met with a certain degree of respect on the part of experts; for example, the great ‘connoisseur’ Max J. Friedländer referred to him as an ‘aristocrat among forgers’. Friedländer also paid homage to Bastianini’s compatriot Alceo Dossena, who hoodwinked the great museums on the East Coast of the US in the 1920s with fake ‘antiques’ and Renaissance sculptures (Friedländer 1942: 260). The increase in forgeries in this period was reflected in the establishment of an association of ‘museum officials against forgeries’ in 1898. For four decades, it discreetly published information aiming ‘to ward off forgery and dishonest business practices’ (Verhandlungen des Verbandes von Museums-Beamten zur Abwehr von Fälschungen und unlauterem Geschäftsgebaren; Klemm 2004: 91–94). Internally and self-deprecatingly referring to itself as the ‘Angst Association’ – after its co-founder Heinrich Angst – the association organized annual meetings in strict secrecy and compiled an archive of known forgers.

In the 1930s and 1940s, the Vermeer forger Han van Meegeren was the subject of a particularly high-profile criminal investigation, including analysis of his criminal psychological profile. An established artist, he forged several paintings by grand masters of the Dutch Golden Age, using pseudo-historical painting techniques and materials, including antique canvases, to deceive even credible experts. His crimes were uncovered in 1946–47 by a specially appointed expert commission, which pioneered the use of art-technological analysis to determine authenticity. Since the post-war period, regular reports have been circulated on newly exposed forgers; among them Elmyr de Hory, a forger of classical French and Italian modernism and a celebrity figure within the Mediterranean jet set in the 1950s and 1960s; in the 1980s and 1990s, the forgers Edgar Mrugalla and Wolfgang Lämmle; and in the 2010s, Wolfgang Beltracchi (born Wolfgang Fischer), who attracted significant media interest when sentenced to several years’ imprisonment.

But works of art themselves and their buyers can also be suspected of being fraudulent and subsequently discredited. These include the controversies surrounding the copy of Hans Holbein’s ‘Basel Madonna’, which triggered the first major art-historical congress on methods of determining authenticity during the ‘Holbein dispute’ in 1871, and the wax bust of the ‘Flora’ acquired by Wilhelm Bode in 1909, which was attributed to Leonardo da Vinci (Wolff-Thomsen 2006). To this day, forgery scandals help to strengthen widespread prejudices against experts on the part of laymen. Assuming the deceived expert admits they were taken in and examines the reasons why, however, a forgery scandal can turn into a critical lesson of ‘learning from mistakes’, as in the case of drawings incorrectly attributed to Galileo Galilei by art historians in 2007 and subsequently exposed as a forgery (Schmidle 2013; Bredekamp et al. 2014).

DETECTING FORGERIES

Expert methods for identifying forgeries vary: assessments can be carried out either based on individual expertise, drawing on the assessor’s personal knowledge and experience, or through scientific and technical procedures. In the conventional jargon of the art world used in art appraisals and valuations, the hallmark of forgery is often ‘disharmony’ or the lack of ‘homogeneousness’ in an artwork (Friedländer 1942: 258–259). The pre-modern aesthetic concepts of harmony and coherence are thus taken as evidence of ‘genuine’ art, while forgeries are exposed by the lack of such harmony. There are also more general approaches to exposing forgeries that do not rely on aesthetics: for example, where there is a suspiciously large surplus of ‘originals’. In the case of fine wines, for example, the number of bottles circulating in the trade often even exceeds the number of genuine bottlings, acting as a warning signal to both buyers and auctioneers. There are currently more bottles of 1945 Mouton Rothschild in circulation than were ever actually produced in that year, for example. For decades, art forgery investigators have recorded a similar surplus of ‘original’ serial prints of classical modernist artworks attributed to artists such as Miró, Dalí, or Picasso. Anachronisms also serve as red flags. These may be linguistic, as in the case of the unmasking of the Donation of Constantine; related to details such as production history – for example, magnum bottlings of 1947 Château Lafleur are in circulation, despite the fact that historical sources show that no magnums were produced in that year; or to material analysis, where, for example, forgers use colour pigments that were unknown at the time the painting was supposedly created, such as using synthetic ultramarine, developed only around 1830, in a medieval painting. A range of art-technological methods can also be used to detect anachronisms and expose forgeries. Examples are C14 radiocarbon dating (used to date the ‘Turin Shroud’, which was claimed to date to Jesus’s lifetime, to the thirteenth or fourteenth century), or dendrochronological analysis – i.e. counting tree rings – of the wood in furniture, which has been used to expose forgeries of French Baroque furniture worth millions of dollars.

COUNTERFEITING AND AUTHENTICITY

By its nature, the perception, detection, and sensibility towards counterfeits, forgeries, and fraud help shed light on the values, blind spots, crises, and paradigm shifts in any given context of authenticity. In the face of the commodification of art and increasing brand consumption, there has been a distinct increase in the intensity of the discourse surrounding counterfeiting and the ‘fascination with forgery’ since roughly the mid-nineteenth century. The impetus for this shift was the contradictory simultaneity of the emerging aesthetics of genius, with its pronouncedly individualistic appreciation of the artist and the brand, alongside a trend towards deindividualization through industrial production and the anonymization of value creation processes. This in turn generated potential mistrust in postulates of authenticity. In the twenty-first century, the lack of trust in the ‘honesty’ of an original which has persisted since then can manifest in a number of different forms, ranging from suspicion towards advertising, to collectors who do not know how to distinguish originals from reproductions, to critiques of industry in the face of scandals such as ‘Dieselgate’, in which car manufacturers conspired to falsify exhaust gas measurements.

Accusations of fraud can also become a vehicle for cultural discrimination or cultural chauvinism, as when the then-celebrated art specialist Bernard Berenson wrote in a letter to the Times of London in 1903 that, due to their character, ‘the Italians’ make particularly good forgers of classical and Renaissance artworks. Questions of gender can also arise: scholars have observed that male counterfeiters are sometimes held up and celebrated as true forgers, while women are considered only capable of merely copying (Briefel 2006).

The detection of counterfeits and forgeries and the debates it has provoked have made significant contributions to the development and establishment of the norms of art theory and scholarship. The distinction between the original and the forgery, for example, is an important criterion in publication media that are critical of authenticity, such as catalogues of works or catalogues raisonnés, which differentiate authentic originals from inauthentic works. In these catalogues, inauthentic works are categorized by descending degrees of value, as belonging to the ‘workshop’, ‘school’, or ‘circle’, down to the ‘replica’, ‘copy’ and ‘imitation’, and ending with the ‘forgery’. In the heyday of these catalogues of works, separate catalogues of forgeries were also created to record and classify fake artworks attributed to artists such as van Gogh (Faille 1930). The idea of a normative, institutionally proscriptive approach to counterfeiting continues to circulate in the present day – for example, in the project of an ‘International Catalogue Raisonné Association’ (ICRA), which has been compiling a global normative catalogue of works since 2018 in an attempt to disrupt the circulation of forgeries. Recently, there has been a broad paradigm shift in dealing with the freedom of the internet as a result of widespread fears over machine-generated disinformation and ‘fakes’, in particular so-called ‘deepfakes’. The aim is to guarantee a basic level of right to control one’s personality, image rights, and actions by accepting some restrictions on creative expression (Cover 2023: 78–97).

In conclusion, research on fraud, forgery, and counterfeiting is a reaction to general movements towards standardization that began in the nineteenth century with the aim of promoting progress, resulting in ‘unprecedented standardization’ in technology, communication, business, and economics (Osterhammel 2009: 731). The study of forgery and counterfeiting is therefore also a legitimation strategy, by means of which, for example, scholars in the field of art history aim to assert their role in setting norms in competition with the sciences and technology. It therefore seeks to identify methodological synergies between various cultures of expertise. The field of art technology based on high-tech precision instruments and the measurement of data owes its continuing scientific attractiveness to forgery investigators – for example, in calling for new collaborations of ‘honest and conscientious connoisseurs […] with competent art scientists’ (Ragai 2015: 207f.).

In axiological and ethical terms, on the other hand, a general pessimistic attitude in today’s culture can be seen in the accusation of diminishing sensitivity to falsification, forgery, and fraud. This can take a number of different forms: falseness may be observed as a negative quality in the aesthetics and taste of bourgeois life, or a dwindling conception of ‘art history as intellectual history’ may see the commodification of art as responsible for contemporary ignorance of forgeries. Theodor Adorno’s often-cited argument that ‘wrong life cannot be lived rightly’ (Adorno 2005: 39), written in 1944, made concrete reference to a world of modern taste that is supposedly hostile to the truth and celebrates the commercial and the arbitrary. Even relatively recent art-historical judgement considered a forgery inferior to an original, not only aesthetically, morally and economically, but simply per se. As such, even the most perfect forgery lost such ‘ethical associations’ after being unmasked; the discovery of a forgery therefore inevitably also entailed an ‘aesthetic correction’ (Bloch 1976: 11). This makes ‘overlooked forgeries’ an all the more serious issue for systems of knowledge, as it is not only the individual act of forgery that is reprehensible; if the forgery is overlooked by an entire system of knowledge, the system must be obligated to re-examine and justify itself (Doll 2012: 427).
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Heimat and Fremde

MAREN MÖHRING

Heimat (home, homeland) and Fremde (the alien, the foreign, the strange) are relational terms whose imaginary topographies in the modern era have become instrumentalized for political, emotional, and aesthetic purposes. Fraught with desires and fears, they have played an important role in the production of the self and the other. They revolve around questions of the familiar and the unfamiliar, belonging and nonbelonging, the authenticity of selfhood and the uprootedness of alienation.

First documented in the fifteenth century, the German word Heimat derives from the Indo-European root ‘kei’, meaning ‘to lie’ (in the sense of ‘recline’) or ‘to settle’ (Seifert 2010: 12). The Deutsches Wörterbuch defines Heimat as a ‘place of birth’ and a ‘permanent place of residence’ (Grimm and Grimm 1877: 865). This suggests that Heimat needn’t always signify place of birth. It can also describe a town or country chosen later in one’s life. Until well into the eighteenth century, the meaning of Heimat was fairly narrow, confined to economics (house and home) and law (the right of domicile versus vagrancy). In the early nineteenth century, Heimat assumed an idealized form that would have far-reaching consequences. The agrarian life it connoted offered a counterweight to modern industrial society and promised simplicity and dependability in an increasingly complex world. This modern sense of Heimat came with a narrative of loss, whether the disappearance of the familiar or the pain of being far from home.

Heimat is thought to be untranslatable. Neither home, nor homeland, nor fatherland captures its full meaning (Blickle 2002). But if we follow Jens Jäger’s definition, whereby Heimat implies a socialized sense of subnational belonging, we can find comparable phenomena outside the German-speaking world. Heimat can only be understood through the opposing concept of the Fremde. But like Heimat, what counts as Fremde is context-dependant and can change over time, not least of all when people appropriate what was once foreign or strange and make it their own in a process known as nostrification. Fremde is not something fixed, that is to say, it is not an attribute of a place, a thing, or a group of people. Rather, it depends on history, social position, and perspective (Wimmer 1997: 1067, and 1069). The Deutsches Wörterbuch defines die Fremde to mean foreign lands (as opposed to domestic territories), but it also makes clear that this definition fails to capture its emotional dimension: the quality of being ‘far away’ or ‘new’ (Grimm and Grimm 1877: 128f.). To this day, die Fremde continues to signify a distant and unknown place or something belonging to it that is alien to one’s Heimat (https://www.dwds.de/wb/fremd).

The constitutive relationality of Heimat and Fremde makes these imaginary topographies visible as products of authorization and authentification and allows a look into their specific power relations and competing concepts. Both terms are ambiguous and possess multiple meanings, making them amenable to use in very different cultural and political agendas.

ACADEMIC AND POLITICAL DEBATES

Academic discussions of Heimat revolve around the question of whether and to what extent the desire for belonging implied in the concept reflects a profound human need. The cultural anthropologist Ina-Maria Greverus (1979) uses the term territoriality to describe the ways people relate to local spaces where they are known and recognized, supplying a necessary sense of security. By contrast, historical scholarship focuses on the concept’s changing meanings and ideological inflections. As Andreas Schumann (2002) has shown, discourses on Heimat have found an important echo chamber in literature. In the course of the nineteenth century, literature contributed significantly to the attribution of aesthetic and emotional significance to Heimat and its anchoring in the popular imagination. Without fiction, there is no Heimat.

During the period directly after the foundation of the German Empire, in 1871, both liberal and conservative politicians mobilized feelings of belonging and loyalty associated with Heimat in an attempt to bind them to the new nation state, as Celia Applegate (1990) and others have shown. In this way, Heimat became a political concept. But around 1900, driven by the Heimatschutzbewegung, a movement to preserve German culture and heritage supported by the educated middle class, Heimat increasingly became an anti-modern, racially charged concept that sought to defend the homeland from all things foreign.

At the same time a European fascination with the foreign emerged with roots in Rousseau that hoped to find humanity’s origins in ‘primitive’ peoples. Non-Europeans, especially non-whites, were, in the European imagination, supposed to be closer to nature. Aside from overt racism, this assumption grew out of an exotic idealization of the ‘noble savage’ and everything that had yet to be corrupted by Western civilization. In doing so, it transplanted the site of the authentic from familiar Europe to the unfamiliar Fremde. A similar kind of ambivalence accompanies Heimat and the emotions associated with it. Sigmund Freud pointed out the double meaning of the word heimlich, which can describe something hidden, concealed, or repressed as well as something homey or homely (1919). Moreover, the sense of home from which a person has become alienated can return in the feeling of das Unheimliche, or the uncanny.

Over the course of colonial expansion, foreign territories and their inhabitants fell under the measuring eyes of geographers and ethnologists as they became subject to economic exploitation. These processes brought with them various forms of appropriation. For example, many colonial novels can be read as Heimatromane in which, say, an African colony is declared to be German soil, as Adjaï Paulin Oloukpona-Yinnon (1998) and others have argued.

The nationalist sense of Heimat reached its zenith in National Socialism, whose ‘blood and soil’ policies continued the fixation on territory while making explicit its racial underpinnings and taking the exclusionary tendencies of Heimat to their murderous extremes. Jews were declared foreigners and after 1933 their life in Germany increasingly became a kind of ‘exile at home’ (Ashkenazi 2019). For those who managed to escape, the loss of Heimat was often traumatic (Vansant 2001). Despite this – or perhaps because of it – a concept of Heimat emerged in Exilliteratur that emphasized its imaginary and non-place-bound dimensions and offered new ways of approaching the foreign (Narloch and Dickow 2014).

In the postwar era, the new German states had to redefine Heimat. In West Germany in the 1950s, the debate was primarily shaped by the Heimatvertriebene, German citizens and ethnic Germans expelled from former territories of the German Reich. Their Heimat associations sought to recreate and experience the lost homeland. The revanchist politics of identity pursued in the name of Heimat became increasingly marginalized in the efforts of West Germany to normalize relations with Eastern Bloc countries. Beginning in the 1970s, a renaissance of the Heimat concept can be observed in the new social movements, especially in the areas of anti-nuclear protest and environmental protection, which expressed and inspired a new awareness of local habitats. During this period, the East German government gave more leeway to initiatives devoted to Heimat (Palmowski 2009) despite its underlying bourgeois outlook and particularism, which were anathema to the ruling Communist Party. In the centralized understanding propagated by the East German leadership, love of home had to embrace the entirety of the socialist state (Schaarschmidt 2004).

In the wake of German reunification and an increase of global mobility in the 1990s, questions of belonging once again began to dominate public debates. The movements of refugees and migrants over the past years and decades have put questions of homelessness on centre stage, much like they were in the immediate postwar period, and in the process have changed the lives of those who never left their place of birth. In the face of global transformation, the question of the local has become a crucial issue, and concepts such as ‘glocalization’ (Robertson 1995) have recalibrated the relationship of Heimat and Fremde.

Studies on migration and transnationality have challenged the idea that Heimat is tied to a single place and instead have sought to pluralize the sense of place inherent in the term. Concepts in postcolonial studies such as ‘third space’ or ‘diaspora’ have also fundamentally questioned the principles of territoriality and fixed origin (Ahmed et al. 2003). Heimat in these senses is not a concrete, geographically definable place, but an imaginary space of longing whose central ingredients are alienation and loss.

These alternative senses of Heimat tend to follow from psychoanalytic and poststructuralist points of view that emphasize the irretrievability of origin and the fundamentally imaginary dimension of Heimat. They differ fundamentally from the geographically fixed and culturally homogenized concepts of Heimat on the New Right, where belonging is neither transnational nor inclusive. The semantics and politics of Heimat and Fremde, therefore, continue to be a highly contested arena. It ranges from the demand for the right to a homeland to exclusionary notions often driven by racist ideology, from an openness to the foreign and a flexible sense of place that seeks to overcome the Heimat–Fremde opposition to closed notions that conceive homeland as a container (Gebhard, Geisler and Schröter 2007). Alongside the tradition of leftwing Heimat criticism have come attempts to understand Heimat more openly and inclusively. As early as 1990, the folklorist Hermann Bausinger called Heimat a ‘humanly designed environment’ that involves collective forms of ‘appropriation and transformation’. According to Bausinger, these collective forms explicitly include immigrants (Bausinger 1990: 88f.). A participatory concept of Heimat aims to establish social ties through everyday activities, as Beate Binder, who studies the ‘practices of homing’ and ‘de-homing’ (Binder 2010: 190 and 203), emphasizes. The many concepts in circulation make definition difficult, but they testify to the semantic flexibility of Heimat, which together with Fremde has proven adaptable in very different political and socio-cultural projects. Below I explore their meanings and imaginations using two examples: the Heimatfilm and food, both visible symbols of identity delineating the familiar and the foreign in everyday life.

THE HEIMATFILM

Like historical traditions and topographies of the imagination, the processes that societies use to understand themselves through concepts of Heimat and Fremde depend on broad-impact media. Visual culture in particular plays a key role; photography and film authentificate what they depict like few other media and have shaped the visual memory of societies since the late nineteenth century (Confino 1997). The Heimatfilm, a continuation of the Heimatroman by another medium, is a German-Austrian genre emerging in the 1950s that explores the special connotations of Heimat. Thanks to its predecessor – the mountain film of the 1920s and 1930s – and its entanglements with Heimat literature and folk theatre, the Heimatfilm draws on a wide reservoir of ‘ideological prototypes and pictorial topoi’ (Kaschuba 1990: 833) that it constantly quotes and requotes, lending them authority and the semblance of factuality.

Starting with Schwarzwaldmädel, the 1950 film directed by Hans Deppe that launched the genre, the Heimatfilm has thrived on portraying idyllic rural landscapes along with the buildings, people, dialects, costumes, and food that populate them. Together they stand for particular localities and folkloric traditions. But what constitutes Heimat is also shaped by confrontation with a modernity that impinges on it from without. The Heimatfilm of the 1950s is by no means a mere escape from the present. Rather, it is about the conflict between tradition and what is new or foreign, which often plays out in the form of a generational conflict for which a compromise must be found.

New arrangements are necessary also because in many of the genre’s films, the Heimat (typically located in Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, or Lower Saxony) faces the arrival of a new group: refugees who have lost their old home and must find a new one. In the 1950s, the Heimatfilm took on an integrative function by showing that, say, Silesians, could commemorate their heritage while embracing their new home in Germany (Moltke 2005). By representing displaced persons as a community identifiable through their traditional dress while presenting the new homeland as picture perfect, Heimatfilme tailored them for outside consumption. The preparation and authentication of specific homelands does not primarily take place for a region’s inhabitants but for cinema audiences. They seek to value Heimat visually and commercially, which always also means: sell it as a tourist destination. This is precisely the point when the Heimatfilm becomes the Urlaubsfilm, or vacation film. The latter also enjoyed great popularity in the 1950s, but, unlike the Heimatfilm, it continued to do so in the 1960s. In Urlaubsfilme, foreign countries were places of longing, as in the case of Italy for West Germans. They also functioned as interesting extensions of one’s own world and way of life. What linked home and abroad in film was the commodification of regional characteristics. Both Heimat and Fremde became consumer goods for people’s enjoyment.

A sense of Heimat involving local identification posed problems for the centralized East German government, but its television programming in the 1960s and 1970s, forever in competition with the West, nevertheless presented certain landscapes in their regional specificity. In doing so, East Germany also used the concept to create a sense of belonging and togetherness, though the communist state had to argue that its way of cultivating Heimat was in keeping with the tenets of Marxism-Leninism (Lindenberger 2006).

In West Germany, anti-Heimatfilme such as Peter Fleischmann’s 1969 Jagdszenen aus Niederbayern began to appear in the 1960s. In 1984, Edgar Reitz’s Heimat chronicle, about the fictional village of Schabbach in the Hunsrück region, offered a new variant of the genre pointing out the fault lines inside the Heimat. Reitz’s 1993 Zweite Heimat and Fatih Akin’s 2009 Soul Kitchen are considered by some film scholars to be part of a new generation of films that present decidedly urban spaces as Heimat. These places, too, face threats such as gentrification, a particular menace in Soul Kitchen (Fenner 2014).

LOCAL FOOD AND FOREIGN CUISINE

Soul Kitchen, like the Heimatfilme of the 1950s, places great emphasis on the depiction of everyday life along with the food and drink that accompany it. As the physiologist Max Rubner wrote back in 1908, ‘In addition to locality and language, the concept of home also includes this question of the stomach’ (1908: 132). Memories of home often comprise specific smells and taste experiences, from Proust’s madeleines to Austria’s Sachertorte, due to food’s central role in the material substantiation of the ‘authentic’. But this is also true of foreign cuisines because migrants and tourists tend to immerse themselves in their new country through its food, which is to say, by incorporating the foreign. Due to its ‘easy availability’ and ‘its value as a public symbol of identity’ (Tolksdorf 1982: 241), food is particularly suitable for experiencing Heimat and Fremde on levels that are symbolic as well as physical and sensual.

In West Germany’s restaurant industry of the 1970s, the search for physical experiences of the local and the foreign emerged as complementary developments equally focused on authenticity: the increasing internationalization of West German food culture was accompanied by a wave of restaurants specializing in food from Swabia and other regions, marketed as a return to authentic local cuisine (Möhring 2012). Similarly, patrons at foreign specialty restaurants expected a range of food and drink that was typical of the cuisine in question. For local colour, restaurant owners often chose furnishings, music, and service staff that attested to the authenticity of the food on the menu. It is in food, writes the German sociologist Andreas Reckwitz, that authenticity, ‘one of the guiding values of individualistic lifestyle’, ‘finds its clearest expression’ (Reckwitz 2020: 225).

Regional and foreign cuisines alike can be seen as responses to ‘McDonaldization’ (Ritzer 2008) – the processes that have made food around the world so standardized. Amid the spread of global fast-food chains that look nearly the same everywhere, Germany saw the emergence of the Bavarian beer hall and the Greek taverna in nostalgic longing for what was past or far away. In response to industrialized fast food, they offered ‘authentic’, down-to-earth country cuisine, countering de-localization with re-ethnicization and acceleration with re-historicization. As in Heimatfilme und Urlaubsfilme, restaurants in Germany have constantly reinvented ethnic food and regional dishes. These local and foreign cuisines result from intertwined processes of globalization, nationalization, and regionalization – processes at work not only in Germany in the second half of the twentieth century, but also in the formation of nation states in the nineteenth century.

Notions of Heimat and Fremde are part of these processes and are constantly receiving new material form in different areas and media. Food is particularly important because it functions as an ‘agent of memory’ (Diner 2001: 8) that promises to present and represent what has been lost – the abandoned homeland in the case of refugees and migrants, the collective past in the case of culinary journeys through time, or an individual past in the case of a favourite childhood dish. But the presence that food provides lasts only as long as a meal. Cooking and eating are ephemeral phenomena that leave only memories behind. In this sense, restaurants specializing in regional or foreign cuisines offer a form of event gastronomy at the fragile boundary between fiction and reality – where it is irrelevant whether the evoked memories relate to actual experience. As in film, the focus is on the ‘appropriation of worlds that did not exist in this form’ (Köstlin 1991: 164). Heimat and Fremde, like all imaginary topographies, are always just that: lived fictional worlds.

DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

As the above examples show, the concepts of Heimat and Fremde are closely linked to the question of what is typical of a particular country, region, or locality. But an attribute becomes typical only when it is viewed from a distance and is presented, or represented, to an audience. Repeated acts of communication and media staging are necessary to manufacture what is typical. The same applies to authenticity, which external observers tend to care about most; insiders are more interested in, say, the quality of food than whether it is a genuine expression of local cuisine (Appadurai 1986). Comparing ways of authentificating Heimat and Fremde across different social fields is an object of research very much worth pursuing. At the international level, such comparisons stand to reframe the insistent question of what constitutes the specific German meaning of Heimat. The visual dimension of Heimat also deserves far more attention than it has received so far and should move beyond the exclusive realms of Heimatfilm and Heimatkunst. Above all, in view of the contested semantics of Heimat and Fremde, a praxeological approach is needed that focuses on the everyday activities that go into creating and losing a (sense of) home. Far more attention should be paid in this regard to the history of gender and body. Efforts to keep out the strange and unfamiliar possess a strong affective and sensory dimension that merit closer attention. While studies of Othering in colonial studies have long considered gender to be a central structural category, Heimat scholarship has yet to adopt such a perspective.
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Historical Experience

SABINE MOLLER

Exactly what constitutes historical experience and whether it necessarily precedes the active collection and investigation of sources and narratives is a question that has been repeatedly problematized, particularly following the establishment of history as a formal academic discipline with a scientific methodological programme. This chapter covers selected concepts of historical experience ranging from the eighteenth century to the mediatization of the present. It aims to address the dual character of the concept, which includes both the historical experiences that have been gathered, recorded, reproduced, and represented, as well as their reception and appropriation in oral and virtual traditions.

DEFINITION, ETYMOLOGY, AND THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN ERFAHRUNG AND ERLEBNIS

As a basic epistemological concept, experience has been applied in a wide variety of different disciplines. Conceptually, experience denotes theoretical and practical knowledge gained through perception and repetition. In English, the single term experience merges two concepts that are differentiated in German into two related semantic fields: Erfahrung and Erleben. The term Erfahrung comes from Middle High German; Ervarunge means both to wander through and to explore. In the Grimm brothers’ German dictionary, Erfahrung denotes, among other things, experience of the wider world (‘erfarung aller lande’). Jakob Grimm provides an early glimpse of the two main semantic fields that still remain important in debates on the concept of historical experience today. In ideal-typical terms, the distinction can be characterized as active versus passive. ‘Scrutatio, inquisitio, erforschung’ means experience in the active sense (Grimm and Grimm 1854–1961, Vol. 3: column 793); ‘Erfahrung haben’ (lit.: ‘having experience’) is thus synonymous with conducting research. The second semantic field of the concept of experience traces its putative passive-receptive side, focusing on sensory experiences as the subject’s ‘own’ direct experiences. The active-researching element of the concept of experience has retreated to a background role since its heyday in the early modern period, as a more precise distinction between the two concepts was made in the philosophy of history from 1780 (Koselleck 2002: 46–48). According to Frank Ankersmit, an energetic advocate of the concept of historical experience, Erfahrung came to be seen as an ‘ahistorical empiricism of the eighteenth century’. For this reason, thinkers such as Wilhelm Dilthey preferred the neologism Erlebnis (lived experience), as it more precisely conveyed the meaning of historical experience, understood as the active, hermeneutical work of historians (Ankersmit 2012: 12; cf. Ankersmit 2005).

This distinction between direct and immediate versus interpreted and processed experience highlights a fundamental conflict over the question of genuine historical experience: can a historical experience express itself as an instantaneous and immediate emotional affect, or is it dependent on a conceptual judgement (Kant) or ‘making sense of temporal experience’ (Sinnbildung über Zeiterfahrung) (Rüsen 2013: 44; cf. Rüsen 2017), which requires a narrative construct about the past? Is historical experience reserved for the actors of the past, or is it equally accessible to their descendants when dealing with sources and representations? Does historical experience presuppose historical knowledge, or are historical experiences in principle also possible without contextual knowledge? What significance do traumatic primary experiences that are difficult or impossible to communicate (such as experiences of war) have as historical experiences? Can history also be experienced non-verbally, for example through virtual visual re-productions or re-stagings (as in the case of ‘story experiencing’: see below)?

EXPERIENCE, LANGUAGE, AND NARRATIVE

History can be understood as a science of experience in several respects. Experience encompasses both what happened in the past (res gestae) and the re-construction, analysis, and description of what happened (historia rerum gestarum). Experience thus stands for our connection to both truth and reality, while history is concerned with matters and events that can be documented as facts backed up by sources. However, modern historiography is not only interested in experiences of events (in the sense of sources from the past), but also in analysing the findings of previous historical research; that is, in the experiential knowledge of history. Casting long-term processes of language transformation as a basic starting point for historical thought historicizes the concept of historical experience itself. The past retreats even further into the distance as not only the event itself, but also the ways in which the event has been expressed in language and thus also in memory come to the fore (see below).

A not uncontroversial narratological paradigm has prevailed which understands history as the ‘making sense of temporal experience’ (Rüsen 2013: 44; cf. Rüsen 2017), primarily expressed through the creation of historical narratives. From this perspective, a historical experience posits a point in time that marks a historical change or an experience of temporal difference – ‘the way we live today is not the way we lived before’ – or an event whose occurrence marks a clear break, splitting time into a before and an after. Even these few examples already suggest that historical experiences are articulated from the point of view of the present, but that people in the past may have anticipated that they marked a ‘turning point’ and so perceived them as historical (for example, the fall of the Berlin Wall or 9/11). In both cases, events are set in the linguistic context of a process; that is, made into the form of a history or story, typically featuring an introduction, a middle section, and a conclusion, that serves as a guide for practical adjustment and a roadmap for proposed courses of action. The medium of language thus shapes the experience as it takes places as the linguistic horizons of possibility guide the ways in which it can be perceived. But narratives also influence experience retrospectively by relating events to moral values, literary principles, and theoretical standards (Breyer and Kreutz 2010; Saupe and Wiedemann 2015; and especially White 1973). The power of language in the evolutionary development that led to the expansion of human capacities for experience and knowledge can hardly be overestimated (Pinker 2018: 26f). Nevertheless, the narrative paradigm’s ‘linguistic turn’ (Bachmann-Medick 2019) and its view of the ‘world as text’ (Althaus 2000: 53–59) has been widely criticized as narrowing and restrictive.

PRIMARY EXPERIENCE

Primary experiences are experiences that people have in immediate, direct temporal and spatial proximity to events (Hockerts 2001). These concern an element of experience seemingly more strictly decoupled from linguistic constitution and construction that appears to overcome the linguistic preconditions of experience above. As the historian Reinhart Koselleck emphasized with regards to his own experience as a soldier in the Second World War, experiences can get ‘under the skin’. For Koselleck, as for Hannah Arendt and other influential theorists, the violence ‘experienced in person’ – in the literal sense of ‘experienced on one’s own body’ (am eigenen Leib erfahrene) – during the Second World War made up a constitutive element of their thought (Althaus 2000). In this view, the events of lived experience are held up as primary points of reference for further experience of the world even if they themselves are inevitably interpreted experiences. Though the concepts of ‘living experience’ (lebendige Erfahrung) and ‘contemporary witnesses’ (Zeitzeuge, Zeitzeugenschaft) are meaningful and theoretically well-grounded, it can be misleading to view direct ‘first hand’ experience as simply the opposite of mediated experiences in the sense of experiences underpinned by media. In the case of oral accounts of experiences of the Second World War, for example, the narrative – and notably the act of narration – can represent a specific and independent experience (Welzer et al. 2002). These media experiences do not simply convey historical knowledge. They themselves form primary experiences and memories that have life-historical significance; historical experiences in which the emotional context of the narrative is absorbed and remembered by the listener. This process can also be shown, for example, in the example of the American television series Holocaust (USA 1978), which was broadcast on German television in 1979. The series depicted the persecution and extermination of Jews based on the experiences of two (fictional) German families. Seeing the on-screen emotional re-enactment did not make viewers contemporary witnesses (Zeitzeugen) of National Socialism, but their media experiences did in some cases become primary experiences of coming to terms with the Holocaust, even being described in biographical interviews as a ‘turning point’ (ibid.).

EXPERIENCE AND MEMORY

Experience and memory are contingent on one another and are sometimes used synonymously (Erll 2017: 106). The concepts are both rooted in a constructivist approach. Experience is dependent on interpretation as this is the only way that events from the outside world can become an articulable part of one’s own narrative. The constructive powers of consciousness have been consistently supported by neuroscientific research over several decades. It has been shown that experiences are based on complex networks of interaction between external stimuli and internal biochemical processes. Neuroscientists differentiate between semantic (declarative knowledge: ‘Berlin is the capital of Germany’), episodic (personal experiences: ‘I remember the fall of the Berlin Wall’), and procedural (such as the learnt ability to ride a bike) memory systems at the level of conscious memory (Piefke and Markowitsch 2010).

In addition to these consciously accessible forms of memory, however, experiences are also co-determined by a so-called implicit memory: experiences can also be shaped by unconscious effects of socialization, habits, and traditional structures of prejudice; by the consequences of traumatic experiences; and by evolutionarily grounded instinctive reactions. These processes of memory are not accessible to the conscious mind. On top of this, gaining a precise understanding of experience is made even more difficult by the fact that although conscious experience is shaped by language, it lacks a voice of its own. In the psychology of behavioural economics, for example, this fact is expressed in the claim that it is the remembering self, not the experiencing self, that ‘keeps score and governs what we learn from living’ (Kahneman 2011: 381). Although an experience can be created immediately, storing and communicating it depend both on internal processes of interacting media, such as physiological traces and connections (engrams and synapses), as well as on the externalization of experiences via media such as signs, writing, and language. Just as it is difficult to separate experience and memory in everyday life, it is equally difficult to determine how the history of everyday life and experience actually differ from the history of memory (Erll 2017: 106). Alongside this, the status afforded to contemporary witness accounts has also changed in recent decades, moving from being regarded as highly subjective, questionable sources (Hilberg 2001) to sacred testimonies which guarantee the authenticity of subjective historical experience precisely due to their deviations from the findings of historical science (Bothe 2019).

LAYERS OF EXPERIENCE AND LAYERS OF TIME

The neuroscientific model of multifunctional memory has features in common with Reinhart Koselleck’s (2018) model of ‘layers of time’ or Zeitschichten, which is based on the accumulation of experience, interpreting human history in terms of established geological and biological processes. Just as the layers of strata in the earth are evidence of unimaginably long sequences of time, human experience can be understood in terms of experiences of times of varying durations. Suddenness, instantaneity, and shock are the characteristics of singular events that mark a breakthrough into the familiar world of experience: examples could include the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989, the news of the death of a loved one or the introduction of momentous technical innovations such as the invention of Facebook. These episodic memories of ‘one-off’ events produce ‘irreversible consequences’ and can therefore also be marked as ‘turning points’, either on a timeline in a history lesson or in one’s own life story. These momentous key events lie atop a second layer of medium-term experiences primarily acquired through socialization, and their significance and meaning can be relativized and changed by subsequent events and actions. These include cultural practices, generational patterns of experience and milieu-specific habitualizations. Historical knowledge imparted in schools or through visits to memorials are relevant examples of cultural practices that, among other things, leave traces in semantic memory. Although this layer of experience can be shaken by singular events, it nevertheless forms the interpretive background for events experienced as turning points. Koselleck himself uses reunification as an example to illustrate the ways in which layers of time can alter interpretations. Although the epochal threshold of 1989 and the reunification of 1990 are key events in world history, the persistence of different mentalities and socio-economic conditions (which cannot be influenced by experience) can be observed even more starkly in both East and West Germany twenty years after the publication of Koselleck’s Zeitschichten than they could in the year 2000. The third time layer of human experience, the long term, calls upon specific experiences of humans as a species which can be traced back to our fundamental biological-anthropological faculties, the transience of human life, and the natural environment (cf. Klein 2021).

REFLECTION AND REASON

Experience in an enlightened sense is based on one’s own (life- and body-) experiences, which are transferred into the mode of judgement formation: the Kantian conception of experience is wholly formed around the basic semantic trait of experience as perception and reception as well as research and action: to have had an experience here means to have already comprehended, judged, interpreted, reflected and narrated it (Koselleck 2002: 46–48). Harnessing the human faculty of thought, the ability to transcend one’s own position, to come to logical conclusions and to posit theories about states of consciousness, and through the capacity to dream and fantasize, experience is always also the experience of augmented reality. This idea, in turn, originated with David Hume (see Ankersmit 2012: 5). The social and media construction of reality models and expands our experience of the world. At the same time, however, the claim found in Heidegger proves to be true again and again: everyday being (primary experience) is more meaningful than extended transcendence. ‘Practical concerns and care are more primordial than reflection. Usefulness comes before contemplation’ (Bakewell 2016: 65); first food, then ethics (Brecht). The apparatus of human consciousness is first and foremost focused on survival; our view of the environment prioritizes the search for nodes in current experience that are useful for this purpose. Attachment to the present is therefore also more primal than historical thinking, which seeks to prevent presentist short circuits by referencing past contexts of experience and reflecting on current points of view. The intellectual detour of historical thought is thus referred to in American history education as an ‘unnatural act’ (Wineburg 2001).

Particularly in German-speaking countries, however, the everyday world (as a living environment) is the theoretical starting point and lodestone of historical theory (Rüsen 2013, 2017). In practice, however, this standard has not been adequately met both in the past and in the present. It is true that the history of experience was established as a field of studies more than fifty years ago through the disciplines of oral history and the history of everyday life. Cultural history and the history of everyday life emphasize the acting subject’s stubborn self-creation of meaning and turns ‘to bodily experiences, memories and the mentalities of individuals and groups … in order to use them as empirical sources’ (Jaeger 2010: 76; fundamentally: Wierling 2003). Nevertheless, American and German methods of teaching history have so far failed to viably bridge the gap separating historical experience and historical awareness from its significance in everyday life.

APPROPRIATION AND AUTHENTICITY

Frank Ankersmit’s concept of historical experience goes against the grain of the approaches favoured in German historical theory (cf. Breyer and Creutz 2010). For Ankersmit, historical experience does not necessarily arise from a purely cognitive examination of the past; it can also occur quite involuntarily and spontaneously to the observer of historical sources and representations. Ankersmit therefore outlines and highlights aspects of an emotional appropriation that can be linked to concepts of ‘affectedness’ (Betroffenheit) found first in Aristotle and later developed by Kant and Roland Barthes (Ankersmit 2012). Ankersmit locates an authentic experience of history in its reception by the appropriating subject, forming a relationship of resonance. The subject may approach the past via historical imagination and debate but can only experience it through their historical ‘sense of touch’, understood as a direct, existential affectedness in which the ‘past is given to us in self-experience’ (Ankersmit 2012: 98). As historical experience can arise independently of any historical contextual knowledge, it can be based on a facsimile or a misunderstanding. The only decisive factor is a sense of self-experience that suspends the dimensions of time – placing ‘time in quarantine’. A paradox – and a criticism – of Ankersmit’s concept is that he only uses famous historians as examples. As important as the rediscovery of emotions and bodily experiences is for historical thinking and learning, the relationship to ‘historical experience’ (Dilthey) based on contextual knowledge, critical engagement with historical sources and other standards of academic historical research ultimately remains unclear.

MEDIA WORLDS AND EXPERIENTIAL DESIGN

As far as historical experience of the past is concerned, the film scholar Thomas Elsaesser claims that technical images had won the battle for history and memory, as even the most intimate autobiographical memories refer to them (Elsaesser 2019). In epistemological terms, the introduction of photography and film has altered the human space of experience to a far greater extent than has hitherto been taken into account in historical theory. This claim has given rise to demands for a ‘new superficiality’ (Landwehr 2016: 87), a ‘new materialism’ (Elsaesser 2019) and a ‘media archaeology’ (Hoskins 2018). On the one hand, these media have promoted an ‘experiential mode of engagement with the past’ (Landsberg 2015), which better satisfies the need to get closer to the past and thereby establish a personal, emotional connection to it. In film, for example, this is expressed through the ‘point of view’ shot, which gives viewers the feeling of seeing the unfolding of the story’s narrative ‘with their own eyes’. Alison Landsberg has coined the term ‘prosthetic memories’ for this.

Overall, however, a theory of media contemporaneity and temporality is still lacking, especially with regard to historical experience. At the same time, rapid technological progress is expanding the scope for substituting historical experience on the part of both actors and the subjects of reception. The development of holographic projections of contemporary witnesses is a paradigmatic example of the digital intersection and extension of primary experience (Dossmann 2019). But the point of view of the subject of reception is also being expanded virtually in the fields of journalism and historical culture. Experience on Demand is the telling title of an influential book on virtual reality which points toward the constant availability and virtual accessibility of spaces for historical experience and envisages a further epistemological upheaval in the field of the representation of history. The digital expansion of historical reality is no longer to be based on linear narration, but on a time-independent exploration of space: ‘story experiencing’ (Bailenson 2018).
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History Marketing

MANFRED GRIEGER

Coined in 2003 by the Berlin historian Alexander Schug, the term ‘history marketing’ entered the German language in the cloak of an apparent Anglicism. For Schug, this neologism refers to the strategic and operative deployment of history in corporate and brand communications, as well as measures undertaken to uphold tradition; it denotes corporate history cultivated as a ‘timeless unique selling point’ (2003: 22). Various historical events give cause to emphasize distinct elements of a company’s identity or products and to link portrayals of the past with perspectives oriented to the future. To be sure, companies use history as a vehicle for self-definition, self-positioning, and self-assurance. Often, factual information is intermixed with advertising content.

In mass consumer society, where one company’s products are exchangeable with those of others, and in the internet age, when market transparency has improved, companies are now seeing themselves under pressure to be authentic, and they are formulating communicable distinguishing criteria vis-à-vis their competitors. Mere business activity, as embodied in the production of goods and services, or in the numbers collected in the annual reports of stock corporations, give customers, workforces, and stakeholders insufficient evidence of trustworthiness and authenticity. This is why a direct recourse to history, such as on the occasion of anniversaries (BASF 2015), takes a company’s longevity as the object of its own self-definition and self-representation and a proof as to customer trust and sustained economic success.

History marketing uses history by way of ‘improving the past’ in a variety of formats, with the aim to connote authenticity, credibility, and trust (Lowenthal 2015: 497). The public use of history – that is, the history marketing of state institutions, public offices, and local-level authorities – is seen in Germany in line with international examples as ‘public history’, insofar as the narrower field of corporate or business history is not meant (Kühberger 2012: 46; Sayer 2019).

A BOOMING MARKET

Today, management literature, business self-help guides, and a whole specialized service industry may expressly recommend using corporate history for advertising and communication purposes and for brand and company management, but companies such as Krupp were in fact already practising this back in the first third of the twentieth century (Roelevink 2023). In many companies, long years of business success, an influential founder, or outstanding innovation have long been part and parcel of internal and external communication. The explicitly hagiographic nature of publications commissioned by companies or written by internal staff is intended to offer orientation within the company’s own interpretative parameters and to engender loyalty. Texts marking anniversaries and other celebrations and the biographies of business leaders rapidly established their own genre. To this day, the influence of key personalities is showcased with particular frequency in depictions of family businesses.

Anniversaries offered companies opportunities not only to underscore their longevity and its underlying success story, but also to present past experience and tradition in the light of current needs, as well as sometimes to update the historical and present-day significance of the business. This all aimed to consolidate customer relations as well as to reinforce internal corporate identity. Employees became Kruppianer (viz. ‘Krupp people’) not only due to Krupp’s pronounced social outreach, but also through processes of collectivization that posited an identity based on a shared history as well as a safe place in a clear order of things. Brand businesses like Volkswagen, Henkel, and Bahlsen provided orientation to consumers by means of their logos, the recognizability of packaging designs, and recurring campaigns. End users, in turn, perceived a brand as authentic whenever new products invoked recognizable attributes, signalling that they belonged to the brand. Ultimately, the brand and corporate umbrella has always been a well-prepared interplay between the existing and the new that generally meets with positive customer evaluation and that maintains a balance between tradition and innovation.

This practice of history marketing was more or less routine over many decades, and not particularly scrutinized. But then came the conflictual issues of the 1990s, including questions surrounding a company’s involvement in National Socialism and its crimes; not less important was the surge in globalization and rising interest in historical culture. Accordingly, new ideas were needed. At the same time, businesses also began to use history in ways that went far beyond any antiquarian perspectives on the past, instead deploying it in their own interest in a decidedly utilitarian manner. Thus history became a useful resource for economic success, and it had to adapt as such to the needs of the moment and develop requisite flexibility as discourse.

The new form of globalization that set in after 1990 increased demands on brands and businesses to be recognizable and to provide orientation amidst a new complexity. One means to achieve this was ‘historicizing advertising’, which referred to both the development of a brand over time and a ‘hidden history’ that had no recognizable connection to the brand, and which utilized the company’s or brand’s own history as well as that of the world at large (Hunold 2016: 13). This kind of advertising served self-presentation purposes while at the same time drawing on the trend to nostalgia as a form of compensation to all the change in the world. The Camel man and the Volkswagen Golf, for example, remained very much themselves, even when shown in new forms and environments. The connection between past and future was often made by means of claims to brand tradition, which were most frequently established on the occasion of corporate anniversaries (Hunold 2016: 18).

In many cases, advertising uses image and text motifs, events, symbols, and people with historical patina in order to present the history of the company, the brand, or the product for the purpose of enhancing its attraction to customers. The connotations engendered serve recognition purposes, the construction of an identity based on history, and the creation of a community of producers and customers. In nearly all cases, longevity is presented in a positive light. Beginning in 1958, AEG, for example, the electronics group that has since perished, used the three letters of its own name, whereby AEG stood for Allgemeine Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft (General Electricity Company), to define a brand claim: in German AEG became ‘Aus Erfahrung gut’, which translates as ‘Good from experience’. Cigarette brands and the makers of spirits made reference to the Wild West and American frontier culture, while other businesses utilized history in the form of dates and anniversaries in their advertising publications.

The admission that brands and companies require a boost in authenticity in particular during a period of necessary redefinition as a reaction to globalization accords history a significant role in identity-based brand management (Schallehn et al. 2014). Brand authenticity requires ‘uniqueness, originality, values and essence’ (Spiggle, Nguyen and Caravella 2012: 969). From this perspective, history should be optimized as a compelling heritage, as a unique tradition that is passed down from generation to generation (Wilson 2018: 356). There are now specific guides for corporate heritage communication strategies (Sacco and Conz 2023).

The integration of history for advertising purposes has drawn since the late twentieth century on consumers’ nostalgic longing for the past, referring to both personal and collective memory, the latter being constructed without the individual in question needing to have experienced it. This sense of nostalgia is promoted by retro-marketing and retro-design (Pollán et al. 2022), which use historical models for market positioning, as can be observed particularly in the sales successes of special editions of cars such as the Mini (BMW), the Cinquecento (Fiat), and the Beetle (VW) (Rieger 2013: 310ff.).

For marketing, the concept of tradition encompasses those aspects of company, brand, and product history that are significant for present and future brand identity. Thus, the use of historical content in advertising certainly does not entail any corporate histoire totale, but instead usually smooths out any contradictions in favour of a narrative that supports the requisite core messages.

A sub-group of history marketing is informative history claims within a prescribed and implemented editorial environment. Statements made by the company about the company predominantly within the scope of publications on the occasion of anniversaries use the historical development of the company/brand and product to create identity. Pioneering innovations, famous founders, and outstanding leaders stand for the continuity of the success of the company and its own unique features, which can be extrapolated into the future.

As a rule, marketing with history increases awareness and recognition on the cognitive level. In emotional terms, it is intended to support positive connotations and to increase brand acceptance and recommendation rates. It is not possible to determine exactly the degree to which heritage communication results in positive enhancement for corporate and brand images. But it is the case that brand expansion is seen to be inauthentic if it violates ‘heritage, origins, or traditions’ (Spiggle, Nguyen and Caravella 2012: 970).

Emphasizing longevity increases attributions of trust, and historical references underscore the credibility of messages such that the use of historicizing advertising is above all recommended in situations and sectors where trust in brands and companies plays a particularly important role. Beyond this, addressing the development of a business can also contribute to internal identity formation or consolidation. The higher corporate purpose that is derived from history and the identity as an innovative, successful, market-oriented, or responsible (towards employees and the environment) organization that is linked to historical events and objects can easily be decoded as narratives. Brand authenticity does aim for superficially positive self-representation, but the company in question is actually striving for credibility above all else, whereby frankness and honesty seem to be key ascription criteria for the recipients of such messages (Schallehn et al. 2014). This is not just a question as to the ‘true’ and unfalsified history in self-representation, but increasingly also whether the company (the subject in question) expresses its own actions and identity authentically and without undue concern for convention, thus making credible constructs on behalf of self-enactment the preferred method.

In recent years storytelling has become a communicative cure-all, drawing on historical events or facts and using narrative elements to obscure the ambiguities of empirical studies with constructs of consistency and meaning, thereby often creating a greater sense of authenticity than historical research. The essence of storytelling in this context is the ‘strategic calculation to intend specific effects through the narration of stories’ (Ettl-Huber 2019: 2). To work, the narrated story needs the ‘shift from the bad to the good, from the difficult to the easy, from the tragic to the comic, etc.’ (ibid.). PR storytelling uses overlaps with the narrations of historical scholarship in order to authentificate the story presented in the guise of history. As long as history is in vogue in the media and weird theses and wishful thinking generate attention, then history marketing is able to learn from examples such as the Benetton advertising of the early 1990s, which was deemed scandalous while its unconventional approach ensured that everyone was talking about it (Borgerson, Schroeder and Magnusson 2009). Benetton, a fashion business, took the unusual approach of demonstrating its originality by using photographs of people dying from AIDS, racial discrimination, and child labour.

Benetton’s incorporation of the horrors of the present into presentations of their own image in the early 1990s, and the fact that this drew both high levels of attention and even approval became a case that German businesses could compare themselves with, insofar as they no longer denied their own complicity in the Nazi dictatorship. They were reacting here to demands made by the international media and organizations representing victims to provide information about long hushed-up or hidden facts concerning the exploitation of forced labourers and the expropriation of former Jewish property (Borggräfe 2014: 245ff.; Brünger 2017: 353ff.). New expectations in society meant that they could no longer just push aside documentary evidence and demands for clarification.

Public debates about the role business played in National Socialism and their involvement in expropriation of Jewish-owned property or their exploitation of foreign forced labour led to a paradigm shift. Companies experienced that their admissions of historical guilt actually exonerated them in terms of their present-day identity. Even if the anniversary publication full of self-praise has not entirely disappeared, since the 1990s many businesses have commissioned external historians and experts to research their history (Schanetzky 2018), with publication of the results of this research standing for the willingness to assume responsibility.

At the same time, the increase in academic research for corporate communication with historical content led to higher levels of qualification for staff leading such projects, particularly in order to mitigate the specific risks that using history involves. Increased demand was complemented by a growing number of people trained in public history, which also led to greater significance for such degree programmes at universities.

Omitting the history of a company during National Socialism, its involvement in colonialism, or evident downplaying of environmental misdemeanours can still undermine credibility in very specific ways, leading to a considerable loss of trust. Thus, independent research resulting in critical input can provide useful ideas for expanding corporate communications towards a communication of credibility. Businesses are still clearly reluctant, however, to have their levels of market penetration in countries in the Global South or their behaviours in the world’s dictatorships investigated. Under pressure from various groups in Brazil, Volkswagen presented a first study of their relations to the military regime that ruled there for two decades (Kopper 2017), while their activities in China remain immune to critical investigation in spite of current human rights violations against the Uyghurs, probably simply because of the outstanding economic significance of this growth market.

In the course of economic paradigms gaining sway in society, state, universities, and culture we are witnessing a strong trend to the ‘marketingization’ (Grieger 2012: 104) of history, which is viewed in functional terms from a present perspective. In the age of ‘presentism’ as diagnosed by François Hartog, the omnipresent here and now pushes the past to the margins (Hartog 2017). At the same time there is a tendency to leave the challenges of the present behind by making a leap into the future, which is also a trend towards the ‘loss of historicity’ (Paoli 2018: 95). Especially in companies that are witnessing disruptive change to their core business models, such as car manufacturers facing transformation to alternative engine technologies and digitalization, external communications are often dominated by a view to a very distant future. BMW, for example, claimed on the occasion of their hundredth anniversary that ‘our future has history,’ aiming to present themselves as a future shaper of mobility (BMW 2020). A ‘pioneering spirit’ and a ‘characteristic push forwards’ will make the Munich premium-range manufacturer a ‘pioneer of the automobile industry and a guarantor for a hundred more years of visionary moments.’ The company and the brand, which have always been ‘future-oriented’ and ‘responsible’, remained ‘always true to themselves’ while ‘at the same time always driving innovation forwards’ (ibid.). Here, we find the pressure to be innovative giving rise to claims that inventiveness represents a source of continuity.

SCHOLARSHIP AS A CORRECTIVE TO INTEREST-BASED AUTHENTICITY COMMUNICATIONS

History marketing can be seen as its own species of authenticity communications, in which a historically justified and positively charged sympathetic self-definition serves to present a position in relation to the demands and expectations of consumers and employees. On the one hand, the tools of history marketing skilfully shirk the ‘conflicts of authenticity’ that result from disputed history as well as problematic historical issues by means of ‘storytelling’ and with constructs of history that are replete with positive connotations (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 12). On the other hand, there are self-critical studies and publications on corporate history, but these are nearly always undertaken as a reaction to publicly made allegations and thus in order to comply with no longer avoidable demands for ‘reappraisal’ and ‘clarification’ which would otherwise lead to reputational damage – in other words, as a form of reputation management.

In the realm of historically grounded claims to authenticity, businesses act very much like city and tourism marketing or heritage culture in deprived industrial regions in order to be accorded credibility (Berger 2020). Hardly two decades after the term history marketing was coined by Alexander Schug, there is a conflictual sphere situated at the interface of academic foundations, the economy of attention, and corporate utility. Scholarly ethics, communication goals, and the logic of specific commissions are negotiated in a demand-driven market, which can lead to a ‘hybridization’ (Grieger 2012: 108) of commissioned research and public history. The interest-driven and eclectic use of history for marketing and communication purposes poses a challenge to scholars of history, who are called upon to intervene with public effect in battles over interpretation.
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History Tourism

HANNO HOCHMUTH

History tourism is a form of tourist travel consisting of visiting places to which historical importance is attributed. Characteristically, it is out of the ordinary in two ways: It represents a temporary departure from the everyday of the present and leads back to a time in the past that is clearly different from today. What is true of tourism in general is especially true of history tourism: ‘Modern tourism is a machine to recover time, an agency of repetition’ (Groebner 2018: 16).

The destinations and practices of history tourism are diverse. They include visiting ruins and castles, museums and memorials, cemeteries and battlefields, old towns and abandoned places but also participating in historical tours of cities, parades, and re-enactments. From this list, which could be extended almost at will, it is already clear that the lines between it and other areas of tourism are fluid. History tourism can thus be considered a subform of cultural tourism or educational travel. It is also difficult to distinguish it systematically because forms of history tourism are usually integrated into broader tourist practices. Places for history tourism are often embedded destinations (Skriebeleit 2019: 119), and visits to them are included on the same trip with visits to art museums, cafés in old towns, nature sites, beaches, and so on.

It is scarcely possible to make empirical statements about history tourism’s share of tourism as a whole, which is rapidly growing internationally. This is also evident in the difficulties with developing theories and terminology, which is often marked by puns and neologisms such as ‘HisTourism’ (Hochmuth 2012) and ‘Retroland’ (Groebner 2018). The open concept of history tourism that is increasingly being used in the literature (notably, Stach 2020) has the advantage that it is less normative and at the same time covers the long historical practice of travelling to historical sites (Schwarz and Mysliwietz-Fleiss 2019).

We begin with a short overview of the history of history tourism, which is as old as tourism itself and at the same time has clearly undergone a quantitative and qualitative transformation since the 1980s. This transformation goes hand in hand with the rise of authenticity as a core issue of the emerging scholarship on tourism, which will be discussed next. Scholarship on history tourism is an interdisciplinary field with different research questions and problems, several of which will be presented in greater detail here. Finally, this article will discuss research perspectives for history tourism as it faces such current challenges as digital transformation and globalization.

THE HISTORY OF HISTORY TOURISM

The history of history tourism is just beginning to be written, but it is already implicit in several overviews of the history of tourism (Spode 2003; Hachtmann 2007). The ‘Grand Tour’ of the eighteenth century, from which our modern concept of tourism has derived, already had components of history tourism, since the young aristocrats on their educational journey through Italy liked to seek out old ruins and follow the trails of a vanished antiquity. In the nineteenth century, in the wake of Romanticism, the spectrum of destinations for history tourism expanded to include medieval fortresses and churches, whose comprehensive reconstruction and purification followed in part the expectations of tourists from the outset. As historical city centres were demolished in many places due to urbanization, the medieval ‘old town’ was really being invented for the first time, presented in an idealized way, and promoted as tourism grew. This early practice of tourism has often been described as an escape from the modern era but it was in turn only made possible by modern transportation and the structural separation of work and leisure.

In the second half of the twentieth century, history tourism diversified in parallel with tourism in general becoming more widespread within the society. Educational trips to historical places became a way of distinguishing oneself from the mass tourism of the ‘uneducated classes’. Nevertheless, from the start, packages tours also included historical destinations in their portfolios. One can observe a quantitative and qualitative transformation in (history) tourism since the 1980s. In sheer numbers, tourism has grown enormously since the end of the Cold War and now represents the third-largest service industry in the world, accounting for 10 per cent of global GNP in 2016 (Groebner 2018: 14). Indeed, entire cities now live on tourism and promote their unique history in the global competition between cities. Modern history tourism is not least a consequence of rapidly increasing urban tourism, which budget airlines such as EasyJet have made possible for more people.

At the same time, over the past four decades there was also a qualitative transformation. The loss of faith in the future and progress in large parts of the Western world went hand in hand with a unique memory boom that had a touristic component from the beginning. Locals went in search of historical traces in their own cities almost as if they were tourists. A new history movement followed Sven Lindqvist’s motto Dig where you stand and transformed the historical sites uncovered into museums and memorials to propagate a critical historical awareness under the sign of memory and coming to terms with the past. As images of history have multiplied since the 1980s, history tourism has also diversified. Alternative providers rushed into the market and told the history of the daily lives, persecution, and resistance of previously marginalized groups (Hochmuth 2017a). These counternarratives to nostalgic stories of national and communal greatness have increasingly become the focus of how cities present themselves and have been integrated into strategies of marketing cities to tourists. Tourists are now among the most important target audiences for memorials, whose most important capital is the historical authenticity attributed to them (Drecoll, Schaarschmidt and Zündorf 2019).

TOURISM AND AUTHENTICITY

The search for authenticity is a central need of tourists – and has long since been an important subject for tourism studies (Vester 1993; Wang 1999; Olsen 2002). It is not just about historical authenticity but also about authenticity of cuisine and landscape, that is to say, about a ‘genuine’ and ‘immediate’ tourist experience in a broad sense. In his now classic essay on the theory of tourism from 1958, Hans-Magnus Enzensberger already described the ‘untouched’ as a central image of tourism: ‘the pristine landscape and untouched history have remained the models of tourism’ (Enzensberger 1996: 125). In Enzensberger’s dialectic, tourists flee capitalist reality into an untouched world that they can never find. ‘Just like the fairy tale in which the tortoise awaits the panting hare, tourism is always outrun by its refutation. This dialectic is the driving force of its very development: far from resigning and giving up the struggle at the cost of freedom, tourism redoubles its efforts after each defeat’ (ibid.: 126).

The American sociologist Dean MacCannell, who introduced the concept of authenticity to tourism studies in the mid-1970s, is interested in the futile search for authenticity. He compares the modern tourist trip to the medieval pilgrimage: ‘The motive behind a pilgrimage is similar to that behind a tour: both are quests for authentic experiences’ (MacCannell 1973: 593). With his concept of staged authenticity, he argues that tourists are tempted to get ‘behind the scenes’ of the natives but usually fail to do and are taken in by merely staged arrangements. This is clearly a critique of the reification and commercialization of tourist offerings that no longer permit any authentic experiences. MacCannell thus clings to an understanding of authenticity that is at once critical of the culture and positivistic in that it exists in principle but is no longer achieved by tourists.

The Israeli sociologist and anthropologist Erik Cohen subjected MacCannell’s concept of authenticity to a postmodern critique in the 1980s. With his concept of emergent authenticity, he understands authenticity not as existing from the outset and destroyed by tourists but rather as interactively negotiated: ‘[…] “authenticity” is a socially constructed concept and its social […] connotation is, therefore, not given, but “negotiable” ’ (Cohen 1988: 374). Cohen distinguishes different types of tourists with different expectations for authenticity. Intellectual travellers harbour the greatest need for authenticity while others consciously understand authenticity as a game. ‘They willingly, even if often unconsciously, participate playfully in a game of “as if”, pretending that a contrived product is authentic, even if deep down they are not convinced of its authenticity’ (ibid.: 383).

For the British sociologist John Urry, authenticity ultimately plays out only in the eye of the beholder. In his influential book The Tourist Gaze of 1990, following Foucault he outlines a concept of the tourist gaze that only sees what the tourist already knows (Urry 1990). He is interested in the specific historical and social construction of the tourist gaze, arguing that the visual is considerably stronger in tourism than in everyday life. For Urry, it is central that the expectation is structured in advance by media and constructs and reinforces the tourist gaze. Tourists are disappointed when expectations are not met. The German sociologist Sibylle Frank demonstrated in an especially clear way the concept of the tourist gaze using the example of Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin (Frank 2016). Millions of international tourists come to the former border checkpoint to compare in person the visual icons of the Cold War that they already know from the media. The authentic is that which meets their expectations.

Tourism providers who want to succeed in a competitive market have to satisfy this expectation of authenticity. Methodologically, it is therefore easier to understand the various strategies of authentification with which providers respond to the expectations of tourists. They include, for example, not only complete reconstruction of historical ensembles based on how they are presented in the media but also the critical conservation of historical remnants in the sense of an archaeology of history (Hochmuth 2017b). It is far more difficult to study the perspectives of the recipients and to examine the desire for authenticity since empirically based statements about the needs of tourists are difficult to make and the knowledge that they offer debatable (Küblböck 2012: 119). Studies of history tourism have therefore thus far focused more on the side of offerings, though increasingly touristic practices of ‘making history’ are being accentuated, because the line between production and reception in tourism is blurring (Stach 2020).

RESEARCH FIELDS

Emerging historical research on history tourism intersects with various research fields that are being studied in an interdisciplinary way. They include social and cultural studies, ethnology or anthropology, and economics and earth sciences that address the phenomena of history tourism. One important approach in this context is heritage studies, which emerged in the United Kingdom in the 1980s. They engage critically with the heritage industry in the form of the founding of numerous museums since the 1970s that describe Britain in the wake of deindustrialization and are subject to nostalgia (Hewison 1987). The manifestations of heritage tourism have been interpreted as ‘Disneyfication’ and as alienating people from their cultural heritage. The selective canonization of heritage is said to have ultimately led to the exclusion of marginalized memories and hence to heritage dissonance (Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996).

The Canadian scholar of Jewish and museum studies Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has been a prominent critic of the heritage industry. She emphasizes that the supposed heritage is a constructed: ‘While it looks old, heritage is actually something new. Heritage is a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past. Heritage thus defined depends on display to give dying economies and dead sites a second life as exhibitions of themselves’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 7). In her seven theses on the relation of tourism, museums, and heritage, she describes heritage above all as a cultural item for export that is commodified and in the process conceals everything it is supposed to be showing. The relation of objects to the way there are presented is particularly problematic. It is no longer about what is exhibited but above all how that is done. To make them profitable, museums are increasingly marketed as tourist attractions.

Similar perspectives critical of ideology long dominated the literature on heritage tourism, until new tones began to be heard around the turn of the millennium. Heritage was increasingly understood to be a medium and a cultural enrichment, since previously marginalized groups were creating their own sites of memory (Frank 2016: 140–142). Ever since, perspectives on heritage tourism have oscillated between exposing contexts of obfuscation and emphasizing its emancipatory potential. Moreover, they have focused more on the level of the tourists’ perception. For example, Yaniv Poria, Richard Butler, and David Airey emphasize that the perception of a place constitutes the touristic heritage site in the first place: ‘[…] heritage tourism should be understood based on the relationship between the individual and the heritage presented and, more specifically, on the tourists’ perception of the site as part of their own heritage’ (2004: 20).

Research on dark tourism, which also emerged in the United Kingdom, adopts a very different perspective. Malcolm Foley and John J. Lennon were the first to write about the widespread phenomenon of dark tourism or thanatourism, which involves travel to historical battlefields as well as former extermination camps but also to chambers of horrors, torture chambers, and other sites of historical experiences of violence (Foley and Lennon 2000). In the meantime, this also includes organized trips to sites of catastrophes such as Chernobyl. Philip R. Stone, the executive director of the Institute for Dark Tourism Research at the University of Central Lancashire, defines dark tourism ‘as the act of travel to sites associated with death, suffering and the seemingly macabre’ (Stone 2006: 146). In 2018 Stone published a comprehensive handbook on the practices and typology of dark tourism.

Martin Sabrow has developed the concept further and coined the term Schattenort, or ‘shadow place’, which is a descriptive category under the conditions of the modern culture of memory. ‘It describes places of high social density such as cities or tourist attractions that confront one with a publicly known and identified historical burden and are marked by it as a place of memory’ (Sabrow 2017: 10). Shadow places differ from tourist dark sites in that their meaning is not reduced to horrible historical acts but include, as it were, education about and coming to terms with them. Where there are shadows, there is also light, especially since tourist practices and destinations are rarely limited exclusively to the dark sides of a place. The perceived burden of the past in a city like Berlin has long since ceased to be a stigma and has become an important factor in the attractiveness of the place (Hochmuth 2017b).

PERSPECTIVES FOR RESEARCH

The dark side of this ‘economic exploitation of the past’ (Kühberger and Pudlat 2012) is the overtourism of our era. Historical cities such as Venice and Dubrovnik are suffering under a storm of thousands of cruise tourists that pass through the medieval streets daily. In metropolises such as Amsterdam and Barcelona, tourists are assailed by open rejection because global Airbnb tourism is considered an important factor in spreading gentrification. But complaining about the negative effects of mass tourism is not new. Enzensberger already described the ironic contradiction that tourists destroy what they are looking for by finding it. The new social media produce unsuspected reinforcing effects: Viral posts about supposedly untouched sights and natural wonders suddenly attract thousands upon thousands of tourists who verify their presence with new posts and attract more visitors from all over the world. One example of this is the old Roman bridge in Lavertezzo, Switzerland, which in 2017 was suddenly visited by tens of thousands of tourists after a YouTube video compared the green water of the Verzasca River to the Maldives.

This points to two central social challenges of our present that offer perspectives for research into further studies of history tourism: First, it raises the question of how history tourism will evolve in the digital age. Tablet tours, augmented reality offerings, and virtual reality environments permit entirely new forms of virtual travel through time and space in which past worlds can be digitally resurrected and experienced. Virtual reality technologies obviate the need for physical travel. Augmented reality offerings, by contrast, do not replace physical presence in a place, but rather supplement it by digitally displaying, commenting on, and verifying what has been seen. For example, instawalks connect a real tour of a city with a virtual documentation so that the places visited physically can be captured in photographs and posted on Instagram. The increasing adoption of such technologies may increase tourism to historical places rather than making physical visitation superfluous.

As modern as the new social media may seem, the images of history they convey are traditional. A reification of the colonial gaze can frequently be found on Instagram (Smith 2018: 173). That, too, is not new but rather inherent in tourism to a certain extent. Under the conditions of global tourism, postcolonial relationships and power structures are not eliminated but rather continue to produce images of the self and the other. This results in new global sites of memory of a ‘globalized nostalgia’ (Ceisel 2018). At the same time, there are more and more new destinations for history tourism that evoke former national greatness and support identity formation and exclusion. History tourism certainly has a reactionary side in the age of globalization when nostalgic escapism promises a trip to an idealized past of nation-states.
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Hoax

MARTIN DOLL

Academic engagement with hoaxes has a relatively short history. The term is linked to fake and forgery, both of which denote a counterfeit. Thus, every hoax is also a forgery, and anything that applies to forgeries also applies to hoaxes. However, the concept of the hoax also has connotations of something else beyond this – namely, a certain mal intent or playful mischief. The Oxford English Dictionary records the first use of ‘hoaxing’ in a dictionary of slang in 1796; it is defined as ‘bantering; ridiculing: hoaxing a quiz; joking an odd fellow’ (Oxford English Dictionary 2019). Hoaxes are to a certain extent informed by the way forgeries usually work: after being set loose within a field of study, forgeries, once unmasked, call the conditions of their acceptance – and so those of the corresponding field of knowledge – into question. In doing so, they upset the consensual certainties regarding what counts as true, genuine, authentic, original, or authorized, subverting what is or can be taken for granted. While forgeries unintentionally produce these effects when detected by chance – that is, incidentally – hoaxes are designed to cause them; in other words, where discovery is left to chance in the case of forgeries, with hoaxes it is anticipated from the outset. With this in mind, the best forgery is the one that goes unrecognized, while the best hoax is the one that is unmasked at the right moment, as publicly as possible, in order to mock or disparage those who were taken in by it, preferably authorities in their field. Hoaxers therefore give their artefacts features that strongly undermine their plausibility, which eventually lead to their discovery; or they themselves reveal their knowledge of the fabrication at the appropriate time (Doll 2022: 13f.). An illustrative example from art history is Tom Keating, who placed marginal anachronisms in his fake paintings, such as a Guinness glass in a ‘Rembrandt’, or wrote annotations such as ‘this is a fake’ in lead white on the lowest layer of paint – a hidden clue that could only come to light via X-ray examination of the artwork in question (Anonymous 1984: 220; Keating, Norman and Norman 1977: 85).

The amount of research conducted on hoaxes in the history of knowledge and historical culture to date is very modest. Critical engagement with the topic can increasingly be found in studies of literary forgeries, however (Groom 2002; Reulecke 2016; Ruthven 2001). The specific discursive conditions surrounding the authentication of forgeries (and thus also hoaxes) are examined in Haywood’s 1986 study, which conducts a micro-historical examination of the interdependencies of historiography and literature in the eighteenth century. Beyond the authors cited above there are a few studies that approach the topic on a general level in order to then combine this with a focus on other issues, such as on forgeries and their political dimension (Haywood 1987), which is also relevant to hoaxes; less so in the case of the plagiaristic aspects of ‘appropriation art’ (Römer 2001). To round it off, there are several lexicons and compendiums of forgeries that also touch on the subject of hoaxes, but which remain purely descriptive (Fuld 2000; Corino 1992; Köhler 2015, 2018). Formal engagement with hoaxes is somewhat more extensive in the Anglo-American sphere. However, not every publication that includes the term ‘hoax’ in the title deals with the topic of this chapter. Sometimes the term is simply used to describe lies and disinformation (in general: Beretta and Conforti 2014; in mass media: MacDougall 1940); many books are aimed at a popular rather than an academic readership, but are nevertheless informative (Boese 2002; regarding mass media: Fedler 1989).

Like Keating’s paintings, which he appropriately describes as ‘time bombs’, all hoaxes are meticulously designed to explode at a predetermined moment to bring the assumptions and characteristics that certify their apparent authenticity crashing down. Such a definition differentiating hoaxes from forgeries in academic literature can be found as early as 1830 in Charles Babbage’s critical reflections on the decline of scholarship in England: ‘Forging differs from hoaxing, inasmuch as in the latter the deceit is intended to last for a time, and then be discovered, to the ridicule of those who have credited it’ (Babbage 1830: 177). However, he vehemently condemns such practices, tolerating them only under certain conditions: ‘Such frauds are far from justifiable; the only excuse which has been made for them is when they have been practised on scientific academies which had reached the period of dotage’ (ibid.: 176). Babbage thus assigns faking a place within the long history of critiques of scholars and authorities, in which such practices were already very common in the eighteenth century.

A prominent example dates back to Greek antiquity. In his famous work The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers (c. 220 CE), Diogenes Laertius describes the fourth-century BCE philosopher Heraclides Ponticus, who was derided as ‘Pompicus’ due to his pretentious attitude. Because he liked to dress finely, he was accused of vanity. The account of his character reads like a criminal record of literary and scientific misconduct: he is said not only to have written tragedies and passed them off as works by Thespis – i.e. forged them – but also to have stolen writings about Hesiod and Homer by Chamæleon and used them as material for his own writings – i.e. plagiarized them. In the end, in order to expose him, Dionysius faked a Sophoclean tragedy and passed it off to Heraclides, who treated the piece as authentic and referred to it in his own writings. When Dionysius revealed the deception to him, Heraclides refused to believe it. However, the verses formed an acrostic; the first letters of each verse spelled out the word Pancalus, the name of Dionysius’ lover. When Heraclides still expressed doubts, Dionysius revealed to him further clues hidden in the letters, including: ‘An aged monkey is not easily caught; / He’s caught indeed, but only after a time’; and ‘Heraclides knows nothing of letters, and has no shame’ (Diogenes Laertius 1853: 213–216).

In this example we not only see the earliest form of a kind of ‘time bomb’, but also that even in antiquity there were complaints about the appropriation and misuse of authority or famous names, as well as, and not least, a lack of expertise and familiarity with texts. At the same time, it is a call for true authorities to be recognized as such: the goal of Dionysius’ hoax was therefore to publicly expose presumptuous behaviour and feigned expertise.

Since hoaxes, like forgeries, are ambiguous figures between successful deception and the moment of unmasking, their audience is divided into two groups: those who are aware of the fakery; and those who are fooled by it and are subsequently embarrassed when it is found out. While the former may initially perceive the hoax as pastiche, parody, or satire, the latter fall for it unwittingly (Secor and Walsh 2004: 76, 88; Ljungquist 1997: 204). What is more, once the deception is revealed, the situation of those who were deceived changes to that of those privy to the deception, and they come under pressure to justify themselves. The more improbable the counterfeit was before the reveal, the greater the pressure to justify their acceptance of it. As a result, unlike forgeries, the most effective hoaxes are characterized by their imperfection.

In the end, Heraclides, like everyone else who has been taken in by a hoax, is forced to ask himself why he, as a poet and thus an expert on such texts, did not spot the deception. The characteristic effect of hoaxes is thus exhibitive in two distinct senses: firstly, they literally make an exhibit of someone or an entire group, exposing them to ridicule; and secondly, they require the widest possible audience to maximize their critical effects. In contrast to an April Fool’s joke, or a prank or practical joke, hoaxes always have a public, or in the modern day, often mass media dimension (Heyd 2012: 132ff.; Doll 2012). As the exposure of the deception compromises those who have allowed themselves to be deceived, the fallout from a successful hoax is not restricted to its light-hearted humorous effects; it can also have a very serious impact on the public reputation and credibility of those affected.

Another important characteristic of the hoax can also be seen in the ancient example above: Dionysius does not condemn Heraclides from an external point of view in the form of a biting written commentary, but rather puts his disapproval into action as a practical critique by planting an artifact. Unlike a thematic, reflexive debate, the hoax is always an attempt to practically compromise the target from within. Its objectives vary throughout history; the techniques, methods, and means of attack used by hoaxers also differ depending on the accepted practices surrounding authenticity, authorship, credibility, and originality which constitute the authentication of a forgery in different historical periods. Just as the aforementioned practices of authentication are genuinely historical, so are the corresponding hoax practices: once in the sense of a nanohistory in the period between deception and exposure, however long it may be; and once in the sense of a microhistory, insofar as they are either bound up in certain fields of knowledge or their transformations, or even trigger such transformations themselves.

As briefly stated above, criticism of scholars is a recurring topos of the hoax to this day. For example, there was a boom in hoaxes related to various publications on ‘charlatanerie’ or pretended scholarly expertise in the period 1680 to 1730 (Forster 1987: 220, 205f.). They are therefore explicitly acknowledged in Johann Burkhard Mencke’s best-known contemporary work The Charlatanry of the Learned (De charlataneria eruditorum Declamationes duae), published in Latin in 1715 and translated into several languages (e.g. into German in 1716). Mencke exalted hoaxes as critical instruments for uncovering the ‘[grandiloquent] mountebanks’ (großsprecherische Marktschreyer) amongst antiquarian scholars – those ‘antiquaries’ (Partisans des Alterthums), ‘worshippers of antiquity’ (Antiquitäten-Krähmer) (Mencke 1937: 48, 84f.).

In this context Mencke records the following anecdote: Athanasius Kircher was brought a Chinese silk scroll ‘covered with strange characters’. And once he had unrolled the scroll and begun to puzzle them out, it was held up to him in front of the mirror to reveal the legend, in Latin script: ‘Do not seek vain things, or waste time on unprofitable trifles’ (ibid.: 86; cf. Reulecke 2003: 40). This touches on an aspect of the critique of scholars that is frequently encountered in the context of forgeries, namely the accusation of credulity. As with many hoaxes, suspicion does not fall on the counterfeiter for being a fraudster – that is, of having been dishonest – but rather on the person deceived, for not having thought things through, not being wary enough, or not having used good sense. Mencke explicitly singles out those ‘gullible men’ who appraised a forgery as authentic ‘without close inspection’, highlighting a particular fault: namely ‘that those who easily believe are easily deceived’ (Mencke 1716: 143f; the footnote containing this passage in the German edition is not included in the English edition; cf. Doll 2019: 264f.).

To recap: hoaxes operate within a specific field of discourse. Like forgeries, they adhere to standard practices and methods, but unlike forgeries, their exposure is calculated to create a fissure that can lead to the erosion of certain assumptions and prerequisites of authenticity, originality, and authorship, as well as undermine authority, facticity and credibility. In this way, hoaxes both highlight the period-specific conditions governing the acceptance and treatment of objects as well as concepts related to forgeries. Thus, they contain the potential to exert critical transformational effects on a discipline or field through their discovery. In short, hoaxes serve as a practical critique of certain knowledge processes or, to use the terminology of Michel Foucault (2002), ‘discursive practices’.

However, these effects are not 100 per cent predictable; that is, hoaxes, like forgeries, should be conceptualized as experiments whose acceptance is not guaranteed in advance. Rather, they must prove themselves in actu: firstly, they always run the risk of being perceived from the outset as not legitimate; or secondly, the planned effects of the discovery may not materialize. In other words, either the time bomb fizzles out or it turns out to be a dud. A third possibility is that the explosion causes a chain reaction; the effects of a hoax sometimes ripple out in unexpected directions with widespread consequences far beyond the hoaxer’s intentions. For example, the Würzburg Lying Stones, carved stones passed off as fossils to the self-taught palaeontologist avant la lettre Johann Bartholomäus Adam Beringer in the early eighteenth century, did not merely temporarily compromise his reputation as planned. Rather, they made a lasting impact on the entire field; as James Parkinson notes, they provoked all researchers to take a far more cautious and disciplined approach to researching fossils (Parkinson 1820: 26). The Beringer case is still cited today – more or less justifiably – as a cautionary tale of bad scientific practice.

As indicated above, there is a problematic blurring of the term ‘hoax’. Formal engagement with the concept is therefore torn between linguistic pragmatics and a heuristic approach to definitions. The first approach investigates the use of the term in everyday situations and its fickle and period-specific transformations, such that the blurring itself becomes the subject of the investigation. Heyd shows that the concept of the hoax has changed considerably over the last few centuries, from a public practical joke to the derogatory term for something falsified or fake: branded goods or news stories, for example (Heyd 2012). Where previously it was claimed by the hoaxers themselves, it is now attributed from without as a disparaging term. The second approach pursued here strives for a clear and thus also operationalizable distinction from other terms: e.g. from the purely disparaging qualification of something as wrong; from ‘fake news’, a term too vague to be useful; from ‘appropriation art’ in art history, which has more to do with plagiarism; or from the ‘fake documentary’, ‘mock-documentary’ or ‘mockumentary’, which are better understood as pastiches or parodies as they ultimately do not deceive the audience, but openly exhibit their formal-aesthetic play with documentary forms (Roscoe and Hight 2001: 2).

Overall, it is important to note that critical engagement with hoaxes is highly interdisciplinary, as the range of authors cited here shows. In attempting to more clearly define the concept, it is useful to look past disciplinary boundaries to fields such as media and cultural studies, linguistics, art history, or literary studies. One challenge is the sometimes problematic prerequisite of intentionality, which has been circumvented here by speaking more generally of a loosely projected discovery: either through the direct revelation by the forgers themselves or in the form of signs incorporated into the individual artifacts, which sooner or later must lead to their unmasking (as in Keating’s ‘time bombs’). Against this background, the forgery and the hoax can also blend seamlessly: an undetected hoax ultimately becomes a forgery, while some forgeries later come to be perceived as hoaxes due to their obvious clumsiness. Keazor (2015: 15; 2018: 30) has coined the term ‘foax’ for this phenomenon.

Regarding the topic of ‘historical authenticity’, hoaxes and forgeries can both be understood as a kind of contrast medium that makes the period-specific significance of constructions of authenticity visible. The higher the relevance of certain forms of originality and authorship or authority, factuality and credibility in a discipline, the more scandalous the impact of the unmasking of the hoax will be, or in other terms, the more explosive the time bomb. The observation of hoaxes therefore does not confirm the omnipresence of simulation in the sense pioneered by Baudrillard, as is often claimed, but rather the extent to which seemingly outdated labels such as real/not real or true/false continue to shape period-specific cultures of knowledge and history as discursive categories to the present day. At the same time, hoaxes actively intervene in these categories, such that historically speaking they are not only the detritus of the past, but in some cases have micro-historically determined and changed the course of history. Reducing hoaxes to their most basic effect of ideological critique, that is, of confronting those taken in by them with the question ‘Did you really buy that? What on earth do you think objectivity is?’ (Becker and Mair 2005: 236–240), trivializes the much more significant effects of hoaxes. As hoaxes aim to bring about an impact similar to that caused by the discovery of a forgery, they are also linked to much deeper questions about the concrete authentication effects of accepted political-social and epistemic practices. On the other hand, to dismiss any form of such a Foucauldian ‘history of truth’ as relativism fails to recognize the analytical-critical dimension of hoaxes when examining the concrete ways in which they operate and their strategies of authentication in detail. A hoax exploits the often unspoken period-specific accepted practices for dealing with similarly valued objects in terms of authenticity, originality, and authorship or authority, factuality and credibility. The corresponding knowledge processes, which appear to be inseparably linked to the ‘nature of things’, thus become questionable, in two distinct senses of the word: they become both dubious and worthy of further investigation. As shown above, this has been studied exhaustively in literary studies and fairly comprehensively in the fields of journalism and art history but has received only limited attention in the history of knowledge. Historically broad and interdisciplinary research on this topic remains to be conducted.
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Identity

ACHIM SAUPE

Identity is a core concept in sociology, history, and cultural studies that has been deployed with growing frequency since the 1980s, particularly to invoke notions of ‘collective’ or ‘national’ identity. As a concept it has also been widely used, reflected upon, and criticized in the fields of oral history and the history of the self. Like authenticity, the concept of identity enjoyed a meteoric rise in the second half of the twentieth century, as it was closely related to processes of individualization, pluralization, decolonization, migration, and globalization.

Identity and authenticity both denote a subject’s relationship to itself while relying on intersubjective references to generate meaning. The most basic meaning of identity is ‘sameness’, ‘unity’, ‘uniformity’, or ‘total consonance’, but also in some contexts ‘essence’. In this respect, it can be defined as the opposite of difference and the ‘possibility of difference and diversity’. While the most common term for identity in German is Identität, equivalent terms including Selbigkeit or Einerleiheit (lit. ‘sameness’: both deriving from different words for ‘the same’) have also been used. Before the early twentieth century, identity had for the most part been treated either as a problem in logic and mathematics or as a significant concept in Schelling’s ‘identity philosophy’. The young Ludwig Wittgenstein rejected this framing, commenting: ‘Roughly speaking, to say of two things that they are identical is nonsense, and to say of one thing that it is identical with itself is to say nothing at all’ (Wittgenstein 1922: 5.5303). This resolute statement should not, however, dissuade us from first exploring a selection of attempts to define personal, narrative, social, and collective identity. We will then examine current debates on identity politics before differentiating between the concepts of identity and authenticity.

PERSONAL IDENTITY

Pragmatically speaking, identity is what one is – that is, in contrast to others and to what one is not. Personal identity and self-identity can both be described as ‘a person’s awareness of their own continuity over time and the idea of a certain coherence of their person’ (Wagner 1998: 45). Anyone investigating ‘identity’ is looking for answers to the following questions: ‘Who am I? What do I want? What can I be? Where is my place in society?’ (Bauman 1995: 54). In this respect, the search for identity is inextricably linked to the question of the self’s position in social relationships within communities and societies.

The concept of identity has been fundamentally shaped by the work of Erik H. Erikson. In his works The Problem of Ego-Identity (1956), Identity and the Life Cycle (1959), and Life History and the Historical Moment (1975), Erikson aimed to reflect on personal experiences of war, exile, and crisis, leading him to develop a theory of personality that combines psychosocial and developmental psychology. For Erikson, a key problem of identity is ‘the capacity of the ego to sustain sameness and continuity in the face of changing fate’ (Erikson 1964: 96). Identity, conceived as the continuity, coherence, and unity of the person, arises through active psychological processes of synthesis or integration and through life praxis. ‘This assumes that continuity and coherence are formed or constructed in the face of diachronic and synchronous experiences of difference, indeed that it is such experiences that set such processes of integration in motion in the first place’ (Straub 1998: 75). These experiences of difference may also include physical changes. An important factor in the formation of an identity is ‘life-historical and cross-situational sameness in the perception of one’s own person’ (Keupp 2013/2012) which must be recognized and acknowledged by others.

Building on the theories of Erikson and Freud – although the concept of identification has more significance in the latter’s work – the concept of identity has been further explored in psychoanalytical, pragmatic, and interaction-theoretical psychology and role theory. Talcott Parson, George Herbert Mead, and Erving Goffman are among the most important pioneers of classical identity theories. Erving Goffman’s reflections on how identities are constructed and when social belonging and non-belonging become problematic are of particular interest with regard to the ideal of authenticity. In Stigma (1963), Goffman asserts that stigmatization affects people who do not conform to normative expectations. Accordingly, stigmatized individuals have an incentive to feign a ‘phantom normalcy’ that enables them to connect and communicate with society, he argues. However, as ‘normal’ individuals are invariably unable to fulfil all of society’s expectations, they form a fictitious ‘as-if’ identity, which Habermas has described as ‘phantom uniqueness’ (1968: 132). According to this line of thought, individuals are obliged to adopt an interpretative approach to social requirements and expectations and associated judgements of their person. In these and other classical sociological theories, assuming various social roles and developing a personal identity do not represent a contradiction in principle.

In Erikson we find the idea that identity is not only ‘“located” in the core of the individual’, but ‘also in the core of his communal culture’ (1968: 22). This idea is taken up and combined with Goffman’s role-related conception of identity by Habermas, who distinguishes between personal and social identity: while the former ensures the consistency of a life-story, the latter serves to guarantee the feasibility of meeting demands to assume different roles (Habermas 1973; Dubiel 1976: 150). Ego identity thus describes the balance between personal and social identity: on the one hand, the subject attempts to meet normative expectations, but on the other hand – at least according to the modern understanding of Western liberalism – it cannot give up its own demand to signal its individual uniqueness. This is one of the paradoxes of all attributions of authenticity to individuals and groups. And it is precisely here that we can see one of the touchstones of the extraordinary success of the concept of authenticity: the striving for uniqueness and distinctiveness (including its fictitious character) manifests as the reverse side of the coin of the pursuit of identity.

Since the 1980s, the concept of identity and the associated idea of a strong unity of the ego have come under increasing criticism. Erikson’s theory has been accused of mixing qualitative analysis with formal structural arguments regarding the person’s relationship to the self and the world. Furthermore, scholars now dismiss as dated his notion of a largely stable core of identity that forms during adolescence and accumulates ‘inner capital’ (Erikson 1959: 94). Erikson’s attempts to link a fulfilling, life-affirming identity to the ‘American way of life’ have also been criticized, along with his naturalization of female identity and his transference of conceptions of personal identity to collectives (Straub 1998). At the same time, the model of regular linear development over the course of a lifetime no longer seems adequate in the post-industrial age. Poststructuralist, postmodern, and postcolonial perspectives advanced by Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Stuart Hall, Judith Butler, and Homi Bhabha understand the subject as ‘decentred’. Unity, continuity, coherence, developmental logic, and progress are no longer considered the central characteristics of our experience of the world, having been supplanted by contingency, discontinuity, breaks, transitions, fragmentation, dispersion, and reflexivity. Identity is, therefore, no longer understood as the emergence of an inner core, but at best as a process.

While a secure identity can no longer be taken for granted as the theoretical starting point in working life in the post-1980s, essentialist conceptions of identity have also been criticized from a postcolonial perspective. In his seminal essay, ‘Who needs identity?’ (1996), Stuart Hall emphasizes that his ‘concept of identity does not signal that stable core of the self … identical to itself across time’, and that ‘identities are never unified’ or ‘singular’ but are ‘increasingly fragmented and fractured’; they are ‘constructed within, not outside, discourse’ and they ‘operate through exclusion, through the discursive construction of a constitutive outside and the production of abjected and marginalized subjects’ (Hall 1996: 3–4, 15). In this respect, they are always characterized as ‘acts of power’ and are subject to historical change (Hall 1996: 5; Giesen 1999: 28).

From this perspective, identity is resolutely anti-essentialist. The question, then, is who and what produces identities? How the discursive construction of categories of difference takes place and what power relations are at work in the formation of identities can only be explained historically. Although the concept of identity can be critically deconstructed, subjects cannot decouple themselves from the negotiations surrounding identity: everyone needs ‘identity’ in order to locate themselves as the ‘social subjects of particular discourses’ and to participate in the ‘play of power and exclusion’ (Hall 1996: 5) in which identities are constructed (cf. Nünning and Nünning 2016: 36f.). This activist conception has led to the rise of identity politics, which has played such an important role in struggles for social recognition since the 1990s.

NARRATIVE IDENTITY

While Hall, following Michel Foucault, understands identity as an effect of discourses, other lines of research emphasize the importance of narratives in their formation: ‘Narratives and stories were and remain the uniquely human form of arranging, processing and comprehending one’s own experience. Only in a story, in an ordered sequence of events and their interpretation, does the chaos of impressions and experiences to which every human being is subjected on a daily basis gain a certain structure, and perhaps even a meaning’ (Ernst 1996: 58).

Stories and history therefore contribute to the formation of individual and collective identity, endowing the search for meaning and direction with coherence via the ‘synthesis of the heterogeneous’ and ‘dissonant consonance’ (Ricœur 1983–1986). The question of how this narrative identity is shaped remains, however. Closed biographical narratives do not do justice to life stories at the beginning of the twenty-first century any more than the metanarratives and grandes recites of classical historiography. Modern and postmodern narratives, however, point to the manifold possibilities of telling (life) stories without the need for coherence, not least by emphasizing the episodic and fragmentary.

Socio-psychological researchers in particular claim that, even in the present, coherence is of central importance for people’s everyday identity work, and the lack of it can even lead to serious health consequences. At the same time, however, they also assume that socio-cultural patterns of meaning of life have changed dramatically. The individual narratives that form the basis of narrative identity today draw less and less on traditional ‘meta-narratives’, such as references to nation, class, or milieu. Rather, in reflexive modernity (Ulrich Beck) identity narratives must be individualized, referring only to partially shared historical experiences and instead creating coherence by emphasizing transitions, overlaps, and references to multiple belongings and self-identifications. In this respect, these approaches assume that narrative coherence today has a structure that is quite open to subjects, in which ‘contingency, diffusion […], an idiosyncratic anarchy and the linking of seemingly contradictory fragments’ (Keupp 2006: 57) can indeed be central components. It is crucial that ‘the individually established link has an authentic form for the subject itself’ – this applies both in the lived present and in the context of its recognition in social relationship networks (ibid.).

Overall, narrative identity theories emphasize that narratives can ‘generate ethnic, cultural, sexual, and social identities and culturally stabilize or destabilize them’ – and thus also shape difference. Within the framework of culturally shaped narrative patterns, but also in the victim- and trauma-oriented narratives of historical reappraisal and oral history, ‘new standardizations’ are being generated that extend the hope of overcoming and reconciliation while also ‘promising individuality and authenticity’ (Keupp 2006: 46). This creates common and stabilizing, often stereotypical, points of reference for identity formation in times of social change and political upheaval, such as the description of life-changing caesuras and decades, or phenomena such as post-reunification Ostalgie (nostalgia for life in the former East Germany).

COLLECTIVE AND CULTURAL IDENTITY

As early as the 1960s Erikson had already carried the concept of personal identity over onto larger collectives. Earlier precursors of a theory of collective identity are Karl Marx’s distinction between ‘class in itself’ and ‘class for itself’, Emil Durkheim’s idea of a ‘collective consciousness’, and Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of ‘collective memory’. In sociology, social identity was grafted onto ego identity, for example when speaking of community spirit, feelings of ‘togetherness’ (Wir-Gefühl), or esprit de corps. As the concept of class has fallen out of favour, social-moral milieus have increasingly become blurred, and the nation and nation-state has lost much of its identity-shaping power, sociological research has become increasingly interested in group identities, understood in terms of ‘post-traditional communitization’ (Hitzler 1998, 2009).

Social and collective identity are primarily based on the identification of the self with the other, ‘resulting in ideas of similarity with others. This awareness of essential overlaps, if not of equality between individuals, includes the idea of distinguishing oneself from others and thus the self from the other’ (Wagner 1998: 45). Identifications promote inclusion and exclusion and define members and non-members of a group. However, collective identity – a more far-reaching and harmonizing form of social identity – can only arise if several persons ‘direct the orientations of their personal identities – orientations which are highly significant for them – to the same collective’ (Wagner 1998: 46).

The concept of collective identity, which was made famous in Germany by Habermas’ ‘theory of communicative action’ (1984, 1987), has shaped many aspects of public discourse, including the 1980s debates on constitutional patriotism and national consciousness, the question of a pan-German identity following reunification, and recent controversies over political asylum, immigration, and Germany’s Leitkultur (‘dominant culture’). Claims about what exactly makes up a collective identity usually draw on classic categories of modernity. Examples include the nation, and with it language, history, and culture; later categories that go beyond characteristics attributed to nation states and national cultures, such as race, class, religion, ethnicity, gender, political system, and citizenship; as well as typifying self-descriptions and descriptions of others, even including regional quirks. Comparable life situations and lifestyles, age cohorts, value preferences, movements and forms of social organization, networking structures, common rites, practices, and representations are increasingly used as the basis for the formation of collective identities. Accordingly, the terrain in which identities are formed is becoming increasingly blurred.

One of the now classic theories of collective identity is closely linked to research on remembrance and commemoration. According to Jan Assmann, shared experiences, communicative contexts, and culture shape the collective identity via ‘communicative’ and ‘cultural memory’. Without shared knowledge, awareness, and reflection, there would be no identity in either individual or social life: ‘A society becomes visible via its cultural transmission, both for itself and for others. Which past it becomes visible through and allows to emerge in the value perspective of its identificatory appropriation says something about what it is and what it wants to achieve’ (Assmann 1988: 16). Aleida Assmann has also distinguished between egalitarian, hegemonic, minoritarian, and national identities and – in line with Hall and others – emphasized that collective identities are ‘discourse formations’ that cannot be reduced to a ‘metaphysical core’ such as Herder’s Volksgeist or ‘spirit of the nation’ (Assmann 1993). There is no denying that both ideas strongly associate the concept of identity with culture: collective identity is seen as a social construct ‘through which bearers of a culture define themselves as belonging’, while at the same time claiming that ‘cultures represent offers of identity; they develop programs that make individuals identifiable as belonging to a certain group’ (Assmann 1993: 240).

Research into nationalism and the nation offers another way of determining collective identity (Giesen and Junge 1991; Berding 1994), insofar as the concept of identity is linked to general questions of community formation. This approach studies the language, symbols, rites, and practices that are important for establishing a sense of community as well as the associated ‘claims to authenticity’, expressions of solidarity, and allegations of deception or pretence made towards others by means of which one aims to establish a discursive collective identity (Giesen 1999: 21). At the same time, of course, it is vital to always bear in mind the question of whether and how the ‘social glue’ of the nation actually influences individuals’ self-image.

An example of this different understanding of what constitutes group-related and collective identity can be seen in scholarly engagement with the ‘New Social Movements’: whereas in the 1970s Alain Touraine (1973) approached the phenomenon via the triad of identité, opposition, and totalité, and thus in terms of similarities and interests, by the end of the 1980s collective identity was understood as a process: ‘collective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by several individuals (or groups at a more complex level) and concerned with the orientation of action and the field of opportunities and constraints in which the action takes place’ (Melucci 1989). Identity is no longer a precondition for social movements, but ‘an (unfinished) product of ongoing interactions’ (Rucht 1995: 14).

In his critique of the concept of collective identity, Rogers Brubaker has shown that on the one hand, it functions as an exclusionary, affectively charged concept, but on the other hand it can also delineate a looser, more open self-image in which affinities, affiliations, commonalities, and solidarity with other people play a role (Brubaker 2006). In the latter case, collective identity alone ‘represents a cipher for whatever connects certain persons together in one way or another’ (Straub 2011: 300). However, additional issues are posed by using the same word for very different understandings of identity: Firstly, it obscures the question of whether continuity and tradition or breaks and contingency determine identity; and secondly, it blurs the distinction between fluid and stable identities.

How formative collective identities are is controversial. For example, a distinction has been drawn between ‘we groups’ with a close social connection and communication network and ‘pseudo-identities’ from larger ‘pseudo-collectives’. This is because while some actually ‘identify with the traditions and practices, orientations and goals of the group and behave accordingly, this is often questionable in the case of large anonymous groups’ (Straub 1998: 100). If, however, there are no overarching ‘uniform reference points’ for the self-image and worldview, then there is no need to apply the concept of collective identity at all. In this respect, collective identities are ‘communicative constructs’. If they cannot be formally reconstructed for study, ‘then they run the risk of becoming ideologemes of a praxis and politics that disregards the differences in people’s experiences in order to manipulate them’ (Straub 1998: 104) – thus ultimately leading to homogenization.

IDENTITY POLITICS

Since the end of the twentieth century, political discourse has been increasingly shaped by references to minority, individual, and group identity, particularly in the context of social justice issues and associated struggles for recognition. Today – in a time of ‘progressive neoliberalism’ (Fraser 2017) – it is evidently easier to draw attention to ongoing discrimination, to argue for the recognition of difference, and to demand rights in the name of ‘identity’ than by addressing them as issues of emancipation, justice, and distribution that affect the general public as a whole. The emergence of identity politics can be attributed to the weakening of the identity- and tradition-forming forces of the nation state as well as to the decline of social-moral milieus together with their social binding forces (Hobsbawm 1996: 40). However, the continuation of emancipatory movements by other means, such as the theory of the social construction of gender and the emphasis on diversity in a post-colonial and post-migration context, appears to be a more important factor. Identity politics thus advance the issues raised by the New Social Movements, human rights doctrine, and the struggles of (and on behalf of) minorities and marginalized people while taking inspiration from the anti-colonial, the Black liberation, women’s, and LGBTQ+ movements (Schubert 2004: 672f.). This brings conceptions emphasizing transnational identity and diversity into conflict with ‘more comprehensive, uniform and homogeneous’ (Hall 1994: 57) conceptions of identity on the one hand, and with universalist, cross-class, and cross-milieu approaches and emancipation movements on the other. Within identity politics, identity is used as an empowerment strategy.

The positioning of difference associated with identity politics often has an ambivalent character. This is because it leads to an at least latent re-essentialization of gender, culture, origin, ethnicity and recently also of the nation; especially since, following in the footsteps of emancipatory identity politics, the New Right has also appropriated the concept of identity, applying it – with the addition of subcultural borrowings such as the rhetoric of resistance – in particular to the nation and to ethnic groups. Identity politics involves drawing distinctions and demarcations that include, exclude, and separate in order to assert the interests of different identities. The leap from interest-driven politics to identity politics is a strategic move that is closely linked to the victimization and self-victimization of social groups. The exclusion and devaluation of the group perceived as ‘one’s own’ results in struggles for political recognition by and on behalf of the members belonging to that group. Stigmatizing external attributions and (constructed) deviations from social norms are re-interpreted as positives. In this way, particular interests are brought to the fore and legitimized by an ‘emancipatory deficit’. The history of the group in question is perceived and represented in terms of ongoing oppression and devaluation.

Through social controversies and legal measures against ethnic, racist, and sexist discrimination, identity politics can contribute to the emancipation of societies and strengthen the visibility, representation, and integration of marginalized groups. On the other hand, identity politics can lead to greater social segmentation and deepen differences as, in the fight for ‘particular interests’, it tends to lose sight of questions of distribution between rich and poor, and of the sense of community and social cohesion in new forms of post-traditional communitization (Lilla 2016; Fukuyama 2018). All talk of the recognition of identities and of overcoming inequalities based on identities is thus a politically loaded self-empowering discourse that can be conducted in all political camps.

CONCLUSION: IDENTITY AND AUTHENTICITY

While in the political arena, identity – and thus the labelling of the self and others – has become an instrumental tool, there is now broad agreement across the cultural and social sciences that there is no homogenous identity. This applies both on an individual and a collective level. Due to the tendency to essentialize and to politicize, including via claims of unity and continuity, the question arises as to whether and to what extent the concept of identity should be retained at all, and whether it would not be better to abandon it in favour of less exclusionary concepts such as active and passive identifications and multiple affiliations (Anthias 2009; Yuval-Davis 2011). As an ‘effect of a dramatization of difference’, any emphasis on identity – and also on belonging – remains in the first instance a characteristic of intersubjective self-location within communities. In its function of exclusion and inclusion it remains highly ambivalent; after all, in every assertion of identity and belonging, subjects are incorporated into a group without being asked about their own self-image and their wishes for affiliation or belonging.

Identity and authenticity are often mentioned in the same breath as if their overlaps and differences require little explanation. This can be seen in the discourse surrounding the preservation of monuments, when national identity is related to preserved material authenticity (Falser 2008), or in the analysis of ‘authenticity policies’ intended to specify the concept of identity politics (Johnson 2003; Filitz and Saris 2013; Harris et al. 2013; Häberlen 2019). The two concepts intersect at the point where their horizons of meaning touch on the individual, individuality and originality. The individuality of the person goes back to the romantic idea that the individual is an ‘entity that is not reducible to any order, structure, language, or grammar without a remainder’ (Straub 1998: 79). In this respect, identity is the exact opposite of individuality and authenticity in the sense of uniqueness; for while the individual is specific as well as not entirely identifiable, and ‘being authentic’ or ‘appearing authentic’ is at best a situational assessment, personal identity always maintains a continuity of the person over time and an ability to connect with others. In this respect, it can be argued that individuality in fact lacks everything that is important for identity: namely unity and strong similarities in relation to others as well as coherence and continuity across one’s own life. If we accept this distinction between identity and individuality, then authenticity begins to take on a bridging function: on the one hand, it emphasizes the specific, the independent, the salient and unique character of a subject; on the other hand, it always establishes a link to the past via the topos of fidelity to oneself.

Beyond this, it is tempting to combine the two concepts, as doing so endows identity semantics with the qualities of credibility, reality, and candour. Conversely, the concept of the authentic is then connected to collective identities. Talking about one’s own identity is a reflexive way of inscribing oneself in a life-historical and historical framework of communication and experience by engaging with it or differentiating oneself from it. Ultimately, the concept of identity includes a more normative component, as all discussion about identity involves claims about what a subject could or should be. This is particularly the case in group-related identity constructs. And just as the search for an authentic relationship with the self is a response to experiences of crisis and alienation, the same also applies to identity, which, as Zygmunt Bauman once put it, can ‘exist only as a problem’ (Bauman 1995: 81; Bauman 2004).
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Industrial Culture

TORSTEN MEYER & MICHAEL FARRENKOPF

According to the 2020 ‘Charta Industriekultur’ of North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany, the term ‘industrial culture’ adresses not ‘only the immediate remains of industrial history […] but also the milieu of industry including the resulting evidence of infrastructure, urban planning, society, politics, and everyday culture. It also includes intangible evidence such as personal memories and society’s traditions. Industrial culture includes all activities of the preservation and use of these remains but also of their interpretation and transmission through interdisciplinary efforts of all kinds, i.e. also as part of a regional historical culture anchored in municipalities’. This broad definition of the term, which was certainly contentiously discussed but is currently largely accepted, illustrates the complexity of the concept of industrial culture. At the same time, it reflects the fact that various scholarly disciplines and their institutions, each with its own specific concepts of authenticity, are involved in its research, preservation, and dissemination. Other actors are also devoted to such activities, including local historical associations, private collections, and hybrid initiatives. This obvious hotch-potch shows that processes of negotiating the perspectives considered authentic in industrial culture are multifaceted and always also political. The history of research reflects this as well. And an ongoing expansion of the understanding of the concept of industrial culture is also evident, since initially it was determined by debates regarding the tangible heritage of industrial culture.

THE HISTORY OF RESEARCH AND COINING OF THE TERM ‘INDUSTRIAL CULTURE’

The term Industriekultur (industrial culture) first appeared in the German-speaking world around the turn to the twentieth century, but initially it referred to the architectural design of industrial buildings (Hassler and Kierdorf 2000). It was propagated on the one hand by the reformist architects of the German Werkbund, whose industrial buildings can be seen ‘as an attempt to reconcile modern technology and bourgeois culture’ (Albrecht 2014: 31) and, on the other hand, by architects close to the Heimatschutz (Homeland Protection) movement and influenced by the British Arts and Crafts movement. Under the sign of processes of industrial transformation, this original meaning has changed clearly in the German-speaking world since the late 1960s, whereas in the English-speaking world the term is ‘industrial heritage’. In German-speaking countries in the 1970s, the term Industriekultur took on broader contours in the context of institutional historical protection, as is evident above all in the establishment of new positions for the preservation of industrial monuments. Even today, the names for these departments vary: for example, ‘Industrie- und Technikdenkmale’ (Industrial and Technological Monuments) in Baden-Württemberg, ‘Technik- und Industriedenkmalpflege’ (Technological Cultural Heritage Conservation) in Brandenburg, ‘Technische Kulturdenkmale, Industriedenkmalpflege’ (Technological Cultural Landmarks, Industrial Monument Preservation) in Lower Saxony. In the name used at the time, ‘technological cultural landmarks’, these offices were adopting terminology from the discovery of architectural remains of the industrial age, which largely coincided with the 1920s. The term was used primarily by engineers and made the claim that modern technology and the buildings surrounding it should be understood as components of bourgeois culture, though initially the focus was on commercial ensembles from the pre-industrial era.

In West Germany, this institutionalization of industrial culture happened late compared to similar developments in Britain, East Germany, and Sweden, other European countries that industrialized early, such as Belgium and the Netherlands, also joined this process in the 1970s. That has since led to this new institution of authentification no longer appealing to established categories of historical preservation and increasingly emancipating itself from a perspective schooled by art history.

This emancipation from the categories of an institutionalized authentification was closely connected to public interest in the architectural remains of the industrial culture that has been developing since its origins in Britain in the 1950s. Supported by a broad and disparate network of actors, ranging from historians and archaeologists to journalists and students, a new way of seeing known as industrial archaeology has emerged and evolved into a significant discipline (see Cossons 2000). It has influenced the recognition of cultural heritage in historical preservation as part of the authentification based on social history as well as the history of technology rather than on art history. This new perspective is reflected most clearly in the founding of the International Committee for the Conservation of the Industrial Heritage (TICCIH) in 1973. Since 2000, this international historical preservation organization has been advising UNESCO on its processes of recognizing the remains of industrial culture as world heritage. This influential, globally active institution of authentification adopted The Nizhny Tagil Charter for the Industrial Heritage in 2003. Authenticity is a key category in its selection of the heritage to be preserved and focuses on material remains, although intangible heritage is also addressed as an element of industrial culture.

In parallel with these developments, another form of institutional recognition and valorization emerged: the museum of industry (Parent 2008). With an increased focus on social and everyday history, it has documented the history of (primarily regional) industrialization. The founding of museums of industry was often the result of the engagement of citizens and urban planners and went hand in hand with a pronounced drive to collect material objects that had been declared important for everyday or social history. Numerous museums of industry owe their origins since the late 1970s to political strategies to address structural change in agglomerations once characterized by heavy industry. The history of industry was to be told in museums in places that had been declared authentic sites of industrial culture (Commandeur and Kift 2014). The local departments of historical preservation were often involved in the selection of locations for museums of industry. Their choice was primarily based on reflections on how to preserve industrial culture along with the technology of industrial monuments deemed worthy of preservation. Another prominent example is the British Ironbridge Gorge Museum, whose trust was founded already in 1967. In 1986, Ironbridge Gorge was one of the first monuments of industrial culture to be declared UNESCO World Cultural Heritage (Belford 2011). It illustrates not only the aforementioned growth in public interest in industrial culture since the 1960s. The addition of the complex to the World Heritage List also reflects the gradual transition of criteria of evaluation to the protection of the heritage of industrial culture, which is now defined less by architecture than by technology (Föhl 2017: 18).

In addition to the British initiative of industrial archaeology discussed above, public interest in industrial culture was evident in Sweden in the ‘Gräv där du står’ (‘Dig where you are standing’) movement and in Germany in ‘Geschichtswerkstätten’ (‘history workshops’). ‘Geschichte von unten’ (‘history from below’) was the slogan formulated by these interest groups. On the one hand, this led to personal authenticity becoming more important in the context of industrial culture. On the other, it also reveals the eminently political and emancipatory claim of industrial culture in the 1970s and 1980s.

REFINING THE TERMINOLOGY AND METHODOLOGY OF INDUSTRIAL CULTURE SINCE THE 1980S

In the 1980s, industrial culture still implied a historiographic narrative with an emancipatory claim, but in the decades that followed aesthetic, romantic, festive, and touristic processes began to cloak that imperative, leading to a certain arbitrariness (Engelskirchen 2004). At times, these processes had both political and economic motivations. Supplementing the established discourse on heritage, movements such as urban explorers and critical heritage studies developed alternative forms by which industrial and cultural heritage were appropriated in a self-reflected manner.

The voyeuristic gaze of the ideas of authenticity called ‘ruin porn’ – which is solely interested in the aesthetic of decaying industrial buildings – seems strange at first glance. The buildings of industrial culture are mutated into photographic motifs or art objects; the focus shifts away the lives of the people who have not left deindustrialized regions (Doucet 2017). This form of appropriating the industrial cultural heritage is part of a larger movement called urban exploration. Ideally carrying cameras, people explore urban wastelands – from disused built infrastructure by way of empty social housing to decaying industrial buildings. In the process they discover places thought lost, which seem foreign to and absent from daily life and are thus understood ‘as a non-, anti-, or unplace’ (Dünne 2012: 20). In a way that is almost like a documentary – because it is aestheticizing – urban explorers appropriate these places by means of so-called ‘lost places’ photography (Garrett 2013). It seems that the increased popularity of this movement in recent decades can be traced back to two factors: first, rapidly evolving camera technology and increasing digitization and, second, a romanticizing fascination with ruins that borders on nostalgia.

Lost-places photographers consider the remains of industrial culture authentic only if they are in a state of constant decay. They see them as mirroring the transience of the industrial age, which appears as a ruin in the post-industrial era. Interventions of historical preservation are not on the agenda of urban explorers, and this has considerable consequences: Respect for authentic and authenticated decay presumes an ethical code that rejects any individual alteration of the state of the object as encountered (Bretschneider 2020). Although this appropriation and authentification at first seems like an uncritical approach to industrial culture because of its aesthetic impetus, a determined refusal to preserve and intervene manifests a certain proximity to critical heritage studies (Harrison 2013). Their basic concern is vividly reflected in the formulation ‘There is no such thing as heritage’ by Laurajane Smith and Emma Waterton (2009) – the standard quotation in this context. Critical heritage studies are about nothing less than critically questioning the institutionally assured, established discourse on cultural heritage and calling for alternative forms of self-reflective appropriation of heritage. In lieu of the established concept of heritage that has been shaped by historical preservation and focused on materiality to be preserved for its authenticity or veracity, critical heritage studies emphasized performance, emotionality, and communication. They counter the dominant, ‘naturalized’, and authoritative understanding of heritage with a discursive one, sometimes criticizing established elite expertise. Processes of a community-based and community-oriented authentification are connected to this.

Critical heritage studies reflect, first, the ‘Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage’ adopted by UNESCO in 2003. It continued the anti-Eurocentric impulse of the ‘Nara Document on Authenticity’ of 1994, which thematized the cultural diversity of concepts of authenticity as well as their social construction (Falser 2011) and influenced the Western debates on authenticity. Critical heritage studies can also be seen as catalysts of local and regional initiatives that operated outside of the established discourse on heritage and focused from the outset on establishing a regional identity. In the context of industrial culture, American ‘Rust Belt Chic’ should be cited as an example: a movement distinguished above all by literary production in the Northeastern and Midwestern United States, specifically in the former ‘manufacturing belt’ (Linkon 2018: 131–162). The loss of tangible witnesses to the industrial age left behind a gap in post-industrial identity formation, which increasingly led to people without a personal, biographical connection to industrial history actively participating in the production of regional heritage to provide an anchor for identity formation (Golombek 2020).

This praxeological discourse, the historical preservationists objected, inadequately reflected the materiality of the remains. Regardless, critical heritage studies influenced the discourse on historical preservation (Bogner et al. 2018). This was clearly reflected in growing criticism of an arbitrariness of industrial culture expressed in festivals and tourism around monuments of industrial culture. ‘Forward-looking proposals for new and critical interpretations of the past’ were not possible, argued Meier and Steiner (2018: 25), for example. They claimed that current social contexts and educational perspectives were getting lost behind valorizations with cultural and economic motivations. To reactivate that perspective, Meier and Steiner referred to the material evidence of monuments of industrial culture emphasized in the ‘Nizhny Tagil Charter’ that seemed particularly well suited to stimulate reflections on global and environmental history as well as on the ongoing process of industrialization (ibid.: 27–28).

From this perspective, whether something is considered a worthy of preservation is less a product of architectural authenticity than of its value as evidence that shines a critical light on complex processes of industrialization. This reflects a process that began with the Nara Document on Authenticity and was reinforced by critical heritage studies emphasizing that authenticity is a social construct. The many architectural remains in deindustrialized regions do not, however, leave room for a purist rejection of all cultural and economic valorization of the heritage of industrial culture (Xie 2015). This is the starting point for a current discourse between historical preservation, urban and regional planning, and architecture that argues for a negotiating space in which authenticity and continued use, economic development and sustainability, and also architectural aesthetics and sensitivity are of equal value and can be networked with one another (Oevermann and Mieg 2015). On the one hand, such reflections take into account the fact that the terminologies of the monument and of ‘heritage’ are not identical and, on the other, they point to the significance of the past industrial culture for developing the future prospects of deindustrialized regions. These regions are often characterized not just by architectural remains but also by large-scale transformations of the landscape. From this perspective, the question of the authenticity of industrial culture looks radically different. It would be authentic, for example, to preserve hard-coal slag heaps or the holes left from opencast mining of brown coal since only such ‘natural’ remains keep alive the memory of the ecological dimension of industrialization. But most of what distinguishes the landscapes of industrial culture is of post-industrial origin and, as a form renaturing or restructuring, thus represents per se a negation of industrialization. The associated concepts get by without recourse to the authentic and emphasize instead the anthropogenic change and intervention on the path to aesthetics, festivals, and tourism (Golombek and Meyer 2016). They transform the ‘wounds’ in the landscape into ‘scars’ that keep the painful but now healed past alive in collective memory (Storm 2014).

Industrial culture is, however, more than just architecture and landscape: it includes objects and people as well. Numerous objects of industrial culture survive, and can generally be divided into remains of buildings for the production, administration, social fabric, or infrastructure as in-situ witnesses and the material industrial heritage that is not tied to a place and hence mobile in a similar but even broader typology. One phenomenon initially typical of the boom in the founding of museums of industry since the 1970s was their focus on preserving architectural relics of production facilities that had lost their original function in the wake of deindustrialization and were repurposed as museums. Often, these museums did not even have collections of objects when they were founded, and they were assembled only gradually, frequently with an emphasis on themes of social history. The latter was in keeping with a paradigm shift in historiography generally from the 1960s onwards in favour of social and economic history, and the newly founded museums of industry quite consciously sought to distinguish themselves from technology museums of an earlier form such as the Deutsches Museum in Munich and the Deutsches Bergbau-Museum (German Mining Museum) in Bochum. In addition to supposedly a pure – not infrequently meaning unconsidered – presentation of processes from the history of technology, were intended to contextualize architectural remains of past industry in relation to sociohistorical developments, urban-planning changes, economic transformation, ecological problems, and, last but not least, psychological, medical, and cultural consequences (Faulenbach and Jelich 1987). The Museum der Stadt Rüsselsheim played a pioneering role here in 1976 with its redesigned department of the history of industry, as did the Centrum Industriekultur in Nuremberg, followed by a contemporaneous wave in the founding of museums of industry and labour around 1980. 1979: Westfälisches Industriemuseum; 1980: founding of the Förderverein (Society of Friends) of the Museum für Arbeit in Hamburg; 1980: Landtag resolution passed on Mannheim as the site for the Landesmuseum für Technik und Arbeit, which opened ten years later; 1980: DASA Deutsche Arbeitsschutzausstellung (German Labor Protection Exhibition, today: Working World Exhibition) in Dortmund; 1982: founding of the German Museum of Technology in Berlin; 1984: Rheinisches Industriemuseum.

Following this concept from the outset, numerous museums of industry collected sources of eyewitnesses which were ultimately intended to help contextualize in a subjected-oriented and thus allegedly especially authentic way and convey the narrative of the museum or exhibition in question. Especially in the initial phase of oral history in Germany, however, from the later 1970s onwards, the credibility of oral histories was considered fundamentally dubious by historians. When the historical connection of the objects collected and the live stories presented in industrial museums made them seem authentic, as it were, it reveals – especially in the case of personal eyewitness testimony and individually remembered stories – the limits of authenticity defined in terms of originality.

LOOKING AHEAD

From the perspective of eyewitness testimony and oral history, the heritage of industrial culture today – quite unlike the critical search for evidence of the 1980s – should be regarded critically since it goes hand in hand with progressing commodification and harmonization of the historical and an increasing commercialization and display of the authentic (Nogueira 2020). But it seems that the practice of museums of industry only rarely reflects on processes of authentification on a theoretical level. Current analyses show that museum practice with a theoretical bent strives to understand the processes of authentification that are part of daily life in a museum, but in practice this abstraction is hardly ever adopted and implemented. To analyse these connections critically, for example, it is proposed that processes of authentification be understood on the analytical level as a three-part mechanism whose components mesh like gears (Schorr 2020): The first question is how notions of authenticity (Fillitz and Saris 2013) are inscribed in cultural institutions, while the second step raises the question of how notions of authenticity are applied or implemented. The third task is studying how this notion of authenticity is communicated by a suitable display. The fourth question is whether the concept of staged authenticity developed in tourism studies – which addresses the visitors’ expectations in the sense of their ideas of authenticity but at the same time focuses on their performance (Walby and Piché 2015) – can be made fruitful for the study of the authentification processes of industrial culture but also for ‘heritage’ in general.
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Intangible Cultural Heritage

HELMUT GROSCHWITZ

The ratification of the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003 established an international legal framework for the safeguarding of intangible forms of cultural expressions. At the same time, it reignited discourse on cultural heritage and the intangible; in this connection, older concepts of ‘folk culture’ and ‘tradition’ were invoked and renegotiated. Intangible cultural heritage encompasses linguistic expressions, performing arts, social practices, customs and celebrations, knowledge practices, traditional craftsmanship, and the like. The term also refers to the intangible aspects of things, such as their production, use, and meanings, the representation of non-material forms of expression in museums, and narratives. Therefore, we have to differentiate between broader definitions of intangible cultural heritage and the definition instituted by the UNESCO convention for the specific purpose of selecting and designating something as cultural heritage. Views of intangible cultural heritage as both an object and a concept range from (unquestioned) everyday practices and essentialist reductions to performative and discursive constructs. This breadth is visible in a range of contexts – for example, when the communities that cultivate and preserve cultural heritage speak of ‘their’ heritage as an obvious fact that has a long history and high degree of recognition; by contrast, in historico-critical discourse, academics focus on the constructed and performative character of the practices as well as associated complex processes of change. Researchers usually treat cultural heritage less as a stable entity and more as a discursive field, a position well summed up by the claim: ‘There is no cultural heritage in itself; cultural heritage is made’ (Hemme et al. 2007). Thus, researchers must consider where, in which context, and with which intentions the concept is applied. Contemporary ascriptions of heritage status are the result of the concept’s long-term development, which began in the eighteenth century (and perhaps even earlier). Accordingly, the diachronic succession and synchronic coexistence of discursive, essentialist, and performative concepts of cultural heritage are also of relevance for questions of authenticity.

WHAT DOES INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE MEAN?

There are different perspectives and discourses on intangible cultural heritage. Some view it as a synonym for traditions, while others consider it a set of cultural practices up to and including the transmission of knowledge and skills within and between communities. Yet another strand in the discourse views intangible cultural heritage as a legal framework in combination with procedures for assessment and for awarding marks of distinction. Intangible cultural heritage can also be understood as an instrument of cultural or identity politics, and as a specific gaze upon forms of cultural expressions (Koslowski 2015). Discussions on cultural heritage are usually informed by a backwards-looking perspective, with heritage communities seeking to preserve that which they have ‘inherited’. Increasingly, though, heritage communities are taking on a future-oriented mission by functioning as ‘testators’ who bequeath practices and values to future generations. Inherent in the notion of intangible cultural heritage is the perception of historicity and its meaning for a specific community. Article 2 of the UNESCO convention defines intangible cultural heritage as ‘the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage’. It underscores that intangible cultural heritage is transmitted ‘from generation to generation’ and ‘is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history’. Finally, the definition notes that heritage provides communities ‘with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity’ (UNESCO 2003). For UNESCO, intangible cultural heritage is conceived as a continuously expanding inventory of exemplary forms of cultural expressions, and is implemented at the national and international levels in the form of lists. State Parties commit to documenting, researching, communicating about, and safeguarding cultural heritage. Despite the contents of Article 2, Section 1 of the convention, the power to define what constitutes intangible cultural heritage is not given to cultural communities themselves, but is held by experts and political decision-makers within a hierarchical administrative structure.

In Germany, this power is held by committees on the state and federal levels, by the Conference of Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs, and by the Government Commissioner for Culture and Media; internationally, it is held by UNESCO’s Evaluation Body and the Intergovernmental Committee of the 2003 Convention. When these organs reject an application, they do not in principle rule out the possibility that the form of cultural expression in question might be recognized as intangible cultural heritage; rather, they simply make a decision about placing it on national and international lists. The intended ‘bottom up’ application process, by which the initiative for a nomination should emerge from the cultural communities, is thus formatted and placed under political control. Moreover, the values and norms that guide the evaluation of applications are determined by parties with an external perspective. Therefore, cultural heritage designations are an object of the national and international politics of culture. Critical perspectives, such as those offered by critical heritage studies, emphasize that the designation ‘cultural heritage’ is constitutive and not declarative. There are no ‘natural’ or ‘essential’ attributes possessed by forms of cultural expression that would mark them as cultural heritage. Rather, cultural heritage is ‘made’ through a process of ‘heritagization’. Recognition of the foregoing shifts the analytical perspective away from performances, knowledge practices, artefacts, sites, and cultural communities and towards ‘metacultural’ practices of knowledge production, selection, and presentation as well as the institutional structures and processes involved in designating something as cultural heritage. Taken together, these practices and structures comprise a heritage regime. Thus, cultural heritage is not just a qualifier of a cultural form of expression, but an entire ‘mode of cultural production that has recourse to the past and produces something new. Heritage as a mode of cultural production adds value to the outmoded by making it into an exhibition of itself. […] Heritage professionals use concepts, standards, and regulations to bring cultural phenomena and practitioners into the heritage sphere, where they become metacultural artifacts’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004).

The transformation of forms of cultural expression into cultural heritage has a close connection to questions of authenticity, since it alters their reception and significance. Heritigization necessitates verifying the authenticity of these ‘metacultural artifacts’ in their new contexts through knowledge production, mediation, and recontextualization. These knowledge practices can be read as authentification strategies, as everyday practices and practices that are directed at the present are attributed historical depth and historicity. This imbues them with value as touchstones for action. The fluidity of performances and the execution of practices more generally pose a challenge for concepts of intangible cultural heritage. After all, practices must be repeated in similar fashion, but every iteration is different; they have to be adopted and negotiated. In a sense, this contradicts the genealogical and legal sense of the concept of Inheritance, which denotes a defined, stable entity that could be acquired, sold, and transferred to others. The UNESCO convention requires that a form of cultural expression be passed on to multiple generations for it to qualify as cultural heritage, thus granting practitioners a decisive role in the process. This social definition of intangible cultural heritage is articulated in the notion of ‘living heritage’. But critical heritage studies’ reduction of cultural heritage to discourse can be problematic. It runs the risk of insufficiently accounting for the historical genesis and contemporary practice of forms of cultural expression. Independent of their designation as cultural heritage, forms of cultural expression have functions in everyday life worlds that must be taken into consideration. Even the label ‘cultural heritage’ and the processes of knowledge production associated with it are entangled with cultural performances, such that the system of cultural heritage should itself be grasped as a cultural practice to be researched and critiqued. This point concerns practices of heritagization, various actors’ uses of concepts of cultural heritage, and the shifts that result from a form of cultural expression being designated as cultural heritage.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The development of the concept of intangible cultural heritage as such began avant la lettre long before the ratification of the UNESCO convention. It can be traced back to Johann Gottfried Herder (if not earlier), whose collection of ‘folk songs’ (1778–79), later published as ‘Voices of the Peoples in Songs’, spurred extensive efforts to collect and document forms of intangible cultural expression. Highly influential, too, was his concept of the ‘national character’ of distinct ‘peoples’, which he thought was manifested in their songs. The concept, later altered to the ‘folk spirit’, had a consequential, though ambivalent legacy, shaping the work of scholars like Jacob Grimm. In his 1835 study German Mythology, Grimm pieced together a plethora of sources to argue that the Germans had their own cohesive, self-contained mythology. Although the study’s methodology would not meet contemporary standards of scholarship, Grimm still succeeded in laying the foundations for ideas of a national consciousness. Long before the foundation of the German Empire in 1871, Grimm treated Germans as an ethnicity by defining ‘the folk’ through the mythology he had constructed as ‘theirs’ (Groschwitz 2017). When written sources were lacking, Grimm sought to gain insight into the Germans’ prehistory through contemporaneous customs, sagas, religious and legal ideas – in short, forms of intangible cultural heritage. He speculated that these practices were ‘relics’ of a long lost past and, without evidence, placed them into an overarching narrative of tradition. This ‘romantic premise of continuity’ (Bausinger and Brückner 1969) revolved around the intangible forms of expression of rural populations. The less affected by modernization these populations seemed, the more value Grimm attributed to their cultural practices as evidence of the customs and traditions of original, ‘indigenous’ Germans. Though during the Enlightenment, these were often deemed ‘irrational’ and combatted, Grimm valorized these traditions as cultural heritage that needed to be protected in order to preserve the ‘national character’ of ‘the folk’.

Grimm’s theorems influenced many ethnographic and folkloristic collections, concepts of ethnic culture, and notions of ‘types of ethnic peoples’, who were supposedly defined by an original, authentic essence. All of these efforts took place under the auspices of a growing project of nation building in Europe (Köstlin and Nikitsch 1999). And all placed considerable weight on customs, legal practices, popular arts and crafts, popular religion, and linguistic expressions, phenomena that partially overlap with those of the UNESCO convention. Folklorists even searched for traces of early Germans’ ‘cultural heritage’ in tools and the regional specificities of housing architecture. The complex interaction between a group of mostly urban researchers and the rural population ultimately gave rise to what scholars today call the ‘invention of folk culture’ (Göttsch 2003), which ranged from the formation and purification of cultural practices all the way to the invention of practices out of whole cloth. Poignant examples include ‘traditional costumes’, most of which were invented in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, and ‘folk art’. Both are products of modernity. The same anti-modern search for the authentic motivated the establishment of numerous museums of folklore and cultural history. In the 1960s, scholarly disciplines studying folklore began critically questioning former paradigms. The romantic premise of continuity was debunked as mere speculation and replaced with a more nuanced view of simultaneous ‘continuity and change’ (Bausinger and Brückner 1969). This shift dismantled essentialist notions of folk culture and folk life. Accordingly, academics turned to studying the performative nature of cultural expression by examining the complex interactions between stabilizing factors and processes of transformation. The concepts of ‘folklorism’ (Köstlin 1991) and the ‘invention of tradition’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) charted a similar course. Broad swathes of politics, media, and civil society, however, have failed to learn the lessons of this academic critique. Dated ideas have shown their resilience in public and media discourse. Claims about folk culture and the continued existence of pagan beliefs in contemporary culture (‘Halloween is a pagan holiday’, ‘Christmas originates in Germanic rites’, etc.) are often repeated, as are attempts to preserve or restore supposedly authentic forms of cultural practice.

All of this influences mainstream perspectives on intangible cultural heritage. Enthusiasm for a re-traditionalization can be seen in folk costume clubs, growing interest in folkloristic accessories, and the use of costumes at festivals to give them a note of folk ‘authenticity’. The 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was intended to expand the 1972 UNESCO World Heritage Convention beyond its one-sided focus on material objects (even if the latter did encompass some of their immaterial aspects) and the concomitant adherence to European concepts of built heritage conservation. The agreement provided a legal instrument for the international recognition of cultural heritage to nations whose understandings of cultural heritage revolved more around intangible practices, performances, and the like. Still, the convention and the national organs that process applications have retained some outdated ideas. The history of the convention itself reveals how the notion of ‘folklore’ in the sense of folk or rural culture was only gradually supplanted by ‘intangible cultural heritage’ (Testa 2016). Even though ‘folklore’ has disappeared from the agreement’s text, concepts of folk culture, ethnic identity, traditional communities, and national character continue to determine considerations of what counts as intangible heritage. Further continuities can be detected in the use of intangible cultural heritage for political ends, processes of nation building, and the construction of collective identities.

ON THE AUTHENTICITY OF FLUID PRACTICES

The performative, fluid character of intangible cultural heritage poses some problems for the concept of authenticity. Despite ageing, wear, restoration, and renovation, material objects have an enduring presence. By contrast, the very definition of intangible forms of cultural expression means they can only be grasped in the moment. In a sense, they have two modes of being: a latent phase in which they are only available as tacit knowledge or as representations, traces, and structures, and an active phase in which they are present in practice, whether it be an artistic performance, the enactment of a custom, or the execution of a skill. This also holds for the artefacts and spaces associated with traditional practices, which take on a special meaning when they are used in a performance. The performative, fluid character of intangible cultural heritage is also the reason why only representations (memories, depictions, media, traces on artefacts, etc.) can provide historical evidence of it. If an event is documented, its historical authenticity can be verified. Cultural communities’ interest in historical sources and narratives from the past demonstrate the significance of this fact. Nevertheless, every representation is incomplete and subjective, since representations always reduce complexity in one way or another. Historical sources seem to legitimize action in the present, even when practices and their functions have changed or when large gaps in time between one source and the next make any assertion of continuity a matter of speculation. The perception of historicity, the ‘historic sensory appeal’ (Korff 2007: 39) of forms of cultural expression can serve as a strategy of authentification. It establishes a conceptual link to a prehistory that exceeds the individual’s limited temporal horizon. An enormous amount of individual and social labour is required to piece together consistent, historically continuous performance styles, customs, or practices of knowledge out of a plethora of representations and events. The totality of this work might be called the invention of heritage. It necessitates connecting or emphasizing certain procedures, things, groups of people, or meanings, while marginalizing others. It necessitates engaging with innovations or reinterpretations and how they themselves become part of the tradition in question. For instance, some claim that early modern sources demonstrate that the Further Drachenstich (the dragon-slaying festival in Furth, Germany) is the ‘world’s oldest folk festival performance’. But the dragon, disattached from the Corpus Christi procession, did not become its own historical play until 1887. This example underscores how historical narratives are constructed after the fact – despite the frequency with which the problematic metaphor of ‘roots’ is used to describe intangible cultural heritage.

Contemporary performances of intangible cultural heritage, such as customs and rites, are caught between the ‘self-evident’, often unquestioned application of cultural scripts, on the one hand, and a self-reflexive relation to the past, on the other (Giddens 1994). People do something because it was always done that way, but they are also conscious of the fact and think about it. The enactment of such scripts fuses past and present, generating a sense of ‘tradition’ and ‘identity’ in the here-and-now. At the same time, conclusively determining whether any given enactment is ‘authentic’ is difficult. Certainly, it is authentic in the sense that it is what is happening at this very moment, but in this moment, everything has to be done anew and given legitimacy for the present. Though drawing from another time period, when the practice was contoured by different scripts and perhaps had different meanings, only the action in the present can provide the basis of judgements about authenticity. If practitioners do not want to conduct an exact repetition of a performance or a ‘reenactment’ – as is sometimes the aim of rituals or religious theatre – then they must face the question of how a performance of a certain practice can be both recognizable (‘identical’) as well as new and different. For example, if the same floats appeared at Rosenmontag in Cologne every year, interest would soon begin to wane. On the other hand, frequently changes to participants, performances, and meanings risk undermining perceptions of the event’s identity, which is what makes it possible to understand certain social practices and routines involved in it and enables communities to form around it. Thus, festivals and customs are always accompanied by discussions over the preservation of their ‘authentic’ or ‘original’ character. As soon as people can no longer agree on how to ‘correctly’ enact it, some may complain about the loss of its ‘original character’ or its commercialization, seek to purify or revive certain elements (Titon 2012), or search for the performance’s ‘authentic’ parts. Debates over contested heritage practices that conflict with contemporary norms pose their own questions of authenticity. Examples include ‘traditional’ racist custom figures like the Zwarte Piet (Black Pete) in the Netherlands, blackface in Carnival costumes, and the exclusion of women from certain ritual activities. While some insist that adhering to scripts is the only way to retain historical authenticity, others assert that they should be changed and opened to preserve the practice’s ‘authentic essence’ – what it is ‘really’ about – in a form that does justice to contemporary norms.

Thus, intangible cultural heritage is always defined by the tension between repetition and change. It has to be the same and different at the same time. It has to be identifiable and forge connections between performances past and present. Alongside certain established features, such as the space and time of the performance, ritualized acts, and stereotypical representations, aesthetics and modes of perception also play a central role in the production of a sense of authenticity. Authentic is ultimately what is perceived as being authentic. Donning historical costumes, concealing the traces of modern infrastructure, and utilizing pre-modern tools can all help generate a sense of authenticity. For instance, the Procession of Saint Leonhard in Tölz, Germany, features wagons painted in a folkloristic style based on models from the eighteenth and nineteenth century. The use of modern – and certainly quite useful – rubber tyres is prohibited, and the people riding on the wagons are recruited from local costume and shooting clubs. The aesthetic construction of historical authenticity can be found all over the place, such as in historicized restaurant interiors, the use of historical architectural elements in new buildings, and vacation packages that promise tourists the opportunity to ‘live like a local’.

RESEARCH PROBLEMS

Concepts and processes associated with intangible cultural heritage are part of a wide-ranging contemporary discourse. Researchers working on critical heritage studies have engaged with questions about how the UNESCO convention has led both to the formation as well as the commodification of intangible cultural heritage. They have also critically questioned structures of power as well as cultural heritage regimes that shape the selection process (Winter 2013; Hafstein 2018). Cultural property and cultural appropriation are tricky issues. Copyright laws have generally been tailored to individual creation, which explains why the collective, community-based practices of intangible cultural heritage cannot be protected with the same legal instruments. This necessitates the development of other legal constructs like ‘traditional specialty guaranteed’ or ‘protected geographical indication’. However, such notions suggest stable forms and rigid procedures in a way that contravenes the fluid character of intangible cultural heritage (Welz 2015). Moreover, it is unclear how an individual can acquire the right to speak on behalf of a cultural community, who should be allowed to control and profit from knowledge and skills, and who determines what is authentic and what is not (Bendix et al. 2010). Problematic, too, is the assumption that forms of cultural expression are necessarily attached to relatively homogeneous cultural communities, which, in Germany at least, are often both represented and reified by associations that serve as gatekeepers. The danger is that well-organized communities with more resources have a structural advantage over communities that are less organized and have fewer monetary means, such as migrant groups or minorities. The UNESCO convention in particular also runs the risk of ignoring the heterogeneity of a group by subsuming it under a single ethnicity or reproducing the ethnicized forms of marginalization that define everyday political life. Indeed, the super-diversity (Vertovec 2007) of urban areas and the accelerated cultural dynamics that go with it defy attempts to identify forms of cultural expression with one specific community.

In the end, doing justice to contemporary cultural realities (Groschwitz 2019) might necessitate substituting the concept of cultural communities with ‘volatile and fluid networks’ (van der Zeijden 2017: 117). At the same time, problems of contested heritage bring heterogeneity to the fore when a community cannot agree on the sense, proper enactment, and legitimacy of cultural practices (Kuhn 2016). These conflicts are also shaped by internal negotiations as well as the rules and values of official recognition. Attempts to conform to institutional norms ultimately constitute just another chapter in the turbulent history of any given form of cultural expression. Growing social diversity brought about by migration, mobility, and demographic change also increases the diversity of voices that discuss forms of cultural expression, introduce new performances and values, and thereby question the common sense that can result out of intangible cultural heritage’s stabilizing function. At the other pole, essentialist tendencies are a recurring problem (Reckwitz 2021). Traditionalism, ideas of purity, fundamentalism, and right-wing populist narratives all seek out forms of continuity and construct idealized pasts that never existed in the first place.

PERSPECTIVES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Critiques of the constructive character of cultural heritage and deconstructions of regimes of cultural heritage have together forged an important analytic foundation for future research. Future studies might explore the question of how cultural heritage itself has become a cultural practice and how its regimes can be influenced and changed. These issues are imbricated with questions of values.

Tradition and cultural heritage are not values in themselves. The mere existence of forms of cultural expression does not explain why people value them. Rather, social change necessitates that the values, knowledge, and skills contained and transmitted through forms of cultural expression be adjusted and negotiated anew. Intangible cultural heritage can be understood as a repository of knowledge and experience that can be applied to the problems of the present in various ways. Examples include past forms of social self-organization and their cultures of conflict resolution that have been adapted by contemporary concepts of the commons. Historical forms of land use, such as ‘tree field agriculture’ that employs fruit trees within meadows or crop fields – relics of which remain in Bavaria’s Steigerwald – have garnered renewed interest in the context of climate change, as they improve regional water management. Finally, sustainable, inclusive, and participatory modes of economic value creation based on forms of cultural expression can benefit marginalized groups and regions.

The UNESCO convention itself adheres to a specific set of values. Among those explicitly listed in its text are accessibility, diversity, mutual respect, sustainability, and human rights. The fluidity of intangible cultural heritage generally makes it possible to correct components of practices that would violate contemporary values – including the exclusion of particular social groups, maltreatment of animals, racism, and environmental destruction – without stripping the heritage practice of its ‘authenticity’. Some ‘traditional’ practices, though, are incapable of such revisions and should be actively fought or stopped, including those that involve human rights violations, harm animals, or destroy natural resources. However, cutting ties with such practices necessitates extensive social change, which is why I think that cultural heritage should be viewed not as a static inventory, but as a field of discourse. Research on the performances, objects, spaces, and communities that produce a specific form of cultural expression is often framed by outside researchers. Such dominant outside perspectives often treat intangible cultural heritage as a finished entity that can be mediated, studied, assessed, and protected. Overcoming this faulty approach necessitates, first, inquiring into the views and values of the cultural communities that preserve and continue to practice intangible cultural heritage. However, it also requires a comprehensive analysis of the entire network of actors, performances, artefacts, interpretations, translations, adaptations, power structures, and negotiations that are involved in bringing forth and changing intangible cultural heritage (Groschwitz 2021). The analysis of these networks can better account for the complex, multilayered processes of knowledge circulation. In conclusion, there is no natural, ‘God-given’ cultural heritage, no logical development of forms of cultural expression, no ‘authentic’ local or folk culture, no transhistorical ethnic category. Rather, there are performances, transformations, and traditions and the regimes of cultural heritage that shape them. Concepts of authenticity offer little orientation, even if claims to authenticity can be put forward for a number of (conflicting) ends. Ultimately, though, the tension between essentialist and performative perspectives, between the search of the one ‘authentic’ iteration of a form of cultural expression and the acknowledgement that such forms change over time and are subject to a range of contingencies – all these tensions are likely constitutive for intangible cultural heritage.
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Irony

CHRISTOPH RAUEN

The concept of irony has a long and diverse history. A useful distinction can be drawn between at least two types of irony. Rhetorical irony – expressing the meaning of something through its opposite (Hoffmann 2017) – is a communication technique whose provenance stretches far back into ancient history, long predating modernity. It differs from related techniques such as dissimulation and lying in that it lacks the intention to deceive. This is the case even when the boundaries between irony and dissimulation are fluid, not least because irony signals may be uncertain or used sparingly, so that ‘when decoding the ironic utterance, there is a delay or a moment of limbo between literal and figurative understanding’.1 By contrast, post-rhetorical forms of irony such as ‘Romantic irony’ are modern phenomena; associated ‘cultivated semantics’ began with Friedrich Schlegel and the German Romantics, who reinterpreted and expanded rhetorical irony. In doing so, they transformed a ‘timeless […] faculty of artfully indirect speaking and writing’ (Japp 2013: 144) into a communicative and mental strategy suited to dealing with historically specific, i.e. modern problems. The aim is to anticipate objections and criticisms that arise with the adoption of concepts, formulations, and figures of thought that are problematic but which are generally regarded as indispensable or not easily substitutable. The traditional negative function seen as characteristic of irony – namely, that of expressing censure through the non-literal use of praise (or vice versa) – is inadequate in the face of modern forms of irony.

Although modern irony does also contain a negative and distancing element, it is often integrated in a broader functional framework, playing a positive role in helping to achieve a communicative goal that would otherwise be difficult or impossible.2 Friedrich Schlegel, the pioneer of the Romantic concept of irony, belonged to the Jena circle c. 1800, which included poets such as Ludwig Tieck and philosophers such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Many of his notes on irony experiment with unconventional forms of expression such as ‘witty’ aphorism. Some of the most famous deploy irony as a strategy for coping with unrealizable aspirations to the Absolute. In this regard, an essential role is played by ‘distancing, relativization and perspectivization’ (Frischmann 2014: 9) which seek to interpret ‘human […] cultural achievements and life patterns in terms of plurality, contingency, historicity and the loss of ultimate constants of meaning’ (ibid.: 11). The aim is to ‘keep interpretations open, to break through the fixation of contents, styles or methods’ (ibid.: 9).

Post-rhetorical irony stands in a shifting relationship of tension with authenticity. Like ‘dissimulation’ (Verstellung), in the eighteenth century it began to be used to signify the opposite to claims to sincerity and authenticity as part of the broader rise of a sensitive and enlightened, bourgeois culture. In idealizing theories of anthropology and communication, simulatio and dissimulatio were contrasted with ‘free, natural and individual expression’ (Geitner 1992: 3). The early modern courtly art of concealing and simulating interests and convictions was confronted with the moralizing demand for the ‘identity of consciousness and communication’ (ibid.: 5). The literary genres of the journal and the autobiography that flourished in this period exemplify the demand for complete transparency of the self and its motives and drives.

SUBJECT AUTHENTICITY AND IRONY

This tension between irony and authenticity can be understood in terms of ‘subject authenticity’ (Knaller 2007), which refers to the demand for originality and the unity of the self. Schlegel emphasizes the restrictive and coercive nature of such ideas of unity. He contrasts them with the model of a personality that is in itself plural, capable of switching back and forth between its various sub-personalities or inner spheres and thus affording greater complexity and flexibility. For ‘to transpose oneself arbitrarily into this sphere or that, as into another world, not just in intellect and imagination but with the whole soul; to renounce this or that part of one’s being, and to confine oneself entirely to another; to seek and find one’s one and all in this individual and now in that one, deliberately forgetting all others: this can only be done by a spirit (Geist) that contains within itself, as it were, a plurality of spirits, and a whole system of persons’ (Schlegel 1958ff., II: 185 [Athenaeum fragment 121, 1798]).

The internal differentiation of the self and the plurality of roles it can play gives rise to competing – or, in extreme cases, contradictory – mental states and information that exist in parallel. In addition, within this framework beliefs and preferences are continuously constituted and reconstituted in light of possible alternatives or their future otherness. Accordingly, Schlegel speaks of the intellectual life of the ironist as an ‘uninterrupted chain of inner revolutions’ (Schlegel 1958ff., II: 255 [Athenaeum fragment 451, 1798]). The political term here alludes to the historical context in which the modern conception of irony developed: the era of the French Revolution and the overthrow of orders long taken for granted, which laid bare for the Romantics the contingency of what was historically given (Petersdorff 2010: 404). Furthermore, Schlegel emphasises the subject’s capacity for self-control deriving from this multiplicity of roles and the increased detachment from the self, which enable it to ‘adjust itself […] at will […], quite arbitrarily, as one tunes an instrument, at any time and to any pitch’ (Schlegel 1958ff., I: 154 [Lyceum fragment 55, 1797]).

Many researchers agree that this Romantic concept is the forerunner of today’s ‘postmodern and neoliberal’ (Oesterreich 2008: 185) models of irony, seen in the context of the adaptation to a more flexible working society and a culture of the optimization of the subject, or indeed of a ‘restorative’ irony that serves to confirm authority (Abbt 2018: 401). Here, a fundamental phenomenon of modernity seems to have taken conceptual shape for the first time, emerging in different forms depending on historical context and developing at further junctures after 1800, notably around 1900 and again in 2000. At present, research on the changing historical linkages between the emergence of modern mass communication, the resulting perceived loss of authenticity, and irony (taken as the symptom or remedy of the above) remains in its infancy. In the age of the reading revolution and later of the radio, television and internet revolutions, most people’s engagement with their environments is largely shaped by media experiences that suggest what to pay attention to in life, what to ignore, what to do and what to feel. They also provoke a sense of disappointment that reality falls short of the worlds represented in the media, as well as the complaint of having to lead a ‘second-hand life’.

Those involved tend to overestimate the historical novelty of this experience and to have an exaggerated view of the novelty of their responses to it, regarding them as pioneering achievements. Thus, even early Romantic works such as Ludwig Tieck’s Straußfedern-Erzählungen (1795–1798) feature instances of the literary commonplace whereby the experience of nature, art or love is prefigured by literature and thus deprived of authenticity (Stockinger 2005: 26). Similarly structured patterns of thought run through the cultural and intellectual history of modernity; they can be found, for example, almost two centuries later in the work of the cultural critic and pop theorist Diedrich Diederichsen. Born in 1957, Diederichsen describes his generation as the ‘first postmodern youth culture and counterculture’, which regarded demands for authenticity in the mode of a second-order culture, i.e. ironically. Marking a striking departure from the emphasis on authenticity found in the New Left and the alternative culture of the 1950s and 1960s, the intention was to ‘shape the non-authentic’ and ‘to recognise alienation […] as an opportunity to objectify and programme one’s own spiritual and aesthetic life’ (Diederichsen 2002 [rev. 1985]: II).

The journalist Florian Illies also attributes a pioneering role to his age group – those born around the mid-1970s – in its inauthentic relationship with the world. As late as 2003, Illies could claim in the second part of his best-selling book Generation Golf that this was ‘probably’ the ‘first generation that no longer perceives its life as authentic, but as nothing more than one big all-encompassing quotation’ (Illies 2005: 21), even while maintaining the same hostility towards alternative milieus that can be seen in Diederichsen’s work.

What links the concepts addressed here is the hope, already prominent in Schlegel’s work, of using irony as a means of escaping the dead ends that seem to arise from modernity’s imperatives of wholeness, authenticity, unity and truthfulness, which are themselves taken as illusory and/or repressive. Lionel Trilling, in turn, pointed out at the end of the 1960s that the claims associated with discourses of ‘sincerity’ had long since ceased to be considered feasible by many. Anyone claiming to use language responsibly could therefore no longer use the word without taking this problem into account: ‘The word itself has lost much of its former high dignity. When we hear it, we are conscious of the anachronism which touches it with quaintness. If we speak it, we are likely to do so with either discomfort or irony’ (Trilling 1982: 15). Here, irony is an antidote to the unpleasant emotions that can arise when we act against our better knowledge.

It is often stated that irony need not necessarily be understood as the opposite of authenticity; rather there is also a ‘second-order authenticity’ (Diederichsen 1999: 279f.) or a contrived ‘new authenticity’ (Saupe 2017: 29), into which ironic awareness of the aporias of authenticity may also have been integrated. However, it does not always seem easy to decide at which level of reflection a particular communicative action is based. A passage from Illies’ Generation Golf II points to one of the reasons for this: the mere act or statement itself is never sufficient to determine with certainty whether or to what extent the underlying intention is ironic. To be able to say something about this with any degree of plausibility, the context and in particular the knowledge of the communicators must always be taken into account. Illies’ character Harry, for example, believes that he is so far beyond the tastes of the fashion-conscious and educated ‘juste milieu’ of Berlin-Mitte that he no longer pursues social status by seeking out previously undiscovered – and therefore prestigious – places and cultural practices. Instead, he deliberately goes to places that have long been considered hip and are either on the verge of losing this status or have already lost it in the eyes of the avant-garde. Yet this is precisely why they are gaining renewed interest as objects of speculation for the fashion-conscious: ‘It’s naive to think you can ever keep up with someone like Harry. He’s always one step ahead. So, while I’m actually sitting at Strandbad-Mitte drinking a latte macchiato, he’s only there in an ironic sense. It has become so forbiddingly mainstream that it’s almost cool again for trendspotters like him. […] I try to hold the latte macchiato glass as if I, too, meant it ironically. But Harry’s mocking look tells me that’s no solution either. It obviously looks very authentic on me, unfortunately’ (Illies 2005: 135).

In an essay entitled ‘Irony’ Benjamin von Stuckrad-Barre shows that the difference between the ironic and authentic execution of an action can completely dissolve or prove irrelevant from a certain point of view. It describes the preparations for a public protest against irony which become entangled in the paradoxes of such an endeavour, since all actions that could be carried out against the superabundance of irony in contemporary society themselves inevitably fall under suspicion of inauthentic intent. This is because the forms of demonstration are themselves conventionalized and so can easily give the impression of being quoted, and thus potentially also of being ironic. When the narrator joins the advisory committee planning the demonstration he does ‘what was called “getting involved” many hundreds of years ago, but that couldn’t be called that anymore because the idiom had been put through the fun-poking-mill’. He nonetheless goes on to state that the ‘really interesting question’ is not ‘whether it was still CALLED that, but whether it was still DONE regardless’ (Stuckrad-Barre 2000: 84).

IRONY AND AUTHENTICITY NARRATIVES IN POP LITERATURE AND POP JOURNALISM SINCE THE 1980S

At present the narrative potential arising from the oppositional pairing of ‘irony’ and ‘authenticity’, and the potentially different ways in which this pairing acts as the underlying structural core of different types of narratives – fictional and factual, individual and collective – remains largely unexplored. Some of the variants of such narratives that have appeared to date in so-called ‘zeitgeist journalism’ and the respective literary movement dating from the 1980s to the 2000s, is outlined below. The focus in studies of this context is typically pop culture phenomena, especially pop music, which are described and narrativized in line with academic ‘theories’ deriving from, for example, (post-)structuralist media studies, literary studies and sociology. Three primary narrative patterns can be distinguished, that are frequently employed and used as the basis for variants.

The first basic narrative consists of attempts to overcome irony, which is associated with interpersonal ‘coldness’ and a reflexive distance from the world. This blurs the boundaries between irony and cynicism in the sense of a conscious acceptance of moral badness or evil. As a rule, the attempt to overcome irony centres around reclaiming authenticity as a means of unmediated and unadulterated access both to the self and to the world. Many of the pop literature texts published around 2000 describe the failure of such endeavours. For it is precisely where characters feel the need for the unadulterated, the immediate, the true-to-itself – in love, for example – that these expectations prove impossible to fulfil, since one is constantly confronted with new forms of mediation, ambiguous conditions of communication and ironic signals of distance. One example is Joachim Bessing’s novel Wir Maschine, in which a careerist advertising copywriter longs for total immediacy in his relationship with the woman he loves. It is not enough for him to put himself mentally and emotionally in her shoes; he wants to literally become one with her, as this is the only way he can judge with certainty ‘whether you love me. Whether you are hiding somewhere inside yourself’ (Bessing 2001: 173). But instead of credible and reliable signs of unconditional and unreserved love, the object of his affections repeatedly responds with a wink, widely understood as the physical gesture indicating irony, which in this context of course has a destructive effect.

The second narrative is to a certain extent the opposite of this. It is about leaving behind a paralysing, tenacious and often externally determined state of affairs, in which an unfulfillable and/or hypocritical proof of authenticity and sincerity is demanded. An ironic way of thinking and living is sought as an antidote, promising greater flexibility, freedom and opportunities for development, not least in the context of roleplay and masquerade. Drawing on this narrative scheme, Diederichsen and literary contemporaries of his generation like Rainald Goetz and Thomas Meinecke have claimed that, from the late 1970s, the artists, critics and consumers of punk, post-punk and new wave split off from alternative culture with its insistence on authenticity. Traditional rock culture rooted in the 1960s was accused of the ‘compulsion for identity’ (Identitätszwang), an obsessive rejection of ambiguity, naïve striving for freedom and vitalistic machismo. A ‘language of pop’ was used to counter this that sees ‘everything in quotation marks’, i.e. makes what is given observable in terms of alternative meaning (Diederichsen 1982: 94).

A third type of narrative centres on a reality check brought on by an existential event that breaks through the disengaged person’s protective shell of irony. It forces the abandonment of a hedonistic-individualistic attitude, which is replaced by an authentic, serious and literal attitude. Irony is then often subjected to retrospective moralizing critique and portrayed as a disastrous luxury that leads to passivity. For Diederichsen, such events include the AIDS crisis of the early 1980s and the end of the SPD/FDP coalition in the German Bundestag in 1982 which, woven retrospectively into autobiographical self-assertion, signal the end of an ironic phase of subcultural aesthetics and politics to which he himself had contributed (Diederichsen 2002 [rev. 1985]). Similar examples of self-critique also emerged in the context of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001. Countless editorials and commentaries proclaimed the ‘end of the fun society’, predicting and sometimes demanding a new seriousness (Rauen 2010). Donald Trump’s election on 9 November 2016 provoked similar reactions. Some saw the end of an ‘Age of Irony’ and concluded it was time ‘to ditch the culture of sarcasm and self-infantilization’ (Wampole 2016). The new aim was to develop a clearly defined attitude towards contemporary society that would take questions of power seriously and lend itself to effective action, although its precise content remained to be fleshed out.

In this variant of the irony narrative, the narrating subject is often troubled by feelings of shame toward a former attitude of disengagement. In Generation Golf II, for example, on the occasion of 9/11, Illies expresses regret at being part of a generation that had indulged in ‘happy ignorance’ (Aldous Huxley) and viewed the world from a perspective of second-order observation. They had ‘not expected that reality could be more real than “the movies”. In the days after 9/11, I was very ashamed of my damned enlightened ignorance’ (Illies 2005: 105).

The current emphasis on authenticity has been even further intensified in the wake of ‘Me Too’, ‘identity politics’, and the war in Ukraine, together with the demand for unambiguous classifications that often ties the right to speak with group affiliation, thus encouraging a new essentialism. If first impressions are to be trusted, these developments do not seem conducive to fluidity and freedom from restraint; nor do they foster the pluralism and masquerade of irony. Yet the history of the relationship between authenticity and irony does seem to teach us one thing: the inflation of either one may well signal a coming boom for the other.
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	1 See Müller 1989: 193; furthermore, on the difficulty of decoding irony signals, which is further intensified in the field of literature by factors such as the genre-dependency of irony-relevant expectations, and the role that shared knowledge and experience on the part of producers and recipients can play in this regard, see Richter and Leuthold 2022.

	2 See Wolf 2007; furthermore, with regard to the retroactive justification of insulting public statements as ‘mere irony’ (a defensive strategy often employed by Donald Trump), see Simpson 2024.








Language and Discourse

HEIDRUN KÄMPER & RAINER PERKUHN

As a category of reflection, ‘authenticity’ is of great interest in linguistics, because language is ‘the central medium for the communicative production of authenticity’, which is itself always located between the poles of the truth and that which is portrayed (Felder and Gardt 2016: 2020). To be sure, authenticity is always generated linguistically and discursively; ‘acts of authentification’ (Authentisierungsakte) invariably stand at the end of a negotiative process. This imbues the authentic with a special relevance, as is demonstrated by the many works that have presented and described the concept of authenticity in the arts, science, economics, and politics.

Against this backdrop, linguistics has a unique importance for addressing the concept of authenticity. To the extent we can assume that reflection on language as a system and structure did occur until the end of the early modern era, the question of the genuine, authentic, and original aspects of language is a topic that has determined the empirical research paradigm of linguistics since the early modern era. Depending on the research subject, a universal status is attributed to these linguistic data, as is evidenced by analysis undertaken since the end of the early modern era concerning the origin, age, and makeup of the German language. Evaluative attributions such as eigentlich (authentic) and grundrichtig (thoroughly correct) are the words of reflection that correspond to authentisch (on this, see Riecke 2018).

The present essay examines the postulate of authenticity in the context of developments in empirical linguistics, in which ‘authenticity’ has a completely different function – namely, a documentary one – in contrast to developments that assess a language in general based on an imagined ideal. This documentary function is clarified by means of three linguistic methods. First, it shows how word usage is documented in ‘citation lexicography’; second, it demonstrates the extent to which linguistic data have the status of authenticity in corpus and discourse linguistics; and, finally, it asks how ‘authenticity’ and ‘authentic’ are used in ordinary language today, in part to demonstrate the opportunities offered by such discourse analysis.

EMPIRICAL LINGUISTICS

The eighteenth-century paradigm shift to empirical linguistic research – that is, its evolution into a science based on experience – brought into play a new concept of authenticity and genuineness that has influenced the attitude towards analysis taken in numerous subfields of linguistics. Nevertheless, every approach in empirical linguistics seeks to develop insights from natural language as a medium of human communication by examining frequencies of use and semantic or syntactic patterns evident in linguistic data from the present or past (see Rissanen 2008: 54). The concept of authenticity interpreted in this empirical sense is especially trenchant in citation lexicography, corpus linguistics, and linguistic discourse theory. Indeed, these three approaches to analysing language exemplify the empirical paradigm of deriving knowledge in linguistics from natural-language data.

The authentic is a genuine figure of thought in corpus-based citation lexicography: ‘Corpora have a long tradition in lexicography, primarily because they provide a source for illustrative quotations that serve the dual function of helping lexicographers determine the meaning of a word from the context in which it occurs and then illustrating the meaning of the word in the actual dictionary entry itself’ (Meyer 2008: 6). Documents of language with citations (such as corpus data, see below) in empirical linguistics are always both an object of analysis and an example of usage for understanding lexicographic citations.

Georg Henisch’s Teütsche Sprach vnd Weißheit (1616) marks the beginning of modern citation lexicography. Henisch, a physician and humanist, is regarded as the first German lexicographer to base ‘his dictionary on his own excerpts and provided his sources in the dictionary’s articles’ (Kämper 2001: 50). His criterion for authenticity was ‘the actual usage of language’ – and the lexicographer Kaspar von Stieler, following in Henisch’s footsteps nearly a century later, was therefore reproached by his colleague Mathias Kramer for including in his dictionary lemmas ‘that never entered common usage anywhere’ (die nie nirgend in gangbare Übung gekommen seynd) (Kramer 1700: Vorwort). These were words that Stieler had formed correctly according to the rules for forming words, but that did not exist in the ordinary use of language.

Corpus-based citation lexicography continues from Stieler (1691) to the Deutsches Wörterbuch of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm (1854–1961), and perhaps its most famous justification is the sentence with which Jacob Grimm introduced the section ‘Belege’ (Citations) in the foreword of the Deutsches Wörterbuch: ‘Words demand examples, and the examples proof, without which they would lose their greatest force’ (Wörter verlangen beispiele, die beispiele gewähr, ohne welche ihre beste kraft verloren gienge) (Grimm 1854: XXXVI). This credo persists to the present day; all of the figures in the history of lexicography have compiled dictionaries that go beyond the mere provision of spelling lists to offer a history of the words’ meaning. The question of the authentic is therefore also marked by the concept of the historical dictionary with citations as a linguistic thesaurus: either by the explicit abstention from ‘a complete list of all words and meanings of words’ (Paul 1897: III) or, on the contrary, with the claim already expressed Henisch’s work of 1616 (which roughly translates to German Language and Wisdom), ‘to preserve the entire treasure of the language’ (den ganzen schatz [zu] bewahren) (Grimm 1854: XIII).

Authenticity has always been a concept in empirical linguistics that refers both to the nature of the linguistic data to be analysed and to the findings derived from them. The corpus is composed of linguistic data that can be described as ‘authentic’ or, synonymously, as ‘natural’ language, originally available in analogue and now digital form. When we speak of authenticity in corpus-based linguistics, we are referring to analogue or digital collections of data on the use of language, the predecessors of which were the card indexes of citation lexicography.

The pragmatic turn in linguistics since the 1970s – which should be understood not least as countering the structuralist and system-oriented concepts of Ferdinand de Saussure and Noam Chomsky, and its usage-oriented and hence also speaker-based explanation of the use of language – restored empiricism to linguistics, which until then had been dominated by Chomsky’s generative approach. The prehistory of corpus linguistics includes the generativist debate, which in the field of linguistics constituted a dispute over authenticity, in the wake of which the proponents of generative transformational grammar argued with cognitive linguists such as George Lakoff. Generative transformational grammar is based on the idea that language consists of a system of rules that make it possible to form an infinite number of correct sentences from a limited number of words. Generativists are convinced that this property makes the existence of authentic linguistic data superfluous to the explanation of language and its structures (see Karlsson 2008).

The technological capacity for capturing and processing large quantities of linguistic data has made corpus linguistics possible since the 1970s (Johansson 2008; see also Sinclair 1991), which is in keeping with the growing ambition of the linguistic disciplines to produce findings of all kinds (grammatical, pragmatic, lexical) from data on the use of language. This assessment of linguistic insights follows Sinclair’s distinction between ‘corpus-based’ and ‘corpus-driven’ (Sinclair 2004; cf. Virtanen 2008: 1047; see also Tognini-Bonelli 2001).

Authenticity is therefore a linguistic paradigm of maximum evidence, resulting in use-based – that is to say, corpus-based – dictionaries (cf. COBUILD) and grammars (see Zifonun, Hoffmann and Strecker 1997). It is notable that the concept of the authentic is related not only to historical data, as it is in the museum context, but also and above all to current language usage. That explains why the concept of the authentic is hardly problematized at all in contemporary-oriented corpus linguistics. Its linguistic data are per se from natural languages and hence authentic. Historical corpora are, of course, also compiled to identify historical usage and processes of language change by analysing historical data: ‘strictly speaking a “historical corpus” is one which is intentionally created to represent and investigate past stages of a language and/or to study language change’ (Claridge 2008: 242).

The demand for representativeness and generalizability adds a new criterion to the attribution of authenticity. From the perspective of corpus linguistics, authenticity does not ask the question of what is genuine; instead, it assesses statistical claims of generalizability and representativeness, especially of electronic corpora. The guiding criterion of authenticity is therefore to represent language use as realistically as possible (see Claridge 2008: 246). In this sense, the authenticity of a corpus of current usage of the written language becomes problematic when it is comprised almost exclusively of texts from newspapers. Balance and adequacy are the criteria that guarantee authenticity in this context and that make it necessary to set up a corpus that differentiates according to the type of text, date, region, and so on.

When linguists debate questions of methodology, they inevitably address the relationship between the quantitative and qualitative. It is now clear that both analytical approaches are required to produce a complete picture. Accordingly, a qualitative-oriented analysis of a text symptomatic of a discourse can produce valid findings only if it is based on knowledge obtained quantitatively (see Bubenhofer 2013: 109). Pattern recognition is the primary technique that informs all corpus-linguistic methods (see Bubenhofer 2015). The general epistemic interest of a corpus-based analysis of discourse is to identify patterns of language usage in the sense of seriality and frequence in corpora. The corresponding question of ‘what (content) can typically be found in the discourse by which ways of speaking’ touches upon the underlying question of authenticity (Bubenhofer 2009: 37). Patterns of language usage can be collocations (bright sunshine, prompt settlement, quick perception), co-occurrences (sun: beam, shine, set, etc.), or n-grams (e.g. of the probability of specific sequences of words: sitting on a horse has a higher probability of occurring in the context of horse racing than sitting on the bench). Such patterns of language usage become recognizable and verifiable in terms of their frequency and hence authenticatable only by means of corpus analysis.

Regardless of their status, recognized patterns are relevant, and not only for discourse analysis; they also contribute significantly to the constitution of meaning on a higher level than that of discourse. In this respect, diverse areas of knowledge or usage play a key role in the formation of patterns and in processes of discovering them, whether in research on language acquisition, teaching languages, or in research into change in meaning: ‘Even if authentic linguistic data have long been used in research into language acquisition and in teaching languages, and many corpus-linguistic methods are not dependent on electronic corpora, in recent years new possibilities for teachers and students to use data have emerged’ (Lüdeling and Walter 2010: 315).

With appropriate data sets and methods, it is possible – as a kind of corpus-linguistic simulation – to detect patterns that have become more akin to constructions because of their complexity; such patterns are also discussed generally in the context of the emergence of specific lexis and from the perspective of grammar. The relationship between corpus, discourse, and authenticity in research practice can be described as follows: If a corpus is not compiled according to specific research interests, but is intended to serve as a general database for a wide variety of questions, then it is independent of discourse. In such a case, a corpus contains natural language that is not specific to a particular subject; queries directed to this data set specify narrower parameters, which then produces a foundation for formulating analytical findings. One example is the Deutsches Referenzkorpus (DeReKo), which has existed since 1964 and currently holds more than forty billion word forms. The DeReKo was developed and refined as an electronic archive of the German language at the Leibniz-Institut für Deutsche Sprache in Mannheim. The problems of authenticity differ in the case of thematically determined corpora. If the corpus of a discourse to be studied is compiled according to the criterion of specific participants in the discourse or according to temporal aspects etc., then it is a qualified and discourse-specific corpus; it therefore contains language data relating to the specific issue in question. The analysis of a discourse in the context of any linguistic question presupposes the existence of a corpus. This method is called ‘corpus-oriented discourse linguistics’ (Spitzmüller and Warnke 2011: esp. 36). Apart from the fact that discourse represents an archive of linguistic data organized according to certain research-specific structural criteria, this perspective does not necessarily involve the processing of large amounts of data, as is the case with corpus linguistics; in some cases, just a single text can represent the discourse in a specific way (see Fix 2015; Kämper 2007). In this case, hermeneutic questions make it possible to evaluate single texts as representative of the discourse.

Representativeness, in the sense that corpus linguistics strives for, cannot therefore be an appropriate criterion for discourse linguistics, because discourse linguists apply prior knowledge when evaluating their data. That includes knowledge about context, historical knowledge, knowledge about the author, and so on. On this basis of a comprehensive knowledge of discourse, the authentic can be evaluated as the exemplary that generates discourse comprehension based on individual texts.

LINGUISTICS AND AUTHENTICITY: AN EXAMPLE OF ANALYSIS

So far, authenticity (Authentizität) has been considered in relation to theory and method as a descriptive term and abstraction, but in what follows it will be placed on the level of the object. Using the example of the lemma ‘authentisch’, authenticity can be understood as a linguistic object and harnessed to illustrate how linguistics can contribute to explanations of discourse (see also Kämper 2018). The contribution of corpus linguistics is semantic and terminological in nature; it has a social dimension. A qualitative-quantitative analysis produces the following results.

The first diagram (Fig. 32.1) shows the use of the term authentisch over time. It shows the absolute and the relative frequency of hits and the number of texts in the virtual sub-corpus DeReKo of the Leibniz-Institut für Deutsche Sprache from the years 1990 to 2018. On the one hand, it answers the question: How often does the word authentisch occur in absolute terms in year X of the texts in the corpus? The dotted line answers this question by representing absolute hits; all tokens are thus included. We see that the word authentisch occurs most frequently in 2016 with around 4,300 hits. However, because the quantity of data increases each year, the absolute frequency is adjusted relative to the size of the data pool in the given year (see the blue solid line).
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FIGURE 34.1 Use over time.

On the other hand, the diagram answers the question: How often does authentisch occur relative to the texts? The red line represents the adjusted numbers, that is, the types; here the occurrences are counted only once per text. These occurrences are not substantially different from the relative occurrences; the red line moves roughly synchronously with the blue one, which indicates that we are not dealing with a significant increase or decrease. Both the relative occurrence of authentisch and its occurrence by text are stable and level out at a consistent height.

The question of word forms is interesting: How is the use of authentisch distributed according to its declined forms (see Fig. 32.2)? The most commonly occurring forms in the years from 1990 to 2018 are the undeclined form (the only increasing one) and the declined forms of the positive authentisch (authentisches, authentischem, authentischen) followed at a great remove by authentischer (not distinguishing between the declined and comparative form) and the superlative authentischste/r.

In addition to simple frequency analyses such as these, co-occurrence analyses show the use of words in syntactic or textual combinations. The result of such an analytical method, which is also based on statistical evaluations, is above all a picture of conspicuous partner words (in this case of the lemma authentisch) as indicators of typical formations (see Belica and Perkuhn 2015; Perkuhn 2016; Perkuhn and Keibel 2009). The findings refer to virtual sub-corpora from the years 1991–92 to 2017–18, again from DeReKo. This co-occurrence analysis shows pairs of years to ensure a sufficiently large number of hits to make the findings clear. Only the highest-ranking area is shown in each case, that is, the area with the highest statistical evaluations, or the area with the most interesting findings. Any upward or downward swings have varying degrees of significance.
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FIGURE 34.2 Use over time with the declined forms of the word distinguished.

The rankings of eight typical context words for authentisch are shown in Fig. 32.3.

In this graph, we see how the ranking of typical partner words for the lemma authentisch change over time. Starting at top left, we see Fall (case), Geschichte (hi/story), and möglichst (as possible) in the first three ranks. The first two decrease in importance over time and drop in rank, partly due to the displacement effects of rising partner words, i.e. typical compounds that gain in relevance. Möglichst retains its high rank and is joined by wirkt (seems), which climbs slightly out of the middle range, and sehr (very), which experiences a huge upswing from the lower range. These three share the first three ranks from 2007 onwards and thus confirm and support the assumption of a new usage pattern. The participial form wirkenden (seeming), for example, experiences a comparable upward swing, and it too can have very close syntagmatic connections to the lemma authentisch. The striking frequency of syntagms with wirken/wirkenden testifies to the dominance of reading authentisch to mean ‘like genuine, original,’ etc. (but in fact not genuine, original, etc.) are antonyms with the (obsolescent?) reading of the term to mean ‘genuine, original,’ etc. But the participial form does not quite reach the highest ranks; it remains in the middle between two other examples, absolut and historisch, which are able to maintain their midfield positions despite changes and displacements.
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FIGURE 34.3 Ranking of partner words of the lemma authentisch.

Other partner words not shown in the graph, whose rank remains relatively constant, are Darstellung (depiction), Eindruck (impression), and basiert (based). Co-occurrence with basiert increases considerably from 2015–16 onwards, whereas co-occurrence with Fall declines substantially. These co-occurrences also document the reading of authentisch as ‘like genuine’. Finally, an overall rising line is evident in the case of co-occurrences with the partner words möglichst/möglich (as possible/possible), sehr (very), echt (genuine), and historisch (historical), while the last-named partner word clearly has a steeply falling line from 2012–13 onwards – which is in keeping with our reading-related observations.

The word cloud in Fig. 32.4 conveys an impression of the quantitative occurrence of partner words in the complete time frame.

Here it is obvious that möglichst is the most frequently occurring partner word of authentisch. Wirken and wirkt are also very systematically substantiated (see above); the nouns include Geschichte (history), Ort (place), Bild (image), and Sound, among others.

We also asked which of the most typical partner words of sprechen (speak)/Sprache (speech/language) are in syntagms in which they occur together with authentisch (see Fig. 32.5).

We see that – apart from Halbwertszeit (half-life) and Originalexponate (original exhibits), which dominate due to text repetition – Dialekt (dialect) is an obvious partner word, as are klingt (sounds), Deutsch (German), and poetisch(-en, -er) (poetic).

Finally, we were interested in the thematic distribution of authentisch/Authentizität. In which subject domains do both lemmas occur or not occur (see Fig. 32.6)?
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FIGURE 34.4 Word cloud of typical context words for the lemma authentisch (entire time frame), analysis of concurrence in the corpus ‘Zeitungen D 1990–2018’; Top 100 word cloud for authentisch (www.wortwolken.com).
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FIGURE 34.5 Word cloud of typical context words for the lemma sprechen/Sprache. (Hits limited to syntagms with the lemma authentisch/Authentizität, entire corpus.)
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FIGURE 34.6 Thematic distribution of the lemma authentisch/Authentizität, independently and in ever-closer occurrence with the lemma sprechen/Sprache.

This arrangement is based on the thematic classification that was established for DeReKo to structure the corpora. These diagrams also establish a connection between authentisch/Authentizität in relation to a co-occurrence query with sprechen/Sprache.

To summarize the contribution of corpus linguistics, we note that qualitative-quantitative corpus analyses provide well-founded and precise insights into linguistic reality. Frequency analyses make it possible to identify current rises or falls in usage, which can be interpreted qualitatively in the respective historical context. Grammatical findings (such as those above regarding the positive, comparative, and superlative use of authentisch) permit inferences about semantic structures. Collocation and co-occurrence analyses, on the other hand, are discourse indicators; authentisch is a word in the thematic areas of ‘culture’ and ‘state and society’, but it occurs extremely rarely in the areas of ‘nature and environment’ and ‘finance’.

CONCLUSION

As this discussion has shown, empirical deductive linguistics constitutes authenticity on three different levels of language: namely, on the lexical level of the (first) citation; on the level of the text; and on the level of discourse. The prominence of authenticity as a category is reflective of the growing expectation that linguistic analysis should produce verifiable findings. More than ever before, thanks to technical options for collecting and processing large data sets, authenticity has become a fundamental parameter in linguistic work, even beyond the domain of empirical analysis, as it now informs meta-reflexion in the field. As a linguistic and language-analytic concept, authenticity is relevant not only as a qualitative attribute of language use, but also – as this discussion has shown – merits consideration as a linguistic object, particularly when it comes to present-day usage.
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Layers of Time

ACHIM LANDWEHR

Even the name ‘Neues Museum’ (New Museum) can be confusing. First-time visitors to Berlin could be forgiven for thinking that it is a recently opened exhibition centre or an institution dedicated to displaying the latest and most modern exhibits. Both assumptions are of course incorrect. The Neues Museum specializes in prehistory and early civilizations, especially ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Its collections include artefacts that draw crowds of tourists, such as the bust of Nefertiti, the Berlin gold hat, and cuneiform tablets relating the epic of Gilgamesh. In other words, the very best of the nineteenth century, insofar as the nineteenth century in Europe was characterized by an idea of ‘history’ that saw the historical as essential to the self-positioning and identity formation of states and ‘peoples’; this is an idea of ‘history’ that we still haven’t quite managed to shake off to this day. This is reflected in its built environment. Designed by the architect Friedrich August Stüler and built between 1843 and 1855, the Neues Museum is an example of Classicism, combining ancient Greek architectural forms with modern building materials and technologies. In terms of structural engineering, it belongs firmly to the industrial age, using pioneering ironwork construction techniques to create its domed exhibition halls (Blauert 2009). These ancient artefacts are therefore encased in a museum that seems classical but is in fact very innovative and forward-looking.

Ruined in the Second World War, only the shell of the building survived. For decades it was widely regarded as a ‘scar’ on the city. A project to reconstruct the museum in line with its historical design began in 1986, in what nobody could then yet have known were the final years of the GDR, but this was not to be: the course of history had different plans. After 1989 a new plan to renovate Berlin’s Museum Island was drawn up. The work on the Neues Museum was taken over by the British architect David Chipperfield. The restored building, which reopened in 2009, deliberately avoids reconstructing the destroyed parts, instead putting them on display to chronologically square the circle: the Neues Museum is now, in fact, new once again, but builds on the old Neues Museum; it shows its historical injuries, but does not monumentalize them; it does not reconstruct what came before, but constructs (in a literal and practical sense) connections between different times and their forms of structural expression (Rauch and Chipperfield 2009). Walking through the building at least two questions spring to mind: What is on display here – the exhibits, or the building itself? And to what period does the building really belong? Since 2009, it can certainly be said that the Neues Museum is a new museum – a museum that does not attempt to cover up the traces of its eventful past, but makes it part of the exhibition instead (Hamm 2009).

The novelty of the new is by no means self-explanatory. We can always ask ourselves anew how long the new will remain such. Yet doesn’t the designation of buildings or districts as ‘new’ indicate a period’s inability to situate itself in time and thus also to relativize itself? Doesn’t the practice of declaring an urban development ‘new’ carry with it the subliminal statement that there can never be anything newer to come – a claim inevitably belied by unrelenting change?

This is most evident in placenames containing temporal self-contradictions, like the Neue Altstadt (New Old Town) in Frankfurt am Main, which, having opened in late 2018, transparently and helpfully advertises its paradoxical nature in its name. Even for well-meaning and critically distanced people, it is far from easy to choose a name for such a redevelopment project, one that accurately conveys its temporal and historical status. The old town is clearly new, but for all its newness it is not just a successor to the ‘old old town’; it also contains at the very least traces of original elements from its predecessor. Distinguishing these original features from new or reconstructed elements is a challenge, leading to cumbersome workarounds such as ‘new-old’, ‘old-old’, and even more complicated shades of grey. The Neue Altstadt is therefore only really new (or old) at first glance; it always turns out to be also old (or new). But, unlike the Neues Museum, it tries to disguise this contradiction by any means necessary. In this artificial old town, you need to already know what it is you are looking at, or what is no longer there to be seen, to recognize what is actually in front of you.

Berlin’s Neues Museum and Frankfurt’s Neue Altstadt are just two prominent examples of a wider general phenomenon. Whenever anything is built, renovated, modernized, or reconstructed, the question arises of how to deal with what was once there, what is already (or still) there, and what should be there in the future.

With their density of construction and reconstruction, cities turn out to be palimpsests, with the present only the current state of things. Scratch the surface and evidence of earlier states shines through; surviving traces of earlier developments can still be seen and continue to play a role in the urban landscape. (Assmann 2014: 96–135; Binder 2015). The palimpsest-like character is particularly notable in places that might be described as ‘steeped in history’ – Jerusalem, Rome, or even Berlin – because practically every stone has a history behind it. The practical question then arises of how to handle these histories when removing, replacing, preserving, or restoring the stones in question.

The concept of ‘layers of time’ (Zeitschichten) is frequently invoked in this context. Aleida Assman writes: ‘The architecture of the city can be described as its solidified and stratified history and thus as a three-dimensional palimpsest built up by repeated processes of conversion, overwriting, and sedimentation. Here we can speak with Reinhart Koselleck of ‘layers’ or ‘sediments of time’. The different layers of the urban fabric are a paradigmatic example of the formula of the ‘simultaneity of the non-simultaneous’ (Assmann 2009: 18).

The metaphor of layers of time has particular resonance in cases relating to physical evidence of the past; it is often applied in discussions of the conservation of historical monuments or in relation to commemoration and memorials (Scheurmann and Meier 2006; Hoffmann 2000; Kraus, Nedelkovski and Placenti-Grau 2018; Petersen 2011). The geological concept of strata is a common point of reference. Cutting a cross-section can reveal the accumulated layers of human and cultural history just as geologists study the bands of rock and earth that make up geological history. In discussions of urban histories or proposed construction projects, the question often arises of, for example, whether a certain layer of time should be prioritized over others, or how the heterogeneity of the temporal layers should be conveyed.

These layers of time, then, are often associated with a claim to authenticity – or at least the hope of being able to achieve an authentic state of some kind (Hubel 2011: 310–324). In claiming authenticity, the geological or archaeological metaphor of layers of time nurtures hopes of somehow achieving a state of unequivocal historical certainty: if we just dig deeply enough and interpret things correctly, we can bring what once was to light. The fact that fulfilling this hope is not quite so simple can be seen from the fact that the search for imagined layers of time is by no means free of conflicts. Rather, it is always possible to argue about what should be considered a layer of time, contest what makes up a particular layer of time, and disagree over how various potentially overlapping layers of time should be organized (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 12f.).

THE DESIRE FOR IMMEDIACY

The connection between authenticity and layers of time is clear; the authentic, so highly esteemed in the early twenty-first century, is inevitably mixed up with the temporal – or even contaminated by it. As people living in the present, we tend to attribute the qualities of truth and reality to the phenomena surrounding us in the here and now, without – for the most part – any sustained interrogation. There is a very human tendency to overestimate our own ability to perceive and recognize what is around us. As long as we are sure of a thing, there is no need to explicitly refer to its authenticity. The authentic only comes into play when the real is bound up with a certain degree of uncertainty. And this uncertainty is often generated by distance, not least by temporal distance. Once centuries and decades have passed (though days or even hours can be enough), ascertaining the veracity of a thing requires proofs of authenticity, critical examination of sources, counting the tree’s rings. Authenticity is thus associated with stability over the course of time.

However, uncertainty can also arise due to geographical distance, meaning that the authentic is bound up with the spatial as well as the temporal. In recent media history this challenge has become even more acute thanks to the internet. Everything may now always seem accessible, but having the world constantly available at our fingertips has created new opportunities for manipulation in equal measure to its advantages. Local proximity is one way to counteract this, which is why institutions such as museums are in no danger of dying out in the internet age – quite the opposite. Actual artefacts function as what might be called an ‘authenticum’, the smallest individual unit of authenticity, a touchstone of the real. By guaranteeing close contact with real artefacts, museums can use the aura of authenticity as institutional capital.

The longing for the authentic is therefore closely linked to the desire for immediacy. In a world of mediated experience, people come to feel that they no longer have access to the real, the actual or the true; something always seems to slide between the self and the world, constantly filtering, processing or reworking. Seeing museum exhibits on display in this reverential aura is one way of fulfilling the desire for the real, along with outdoor activities, travelling to the furthest corners of the earth, or taking part in historical reenactments or archaeological excavations.

Though temporal and spatial obstacles are a primary driver of the desire for the authentic, it is important to note that it is these same temporal and spatial circumstances that make fulfilling that desire more difficult, indeed impossible. For whatever belongs to a certain time or a certain space must almost inevitably either remain incomprehensible or be adapted to one’s own circumstances in such a way that it loses its authenticity value. Museums are a good example of how contradictory the matter of authenticity is. One the one hand, they quite rightly showcase original artefacts, promoting the historical-cultural significance that these objects have acquired through the accumulation of elapsed time, affording them the status of witnesses by virtue of their having actually been there and including them in the canons of knowledge. On the other hand, the artefacts are stripped of all these qualities precisely by virtue of their inclusion as museum exhibits, because what they are supposed to stand for no longer exists. The authentic exhibits are placeholders in an empty space that their presence is meant to cover up – but on closer inspection they really serve only to make the empty space more apparent. They are intended to certify the authenticity of a certain spatial and temporal state of things, despite – and paradoxically, by virtue of – having been uprooted from their time and place and transplanted in a totally different context. This is the inescapable paradox of authenticity: it always evades us, even though it is meant to prevent the world from evading our grasp.

KOSELLECK’S ‘LAYERS OF TIME’

The implicit temporal model of belief in authenticity sees ‘authentica’ – units of authenticity – as time capsules travelling through the decades and centuries: the banner from the demonstration that overthrew the government; the artist’s signature below the painting; the correctly sewn epaulette on the re-enactment soldier’s uniform. They bear witness to the past in the present. This implicit temporal model is made explicit in the concept of layers of time.

The concept of Zeitschichten – usually translated as ‘layers’ or ‘sediments of time’ – was popularized by the historian and historical theorist Reinhart Koselleck. Having first used it in the mid-1990s, it became the title for a collection of essays that appeared in book form in the year 2000. In an early brief definition, Koselleck seems to support the idea of objects travelling through ‘layers of time’: ‘like the geological model on which it is based, [the term] refers to a number of temporal levels of varying duration and distinct origins, which are nevertheless present and active at the same time’ (Koselleck 2003: 9f.).

Yet more in-depth examination reveals that Koselleck’s concept of layers of time is far more complex than first appears – and is perhaps not even so unambiguously layered. Despite the geological reference, he draws a clear distinction between natural times, such as seasons, months, or days, and historical times, which are not determined by external factors, but are the intellectual creation of a cultural collective made up of their ways of thinking about linearity, circularity, progress, decline, epochs, and so on. The metaphor of layers of time is designed to allow Koselleck to avoid having to choose between these different ways of conceptualizing time himself: that is, to prevent him from being forced to describe historical processes as either linear or circular. Rather, layers of time show how historical periods are interrelated, in a state of reciprocal reference to one another, though without being entirely dependent on one another. Layers of time are the ‘findings of experience’ (Koselleck 2003: 20), in which the experience of time manifests itself. These experiential findings can be ‘singularities’, structures of repetition (which were particularly close to Koselleck’s heart) or more fundamental stable structures (to which he attributed a transcendent character) (Koselleck 2003: 20–26).

Whilst Koselleck uses these concepts to explore experiences of time and the reciprocal references between historical times, it must be noted that his concept of temporal layers should not be read as historical or epochal accumulations deposited within a linear course of history. Instead, it refers to the specific features arising from the interactions between singularities, structures of repetition, and underlying stable structures within an historical time. Koselleck therefore presents a ‘history of times’ (Zeitengeschichte) which is not to be confused with the term ‘contemporary history’ (Zeitgeschichte). ‘The advantage of a theory of layers of time therefore is that it allows us to measure different velocities, to visualize accelerations or decelerations, thus revealing different modes of change that indicate great temporal complexity’ (Koselleck 2003: 22; cf. also Jordheim 2012; Fisch 2012).

As a result, however, Koselleck’s choice of metaphors becomes problematic in two respects. On the one hand, our initial intuitive understanding of the concept of ‘layers’ or ‘sediments of time’ leads us to picture exactly the sort of geological stratification that Koselleck implies but does not consider essential. On the other hand, the mental image of a cross-section showing distinct layers of time deposited one on top of the other conveyed by this model of geological layering serves to perpetuate established views of time and history rather than breaking away from them. A different visual metaphor could have been chosen to better illustrate Koselleck’s engagement with the interactions between times and the different ways of experiencing time.

These difficulties don’t result from language alone, however; they are rooted in the implicit underlying model of time. Koselleck’s layers of time still rest on the (at least implicit) idea of time as linear, homogeneous, uniform and singular. Although Koselleck does not state it explicitly, there is reason to suspect that his multifarious layers of time are all still nested within one time (Jordheim 2014). And this is where things get complicated, as is usually the case when dealing with questions of time. In fact, it is important to realize that Koselleck’s concept of layers of time is poorly suited to the task of verifying historical authenticity precisely because it rejects the idea of successive epochal accumulations only to replace it with diverse forms of temporalization in varying states of reciprocal relation to one another. (Though in practice, usage of the term ‘layers of time’ is generally unaffected by this fact.) At the same time, however, it should not be overlooked that the underlying idea of a single time within which temporal layers are formed can support the idea of authenticity … In short: even if on close examination Koselleck’s theoretical model doesn’t in fact support it, there is good reason to believe that the metaphor of layers of time is far more commonly used to uphold authenticity rather than to undermine it.

TEMPORAL TURBULENCE

What, then, is the real difficulty preventing us from grounding authenticity in layers of time? When we walk through the Neues Museum in Berlin, don’t we see the original walls from the mid-nineteenth century and the damage inflicted during the Second World War?

Of course we do. But do we also see them as layers? Do we see them as individual strata among the accumulated deposits left by all the other times? Or would it be better to speak of points of reference like specks picked out of a heaped up temporal pile? In the case of the Neues Museum, we only have to deal with a fairly manageable number of temporal reference points: Ancient Greece as the architectural inspiration; the mid-nineteenth century as the time of construction; the bombing of Berlin as the date it was destroyed; the early twenty-first century as the period of its partial reconstruction. We don’t have to dig through these layers. They are simply there as reference points. They’re here. Now.

Here the limitations and problems inherent in the geological metaphor of layers of time become apparent. Seen from the perspective of the past, we must realize that time does not accumulate; it does not pile up into a mass of events through which we can dig our way to excavate different times. Rather, collectives have developed techniques of preservation that make it possible to save some things from earlier times and bring them into our present. But given how few privileged things we deem worthy of exerting ourselves to preserve over the course of time, the concept of entire layers of time seems a significant overstatement. Paul Valéry has claimed – perhaps with less than exact mathematical precision – that: ‘even the most complete history covers only 0.00001 % of observed reality – and even that is the roughest possible overview – all the rest is shrouded in darkness’ (Valéry 2019: 105).

Even from the perspective of the present, we notice that we don’t actually strip away individual layers when dealing with the past; we engage with bygone times rather in order to keep them current, turning them from ‘absent’ times into ‘present’ times. In doing so, we aren’t just preserving the past in the present, however. Through this same process many other times and histories are blanked out, overlooked, and declared unimportant. How does the concept of layers of time deal with layers that we don’t want to know anything about (because we think they are obsolete) or that we can’t know about at all (because no evidence of them remains)?

Times are not simply there in layers ready for us to uncover. Nor could they be, because everything that happens, happens at the same time. Pasts did not ‘happen’ once and futures will not ‘happen’ later; both take place here and now, as a present’s references to these ‘absent’ bygone or upcoming times (Augustine 2008, book 11; Luhmann 1990: 98). So we aren’t removing layers to make the old dream of the time machine a reality, at least in archaeological terms. Rather, we select and organize references to certain times and histories that for whatever reason are considered meaningful in the present day. And this applies not only to the present moment, but also of course to past presents which also related themselves to then-bygone times, as Friedrich August Stüler did when basing the design of the Neues Museum on ancient Greek architecture. So, things get more and more temporally confusing the more that we try to pin them down exactly. It is not always so clear how the order of times should fit together or even whether they do fit together neatly. Instead of clear distinct layers, we are far more likely to be faced with a swirling mass of temporal turbulence; less a case of levels neatly stacked on top of one another, and more a case of observing molecular movements and agitations. I have put forward the concept of ‘chronoference’ as a term to describe these present references to absent times (Landwehr 2016).

Paying closer attention to chronoferences alters our conceptions of authenticity. An authentic object is no longer just something we receive from the past. Rather, we consider authenticity so important in constructing a meaningful conception of the present that we also put it to use in constructing our relationship with past times, searching for authenticity there.

How culturally specific such a Western or European idea of the authentic is can be made clear by comparison with other practices of chronoferencing. In Japan, for example, people have no difficulty in recognizing Buddhist temples as real and original, even though their wooden construction means that they rot and have to be rebuilt at regular intervals. And when China sends replicas of the famous terracotta army (dating from the second century BCE) to European museums, they find it hard to understand why European exhibition organizers insist on having the over two thousand-year-old originals instead (Stille 2002: 67–106).

The authentic is unquestionably bound up with the temporal. However, the question arises as to how we want to describe this intermingling. Making use of a metaphorical (i.e. non-Koselleckian) conception of layers of time is, in my opinion, misleading. It gives the impression that if the inevitable, regular, linear stream of time could simply pass the relevant authentica along to us, we would receive them passively. It also suggests unambiguity, as though we could identify one specific layer of time within the plurality of temporal layers that allows us to really, actually and authentically bear witness to whatever the subject in question may be. This overlooks the fact that every case of authenticity must be fixed in place by ever-changing temporal relations in order to be able to fulfil its function. In other words, it does not belong exclusively to any single layer of time.

What seems to me a more appropriate description of the authentic is to understand it as the practice of a present time, which actively refers itself to (certain) absent times in order to constitute itself in the here and now. In doing so, we assign particular importance to the authentic, which is also reflected in, for example, sales prices or insurance valuations.

If we take the concept of chronoference seriously, then absent times do not appear to us as excavated layers, but as times that are kept present, even as contemporaneous times with which we remain in direct contact. It is important to show this work of relating and chronoferencing rather than covering it up – just as Berlin’s Neues Museum does. It invites even non-specialists to recognize the turbulent whirl of times in their own present: here is something old, that refers to something even older, but that was destroyed in not-so-distant times and only recently connected to something new. Our day-to-day work on and with the times is plain to see in the building itself.

Failing to demonstrate the labour that goes into this temporal task has consequences – consequences that are themselves not without consequences for ideas of authenticity. This is because a reconstructed past has the ability to self-authenticate. It can come to certify itself over time. This is shown for example by the famous ‘inventions of tradition’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983), by which the unhistorical becomes historical. Reconstructed buildings are another example. In a few decades’ time, who will still recognize Frankfurt’s photo-realistic Neue Altstadt as inauthentic? Who now looks at Dresden’s opera house and realizes that it is a new building completed in 1985 (Hassler and Nerdinger 2010)?
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Library

PETRA FEUERSTEIN-HERZ

The present-day public library is a non-commercial information institution whose task is not only to collect, organize, and disseminate published information (Umlauf 2016: 220–222), but also to perform a range of additional services, including the preservation of cultural assets, the organization of academic and cultural events, and educational outreach. Libraries contain a broad spectrum of holdings, including historical manuscripts, prints, books, audio/visual media, and digital resources. The library (Latin: libraria = ‘collection of books’) emerged in tandem with the development of writing in early civilizations, and was motivated by the idea of handing down written culture to future generations (Schneider 2013: 63). Accordingly, libraries have always been institutions in which ‘the cultural memory laid down in published writings is collected, preserved, and made accessible to a broad public’ (Serexhe 2011: 75). Nowadays, libraries are no longer understood exclusively as physical locations, but also as virtual spaces (or as a mix of the two).

The complexity of present-day discourse on the topic of authenticity has been gaining significance for libraries in various contexts. Against this backdrop, a fundamental task is to clarify what is meant by the terms ‘work’, ‘book’, and ‘publication’. While the term ‘work’ refers to the creative production of an artistic or scholarly nature, a ‘book’ is generally understood to be the written manifestation of a work as well as its physical carrier. The term ‘publication’, by contrast, refers to the process by which a work is made available. To be sure, interrogating the authenticity of library collections requires a precise distinction to be made between the written record of a text, its manifestations in different physical or digital editions, and the individual copies or specimens of an edition generated through a printing process.

As a result of post-structuralist and deconstructivist discourses concerned with the written word and its material manifestation in books, scholars of edition philology have for some time been considering the expansion of their field to include media culture studies (Rockenberg and Röcken 2011: 284f.). More specifically, this expansion has been motivated by the insight that a work consists not only of its linguistic components, but also of its properties as a form of media (Brayman Hackel, Lander and Lesser 2016; Lukas, Nutt-Kofoth and Podewski 2014). Only through this more expansive definition of the book can we critically interrogate the concept of authorship in a fundamental manner (Barthes [1967] 1977: 141–148). As a result, scholars have increasingly sought to consider the epistemological and economic conditions of a work’s realization, and its reception in society. From a material perspective, various aspects are of relevance when we critically interrogate the printed book, including its paper and binding, typography and typesetting, as well as decorative elements and illustrations. It is interesting to consider how even minor typographical changes can give the same text a different appearance, and this can significantly influence how a work is understood and received. With a view to the literary history of a work, Peter Shillingsburg (1991) deploys the term ‘material text’ to draw attention to the fact a ‘sequence of linguistic signs commonly referred to as a “text” is always present in a concrete materialization […] and this is what enables one ascribe a hermeneutic relevance’ (Rockenberg and Röcken 2011: 28). Yet it remains to be discussed to what extent a text and its materiality can solely be considered in unison.

Against the backdrop of these introductory considerations, the following issues are of relevance to libraries when it comes to historical authenticity: As places where publications are archived and catalogued, libraries must deal with questions related to intellectual property and authorship. Such questions become particularly salient when critical editions of historical collections are to be produced. Second, the digitization of analogue collections and the provision of electronic media are among the core tasks of libraries today. The production and dissemination of digital copies as well as the communication of their metadata generally confront ‘memory institutions’ with questions surrounding the authenticity of historical sources. Third, the effort to preserve the original substance of these sources crucially informs the restoration and conservation of historical materials. Indeed, factors associated with preservation play an important role for making historical written material accessible (e.g. in museums and archives).

THE QUESTION OF AUTHORSHIP

As collecting and archiving institutions, libraries must fundamentally address questions pertaining to the authorship and proper attribution of a work. In the digital age, issues in this regard primarily arise in connection with copyright issues and long-term accessibility. Historical manuscripts and books, by contrast, typically require the clarification of authorship and lines of transmission in order to ensure that attributions are authentic, particularly when it comes to the proper cataloguing of a library’s holdings. In addition, libraries that contain manuscripts from the medieval and early modern periods will often seek to precisely reconstruct various historical versions of a text in order to arrive at a canonical edition. Such research inherently requires a fundamental engagement with notions surrounding the authenticity of a work. The fact that the attribution of authenticity is invariably an approximation is demonstrated by the need to judiciously standardize or modernize complex historical scripts, not least due to absence of grammatical and orthographical regularity in the vernaculars. Yet the approximate nature of authenticity is also on display even when the scholar shows a highly diplomatic fidelity to the source text. The effort to assess the hermeneutic relevance of a given material instance of a text raises questions with regard to the authenticity of the source – that is, with regard to authenticity as a criterion for authenticating, legitimizing and ascribing value to an edition of a work. The scholar must take into account various factors, including not only the author’s intentions, but also other actors, including printers and publishers, as well as church and state authorities, whose influence could impact not only content, but also typographical features, for historically, the aforementioned actors typically played an important role in the conception and realization of published works.

In this way, even when authorship is clearly established, scholars are obliged to critically scrutinize various factors that may have shaped the genesis of a work. When a text has been handed down over centuries, establishing authenticity may be extremely challenging. This is particularly true when complex text corpora have evolved over long periods of time. One excellent example in this regard is the text collection that makes up New Testament (Nicklas 2018: 45–59). Nevertheless, questions as to the authentic provenance of a work can arise even when the concern is merely to classify that work bibliographically. The difficulties that can arise are readily apparent when one considers the publishing practices of the early modern period, as unauthorized pirated editions were frequently produced. Anonymous and fictitious authorship is also quite common in publications from this period. In some cases, several strands of a source text will have intermixed over an extended period of time in printed editions. This was particularly frequent in the transcription of handwritten editions. In the case of collected works that consist of individual text excerpts from other works, the question arises as to whether it is possible to consider the work in question an anthology in the proper sense. In many cases, the classification in collections and catalogues must either remain undefined or adopt a generally accepted state of knowledge that cannot be systematically compared with more recent research findings in standard library practice.

The foregoing point can be illustrated with reference to an anonymously published compendium of spiritual and secular knowledge from the twelfth century, which appeared in seventy handwritten editions and over a hundred printed versions (up to 1892) from the fourteenth century onwards under the title Lucidarius (Rohr 2009: 343). Edition research has been discussing for decades the extent to which ‘a way back to the archetype and thus to the propinquity of the original can be found’ (Stackmann 1955, quoted in Schröder 1995: 13). It is generally assumed that the compendium was largely based on the Elucidarium by the Scottish cleric Honorius Augustodunensis (twelfth century). However, due to two very intertwined, albeit largely reconstructed, strands of the text, it is also considered certain that ‘a great deal of disparate knowledge was poured into this vessel from the very beginning’ (Schröder 1995: 20). In library catalogues, the author is often cited as Honorius, occasionally also an Elucidarius; however, in many cases, no author is named at all. In these fields, bibliographical description essentially cannot solve the existing problems of authentication, because Karl Lachmann’s old philological approach of identifying a context as an authentic textual authority does not apply here.

In this context, Resource Description and Access (RDA) aims to establish a formal standard for descriptive cataloguing (Oliver 2021; Wiesenmüller and Horny 2017; Schomburg and Behrens-Neumann 2015). RDA is designed to help libraries and information centres describe a wide range of analogue and digital resources, making them easier to find, identify, select, and obtain. The RDA cataloguing rules enable the ontological representation of the ‘entities’ of a work in grouped records in order to provide a structured overview of different editions and physical formats (Hauke 2016: 190). The term ‘entities’ includes the intellectual authorship of a work, its expression in written form, and its manifestation in editions (or individual specimens thereof). The RDA system enables all of these entities to be interrelated (Wiesenmüller and Horny 2017: 17–23).

DIGITIZATION AND AUTHENTIC REPRODUCTION

Like all cultural heritage institutions, libraries and archives are confronted by the need to digitize their holdings (see DDB 2015–2020). Mass digitization projects have given rise to ongoing discussions concerning the extent to which it is even possible to achieve authentic reproduction and the preservation of originality, both in relation to individual works and historical collections overall (Evans and Baker 2017).

As a form of media, the book has undergone two fundamental transformations over the course of history. The development of printing with movable type in the fifteenth century deprived the book of its unique character as a handwritten codex, due to the fact that it was now possible to serially produce a large number of copies in a discrete production process. More recently, with the rise of the digital age, text carriers are subject to arbitrary reproducibility – that is, a copy may be easily reproduced innumerable times. Yet digitization not only eliminates restrictions to the reproducibility of a text; it also – and perhaps more crucially – deprives the reader of the possibility to sensually experience the original document or to engage with it as a physical artefact. Like other cultural objects, the book is a three-dimensional object. The subjective haptic perception of a book’s format or weight, the materiality of the paper and binding, and the act of turning pages all entail a quality of perception and memory that diverges considerable from that of images loaded and scrolled through on a screen.

In a digital context, the sensory experience of the physical text is lost. Furthermore, digital storage threatens to destroy collections as ‘closed ensembles’. Digitization improves the preservation and accessibility of cultural content at a meta-level – yet only to a limited extent, given the rapid increase in storage capacities and the breakneck pace of technological change. Theoretically, these trends should lead to the democratization of education and greater freedom of information. However, cultural institutions such as libraries must also discuss and contend with the associated decline in the visibility and integrity of the collection as a discrete corpus. The broader movement to digitize holdings is closely linked to the desire to restrict accessibility to original cultural artefacts, in order to protect them. However, due to economic, cultural, technical factors, it will never be possible to fully digitize the original carriers of cultural memory (Cameron 2021; Myntti and Zoom 2019). Future generations are thus threatened by the fracturing of cultural heritage into two worlds, with the direct experience of original artefacts becoming a rare occurrence in comparison to a much more frequent engagement with digital copies that are accessed through online platforms or other virtual spaces. Bernhard Serexhe rightly points to the lack of public debate on ‘whether and in what form cultural memory – literature, visual art, historical documents, films, photographs – should best be passed on to future generations’ (Serexhe 2015: 64).

CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION

The library is also confronted with the task of preserving and restoring historical manuscripts and books. In recent decades the principles of restoration have undergone significant change (Corbach 2012: 25–32). Indeed, the restoration of damaged or endangered manuscripts or books is no longer carried out primarily with a view to repairing damage in order to reinstate putatively ‘original’ condition.

Today, book conservators perform their work in line with the ECCO Professional Guidelines (2003) and the DIN standard for the conservation of cultural heritage (DIN 15898). The ECCO guidelines advocate efforts to preserve the current historical condition of the object in a manner that reflects its history of use. A key emphasis is placed on ‘preventive conservation’ – specifically, the conservator-restorer is called upon ‘to take into account all aspects of preventive conservation before carrying out physical work on the cultural heritage and should limit the treatment to only that which is necessary’ (ECCO 2003: Article 8). Furthermore, it is asserted that historical material should only be removed in exceptional circumstances (ibid.: Article 15). Conservation and restoration thus strive to present a given historical state. From this perspective, the authenticity of the object does not depend on the reconstruction of a past ‘originality’, but rather on the presentation of the object in its current state of historical contingency. Furthermore, at the textual level, this contingency explicitly encompasses what might have been considered ‘corrupt’ and therefore in need of elimination.

LIBRARY EXHIBITS

The showcasing of cultural artefacts in museum-style exhibits is one of the responsibilities that falls to libraries with notable historical collections. In this connection, the curator is frequently confronted by various questions in relation to the authentication and authentification of exhibited works; these questions stem in part from the dual character of the book as a work of scholarship or artistry and as a physical carrier of a text. Museum-style book exhibits tend to focus on historical persons, events, and themes, insofar as they are not devoted to questions in book studies. Such exhibitions usually revolve around the ‘finished text’ – that is, the author’s work as it was published in book form. Furthermore, such exhibits tend to be constructed around bibliographical and aesthetic aspects: The library curator will select from the holdings original first editions or seminal adaptations and translations; luxurious special editions or works of unique provenance are also frequently showcased. Additional criteria that may inform a decision to exhibit a book include the book’s legibility, typography, and the state of preservation.

To date, little scholarly attention has been devoted to the reconstruction of contexts that are relevant for authenticity. Among other things, this topic touches upon the fundamental discussions of recent years concerning literature’s Ausstellbarkeit – that is, ‘exhibitability’ (Thiermeyer 2017; Böhmer 2013). Book exhibitions that take the form of a presentation in display cases are essentially viewed as a hopeless endeavour, as only isolated pages of a given book can actually be presented to the public, which is of little help for shedding light on the context of a text or for imparting an understanding of thoughts and actions (Wirth 2011: 55). Given this form of presentation, only paratexts and accompanying (subjective) explanations by curators can provide contextual connections and meaning.

With a view to the authenticity of a given book specimen, humanities and cultural studies have been placing a growing emphasis on material culture. Specifically, as part of a broader concern with the book as a tangible object, scholars are increasingly interrogating the materiality of the written and the relevance of the book as a form of media. As a historical artefact, the individual book specimen exhibits traces of its own history on its cover and pages. Evidence of provenance and traces of storage and use testify to the history of an object in its cultural and biographical contexts; these aspects pose rich challenges for scholarship in the domain of collection history (Gleixner and Baum 2017). There is no doubt that libraries have a long tradition of displaying individual books precisely because of their striking material characteristics (such as magnificent bindings) or because of their notable provenance.

However, a differentiated examination of the book specimen must go beyond consideration of the ‘aura’ ascribed thereto, including associated semantic constructs that point to a specimen’s historical and transcendental significance. In this respect, one moves beyond the history of objects as a form of empirical cultural history and towards the broader history of knowledge. To be sure, books are ‘performative’ in that something happens ‘in’ and ‘with’ them that goes beyond their explicit content. Previous owners, readers, or users may leave their own traces of appropriation in the form of marginalia or inserted loose leaf pages upon which notes have been written. Furthermore, individual book may stimulate a body of critique and discussion to which they are forever linked. The showcasing of a printed edition in an exhibition can imbue a book with the quality of authenticity that all ‘goods of the cultural economy’ strive to achieve: ‘If a good succeeds in being evaluated and experienced as singular, it then appears authentic’ (Reckwitz 2020: 99).

The curatorial emphasis of the history surrounding individual book specimens is becoming increasingly important in library exhibition practice. In the case of historical books, this history begins at the latest with the binding of the printed pages. Well into the nineteenth century, printed works did not receive a binding from the publisher, but were instead individually bound by bookbinders on behalf of a buyer. Another new approach for exhibition practice that gives due consideration to recent discourse on authenticity could be to present various versions of a text in diachronic series, thus situating a book specimen in the broader context of a work’s history and its manifestation in printed form (Feuerstein-Herz 2020: 245–256).

The ideal starting point would be the inclusion of the author’s original papers and manuscripts in order to spotlight the working processes of text creation, including associated corrections, deletions, and marginalia. In this way, the exhibition-goer would be provided with a window onto the abstract process of literary creation, which is otherwise very difficult to impart, as emphasized by Paul Valery in his discussion of a Museum of Literature (1995: 459f.). Typeset printed pages do not provide insight into the process of creation; indeed, the classic intention of a book is to present a ‘finished work’ that conceals its creative genesis. The presentation of works in a serial and contextual manner can help to shed light on such matters, not least due to the opportunity to draw attention to intra-, inter- and hypertextual phenomena. As part of such an approach, one could potentially present the text in its entirety in digital form while integrating functionality that allows the user to freely navigate to any section of interest. In this way, the exhibition-goer would be enabled to engage with the text in a much more comprehensive manner than would be possible based on a physical book opened to a specific page yet presented behind glass. Finally, the exhibition could spotlight epitexts such as correspondence and archival records related to the printer and publisher, thus disclosing actors and factors that shaped the production process up to the ‘finished product’.

Authenticity as a concept is of relevance for a wide range of library activities. The originality and authenticity of published documents are important issues for the cataloguing and editing of historical works. While the restoration of historical manuscripts and books has been dealing intensively with such issues for some time, there has been little systematic engagement with these topics in the context of book exhibitions. As an institution dedicated to the preservation of cultural assets, libraries are sure to remain of key importance for questions pertaining to historical authenticity, particularly when it comes to the digital representation of historical manuscripts, books, and other documents. While many issues still need to be clarified by scholars, one thing is clear: ‘authenticity’ in the Kantian sense cannot be founded on the object as an ‘objective’ phenomenon, but rather only on a ‘regulative idea’.
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Literature

CHRISTOPH ZELLER

Literature, from Latin littera (letter), is a general term for anything written, including instruction manuals, schoolbooks, and scholarly journals. In the more limited sense of contemporary usage, literature refers to lyrical poetry, epic poetry, drama, and ‘literary’ prose. Definitions of literature are multifarious. Some are based on reading conventions, while others prioritize social function, systems of practice, or other aspects (see Weimar 2000: 443). Literature’s diversity, range of uses, and distinct social roles and origins make finding a universal definition impossible, especially if the term is expanded to include forms of literature in oral cultures. An understanding of world literature rooted in Western traditions will thus always be limited to drawing structural analogies. In Europe, the Middle Ages marked the beginning of the conception of literature as the ‘art of writing’, which distinguished between religious (scriptura) and secular writing. Only then did the meaning of li(t)teratura begin to expand. In sixteenth-century Neo-Latin, the term signified not just book knowledge defined by littera, ‘letters of the alphabet’, but also the ‘practical prudence’ (prudentia) and ‘theoretical wisdom’ (sapientia) of the li(t)teratus. In the eighteenth century, the word took on multiple meanings. It could refer to the habitus of erudition, multiple academic disciplines (rhetoric, poetics, philology, history), a bibliography, and, finally, the totality of everything ever written. Two centuries later, ‘literature’ received its contemporary signification. The notion of ‘literature’, ‘belle littérature’, or ‘national literature’ (Weimar 2000: 445) developed, on the one hand, out of the formation of aesthetic taste, the book market, and literary criticism, and, on the other, out of modern philology. Coming to prominence around 1830, this more limited definition of literature was restricted to ‘literary’ writing and adjacent genres like book reviews, feuilleton, sensational writing (colportage), and essays. But its history and incommensurability with other social contexts means that it only has some applicability to other epochs and cultures. For instance, in Egypt, literature was reserved for the ruling and priestly castes and was bound to discourses on the afterlife. China already had a complex system of literature in the first century CE, and its canonical works were taught alongside the art of interpretation in schools for poets.

AUTHENTIFICATION

In Western Europe, authenticity has been an important component of literature since the eighteenth century. It can involve both the authentication of texts and the attribution of authorship, or methods of producing authenticity (authentification) through rhetorical tropes and aesthetic techniques that generate effects of ‘credibility’ and ‘veracity’. Assumptions about the existence of a ‘directly’ accessible world of experience untethered from language undergird both literary claims to authenticity legitimated by ‘discourses of certification and ascription’ (Knaller 2007: 17) as well as assertions of ‘realness, veracity, originality, and immediacy’ (7). At the same time, such ‘authentic’ literature, whether oral and written, is inextricably bound to language. The tension caused by literature’s ‘mediated immediacy’ (Berg et al. 1997: 5) reveals authenticity as an aesthetic category that can and should be grasped through conceptual analysis, while dispelling the notion that its supposed event-character can only be experienced (Zeller 2010: 20; for a different position see Fischer-Lichte 2008: 155–160, and Gumbrecht 2004). The authentification of literature is part of its artifice and its nature as a medium (from Ancient Greek ποιητική τέχνη, poiētikḗ téchnḗ = ‘producing, poetic art’ and from poíein = ‘to make’). The appearance of immediacy enables literature either to derive credibility from putting its craft on display or to conceal its artificiality in order to focus on a character’s inner world or the alleged facticity of the events represented. Between the two poles of announcing its fictionality or status as a medium, on the one hand, and topical forms of representation aimed at things like social criticism, on the other, there are numerous authentification techniques available to literature. They range from the emphatic language of concern, rage, suffering, or passion to ‘reality vocabularies’ (Broch 1933: 106) or ‘reality effects’ (Barthes 1989) such as using city or street names or referencing historical events.

From the invocation of the Muses in Greek epic poetry to language experiments of literary avant-gardes, literature has always had a self-reflexive dimension. For this reason, authentification today should be seen as a reaction to shifting social norms, philosophical trends, religious beliefs, and aesthetic preferences. Sometimes literature foregrounds itself as a medium, while at other times it places primacy on its political content. During the Enlightenment, the concept of authenticity was still uncommon and featured more as a constituent of synonyms like ‘originality’. A specifically modern ‘subject authenticity’ (Knaller 2007: 21) only developed after the two world wars, economic crises, and political upheaval of the twentieth century. At the same time, critiques of subjectivity led to the entanglement of aesthetics and morality. The need for literary styles of ‘veracity’ and ‘immediacy’ that do justice to personal, political, and social problems became greater in step with the increasing thematization of the mediating function of language and rising resistance against traditional forms of authority. The philosophical problematization of a social order defined by mass movements, consumerism, alienation, and globalization paved the way for a morally connotated conception of authenticity rooted in linguistic discourse, which has been championed by thinkers like Lionel Trilling (Sincerity and Authenticity, 1972), Charles Taylor (The Ethics of Authenticity, 1992), and Alessandro Ferrara (Modernity and Authenticity, 1993). The global uprisings against colonial occupation and the civil rights, women’s rights, student, and environmental movements that began in the late 1950s shaped literature. In turn, literature itself influenced the protest movements of a new generation shocked by the crimes of the Second World War and the Holocaust and agitated by opposition to nuclear armament, patriarchy, and the Vietnam War.

Since the 1960s, literature has often been considered ‘authentic’ when it takes a political position, engages with current events, makes use of the conventions of non-fictional genres like journalism, confessional, diary, essay, and advertising, or is stylized as unedited, immediate writing like notes. Political authors include Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and James Baldwin. References to current events can be found in works like Erich Fried’s poem ‘und VIETNAM und’ (1966), the performances of neo-avant-garde movements like Fluxus, and the songs of Bob Dylan. Stylistic devices drawn from non-fictional writing define the texts of Beat Generation authors like Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), William S. Burroughs’s Junkie (1953) and Naked Lunch (1959), the poems of Allen Ginsberg, and the collages of Rolf-Dieter Brinkmann.

FICTIONALITY

Despite the fictional status of their contents and genres, documentary styles in novels, poetry, and theatre lay claim to a high degree of authenticity, which is generated by the rejection of an authoritative voice through montages or collages of multiple perspectives. Epistolary novels are based on fictionalized subjective perspectives, but even early iterations drew on non-fictional material. For instance, Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s The Sufferings of Young Werther (1774) used Johann Christian Kestner’s report on Carl Wilhelm Jerusalem’s suicide as a source. Stage plays of earlier eras often represented historical content and translated facts into poetic form; Friedrich Schiller’s Wallenstein trilogy (1798–1799), for example, was based on historical characters and events. European Naturalism’s shifting understanding of realism engendered scepticism towards fictional representation, a scepticism that found expression in the politicization of literature in the historical avant-gardes and the rise of documentary literature in the early and mid-twentieth century. The experimental literature of authors like James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Alfred Döblin, and John Dos Passos incorporated fragments of reality, as did Erwin Piscator’s productions at his theatre. In the early twentieth century, narration based in fact ranged from Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1929) to the articulation of ‘inner truths’ in works like Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer (1934) and André Bretons L’Amour fou (1937). By the 1960s, authors were integrating facts and documentary styles into works of fiction in numerous ways. For instance, Peter Weiss’s play The Investigation (1965) was based on protocols of the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials, while Uwe Johnson’s tetralogy Anniversaries: From a Year in the Life of Gesine Cresspahl (1970–1983) pulls quotes from the New York Times to create historical context.

The use of documents, names, and events extracted from real contexts that have the appearance of authenticity can give validity to fiction. But in turn, the ‘institution of fictionality’ (Köppe 2014) has itself been transformed into a fact and a topic of fictional writing. Early avant-garde movements conceived of the literary readymade as at once ‘true’ and fictional, an approach later rediscovered by writers like Emmet Williams, Helmut Heißenbüttel, and Peter Handke, who employed them as extended quotes. Although the range of literary genres was already expanding in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to include non-fictional genres such as letters, travelogues, aphorisms, fragments, autobiographies, and memoirs, the twentieth century witnessed an increased tendency towards recontextualizing an even greater range of non-fiction texts like news articles, essays, minutes, and reports. Some literary works have even included performative artforms like happenings. All of these experiments revolve around the non-fiction genres’ promise of immediate access to experience and event.

Deviations from the tropes of fiction, in short, can serve as ‘authentic’ forms of literary representation, and they can play an important role in thematizing the social function of literature itself. While inner experience and individual imagination had long been dominant aspects of literature, postwar literature looked back to the works of the post-1910 artistic and literary revolution by authors such as Guillaume Apollinaire, August Stramm, Else Lasker-Schüler, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, and T. S. Eliot, precisely because they questioned language’s capacity to communicate truth and knowledge. Contemporary authors like Elfriede Jelinek weave documentary and self-reflexive elements like caricature, satire, and grotesque into an intertextual tapestry that dissolves the lines not only between genres, but also between fact and fiction. Autobiography offers a particularly poignant example of a genre that blurs the boundary between fact and fiction. Though it has always been marked by fictional content, styles, and tropes, this dimension of autobiography has only recently acquired an adequate name in the concept of ‘autofiction’ (see Gasparini 2008). Accordingly, more recent autobiographical works like Karl Ove Knausgård’s six-volume novel My Struggle (2009–2011) have focused more on the construction of the subject and less on the construction of an external reality.

The sine qua non for fictionality becoming an institution at all was the extrication of literature from the spiritual, pedagogical, and entertainment functions that had defined it for over two millennia. Meter in particular, whether as song, poetry, or epic, once served practical ends that encompassed calls, praise, pleas, thanksgiving, mourning, announcements, curses, banishment, and the formation of community. Usually recited on the occasion of a ritual, celebration, sacrifice, victory, coronation, defeat, or burial, lyrical language distinct from everyday speech was long bound to specific beliefs and intentions. The metamorphosis of lyric poetry into literature in modernity implied the loss of connections to everyday practice, but it also ushered in a ‘freedom and independence’ that allowed literature to become an ‘end in itself’ and an ‘aesthetic event that can be repeated as often as it pleases’ (Schlaffer 2012: 189f.). The sheer diversity of literary forms and their liberation from concrete tasks give rise to questions about their fictionality, which is often described as ‘a game of make-believe’ (Walton 1990: 69), a ‘practice’ of reception (Lamarque and Olsen 1994: 66), or a ‘metarepresentation’ (Sperber 2000). In contrast to its beginnings, when lyrical poetry was often inseparable from spiritual rituals, modern poetic texts are deemed ‘authentic’ in the broad sense when they ‘invigorate our faculties of knowledge’, ‘cultivate and expand our sensory capacities of differentiation’, reveal concealed ‘features of things and people’, open up ‘new schemata of categorizing and ordering realities’, and educate the ‘moral imagination and moral faculty of judgement’ and ‘our emotional sensitivity and self-knowledge’ (Scholz 2014: 231).

RESEARCH HISTORY

The increasing nuance of the system of literature after the Enlightenment opened up a range of new forms of expression shaped by calls for ‘naturalness’, ‘veracity’, and ‘candour’. Reflections on the literariness of texts – on the features that distinguish literary and poetic language from everyday language – put processes of authentification on philologists’ maps. The philosophy of subjectivity had indeed played a role in these developments since the rise of German Idealism, but this relationship only fully came to fruition with the critique of individuality in fields like psychoanalysis, phenomenology, critical theory, discourse analysis, and systems theory.

A key driver of research on authenticity was feminist literature. Born out of the American and French women’s movements, it demanded liberation from male dominance in society and patriarchal gender roles while defending a genuinely ‘subjective authenticity’ (Wolf [1973] 1999). Feminist literature occasioned numerous studies on female authorship, genres primarily used by women, women’s aesthetic preferences, and the gendered conditions of the literary market. Women’s writing gradually became equated with authentic writing and was often interpreted as a process of self-discovery, a notion that traced its origins to the sentimental, romantic discourses of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (Schlich 2002). Only in the 1990s did the analysis of the production of women’s subjectivity expand to a wider range of aesthetic forms and genres. Since then, researchers have generally come to view ‘authenticity as a fiction’ (Anton 1995) or as a ‘representation’ (Berg et al. 1997), often by drawing on studies on film and television (Hattendorf 1994).

Helmut Lethen offered a critical perspective on the ‘excessive valorization of the authentic and the demonization of all phenomena necessarily bound up with alienation’ (Lethen 1996: 220). He asserted that this trend fails to do justice both to the free development of personality through playing with social roles as well as the aesthetic dimensions of artistic representation. Meanwhile, theatre scholars and others have employed the concept of ‘performance’ to emphasize the uniqueness of a theatrical production, the event character of the stage, and the here-and-now of happenings (Fischer-Lichte 2008).

A turning point in the history of research on authenticity was marked by the publication of a volume edited by Susanne Knaller and Harro Müller (2006) and Knaller’s study on the history and theory of the concept of authenticity (2007). Both texts offer analyses of its historical development while engaging with different works of literature. They stand at the beginning of a long line of studies that have refined discourses on authentic literature and art in media theory and philosophy while doing justice to the complexity of identities in the age of globalization and digitalization. There are now surveys of the role of authenticity in the philosophical concept of art (Kemal and Gaskell 1999; Wenninger 2009), narratology (Weixler 2012), fictional realities (Funk and Krämer 2011), and the concept of modernity (Shuttleworth 2020), as well as studies of its literary and media history (Zeller 2010; Funk 2015; Serazio 2024) and philosophical-political studies guided by postcolonialism (Japtok and Jenkins 2011; Bhatti 2012; Mageo and Knauft 2021). Other scholars have researched the relation between authenticity and writing about literature, such as literary criticism and literary scholarship itself (Rice 2021). Research on genre theory and the history of genres has traditionally focused on subject-centred forms like autobiographies, letters, and memoirs. In the last few years, this field has seen a renaissance with work on the genre of Holocaust literature and its imperative to speak the truth (Martínez 2004; Roebling-Grau and Rupnow 2015).

POTENTIALS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As a self-reflexive medium, literature seems destined to engage with the processes of its own authentification and to play with the ‘effects’ that imbue it with authenticity. Research on fictionality thus seems predisposed to offer insights on the specifically literary nature of authenticity in all its forms. Which criteria make it possible to distinguish fictional from factual statements? What roles will artificial and natural intelligences play in the future production and distribution of literature? How can literature produced by humans be distinguished from literature produced by AI? What are the anthropological, biological, and cognitive conditions of literature? These questions and others on the relation between literature and authenticity will engage scholars studying the intersection of literature and knowledge, evolutionary biology, the anthropology of literature, cognitive poetics, and neuroaesthetics.

Recently, researchers have shown an increased interest in the problem of ‘counterfeits’ (Reulecke 2016). Standing in contrast to both the ‘original’ and the ‘authentic’, counterfeits depend not only on authentication, but on procedures of authentification. This is particularly true when literary works blur the boundary between the two by making it part of fictional play. The problematization and politicization of journalism that is either revealed to be ‘fake news’ or denounced as such (Moreno 2019) underscores the urgency and social significance of research on authenticity. While interdisciplinary research on authenticity in the 1990s concentrated on the relationship between literature, on the one hand, and philosophy, film, and the aesthetics of advertising, on the other, the twenty-first century has seen a shift towards analysing the connections between literature and visual art, historiography, journalism, architecture, religion, psychology, sports, and other aesthetically or socially relevant fields. Postcolonial literary studies will also likely expand its scope, as studies on literature by migrants and about migration link questions of cultural identity with notions of the ‘authentic’ self in shifting social contexts. Climate change, ecological catastrophes, intensifying geopolitical conflicts, worsening economic inequality, and technological progress in robotics, computer science, biomedicine, and genetics all seem primed to facilitate a new era of literary experimentation. The more that the natural sciences and life sciences decipher the riddles of life and death, the more the humanities and social sciences will be called to reflect on the human condition and engage with its questions of ‘veracity’ and ‘reality’, ‘immediacy’, and ‘authenticity’.
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Maps

PETER HASLINGER

This chapter explores the concept of authenticity in relation to maps, disclosing how the map can serve as a vehicle for authenticity’s inscription. In this connection, I argue against a narrow conception of historical maps in terms of their status as ‘authentic objects’. I suggest instead that it is crucial to consider the map as an object of utility that is exposed to recurrent use. Not only in their means of production, but also their specific depictions of the spatial, maps embody an ideal medium for authorizing ‘ordering paradigms’ and for implementing strategies of authorization. This insight furnishes numerous starting points for scholarship that leverages perspectives from spatial turn research as well as critical geography (Bauder and Engel-Di Mauro 2008; Glasze 2009).

In order to situate the map vis-a-vis authenticity, we should first consider the distinction between ‘subject’ and ‘object’ propounded by Weixler, Knaller, and others. According to Weixler, when we focus on the subject, authorship, and authority (as a subject) stand at the centre of all considerations. By contrast, when the perspective shifts to the object, we are concerned with processes and constructions ‘that trigger an aesthetic effect of the authentic’ (Weixler 2012: 10). Susanne Knaller, for her part, sees the notion of authenticity as having tangible expression in concrete persons – in subjects who stand for the genuine – or in works that have a verifiable, empirical connection to authors (2007: 22). In the case of maps, we find a unique relationship between authorship and object – that is, between the very factors that imbue the aura of the authentic. Maps, it would appear, assert claims beyond their mere existence as mediums of information: specifically, they ‘demand that one “believes” in them, engages with them, and that one orients one’s actions accordingly’ (Andree 2006: 433).

To date, maps have only played a minor role in discussions surrounding authenticity. While there is no lack of evidence that they can serve as vehicles for generating, transmitting, or reinforcing notions of authenticity, maps emerge above all as an embodiment of the ‘new longing for the original’ (Rössner and Uhl 2012) when we encounter them as rare historical objects or in particularly elaborate editions. Prominent examples of historically notable maps include the Ebstorf Map (often mentioned in research literature) and decorative maps by the renowned cartographer Matthäus Merian (Tschimer 2015; cf. Seifert 1979). Furthermore, as historical relics, maps can often display authentic traces of use or annotation that can be placed in a direct, authenticating relationship with important historical actors or events, thus imbuing them with a special status that justifies their exhibition in museums. By way of example, the research literature repeatedly cites Tamaš G. Masaryk’s 1915 sketch of the territory of the future Czechoslovakia, or, alternatively, the map accompanying the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 (see also Barber 2006; Schneider 2004).

However, none of these maps are representative of the much more common class of map – the map we see and use in everyday settings. Insofar as we understand the map as a modern mass medium that serves the purpose of spatial orientation and that advertises itself as precise, there are clear points of incomparability with customary notions of the authentic. This sense of incomparability is underscored not only by the complex routines that underlie map production, but also by the profane character of most maps as utility objects. Notions of ‘authenticity and repetition’ (see Daur 2013: 8) would appear out of place in this context, as we are not dealing with something clearly ‘unique’ or ‘object-specific’. The reproduction of a map has an authenticating effect, as it is precisely here that ‘the understanding, appreciation and specific perception’ of the original map is ‘founded, determined and established’ (Bartsch, Becker and Schreiter 2010: 12). Even modern maps, which feature standardized forms of expression, exhibit numerous aspects that correspond to an expanded concept of authenticity. These aspects can be unpacked to further develop notions of authenticity, whether historical or otherwise.

To be sure, any serious analysis must begin by freeing oneself from the idea that the map is a vehicle for transmitting exact, objective, and undebatable assertions about the world. As space generally appears to be natural, real, and not subject to negotiation, maps are much more than instruments for disseminating knowledge and providing orientation. To be sure, the credibility of a map crucially depends on its correspondence with the ‘real world’, and this correspondence is open to verification. Yet insofar as we understand the map as a representation of the spatial that expresses objects or circumstances in a scaled-down, two-dimensional manner while drawing on a standardized system of semaphore, then it quickly becomes clear why maps cannot be authentic portraits of the space they represent (cf. Crampton and Krygier 2005; Dipper and Schneider 2006; Dünne 2008; Günzel 2010; Harley 1988, 1992, 2001; Grünreich, Hake and Meng 2002).

As Crew and Sims note, ‘[a]uthenticity is not about factuality or reality. It is about authority’ (1991: 163). However, for the authority of a map to be established, it must be accurate, clear, and current. In addition, during the map production process, decisions must be made concerning what the map will seek to represent, and what it will ignore; this filtering is essential for a map to remain legible. In this connection, mapmakers must actively select the specific features and circumstances they wish to represent; these aspects are then visualized using a suitable symbolic system, or cartographic language. A whole range of techniques and strategies are available to mapmakers to encourage particular readings of the map while discouraging undesired ones. Building on a long chain of decisions, maps thus filter spatial reality. To be sure, even a map’s spatial scope is the result of a deliberate decision that automatically establishes some areas as the ‘centre’ while relegating others to the ‘periphery’. As a result, maps inherently involve the categorization, systematization, levelling, and simplification of spatial features and objects. By subsuming phenomena under standard categories, maps visually present divergent objects and circumstances in their unique manifestations as equivalent. Symbols that represent geographic features (such as roads, waterways, or forests) can appear in many locations; at the same, numerous symbols can simultaneously occupy the same space (Haslinger and Oswalt 2012: 4; Monmonier 2018; Siegel and Weigel 2011). In addition, a map authorizes a specific conception of space based on its mode of visualization or thematic focus (i.e. certain types of sites or terrain features). Indeed, popular cartographic representations often depict sites or locations that are recognized as authentic (in the sense of unique or immediately recognizable) using a special visual language. By way of example, historical building (such as the Cologne Cathedral) might be depicted in miniature in a semi-realistic fashion. This technique may also be used to draw attention to geographic features (such as the Matterhorn). In other cases, the map legend or margin may contain supplementary information or decorative illustrations (such as depictions of people, scenic imagery, or political symbols such as flags or coats of arms) in order to symbolically underscore the impression of authenticity.

Any discussion of historical authenticity must accord special attention to maps that are concerned with historical relationships and their transformation over time (which are known in German as Geschichtskarten). In contrast to antique maps that have survived to the present day – which we encounter as a single specimen, invested with its own unique history as a document – the Geschichtskarte, or ‘history map’, illuminate changes in the borders of states or the transformation of social, economic, or political features. Such maps typically deploy a unique symbolic language in order to render their contents transparent. Just as maps shape our perception of space, history maps authenticate collective symbolic images of history (cf. Handro and Schönemann 2014). This is achieved through the map’s selection and prioritization of individual topics. Since 1877, the Historischer Schul-Atlas, a standard work in history education that is now in its 104th edition, has authenticated the ideas held by generations of Germans concerning the development of human civilization, from the ancient cultures of the Near East and Greek and Roman antiquity up through the Christian Middle Ages and into the modern era (Schraut 2011).

To summarize the foregoing, each map can be classified on a continuum that ranges from spatial representation to spatial interpretation. A map inherently directs a viewer’s gaze, and always offers a certain perspective. A map also makes specific claims to truth (whether explicit or implicit), thus encouraging identification with a certain position and world view. By labelling the world in a specific fashion (e.g. when using culturally specific place names), maps also help to legitimize symbolic and legal claims. Even physical maps that would appear to be value-neutral due to the absence of political borders may be invested with political significance due to their geographical scope and cartographic symbols used. At the same time, they may also lead (directly or indirectly) to a streamlining or silencing of phenomena.

Yet there is another important aspect that characterizes the map as an authenticating medium: Generally, maps only have the necessary persuasive effect if they have been produced by qualified experts in a professional manner using recognized methods (Lindholm 2008: 1). Maps draw on an established set of procedures, including statistical principles, surveying methods, and internationally recognized techniques of depiction and other standards that must be adhered to in order to ensure that the map is recognized as authoritative. The individuals involved in their production must be specially trained, thus giving rise to a unique relationship between authorship, authority, and authenticity (Martínez 2004: 10). In the case of maps in particular, ‘questions of truth (in the sense of factual correctness) and representational credibility are inevitably linked to aspects of empirical and material authentication and authentification’ (Saupe 2017: 22; see also Saupe 2024). As cartographers often provide political and economic actors with tools for waging arguments and making decisions (cf. Black 1997a, 1997b; Seegel 2012, 2018), map production is often interpreted as a discourse of power, and the cartographic language of the map is seen as a suggestive form of political statement. The map can be described as an expressive medium that is capable of solidifying perspectives and reifying not only conceptions of the spatial, but also social and political paradigms and discourses (Haslinger and Oswalt 2012: 4). This is consistent with the observation that authenticity is always inscribed in power structures and in ideological constructions; in other words, authenticity is inherently an element of the political negotiation and (re)production of meaning (Funk, Gross and Huber 2012: 13; cf. also Meusburger, Gregory and Suarsana 2015).

In this regard, the map must be subsumed under the broader category of media and systems of semaphore that Martin Sabrow and Achim Saupe assert ‘are deployed as a representation of “true” reality. Maps, models, and simulations thus contribute significantly to the shaping and ordering of knowledge; they can be successfully used as instruments for creating consensus and unity by establishing (certain) collective patterns of seeing and constructing seemingly consistent spaces’ (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 23f.). The map as an inscription in space makes it possible to shape and define a topography of the authentic. In this sense, maps confirm the fact that that the attribution of authenticity is a powerful fiction that often conceals ‘certain media, media techniques, and historical-cultural practices and institutions that “authenticate” and “authorize” a given thing’ (Saupe 2017: 59). Here one can speak of ‘attention economies of the authentic’. The natural limits on human attention make the map an ideal medium for implementing strategies of authorization (or delegitimization). This makes the map a powerful tool for authenticating and affirming specific conceptions of the world.
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Masterpiece

HEIKE ZECH

A ‘masterpiece’ originally signified a work completed by the hand of a master in a craft or trade. Over time, its meaning expanded to include outstanding creations by artists, writers, and musicians considered leaders in their fields. The designation ‘masterpiece’ praises both the creator and work, serving at once as an honorary title and laudatory descriptor. The notion comprises not only the ‘master’ and the ‘piece’ but also the judge who certifies it as such and, often, the audience meant to behold or experience it. Below I trace the origin of the term in the craft industries and its later appearance in the fine arts. I consider concepts of master and the cult of genius, questions of attribution, and the emergence of a Eurocentric canon. Finally, I address the ways that the digital age has relativized, challenged, and expanded the traditional European understanding of the masterpiece.

Nowadays, the term masterpiece has been used to describe anything from a Chinese removal company and German car rims to parquet floors and Swiss fountain pens. But before the term entered common parlance and took on a broader meaning, a masterpiece was a work produced by a master. Derived from the Latin Magister, or teacher, ‘master’ was a title bestowed on highly skilled craftsmen that served as a license to run one’s own business and train apprentices. The word ‘master’ possesses both of these senses: a person who supervises others and a person who is very skilled at a task. In the second half of the fourteenth century, if not earlier, guilds began to require the completion of a masterpiece as a prerequisite for becoming a master. Earning such a title could take decades of training (Edwards, forthcoming; Schürer 2004; Sennett 2008; Germanisches Nationalmuseum 2013). Such works were meant to demonstrate the full range of their creators’ craftsmanship and aptitude for design. Some trades, such as Nuremberg goldsmiths in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, identified outstanding works as yardsticks for assessing the work of craftsmen in training, using the standards established by existing masters to judge the next generation.

Until the nineteenth century, many European cities afforded only master craftsmen a full array of civil rights and privileges. In London, too, only those who practiced a free trade were eligible to receive the Freedom of the City, an award given to the most valued members of the community. Still today, ‘master’ is a legally protected title in Germany and other European countries that must be obtained to run one’s own business in a craft or trade (Art. 7 HwO 2019). German copyright law defines ‘protected works in the literary, scientific and artistic domain’ to be constituted by ‘only the author’s own intellectual creations’ (Art. 2 UrhG 2019). In other words, the authenticity of an author is a prerequisite for any work that might be deemed a masterpiece.

Until the introduction of academies for the visual arts, the training of painters and sculptors also relied on the master–apprentice system (Germanisches Nationalmuseum 2013; Tacke 2001). In the sixteenth century, the first art academies were founded in Italy, such as the Accademia di Arte e Disegno in Florence, which was established in 1563. In 1662, the Academy of Painting opened in Nuremberg, the first of its kind in what is now Germany, and it abandoned the title of master craftsman. By contrast, the Bauhaus, founded in 1919, saw traditional forms of workshop learning as essential for mastery. Bauhaus students learned about design, materials, and working techniques from master craftsmen. Today, this legacy is reflected in ‘masterclasses’ at art and music colleges. Some German programmes award the degree of Meisterschüler.

Traditionally, the masterpiece was the first authentic work by a newly minted master craftsman. Of course, not everything designated a masterpiece in today’s broader sense of the term was produced to receive the title master craftsman, nor was it produced by a single artisan. Until well into the modern era, master craftsmen did not work alone. Rather, they were in charge of a workshop in which everyone from apprentices and journeymen to the master himself acted in concert. Friedrich Schiller’s poem The Song of the Bell (1799) describes a workshop in the first verse: ‘Fresh, O workmen, be at hand! … That the work may praise the Master’ (Schiller 1988: 41). The master is here a pars pro toto for the workshop. Yet how much must a master contribute to a work for it to be considered authentic? In crafts, the master’s contribution could be contractually agreed on when the order was placed. Every work from the workshop of a master craftsman was a masterpiece in terms of its craftsmanship, even if it was created by journeymen. Early modern painting in the Netherlands and elsewhere followed similar conventions in attributing works of art to a particular painter (Tummers 2008: 79ff.). Today, scholars are more nuanced in their attributions, showing the varying degrees of originality in terms such as ‘circle’, ‘workshop’, and the like.

The contribution of the master is also an important criterion for the value of an artwork, particularly on the art market, and thus for its appreciation and survival in the broadest sense. Accordingly, the authenticity of masterpieces is often the subject of legal disputes. In Anglo case law, legal attributions can fall to the judge (Peñuelas i Reixach 2018). Today, decisions about what counts as a masterpiece can be made using a wide range of analytical methods and criteria. Whereas in the early years of art history, attributions resulted from purely critical judgements of style (Wölfflin 1915), exercised by god-like connoisseurs who possessed the authority of a seemingly incorruptible eye (Beck 2006), today experts have at hand an array of scientific and digitally supported methods for precisely assessing works of art. Accordingly, attributions are becoming more dynamic, but the number of works actually created by a given master has become smaller overall. For instance, studies of the large late-medieval workshops of Lucas Cranach the Elder show that not all the works it produced were of the same quality and with the same involvement of the master (Görres et al. 2019). Due to the long lives of masterpieces, the question often arises as to how many subsequent revisions, alterations, and conservation measures are permissible before an original becomes a copy of itself. Some of the objects included in good conscience in nineteenth-century museums could no longer stand up to today’s ideas of authentic masterpieces (e.g. Eser 2014). The extent of acceptable restoration measures remains an ongoing subject of interdisciplinary discussion (Art Watch International; Beck 2006).

Alcorn’s study of the Maynard Master, who was probably trained as a sculptor in Antwerp and produced stylistically distinctive designs for several London goldsmiths in the mid-eighteenth century, is an example of how complex the relationship between workers and masters can be. The makers’ marks enable the identification of the goldsmiths responsible for the works and the period when the unknown master was in London. Also known as sponsors’ marks, makers’ marks indicated a master’s legal liability for a work produced in his workshop and also served as a logo of sorts, though they do not indicate who designed and executed a work. It is unclear whether the Maynard Master was also involved in making the works he designed. At any rate, he has yet to be identified, which is why Alcorn calls him a ‘provisional master’ (2007). Alcorn shows that certain patrons were particularly fond of his style and thus had a significant influence on his designs. In other cases, the influence of patrons went even further. One need only think of Frederick the Great’s sketches of snuffboxes and of Sanssouci Palace. Can a work exclusively praise the master when so many other specialists, all masters of their craft, had a hand in its creation?

However, in some disciplines, such as architecture or bronze casting, the unity of idea and execution was never a decisive criterion for a masterpiece. Indeed, it was precisely individual execution that could be an obstacle to the creation of a masterpiece. In Emilia Galotti (1772), Gotthold Ephraim Lessing puts questions about genius and execution in art into the mouth of a painter named Conti. They go to the heart of the relationship between idea and finished work: ‘Is not your highness convinced that Raphael would have had as great a genius as any painter ever possessed, had he unfortunately been born without hands?’ Conti’s question is preceded by worries about his own inadequacy as a painter: ‘It is so long a journey from the eye, to the arm, to the pencil, that much, very much is lost. But, as I have already said, though I know what is lost, though I know how it is lost, I am as proud, nay prouder of this loss than of what I have retained. For by the former I perceive, more than by the latter, that I am a good painter, though my hand is not always so’ (Lessing 1800: 6).

Conti speaks of the genius of the painter Raphael, revealing himself to be a contemporary of Johann Joachim Winckelmann and, in particular, Immanuel Kant. In the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790), Kant describes genius as that talent by which ‘nature does not prescribe the rule to science but to art, and even to the latter only insofar as it is to be beautiful art’ (Kant 1790: § 46). For Kant, genius is a special case of mastery in the field of art. (On the concept of genius and the cult of genius, see Friedländer 1977 and Gaethgens and Wedekind 2009.) Talent, or genius, would appear to be part of a dichotomy: that which can be learned versus that which cannot. Well-known artists whose achievements were considered so important that they should be preserved for posterity already existed in antiquity. Giorgio Vasari laid the foundations for the veneration of certain artists as ‘mortal gods’ (Vasari 1550). The veneration of great masters and their works has characterized the European art world since the early modern period. Likewise, the unidentified artists responsible for producing exemplary works typically receive names that include the honorific title ‘master’. While there were nationally celebrated artist figures in Europe by 1500, as shown by the example of Cranach, certain individuals in the field of contemporary art have become global superstars. Their works are created in factory-like workshops in order to meet demand. Just think of Andy Warhol’s The Factory, or the numerous assistants that go into making Damien Hirst’s works (Bonnet 2017; Rauterberg 2013; Gallagher 2012). Critics routinely call works by Hirst ‘masterpieces’, yet given the way his art is produced, the term seems almost anachronistic.

The cult of genius is a phenomenon that can be observed in many epochs, cultures, and genres. But the terms master and genius are not synonymous. Every genius is a master, but not every master is a genius. Still, when it comes to attributing works to masters and the reception of works as authentic masterpieces, they cannot be clearly separated, as the example of Leonardo da Vinci shows. Perhaps even more than the Raphael mentioned by Conti, Leonardo is a widely revered figure, and he remains so five centuries after his birth, despite the fact that relatively few completed works from him have survived. Some, such as The Last Supper (1494–1497, Milan, S. Maria delle Grazie), were not properly executed. The restoring and copying of this work in the early nineteenth century stirred debate about the relationship between idea and execution. For example, can a mosaic after a completed painted copy of The Last Supper contain a touch of Leonardo’s genius and thus serve as an acceptable way of preserving the original for the long term? The question was answered in the affirmative, and the result can be seen today in the Minorite Church in Vienna. In 1911 the theft of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa and the associated media interest further solidified the painting’s status as a masterpiece; this event transformed the Mona Lisa into a universally recognized icon. The ongoing debate about whether Salvator Mundi (1490–1500) is an authentic work by Leonardo – and hence about whether it is worthy to be deemed a masterpiece – proves that the question of work and master is not only relevant for art history; it also has tangible economic effects. In 2017, the work became the most expensive Old Master painting sold at auction to date. As of 2024, most experts believe that the work cannot be attributed to Leonardo alone. In 2021 it was included in a list of ‘attributed works, workshop of, authorized and supervised by Leonardo’ in an exhibition catalogue published by the Prado (González Mozo 2021). In cases like this, the authenticity of a work, as assessed by scholars and connoisseurs, is perhaps only marginally important. What is central is the market value, which rises and falls as the degree of attribution changes. Masterpieces have long been objects of speculation. Indeed, the term masterpiece has itself become a commercial category where quality is determined by vague criteria set by the public or the market. Art fairs take this phenomenon into account, perhaps none more so than the appropriately named Masterpiece, which featured ‘exceptional works’ in London between 2010 and 2022. Here, ‘masterpiece’ serves as a kind of advertising and implies a certain degree of quality and authenticity of the works deemed as such.

In the visual arts, the term masterpiece is sometimes the subject of debate centring on the canon of European Masters. The canon formed in large part from the dissemination of certain works through copies and reproductions and the emergence of publicly accessible royal collections. Only what or whom one knows can be a master. Consider here gallery paintings such as Johan Zoffany’s The Tribuna of the Uffizi (1772–1778) in which the masterpieces from different collections were often depicted together with collectors and connoisseurs. The gallery is where work and judgement meet. This view of the masterpiece is just as European as the artisanal concept on which it is based.

Beginning in the twentieth century, the canon of masterpieces came under scrutiny, often by art itself. Works like Andy Warhol’s four screenprints in 1984 based on Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (1481) and Thomas Bernhard’s treatment of Paris Bordone in the novel Old Masters (1985), which shows that no masterpiece is perfect and no master is infallible, are primarily aimed at educated audiences that are familiar with the canon. Probably the most widely received critical take on the canon so far has come from the music video Apeshit (2018), which as of 2024 has received 280 million views on YouTube. In the video, Beyoncé and Jay Z, performing together as The Carters, appear in front of the Mona Lisa and, together with their dancers, are juxtaposed with other masterpieces from the Louvre. The lyrics of the song make it clear: although we do not come from the educated and mostly white museum bourgeoisie, we create masterpieces just as much as those whose works are in the Louvre. Many critics saw the video as a manifesto and as a groundbreaking interpretation of the Old Masters (Gompertz 2018; Grady 2018). Jan Houllevigue, the production designer of the video, won the MTV Video Music Award for Art Direction in 2018.

The use of well-known masterpieces as references in other genres is not new, although they are rarely the originals. In 1935, Walter Benjamin examined the phenomenon of the artwork in the age of mechanical reproduction and the effects of this phenomenon on the aura of the work (Benjamin [1935] 2008). Reproductions of masterpieces support the characterization of spaces and figures. Consider Clemente Modigliani’s Woman with Fan in James Bond film Spectre (2015), or Correggio’s Loves of Jupiter in the fictional Kennedy Room of the White House in Tim Burton’s Mars Attacks (1996). These examples show that the reproduction of original historical masterpieces can serve as material for new works of art in ways that play off the European canon. From such uses it is only a small step to the dissemination of masterpieces as miniature souvenirs, ciphers on packaging, key rings, clothing, and similar objects. Derivatives like these are now part of academic discussions of originals (e.g. Koja 2018). They show the power of identification and societal significance that the canon of masterpieces still has today.

What is the importance of the term masterpiece at a time when the question of the relationship between idea and execution is more relevant than ever? Training in the skilled trades is becoming more diverse. University courses with final projects provide an alternative to the traditional master craftsman examination. At the same time, master craftsman training is focused today more on business management than on teaching and craftsmanship. Moreover, the expansion of craftsmanship techniques with digital tools and the emergence of new digital trades requires a new understanding of ‘masterpiece’. The latest milestones in artificial intelligence raise the question of whether AI is merely a tool or whether it can be considered a master craftsman itself. One prominent example is Infinite Loop, a ring designed using AI by the artists Silvia Weidenbach and Jon Emony (Weidenbach 2022).

The word masterpiece is used rarely in the humanities, but it plays an important role as advertising in exhibitions and on the art market. Accordingly, the shift in meaning between the promise of a masterpiece and the expectations of those to whom it is addressed represents a promising field of further study, particularly with regard to the art trade.
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Materiality

ANDREAS LUDWIG


‘… authentic and autonomous objects … characterize types of civilization better than anything else’

— Mauss 1931: 7



The material world, despite its enduring presence in our lives, typically receives our attention only when we have a specific reason to consider it. The same holds true in cultural studies and the social sciences, though in recent decades these disciplines have increased the intensity of their focus on the material world, proposing new theoretical models and emphasizing its historical development. In the above quote, the French sociologist and anthropologist Marcel Mauss reminds us of the signal role played by material objects in understanding cultures and societies, past and present. It is true that the quote contains several unexamined assumptions – a concept of autonomy that presupposes an independent world of things, a comparison that takes for granted the superiority of material culture, and a notion of authenticity based on an assertion of purity. But since Clifford Geertz developed his ‘thick description’ approach in the 1970s (Geertz 2000) we have known that authenticity and autonomy are more hypotheses than realities. Nevertheless, Mauss correctly points to the importance of different perspectives and priorities when analysing societies. Such work faces complex theoretical, methodological, and disciplinary questions, and a number of handbooks now provide guidance for researchers (De Cunzo and Roeber 2022; Samida, Eggert and Hahn 2014; Hicks and Beaudry 2010; Tilley et al. 2006; Hahn 2014). Many in the field regard the material world to be an integral part of cultures due to its physical permanence and ‘ineluctability’ (Cremer 2017: 14). They regard material objects as a ‘guarantor of authenticity’ (Korff 2005a: 40) that qua their quality as source possess ‘veto power’ (König 2012).

Broadly speaking, the concept of materiality refers to the physical things that make up the material presence or material evidence of a society, be they individual items or entire classes of objects. But the specific meaning of materiality depends on what researchers set it in relation to (Yates 2022). For example, the material can appear in opposition to the immaterial or to the human; it can stand as an antithesis to the loss of material meaning in the digital age or as an example of value conferral (Derix et al. 2016). Only rarely since the material turn have researchers spoken of material knowledge as forming the basis for discussions of a culture’s materiality (Lehmann 2016). In an effort to bring into relief the quality of materiality, researchers have proposed concepts such as thingness (Hood 2009: 177) or objecthood (Daston 2004: 11) in contradistinction to the meaning or symbolism of things. These terms seek to make the idea of materiality more palpable in debates about material culture.

Terms like thing, object, relic, artefact, and Zeug bring with them different perspectives and disciplinary approaches to material culture. The most fundamental distinction goes back to Martin Heidegger’s differentiation of Vorhandensein, or ‘present-at-hand’, i.e. the way things appear when we regard only the bare facts of their existence, from Zuhandensein, ‘ready-to-hand’, i.e. the way things appear when we consider their utility for a material culture (Miller 2010). By contrast, artefact generally emphasizes the man-made nature of things; object is commonly used in museums. The use of these terms can be ambiguous, however, with their meanings changing from one context to the next.

The diversity of ways in which material objects can occur is striking, though this fact has received little attention thus far. An object can appear as a single thing, as various stages of a thing’s development, or within an intercultural comparison of its material, form, and function. An object can remain in situ or be placed in museums and collections. It can also be an assemblage of objects such as a household, a city, or a cultural landscape, and examined in terms of utility, commemorative value, historical strata, synchrony, and the visible traces of its earlier forms – that which has shaped and accompanied it historically until the present moment.

The multiplicity of terms to describe materiality and the various forms it can take exhibit the omnipresence and complexity of material culture, along with its vagueness, mutability, and ‘wildness’ (Attfield 2000). The meaning of a thing is polyvalent, for it depends on factors outside materiality itself such as the perspective of the beholder and its positioning in a social, cultural, or historical sphere. An object’s meaning can also change over the course of what Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall call its ‘cultural biography’ (1999).

DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

As a field of study, material culture is wide-ranging, encompassing various disciplinary approaches and perspectives. A general distinction can be made between disciplines that examine material culture in present-day societies and those that look at its past. For instance, sociologists interpret material as a formative part of society (Linde 1972), as in the cases of industrial mechanization (Giedion 1948) or consumerism (Schrage 2009), emphasizing the distinctive function of material possession (Bourdieu 1984) and the character of things as commodities (Drügh et al. 2011). Discussions about material culture in sociology revolve around how and how much objects shape society. One influential approach is actor-network theory, which regards the network of relationships between people and objects to constitute the basic structure of society and assigns things an equal role in contouring human action. Bruno Latour has explained actor-network theory using the example of the ‘Berlin key’, an object whose materiality and functionality is inextricably linked to its intended use (2000). Andreas Reckwitz understands materialization as the objectification of social and cultural processes (2014).

The link between things and actions is also the focus of empirical cultural studies. This area of study, which sees materiality as part of a complex notion of culture, emerged from research in the 1980s on the ‘realia’ of folklore and from nineteenth-century work on material culture that stood in opposition to the ‘realm of ideas’ (Korff 2005a: 31) and regarded objects as authentic expressions of cultures and lifeworlds. The earlier work, since criticized for being alternately antiquarian, functionalist, and diffusionist, represented a transition from things to contexts, i.e. to the interpretation of artefacts as the product of practices. Today, by contrast, the cultural anthropologist Gudrun König, borrowing an idea proposed by Reinhart Koselleck, attributes to things a ‘veto power’ (2012). In this view, material culture can be both a source and a reference, and things can assume the function of both evidence and authenticator. ‘Objectivity’, as Andrea Hauser observes, ‘is linked to the object itself, and authenticity is linked to a process that vouches for the object’ (2003: 121). Objects of material culture thus have a prismatic function (Cremer 2017): they bundle cultural and social developments while simultaneously shedding light on them.

This approach requires a structured, institutionally supported consideration of objects and their preservation. That is, it involves both collecting objects and authentificating those already housed in museums or collections. In the process, it can repeatedly interrogate the collected world of things for the knowledge formed by material culture. Gottfried Korff, following Jörg Rheinberger, speaks of ‘epistemic things’. Here, too, researchers attribute to objects a quality of originality, which is to say, they regard them as ‘authentic’. ‘The authentic thing’, Korff writes, ‘brings to the fore the imperative of the historical source and its interpretative possibilities and limitations’ (2005b: 102).

In contrast to Germany, the study of material culture in the Anglo world has a broad disciplinary basis in ethnology, archaeology, and anthropology, with a focus on everyday phenomena and objects. Introductions (Schlereth 1985), methodologies (Fleming 1982), handbooks (De Cunzo and Roeber 2022; Hicks and Beaudry 2010; Tilley et al. 2006), and specialist journals (Journal of Material Culture 1996 ff.; Winterthur Portfolio 1964 ff.; and others) have opened up the field to a variety of social and cultural contexts. In folklore studies, a distinction is made between a material (evidentiary) approach and a functionalist (cultural) approach. The latter expands the examination of things as practiced in museums to a description of culture based on material objects as well as traditional documentary sources. In the mid-1970s, the academic field of material culture studies emerged, which has taken a transdisciplinary approach to his work. The spectrum of topics ranges from historical works on the development of individual objects – what Bill Brown calls ‘thing studies’ – and the development of consumer society (Appadurai 2007) to the description of cultural practices and entire industries. These studies bring with them a narrative of origin, the most prominent of which is the story of material culture’s significance for the emergence of the American identity (Berger 2016). In this way, they seek to incorporate the material world into research, culture, heritage and memory studies (Deetz 1996).

In the historical sciences, material culture was initially subsumed under the term ‘remains’. These referred to original records of a non-intentional character, as opposed to ‘monuments’, which were intentionally written or produced for the purpose of being passed down to future generations (Droysen 1897: § 21, p. 18). As ‘what is still immediately present’ (ibid.), remains bear authentic witness to history, which is what Marc Bloch meant when he said that that things were ‘witnesses in spite of themselves’. But the indiscriminate integration of materiality into historical sources that had been evident in Droysen was gradually abandoned, and material culture was relegated to the ‘auxiliary sciences’. As historiography became increasingly centred on text, it turned to material culture only when deficits in the written tradition were readily apparent. In the history of eras strongly shaped by the written word, material culture became merely supplementary, even while subject to critical reflection (Auslander 2005). Only more recently has the materiality of past societies received the focus of historians. Consider Wolfgang Ruppert’s social history of industrial mass culture, Frank Trentmann’s study of the global history of consumption and the commodification of things (Trentmann 2016), and my edited volume on the contemporary history of things in East Germany (Ludwig 2019).

Among these historical approaches are those that, drawing on a distinction made by Giorgio Riello, ask whether history should be written with, about, or through objects (Riello 2009). Others understand the historicity of objects in terms of its life course (Gosden and Marshall 1999). Sarah Barber and Corinna Peniston-Bird give expression to this view when they observe that ‘The more layers of reality we have to sift in or to extract accurate information about the past, the more we question the authenticity of the source’ (2010: 9). Holtorf has called this process ‘pastness’. Establishing the pastness of information presupposes an identification of what counts as authentic (Holtorf 2013: 432), which involves examining a thing’s material clues. It requires, in other words, a plausible explanation of a thing’s historicity. ‘Pastness’ arises from the ‘material evidence’: its appearance and its claim to authenticity are based on an object’s historical traces.

The assertion of a thing’s authenticity is linked, therefore, to its physical state – to signs of use, ageing, decay, and destruction. An object’s permanence provides an argument about its historical authenticity, which in turns is bound up with its relative scarcity. For example, Michael Thompson (2017) describes how formerly common goods become valuable after being discarded and becoming scarce. In this way, destroyed everyday objects can become ‘authentic’ ambassadors of a past culture. The aura they assume comes from their rarity and talk of their authenticity. They are rescued cultural goods whose material presence can be experienced directly.

STORAGE AND DISPLAY

Museums are one of the institutions that attribute authenticity to material remains. Their core task is to collect and preserve material culture and make it intelligible by documenting the attributes of objects through comparison, contextualization and interpretation. Stored in museums outside the sites in which they were originally used and collected, the objects of material culture become heritage – sources whose materiality is not exhausted by their authenticity. Museums have given rise to a massive parallel world: Steven Lubar estimates that American museums alone hold some one billion objects (Lubar 2017: 4). Through selective processes of collection, analysis, and interpretation, museums ascribe meanings to material objects, presenting them as representations of ideas, production methods, or consumption patterns, and as objects of use, memory, or symbolism. The polyvalence of things makes them into crystallized nuclei for questioning; their materiality enables a wide range of possible attributions and interpretations.

The authenticity of objects in museums is measured by their original production, function, and use – criteria such as those described in the 1994 UNESCO Nara Document on Authenticity. It is also measured by the character of museum objects as material sources produced through collection, inventorization, and exhibition as the ICOM Definition of Museums points out. For James Clifford, museums construct this notion of authenticity through a narrative of origin in which authentification serves as a kind of identity report for present audiences (Clifford 1988).

Museums, too, link the permanence of objects to their materiality. Museums represent ‘centuries of understanding the complexity of the apparently simple notion of “the real thing”, of authenticity’ (Lubar 2017: 9). The authenticity of material objects in museums stands in opposition to ever-increasing levels of digitalization. In archives, authenticity manifests itself in the materiality of the files (Farge 2015) and in the ‘authenticity of the structures’ (Schenk 2013: 39). The ‘remains’ of archives become what Droysen called ‘monuments’. In contrast to museums, the authenticity of archival sources is verified by the preservation of their provenance.

In sum, then, attributions of a material culture’s authenticity draw on the materiality of objects. The historicity of their materiality grows out of an analysis of their provenance, the sites in which they are found and preserved, and descriptions of their material, form, and condition. It is the present, therefore, in which the determination and expectation of authenticity take place.

OPEN QUESTIONS

Despite calls for a material turn, the inclusion of the material in the social, cultural, and historical sciences remains an uncertain field populated by many different approaches. In Germany, the examination of material culture at the end of the nineteenth century led to a disciplinary unravelling. Later, the cultural turn moved researchers away from material objects, even in disciplines devoted to the study of things. Today, various perspectives and methods are up for discussion. The only approach that seems firmly discarded is the idea of a separate social, mental, and material culture (Falser 2008: 6) in which things belong solely to the sphere of the material. Present-day researchers emphasize the embeddedness of things in all areas (Bennett and Joyce 2010: 4), though they fail to describe the specific quality of their materiality. This applies in particular to questions of permanence, perception, and the relationship between things and people in historically contextualized societies – in short: the practices from which the meanings of object arise in the first place. The issue of authenticity could supplement authentification processes with an understanding of the socially and culturally interwoven use of objects, analysed on the basis of their physical presence.
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Mediality

CHRISTOPH CLASSEN

The concept of mediality is deduced from the epistemological fact that human communication always requires a medium. The term accentuates the performative dimension of media and their role in constituting reality. The shift away from analysing media towards analysing mediality necessitates at once a re-evaluation of the concept of the medium and a turn away from essentialist definitions of it. The concept of mediality works with the basic insight that media do not act as neutral transmitters of content, but rather are always both a precondition as well as a component of the message that they communicate and shape. Studies of mediality focus on communicative processes, how they are conditioned by media, and more generally on ‘what media do’ (Grusin 2010: 72). As Jan-Noël Thon writes, ‘The term mediality refers to the “medial qualities” that can be attributed to various kinds of media. It is primarily used in a medium-specific sense as referring to the set of prototypical properties that can be considered constitutive for a conventionally distinct medium, but it may also refer to more transmedial notions of “medium-ness” ’ (Thon 2014: 334). Adapted from the German Medialität, the concept of mediality has been employed as an analytical tool in English-language media studies on topics ranging from the Abu Ghraib photographs to digital fiction (Grusin 2010; Bell and Ensslin 2024). It is distinct from ontologies of ‘the media’.

The Latin medium can mean middle or channel. Early on, scholars drew on Aristotle to adopt the term for theories of perception. It can signify something spatially or temporally in-between as well as instruments that mediate between two or more other things. Whether conceived as a neutral transmitter or as an entity that exerts its own influence, it is not easy to settle on a definition. The medium ‘is always in-between in one way or another’ (Braungart 2004: 356). Mediality thus seems more like an antonym of authenticity, at least when the latter is understood as something immediate, unmediated, original, or not represented. By this line of reasoning, mediality precludes authenticity, making the search for it look more like a paradoxical attempt to ‘overcome mediality’ (Andree 2006: 437f.). Similarly, mediality reminds us that direct access to the past is impossible. Engaging with the past always involves communicative processes through media. In short, conceptions of time and history are closely bound up with their mediality.

Viewed heuristically, though, the conflict can easily be resolved: mediality and authenticity both refer to only seemingly opposed aspects of the analysis of orders of knowledge. In fact, they are tightly intertwined with one another, and each opens questions about the forms, concepts, and authority of (historical) representations and perceptions.

This article first summarizes scholarly debates about media and mediality while situating them in their historical context. It then explores the connection between perceptions of the past and mediality, an issue that has been thematized much in the discussions about memory culture and collective memory since the 1990s. It concludes with a brief account of the relation between mediality and authenticity in memory culture.

ARE MEDIA NEUTRAL CHANNELS OR THE MESSAGE ITSELF?

The concept of mediality only started to become a core concept of cultural studies over the last three decades. It developed out of the longstanding, expansive discourse on ‘media’, which was strongly influenced by works from the 1960s. However, the semiotic dimension of mediality and its constitutive role in the construction of linguistic meaning were first addressed long ago in Plato’s Theory of Forms, Wilhelm von Humboldt’s reflections on the theory of language, and other works. The current meaning of medium first entered everyday language after the Second World War (in contrast, for instance, to its meaning in occultism, which was established around 1900). Since then, everyday language has used it to refer mostly to media based on modern technology, such as newspapers, film, radio, and television, along with newer computerized forms like social media. It is more seldom used to refer to older media like books. These trends in usage highlight that media are generally associated – if not equated – with a material component. It is no accident that the term’s rise in everyday language coincided with the ascent of television in industrialized nations during the latter half of the twentieth century.

The narrower meaning of contemporary mass media also applies to some, but not all scholarly definitions of the term. It adequately describes the object of journalism and communication studies in Germany, while other disciplines like the more philologically oriented fields of media studies and literary studies seem to prefer a broader concept of media (see Mock 2006). Researchers in cultural studies and the social sciences continue to debate how to define the concept without, on the one hand, stripping it of its precision and, on the other, failing to account for the breadth and complexity of its object (see Hoffmann 2014).

In semiotics and cultural studies, writing has come to be interpreted as the archetypal medium. It marks the first ‘technology’ of spoken language. However, some have drawn on Humboldt to object that researchers should also study the mediality of spoken language as a system of signs (see Jäger 2001). This argument seems plausible, because spoken and written language are not just related but coexist. Spoken language is itself a central part of internet media, an example that underscores the significance of both intermedia and intramedia relations in communication. Ultimately, all human communication exhibits mediality. Even the oldest known prehistorical cave drawings are signs and were produced with technologies like tools and paints. Debated, too, is whether the body itself should be understood as a kind of ‘base-level medium’ of human communication. After all, the body can form signs and can intentionally be made into a medium in theatrical acting and the like. Corporeal expressions like gestures, mimicry, and interjections are shaped by cultural conventions. Thus, their mediality, too, can be analysed.

Just how broadly the concept of media should be defined constitutes just one aspect of the complex debates around it. Agreement on what exactly its object is has been difficult to achieve as well, precisely because it encompasses different types of media. Although media are omnipresent, we are inclined not to perceive them. While we see their surface appearance – the projection of a film at the cinema, for instance – we generally do not see their underlying materials, technologies, and cultural structures. At first glance, a film says little about the conditions of its own production. Media tend to generate an impression of immediacy, hiding behind their contents and message: ‘A medium’s success thus depends on its disappearance’, writes philosopher Sybille Krämer, while suggesting that this problem might be surmounted if we developed a ‘metaphysical’ relationship with media (Krämer 2015: 31). The effect of immediacy seems amplified in the digital age: the foundation and origin of contents are – at least on a technical level – more abstract and thus more difficult to grasp than is the case for analogue media.

In light of the plurality of perspectives and the complexity of its object, waiting for consensus on the definition of media seems like a fool’s errand. In lieu of a definition, the concept has become universalized and ubiquitous: ‘Media history could be equated with cultural history and vice-versa; thus, it seems that media might be the only content of cultural history’ (Schanze 2001: 4). Little has changed in the twenty years since Helmut Schanze wrote those words. Ontological definitions of media continue to fall short, while cultural history independent of its media dimension is inconceivable. Parallel to increased efforts to find ‘orientation in time’ (Rüsen 2012: 106), there is now more awareness of how media both constitute and influence communication in modernity. Media critics’ anxieties about the omnipresence of propaganda, public relations, and advertising will only be compounded by the proliferation of texts and images generated by artificial intelligence.

The Toronto School continues to influence contemporary debates, because its members were among the first to acknowledge media’s power to shape culture. The group’s most prominent member was philosopher Marshall McLuhan, whose provocative ideas about media’s tendency to dominate all phenomena quickly became a topic of conversation among specialists and non-specialists alike. (Meanwhile, studies by his colleagues Harold A. Innis and Eric. A. Havelock that sought to demonstrate the significance of writing and orality through media archaeology were far less received.) McLuhan’s ideas fit perfectly with the zeitgeist, as the ascent of television in the 1960s contributed to the general sense that a media revolution was taking place. His famous dictum ‘the medium is the message’ aptly describes his view that the internal dynamics of technological media supersede any intentions in their use. McLuhan argued that too much attention had been paid to media’s ephemeral contents and products at the expense of serious engagement with their inherent structural capacity to mould society (see McLuhan 1964; McLuhan and Fiore 1967). In effect, McLuhan applied the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis – according to which human thought is conditioned by linguistic structure – to the high-tech age. He began with the notion that technology should generally be conceived as a prosthetic part of the human body. From this perspective, modern electronic media are extensions of the nervous system and sensory organs whose transformative effects risked escaping reflection altogether. McLuhan was convinced that new technologies could lead to wide-ranging but difficult-to-observe changes in human perception, including the dissolution of the difference between space and time. After all, McLuhan argues that the advent of the printing press had reorganized the hierarchy of the senses, devaluing the sense of hearing while valorizing sight.

McLuhan’s extremely expansive concept of media, which encompassed light, clothing, trains, and housing, is without a doubt problematic. Untenable, too, are his conjectures about media’s almost magical effects, which are divorced from any empirical verifiability. These exaggerated claims as well as some of the normative implications of his work and that of the Toronto School as a whole have rightfully been criticized (see Hartmann 2000: 238–269). Still, historically speaking, the approach they developed served as an important counterposition to the technocratic, ahistorical models of communication that were dominant in the United States at the time.

In the 1950s, mainstream communication theory (media theory was yet to come) was based on the military imperative of efficiently transmitting clear dispatches, orders, and even propaganda to ‘get the message through’, as the motto of the United States Army Signal Corps commanded. Its guidelines were adopted from the models of mathematical information theory, which described communication as a change of state, transmitted from a sender through a channel to a recipient (Schüttpelz 2002). In this unidirectional, linear concept of communication, mediality was, at best, considered a disturbance to be eliminated. The concentration on message merged with another area of military significance: research on manipulation and propaganda, whose founder Harold D. Lasswell developed the influential ‘5W’ communication model: ‘Who says what in which channel to whom with what effect?’ (Lasswell 1948: 37).

Even if neither extreme – the marginalization of the medial in the ‘channel’ model and the metamorphosis of mediality in McLuhan’s work into an agent of human perception in its own right – is supported in pure form today, these basic positions still demarcate the general poles of contemporary debate. Many researchers in the social sciences insist on a clearly defined concept of media and understand it as a primarily technological vector of contents, even if that vector is now thought of by many as being constituted through social relations. In contrast, those working in cultural and media studies reject the implied separation of the material medium from its content. Even if the medium is not the message itself, it still plays an important part in the generation of meaning. Thus, ontologies of media will always be inadequate, which is why researchers are increasingly interested in mediality as a process-oriented category geared towards the analysis of media practices and dynamics, such as intramedial and intermedial relations and processes of translation.

In communication studies, work on ‘mediatization’ (or ‘medialization’) offers its own historicizing approach. This research is less concerned with the internal logic of media and more with its significance in historical processes and the effects that it has on society. Sociologist Friedrich Krotz, who first coined the term ‘mediatization’ in German, sees it as a historical ‘metaprocess’ in which changes in media, society, and culture are entangled with one another (Krotz 2014). Krotz and other scholars of mediatization take a praxeological approach to communication, interpreting it as a capacity that has used the different media available throughout history, whether it be stone tablets or the internet. The concept of mediatization can help facilitate critical analysis of the increasing complexity and specialization of media environments as well as their constitutive role in social change. Influenced by systems theory, other authors have offered a different reading of the concept by studying how media have contributed to transformations of political systems. In short, the concept of mediatization has opened up new perspectives on the history of media, society, and culture, but it needs to be modified to broaden our understanding of the past’s echoes in the present (see Hickethier 2009).

HISTORY, MEDIALITY, AUTHENTICITY

The increased, more reflective engagement with the significance of media since the 1960s has been closely tied to the widespread adoption of new electronic technologies. Above all, the television inspired not just theorists like McLuhan, but also the perceptions and sense of time of broad swathes of society. A similar trend has characterized the past thirty years. Since the 1980s, economic liberalization and commercialization has fused with new modalities of recording and distribution like video, cable, and satellite to bring about an exponential expansion and diversification of contents. At the same time, personal computers became a household item, and their capacity to store information and create new forms of interaction and new kinds of networks has ushered in an epochal change. The role of the media has since been described with some overstatement as a ‘paradigm to explain the world’ (Hickethier 1999: 146), while theorists like Friedrich Kittler and Vilém Flusser have declared that the age of the book has reached its end (see Kittler 1999; Flusser 2011).

Notable is that hype over the ‘new’ media coincided with the escalated interest in the past in industrialized Western societies that began in the 1970s. Part and parcel of this trend is a yearning for authenticity in Western societies that has endured to this day. It is not farfetched to surmise some connection between these phenomena, which are likely rooted in discontent over tendencies of advanced modernity, such as the pace of change, cultural pluralization, individualization, and a loss of certainty. Since the 1980s, the ‘diminishment of cultural familiarity conditioned by the tempo of change’ (Lübbe 2004: 24) has occasioned heightened reflection on the media and a parallel rise in thought about the past. In the 1990s, memory culture and cultural memory rose to become important fields of study among historians and students of culture. And while work on the explosion of interest in media has primarily been restricted to media and communication studies, the ascent of memory culture has remained an object for history and cultural studies. However, rarely have scholars researched the relation between the two, and rarely have interdisciplinary projects been undertaken.

One reason might be that media discourse has been characterized by a ‘rhetoric of novelty’ (see Fickers, 2015), which seems to stand in opposition to the marked orientation towards the past. Perhaps more important, though, is that research on mediality has traditionally played no role in historiography. This lack originates in the historical development of history as an academic discipline in the nineteenth century, when its logocentrism went wholly unquestioned. Beyond the distinction between material and textual sources, critical approaches to sources generally do not consider their mediality. Rather, sources are generally interpreted as having a more or less referential relationship to historical reality; their constructive character and, subsequently, their mediality, remain unanalysed. First, Hayden White’s narratological critique of nineteenth-century historical writing underscored this point (White 1973). Although White only considered the novel in his study, it indirectly elucidates how mediality was constitutive for the national historiographies of the nineteenth century, which were inseparable from the medium of the book and its established narrative forms. Only in books could historians develop their specific construction of complex causalities in linear temporal order; neither historical painting nor other media were capable of this (see Erll 2004: 5). What goes for other disciplines goes for historical research as well: What media seem to simply represent they in actuality bring into being themselves.

Ethnologists began thinking early on about how oral and written cultures had different types of relation to the past. Similarly, they preceded other disciplines in addressing how writing both stores and externalizes memory, though their studies were often determined by colonialist and racist assumptions and goals. Eric A. Havelock later took up these questions in his work on the cultural meaning of the Greek alphabet. Aby Warburg’s influential ‘Pathosformel’, or ‘pathos formula’, identified how aspects of the past are conserved in compressed symbolic form in media such as visual art, photographs, and coins (Warburg 1905). However, the topic only attracted significant interest in Germany in the wake of the cultural turn of the 1990s.

The works of Jan and Aleida Assmann on cultural memory were monumental in this shift. Drawing on French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and on Havelock, they distinguished between two fundamental forms of making the past present. Reproductive memory preserves structural patterns through (ritual) repetition. Its present appears as an extension of the past; its conception of time is cyclical. In contrast, reconstructive memory, which today is primarily associated with history, is based upon the fundamental distinction between past and present. For all practical purposes, it can only arise in societies and cultures of writing, because it requires external media beyond finite, mortal human recollection and its spoken words. Only through the medium of writing is historical consciousness in the contemporary sense possible (Assmann 2008).

However, some have criticized that Assmanns’ theory reduces mediality to its function of preserving contents, thereby centring the distinction between oral and written. Literary scholar Astrid Erll articulated an alternative model that both distinguishes between the multifarious material and social dimensions of the media of memory and homes in on the ways in which they interact with one another (Erll 2004). By distinguishing between instruments of communication, such as language, writing, images, and sound, on the one hand, and technologies of preservation and distribution along with concrete media forms, such as historical photography, on the other, Erll does justice to how technological change structures the contents of memory. Additionally, she notes that social contexts are decisive for the formation of social memory. Organizations like archives, conventions like syllabi, and traditional festival cultures and rites all help determine what is remembered and what is not. All of these factors differ from one culture to the next. The relation between media and memory can thus only be researched in concrete cultural and historical contexts. From this perspective, media are much more than just extensions of biological memory or vessels for storing its contents. Rather, their specific material, technological, and social configurations constitute specific historical worlds (ibid.: 6).

The triangular relation between mediality, history, and authenticity is perhaps the least well defined in this complex. The escalating preoccupation with authenticity can be read as a reaction to the ubiquity of the medial. The rise of a ‘problematic mediality … sparks a desire for its own overcoming through some kind of immediacy, however it might be construed or enacted’ (Hügel 1997: 47). The aforementioned tendency of media to escape perception, to conceal their constitutive function behind messages and contents, places them in tension with the notion of authenticity. That which seems immediate and thus authentic is in fact determined by concrete conditions that are in no way neutral or objective. The paradox of ‘unmediated mediacy’ (Krämer 2015: 31) can thus give rise to interesting analyses, because it places authenticity and mediality in relation to one another, which in turn can illuminate how historical realities are constituted, perceived, and negotiated.

Analysis of the relationship between authenticity and mediality can take a number of forms. First, scholars can research how specific media constellations in different historical periods have sought to produce impressions of immediacy. For instance, what means of authentification did book-based historiography utilize, and how are they related to other types of representing the past in the present, such as feature or documentary films? Second, scholars can study how assessments of authenticity have shifted over time. What conditions were necessary at a particular historical juncture for certain historical representations to be validated as especially authentic? Why did technological media like photography and film quickly come to be considered capable of objectively depicting reality? In other words, how did the ‘victory of the visual as a signifier of reality’ happen (Koch 2001: 123)? Will this change in the future in light of the proliferation of AI-generated images? Third, scholars can study the history of the discursive negotiation of authenticity in media that has manifested itself in notions like cinema verité or ‘fake news’.

The extent to which the production and perception of the past both conditions and is conditioned by media forms and social contexts is illustrated well by the figure of the witness. Towards the end of the twentieth century, witness accounts came to play an important role in documentaries, and television documentaries in particular. Their capacity to lend credibility to a narrative is owed, on the one hand, to their audiovisual presence and thus to technologies like magnetic tape. At the same time, they introduce subjectivity and emotionality into cinematic storytelling, which stands in opposition to the ‘objective’, distanced styles of that had previously dominated documentary film (see Sabrow and Frei 2012). The shift in practices of authentification is remarkable, especially in comparison with older styles like Direct cinema. But so too is the return to bodily presence and oral narration – modes of recollection characteristic of premodern societies – within advanced audiovisual media. Indeed, that eyewitness testimonies of ‘immediate’ experience of historical events are so compelling seems to derive precisely from this specific medial conjuncture. Today, virtual reality can enable three-dimensional – and sometimes even interactive – encounters with witnesses, but it is not yet clear whether they will be ascribed the same degree of authenticity as was the case with video recordings of survivor testimonies (see Schultz 2023). In the end, mediality and authenticity are closely intertwined, and there is some evidence that the multiplication of AI-generated content will fundamentally alter future perceptions of authenticity.

The example of eyewitness accounts illustrates not just the interplay between media factors and social contexts in the generation of historical imaginations. It also shows how mediality – the permanent interactions between different media and technologies like the body, language, and images – is entangled with shifting social relations. For obvious reasons, research on this complex has most frequently focused on representations of the Holocaust (see, for instance, Martínez 2004; Kansteiner and Classen 2009; Keitz and Weber 2013). But outside of case studies and works on certain media (see Greiner 2020), research on the intermedia constellations of historical representation and practices of authenticity is still in its infant phase (see Classen, Saupe and Wagner 2021).
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Memorial Sites

THOMAS SCHAARSCHMIDT AND IRMGARD ZÜNDORF

Many large and well-known memorial sites are located in places where people were ‘tortured and murdered as victims of systematic violent crimes predominantly committed by the state’ (Knoch 2020: 21). Such sites include cemeteries, commemorative monuments designed to mourn and remember survivors and their families, as well as places of admonition that warn of the danger of repeating the past and serve to legitimize a new political order. Memorial sites also typically provide information about the history of the place where they are located. The immediate geographical spatial connection to the historical location of the event being remembered and documented distinguishes the memorial site not only from historical museums and documentation centres but also from such memorial museums as Yad Vashem in Jerusalem and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in Washington, DC. Both of these institutions were initiated by survivors, are dedicated to the same task as memorial sites (see the definition by ICMEMO), and perform similar functions. However, memorial sites are typically ascribed a greater degree of potency or significance, because they are directly connected to the location of an event: ‘The “authentic” and the “aura” inherent in the visible but also in the no-longer-visible relics of camps or prisons […] lend a unique quality to memorial sites [and are] the symbolic capital that distinguishes them from other facilities’ (Uhl 2012a: 270). The ‘aura’ of the ‘authentic place’ in particular draws many people today who expect to be able to enter into ‘ “direct” contact with the past represented there’ (Siebeck 2011: 71). The specific impact exerted by the memorial site and its ‘authenticity’ is also the basis for the idea that engagement with relics from periods of political persecution can inoculate against the spread of inhuman ideologies.

THE GENESIS OF THE MEMORIAL SITE

The term ‘memorial site’ has been used since the nineteenth century but has a long prehistory in pilgrimages to sacred locations. Similar to the veneration of the dead that is practiced at historical battlefields, places connected to outstanding figures such as Goethe and Schiller have been declared memorial sites (Bohnenkamp 2015). Whereas immediately after the end of National Socialism, survivors first tried to establish monuments as worthy symbols of remembrance in the places where they had suffered, an undifferentiated remembrance of all victims of political persecution and war dominated at West German Ehrenmale (cenotaphs) and war cemeteries. Only later, from the 1960s onwards, did the competition between the East and West, and the growing public awareness of Nazi crimes, motivate the building of memorial sites in historical locations in West Germany.

The first Gedenkort (‘memorial places’) designed to remind of Nazi crimes was established in Poland in 1944, with the founding of the State Museum at Majdanek. Subsequently, in 1947, the Polish parliament founded the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, which is also called a ‘site of remembrance for the martyrdom of the Polish people’. However, the Polish term for memorial sites (‘miejsce pamięci’) was not attributed to these locations until the 2000s. In Germany, survivors created the first memorial places on the grounds of liberated concentration and prisoner of war camps by erecting commemorative plaques, monuments, and sculptures. Their primary goal was to commemorate fellow inmates who had died. For this reason, their names as well as the political motives behind their persecution were identified, but further explanations were lacking. The former concentration camps of Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen, which were located in East Germany, continued to be used after the war by the Soviet Military Administration as ‘special camps’ to intern Nazi perpetrators and political opponents. After the former concentration camps were closed, the East German government established Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätten (National Admonition and Memorial Sites) in Buchenwald in 1958 and Sachsenhausen in 1961. The memorial site founded in 1959 at the former site of the Ravensbrück concentration camp for women was located outside of the former grounds of the camp, which continued to be used by the Soviet/Russian army until 1994. The three Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätten in East Germany were above all memorials to the antifascist resistance and the communist victims of National Socialist persecution.

The term Gedenkort is understood here as an umbrella term for all types of remembrance in a historical location (see also Knoch 2020: 11ff.). This term encompasses single commemorative plaques and monuments as well as exhibitions and memorial sites. The latter were also ‘understood as institutions installed permanently as dignified and dignifying reminders of the victims at sites of excessive and inhuman violence, committed by dictatorial regimes; to preserve cemeteries, graves, and material relics; to collect source material and to establish archives and collections; to contribute to historical education; and to encourage a reflected awareness of history that offers some orientation in the present world’ (ibid.: 5).

In keeping with this definition, the first memorial sites with informative exhibitions in West Germany were set up at former camp sites in Dachau in 1965 and in Bergen-Belsen in 1966. What had been memorial places (Gedenkorte) were turned into memorial sites (Gedenkstätten) not only as reminders of crimes but also to provide information about them and their victims. In 1968, this was followed by the Memorial and Educational Site Stauffenbergstraße (Gedenk- und Bildungsstätte Stauffenbergstrasse) in the Bendlerblock in Berlin to commemorate the resistance to the Nazi dictatorship and to honour the participants in the assassination attempt against Hitler who were executed by firing squad there. The goal of these early memorial sites was ‘to be places of documentation for purposes of evidence (in Germany for Germans) and personal memorial sites for the survivors and their descendants’ (Reemtsma 2010: 4). Into the early 1980s, the presentation of historical sites in both East and West Germany and also in Austria was focused on designing dignified monuments. In contrast to the grounds of the former concentration and extermination camps at Auschwitz, Majdanek, and Stutthof, which were listed by the Polish government for historical preservation shortly after the war, most of these projects went hand in hand with demolishing most of the original building fabric, which Jörn Rüsen described as ‘minimizing the relics as a precondition for maximizing historical meaning’ (quoted in Knigge 1996: 207). They were replaced by tombs, groups of monuments, elaborate ceremonial architecture, religious buildings, park-like green spaces, and museums presenting historical photos and explanations.

The History Workshops Movement (Geschichtswerkstätten-Bewegung) of the 1980s – in an act of rebellion against the history policies of Helmut Kohl’s government and the ossified rituals that had developed at established memorial sites – was the first to champion the rediscovery of hidden historical places and to pay greater attention to them as a way to work against the collective silence about the Nazi past. The representatives of the movement conducted excavations, offered alternative city tours, and set up on-site exhibitions on the history of Nazi persecution and dictatorship. These accounts of Nazi crimes were attested by facsimiles of documents and by photographs, often highly enlarged, taken by Nazi personnel in the camps or by the Allied forces after their liberation (Brink 1998; Heyl 2004), which were intended to affect viewers emotionally. For the most part, these exhibitions lacked three-dimensional objects.

A fundamental reorientation in the approach to historical relics on the grounds of memorial sites began in the 1990s, in the wake of which a number of the exhibitions in West Germany, most of which had been organized from below, received public funding for the first time and were thus institutionalized. This development was closely connected with German reunification, and it was followed by discussions on the issue of how the newly united Germany should deal with the national memorial sites in former East Germany (Nationale Mahn- und Gedenkstätten) that had been funded by the government until 1989. In addition to the determination of financial responsibilities, it was necessary to revise exhibition concepts as well as to address the Soviet crimes that had occurred at the ‘special camps’ in the postwar era. At the same time, new memorial sites were established to remember the communist past. That was done in former prisons such as the Haftanstalt Bautzen (1993) and the former central prison of the East German secret police (Stasi) in Berlin-Hohenschönhausen (1994), but also on the former border between East and West Germany in Marienborn (1996) and at Bernauer Strasse in Berlin (1998), where a section of the Wall remains.

The idea of the memorial site as a place of remembrance that furnishes historical information also spread internationally after 1990. Memorial places had already been established in the first postwar decades in many countries that had suffered under German occupation during the Second World War, but very few of them had their own museum presentations like that of Auschwitz and Majdanek (in Poland) or Westerbork and the Anne Frank House (in the Netherlands). Another early example was the founding of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum in 1955, which recalls the first deployment of an atomic bomb. The memorial sites created since 1990 can be found, for example, in the successor states of the Soviet Union, in former Yugoslavia, as well as in South Africa, Rwanda, Cambodia, and Chile. Documentation centres such as the Kigali Genocide Memorial in Gisozi and at historical sites such as the Soviet Perm-36 labour camp, Security Prison 21 of the Khmer Rouge, and Robben Island, where Nelson Mandela was imprisoned for eighteen years, remind the public of genocides and other crimes against humanity committed by non-democratic regimes that have since fallen. Since 2000, the spectrum of themes has broadened, and there are now memorial sites for the victims of terrorist attacks, such as the 9/11 Memorial & Museum in New York, as well as sites that document the consequences of colonialism and slavery.

In addition to commemorating victims and providing information about the history of persecution, an important aspect of the work of memorial sites since the 1990s has been to conserve and maintain the site and its historical remains. Scholars working at the site study and document these remains in order to contextualize them in exhibitions on the history of mass violence. As part of the updating of such exhibitions, it is common to add original documents and photographs as well as video and audio recordings of eyewitness testimony. The inclusion of historical objects found on-site or donated by former inmates or their relatives can authenticate the presented history and the site itself. This is important, for due to repurposing and rebuilding over many decades, most memorial sites hardly resemble their former appearance as concentration or internment camps. Accordingly, to make the grounds recognizable again as historical sites, dedicated efforts are made to expose and document the various surviving layers of history.

In Germany, there has been broad adherence to the principle that memorial sites should preserve, restore, and explain architectural relics, but not reconstruct them. Yet some memorial sites have deviated from this principle, especially newer ones addressing the history of communist East Germany. At the Stasi prison in Hohenschönhausen, for example, a ‘water cell’ in which prisoners were forced to stand in ankle-high water was reconstructed; at the Gedenkstätte Zuchthaus Cottbus, densely packed common quarters were recreated (Clarke 2019: 280). One important argument against reconstruction at Nazi memorial sites is that architectural remains serve as historical evidence: ‘But if we reconstruct this evidence, by replicating it, we are potentially falsifying history, because we are presenting an imagined image of the past that coincides neither with the historical evidence not with the reality of daily life in the camp experienced by the inmates.’ These changes would ‘strip the relics of their value as evidence and their aura of the “authentic” ’ (Wagner 2019: 3–9). In the case of Hohenschönhausen, the reconstructed water cell provoked massive criticism, because it could not be documented that it had previously existed at the prison. Accordingly, the replica called the credibility of the memorial site into question.

The exposure of the various historical layers found at a site may present a confusing picture for visitors. Prisons and camps established under the Nazi dictatorship were constantly altered and expanded, making it almost impossible to determine what the ‘authentic’ camp is (Hoffmann 2002: 6) – not to mention the complications that may arise due to subsequent use. Indeed, many sites experienced continued use or repurposing after 1945 as camps for refugees, displaced persons or prisoners of war; as internment camps for Nazi perpetrators; as prisons; or as military barracks for occupation forces. In addition, one must also consider the modifications that have occurred as part of the enshrinement of the place as a memorial site up to the present day. In prison buildings used over time by successive political regimes, visitors are confronted with the fact that different contexts of persecution and divergent human fates are being documented side by side in the same place, and the historical rooms have been converted into museum spaces. Even when layers of time have been removed to enable an encounter with an ‘authentic’ historical place, memorial sites can be unsettling, and may cause cognitive dissonance. Indeed, only in the rarest of cases does a visitor’s on-site experience meet the expectations instilled in advance by the media; as one of the participants of a youth work camp in Neuengamme expressed it: ‘I expected it to be more shocking – to be a real concentration camp as it is in the movies. But when I walked around it was just buildings’ (quoted in Eschebach 2008: 66).

ADDRESSING THE ATTRIBUTIONS AND EXPECTATIONS OF AUTHENTICITY

The ambiguous relationship that most memorial sites have to official expectations of the cathartic effect of authentic places, on the one hand, and the desire of many visitors for immediate access to history, on the other, communicates deep insights into changes that have occurred since the 1980s in the landscape of memorial sites (Pastor 2023: 243; Reynolds 2018: 23, 228). The high value that the Memorial Sites Movement (Gedenkstättenbewegung) of the 1980s (Garbe 2001: 78) had attributed to historical sites, as well as the expectation that relics on the site offer direct access to history, were soon criticized as ‘topolatry’ by Karl Markus Michel in an analogy to idolatry (Michel 1987). Nevertheless, up to the present day the public funding of exhibitions at memorial sites has been dependent on the ‘authenticity of the place’. According to the German government, indicators of such authenticity include, among other things, the ‘existence of a historical building fabric on site’, the ‘historical expressive power of the preserved building fabric’, and the ‘existence of other historical evidence of a physical nature’ (Deutscher Bundestag 2008: 2, 19). The hope of Generation Aufarbeitung (professional and lay historians concerned with coming to terms with the past in the 1980s) (Knigge 2010: 12) had been that direct confrontation with architectural relics and the testimony of former prisoners would affect people personally, stimulate political learning processes, and build antifascist traditions (Siebeck 2011: 73). However, the employees of memorial sites tend to regard such expectations with scepticism. Whereas the material record is of central importance ‘for the definition and self-image of memorial sites’ (Uhl 2012a: 269), for visitors (Pampel 2007) as well as for governments funding the exhibitions, many employees of memorial sites believe it is their task, when presenting historical places, to prioritize transparency in order to avoid ‘false authenticity’ or a cult of relics (Siebeck 2011: 81).

Wiesław Wysok’s reflections on the memorial site at the former Nazi concentration camp in Majdanek illustrate the considerable disparities that can exist between scholars’ assessment of the importance of the aura exuded by a historical site for pedagogical work. Specifically, Wysok signals acceptance of the desire to ‘touch the past in a different form’ as a vehicle for sensitizing visitors to historical issues (Wysok 2015: 83). Wysok attributes a ‘reflexive-stimulating potential’ (Saupe 2018: 52) to historical sites, which tends to be squandered at German memorial sites because they rely too little on emotions, empathy, identification with the victims, and moral orientation, such that, ultimately, the sites generate minimal learning effects (Yair 2014: 493). Indeed, some memorial site employees have fundamentally questioned the ability of memorial sites to fulfil the government mission of imparting the values of human rights (Kößler, Thimm, and Ulrich 2010: 5).

Despite the expectations held by many visitors, memorial sites are unable to show the authentic ‘scene of the crime’ because the former camps have been covered by several layers of history. Visitors are presented with a historical place into which different layers of time have been incorporated while others overlap or have been eliminated. Similarly, individual architectural remnants have been conserved and restored, while some have been reconstructed and others have been deliberately abandoned to decay (Eschebach 2014: 103–7). Despite its confusing appearance, the memorial site as an ensemble may be perceived as cohesive and enable visitors to empathize with the prisoners who once suffered there (Siebeck 2011: 69–70). Nevertheless, the place that is perceived as authentic is historical, and has served a number of uses up to the present, the last of which is as a memorial site. Older presentations can be integrated into its design in order to document and productively engage with these past uses and illuminate their political history. If one understands memorial sites as historical places in this sense, their visible traces can be read as sources and offer historical insight. But the remains alone will not speak on their own (Heyl 2019: 162ff.).

In many cases, the expectations held by visitors to memorial sites are disappointed because they have to cope with the ‘impression of great emptiness’ (ibid.: 160) and a confusing assembly of buildings which do not tell us very much about the past suffering of former inmates. If we endeavour to avoid architectural or theatrical reconstructions on-site – and this is reasonable to assume in the German context, at least – then there are two very different variants of memorial sites that offer creative ways to deal with these disappointed expectations of authenticity. The first assumes that the fixation on the authentic is merely following a convention that can be overcome by a knowing exploration of the space that increases sensitivity to its historicity (Mehr 2016). The second exploits the opportunities offered by augmented and virtual reality to stimulate interest in exploration, particularly when little architectural fabric remains (Knoch 2018). Possibilities in this domain range from animations that provide a virtual excursion to the memorial site to augmented reality apps that enable visitors to display supplementary information or plunge into history in playful ways (Seitz, Kerber, and Bernsen 2017: 131). Computer animations appeal to existing consumer habits and thus offer a promising means of arousing interest in a memorial site and its history. However, such methods approach their limits when they simulate ‘emotional approaches to history’ in the sense of an immersive virtual reality that runs the risk of overpowering visitors or trivializing the past (Wagner 2019). In this way, there are numerous questions surrounding the relationship between digital offerings and the perception of the site as authentic. Such offerings could generate an uncritical immersion in distant worlds that visitors readily accept, or, alternatively, could invoke a feeling of alienation due to the challenges of orienting oneself in the presented virtual world.

The exponents of the History Workshops Movement of the 1980s saw not only the architectural relics of places of suffering but also the testimony of survivors as providing immediate access to the everyday history of persecution (Uhl 2012b: 235ff). Today, eyewitness interviews are regularly integrated into exhibitions as audio or video recordings; furthermore, former prisoners often participate in events or offer tours. This integration is in keeping with the expectations of authenticity of many visitors and with their need to experience history by identifying with the fates of the victims (Knoch 2018: 23). Although all memorial sites use autobiographical approaches as a way to heighten sensitivity, some of their employees reflect on whether identification with victims stands in the way of an ‘empirically meaningful engagement with the root causes of the crimes of the state and of society as the core of any preventive engagement with the past’ and whether it creates a fundamental antithesis ‘between a priori colder, inauthentic historical writing and a priori authentic eyewitness accounts’ (Knigge 2010: 14; Clarke 2019: 227–228). At the same time, there has been a lively debate for many years now about what it will mean for Nazi memorial sites when the last eyewitnesses who could report on the fate of their persecution have died. More recently, this question has arisen for the memorial sites concerned with political persecution under Soviet occupation and in early communist East Germany.

As early as 1991, Detlef Garbe hinted at the danger of delegating to memorial sites ‘the task of mourning and of coming to terms with the history of the Third Reich’ (Garbe 2001: 79). In this vein, Matthias Heyl has warned that ‘the place marked as “auratic” relieves other places of all historical contamination. While Auschwitz and Ravensbrück are emblematic or prototypical places of National Socialism that radiate the “authentic” and “auratic”, the places of residence of those visiting the memorial sites are strangely absolved – that is to say, freed of guilt and decontaminated’ (Heyl 2019: 169–170). And this would fundamentally sabotage the purpose of the memorial site – namely, to contextualize the history of the Nazi dictatorship and illuminate persecution as an integral part of National Socialist policy. To counter the misleading impression that the crimes of National Socialism were concentrated in a few authentic places, decentral memorial sites emphasize the local context of National Socialist repression. In addition, the brass commemorative cobblestones that are installed as part of Stolperstein project in front of the former homes where the prosecuted had lived before they were imprisoned, deported, and murdered remind us that they came from all walks of society. At the same time, the Stolpersteine establish new authentic places.

Authenticity is thus above all a question of attribution and expectation, and memorial sites are no exception in this regard. In line with this insight, built-over and reshaped places can also be understood as ‘authentic places’ insofar as one hopes to draw attention ‘to subjective and affective forms of authenticating and perceiving history’ (Saupe 2018: 53). Accordingly, each layer of the past has its own authentic relics that can be preserved and presented by the memorial site. As replicas and reenactments are generally rejected as unsuitable, memorial sites seek to meet the visitors’ expectations of authenticity by offering educational exhibitions, historical objects and photographs, and eyewitness statements. To be sure, the place and its history should impact the visitor not only by means of the authenticity attributed to it, but also by means of the information presented in exhibitions.
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Museum

THOMAS THIEMEYER

The history of the museum begins with the desire to gain knowledge from things. In the Renaissance, precursors to the museum arose in the form of cabinets of curiosities. Today, museums remain places that fill visitors with awe while transmitting knowledge about the world by collecting things and putting them on display in particular spatial arrangements. Museums represent the world through its fragments. Their exhibitions select material items from their storage facilities to generate their own singular sensory episteme, exciting the intellect and bringing forth new insights. The concept of repraesentatio has accompanied the museum from the very beginning. It signifies the representation of power and the self through material culture that the museum has appropriated as its own.

The museum is, in short, an institution that originated out of the concept of the collection. It brings things together and holds them permanently. In order to put its objects on display or use them to explain the world, museums stage exhibitions, ‘a temporary presentation of objects in space for demonstrative purposes’ (Thiemeyer 2018b: 12). Sensory stimulation and the communication of knowledge complement one another, generating their own mode of perception defined by the corporeal encounter with real things in a curated space.

Discourse on museums often asserts that the authenticity of an exhibition’s objects explains their epistemic or aesthetic effect. In discussions on art museums, history museums, and museums broadly dealing with culture, the concept of authenticity takes two primary forms: one related to the evaluation of sources and one related to reception theory. For those evaluating sources, authenticity signifies originality or fidelity to facts. The authentic object – the ‘original’ – serves as material verification of the reality of a past event, because one of its remnants has survived up into the present. This authenticity resides in the source itself (see Hattendorf 1994: 62–72). For reception theory, authenticity is synonymous with credibility. The decisive factor for credibility is not whether an object is ‘genuine’ in the sense that it has a tangible, factual connection to a past event. Decisive, rather, is whether it is perceived by its recipient as authentic, whether it is capable of generating an experience of authenticity. From this perspective, the treatment of the object and its effect on the viewer are decisive.

For art museums, the two categories are inseparable, because they generally only consider the original work of art produced by the artist themselves to be ‘authentic’ and thus as aesthetically valid. Thus, authenticity does not have one single meaning for museums. We have to distinguish between various categories of museum objects and the different meanings and functions that authenticity has for them.

THE AUTHENTICITY OF MUSEUM OBJECTS

As French museum theorist Krzysztof Pomian noted, museum collections assemble things that do not have use value but do have symbolic significance and/or aesthetic value (Pomian 1998). This differentiates them from the exchange value of commodities. Museum objects no longer need to have utility. Rather, they have to generate meaning, serve as a symbol, or, in the case of works of visual art, initiate new aesthetic experiences.

Objects of museums of all kind have been extracted from their original contexts. They reach us as fragments and must be situated in new settings, which requires museums to explain their provenance and significance (Korff 2007). This, however, is what makes them interesting. Fragments give room for imagination. Because they are missing details, they allow for interpretation and new appropriations and adaptations. The fragmentary nature of museum objects gives them some of their special emotional appeal and educational capacity, as does the fact that experiences with objects are categorically different than experiences with texts, films, or other people. They cannot simply be substituted by media like photographs. The shift to a different medium would alter our experience of the object for the simple reason that we would be encountering an entirely different object that would affect and challenge us in different ways. ‘If we extract the identifiable information from the information’s medium’, museologist Zbyněk Stránský wrote, ‘it never aligns with the character of the medium. Musealia are not substitutable’ (1971: 58).

Consequently, discourse on museums has traditionally assumed that there is a close connection between originality and authenticity. In the 1980s, Stránský critiqued this equivalence. He claimed that originality was a quality of the object that helps us discern its origins and understand where it comes from and whether it is genuine. However, he continued, originality in itself is insufficient to make the thing meaningful for the museum. The determining factor for the museum is the object’s relation to the social or historical phenomena that it is supposed to elucidate, which constitutes the foundation of its authenticity for the museum (Stránský 1985). This concept of authenticity is based upon an object’s ontological, material connection to a past event or a foreign region, which lines up with the ontological notion of the original. In other words, the object does not hold significance because it is genuine, but rather because it is situated in a context that is acknowledged as significant. This stands in contrast to Stránský’s assessment that originality is essential for works of visual art, because considering something art always makes it meaningful. A work of visual art derives its value from the knowledge that the work was produced by the artist themself (Newman and Bloom 2012).

In short, museum objects gain authenticity by being placed in an exhibition, and this authenticity engendered by the exhibition is itself an important quality of those objects. It generates value for the exhibition, communicative value, and monetary value. But there are differences between museum objects and their forms of authenticity. A museum’s objects can serve either a representational function or act as ‘appearing things’ (‘Erscheinungsdinge’) (Figal 2015). As representational objects, they are media, signifiers, or ‘semiophores’, as Pomian called them. They carry legible, decipherable signs or traces. They serve as vehicles of information that communicate messages from other places and times (Pomian 1998: 49–51, 84f.).

‘Appearing things’ – and above all works of visual art – adhere to a different logic. They cannot be reduced to meaning, symbols, and information, but exert an aesthetic effect. They exist to be received, and the act of reception is their purpose. Aesthetic reception is sensory and cannot be translated into other media. Although its effects largely evade analysis, aesthetic experience does not encounter the viewer out of nowhere but is always historically and culturally determined (Bourdieu 1995). Museum objects archive past experiences because their material endures over time and because they are inscribed with perceptible indices that refer to something past or absent. Moreover, they possess an aesthetic, emotional surplus value that can only be partially conceptualized and that can only be experienced in its sensory fullness (aura).

THREE TYPES OF MUSEUM OBJECTS AND THEIR FORMS OF AUTHENTICITY

The general concept of ‘museum objects’ seems like a single category of objects that all adhere to the same logic. This applies to the museum’s institutional framework as well as its custodial and curatorial work, which is oriented around collecting, preserving, researching, communicating, and exhibiting. A closer look, however, shows that not all museum objects are alike. It is necessary to distinguish between, on the one hand, works of visual art (‘appearing things’) that have been produced for visual perception (and, by extension, for spaces like museums and galleries), and on the other, natural or cultural objects that only become museum objects when they are used as such (representational objects). Moreover, natural and cultural objects themselves do not always adhere to the same logic, because they can function as either specimen or witness objects. Work, witness, and specimen (see Deloche and Mairesse 2010, 60–64) constitute a heuristic triad that reveals the distinct functional logics of museum objects and their concomitant forms of authenticity.

Works

Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa (1502/03) hangs by itself on a large wall in the Denon wing of the Louvre behind bulletproof glass. It is protected by three guards. A wooden fence and black ropes keep at a distance the massive numbers of visitors who daily flock to see the world’s most famous work of art, the majority of whom dutifully photograph it without noticing the roughly fifty other paintings hanging in the same wing. All want to view the original of a painting that they have long become familiar with through photos, posters, and souvenirs. Some settle for snapping a picture from the third row over the heads of other visitors and do not bother to try to get a closer glimpse. Nevertheless, all want to see this painting, or at least document that they were near it. The reason is simple: only this Mona Lisa was created by da Vinci himself. Its authenticity and aura emanate from this fact.

Authenticity in art means that a thing’s origin and authorship have been certified. The thing’s origins must either authorize the artist’s signature or at least be certain. This authenticity is the decisive criterion for a painting’s aesthetic and emotional effect, its experiential singularity, and thus its (exchange) value. The original Mona Lisa can only be seen in the Louvre. Artistic authenticity is bound up with the idea of authorship and the originality of genius (Knaller and Müller 2006). It is associated with questions of copyright and follows, at least in part, the economics of the art market, where rare items – originals are by definition rare – catch higher prices than replicas, even when few can notice the difference. Accordingly, connoisseurs are an essential part of a system that elevates originality to its defining principle. Their ability to perceive the fine details of a work makes the original qualitatively distinct from the imitation for them (Bourdieu 1984: 77–81), or at least they claim as much.

The aesthetics of the artwork promises exclusive experiences, and its emotional potential requires authenticity in the sense of a certified origin. (Some art of the twentieth century, from the avant-gardes up to today, put its rejection of this on display.) Only the original, the orthodox perspective asserts, can give rise to the emotional effect of the aura. It seems plausible that this power of fascination is just as much a social phenomenon as it is an aesthetic one. One reason (perhaps even the primary reason) a work of art emotionally affects us is because we know that we are viewing the (only) version produced by the master themselves and not (just) because we are overwhelmed by a special aesthetic quality that distinguishes the original from the replica. At any rate, authenticity is of central significance for the museum object as work. This holds true for its emotional power just as much as it does for its price on the art market.

Witness objects

The Haus der Geschichte of the Federal Republic of Germany in Bonn holds in its collection a black Mercedes-Benz 300. The high radiator grill, protruding mudguards, and prominent headlights make the elegant automobile look like a relic of the past. The body’s impressive aesthetic, however, is not the reason that visitors continue to view it, attentively read the exhibition text, and look at the pictures surrounding it. Nor is it true that this Mercedes 300 is a typical example of the cars of its time. This particular Mercedes 300 interests the Haus der Geschichte’s visitors because of its former owner: Konrad Adenauer. The Federal Republic of Germany’s first chancellor ordered the car in 1951 and used it as his state coach, as symbolized by the German flags on the car’s mudguards. This Mercedes 300, colloquially referred to as ‘the Adenauer’, is held by the Bonn historical museum not as an specimen of automobiles of the early 1950s nor as a work of the period’s (beautiful) automobile design and engineering, but as a witness to a specific historical figure. The effect of its presence lies in the aura of its erstwhile owner and in how it bears testimony to his memory.

Objects that preserve a memory, as Frankfurt museum director Otto Lauffer noted as early as 1907, are interesting not because of their use value as examples, but because of ‘a very specific purpose that they served one single time at a historically important moment. The memory of a significant historical event or an outstanding historical individual that is attached to these objects – from the outside imperceptible but attested to though oral tradition or written documentation – gives them their value’ (Lauffer 1907: 13). This ‘affective value’ (13) inheres in the thing because it is the last shred of history that remains. The authenticity of museum objects that function as witness or material evidence is also closely tied to originality, but for different reasons than the work. Their authenticity derives not from aesthetic value or artistic mastery, but from their capacity to document a historically singular event through their presence.

A museum object functioning as witness or material evidence is considered authentic when it can serve as a sign, as proof, or as an emotional object (often all three simultaneously). As a sign, it reveals something about historical situations and contexts that can be reconstructed through traces left behind on the material object. Signs must be authentic in the sense of ‘genuine’ or ‘real’ in order to foster new knowledge. They cannot be anticipated or predicted but are always starting points for interpretation. This is especially true when things physically prove the existence of something. The remains of Nazi concentration camps, for instance, have always been the strongest arguments against Holocaust deniers. They have a quasi-juridical function as material evidence. The originality of the remains is, of course, fundamental. Only the originals can authentically vouch for the facticity of an event and remove all doubt about a specific reading of history. As the material remnants of a past event, witness objects provide an ontological guarantee of its reality.

Generating or confirming knowledge is just one effect of museum objects functioning as witness. They can also emotionally captivate recipients. They are permeated by an aura that originates out of the awareness that they were involved in a historically significant event, were part of a historical situation, or were associated with an important person. The Weimarer Fürstengruft (Weimar ducal burial grounds) lost one of its main attractions when a DNA analysis demonstrated that none of the bones held in Friedrich Schiller’s grave belonged to him, dismantling an assumption that had been held for 200 years. The objects immediately lost their epistemic and emotional status as witness or material evidence. Schiller’s sarcophagus has been empty ever since.

Specimen

In Linnaean nomenclature, Buceros bicornis is a hornbill bird of Southeast Asia. A taxidermy great hornbill sits alongside other hornbills in the natural science collection of Bremen’s Übersee-Museum (Overseas Museum), where they are joined by other bucerotiformes such as hoopoes (Upupidae) and those previously known as Upupiformes, which are all members of the biological class of birds (Aves). Each bird is exhibited as a representative of its species. In turn, different species are displayed as representatives of their genus, each example of genus as a representative of a family, and so on. At the Bremen museum, the hornbill assumes a fixed place in Carl Linnaeus’s system of classification, which positions objects in a hierarchy of binary categories distinguished by morphological features. Some of the features that determine the Buceros bicornis’s place in the system include the shape of its beak and the pattern of its feathers.

It is easy to grasp why the Buceros bicornis example is subject to a different logic than the Mona Lisa at the Louvre or the ‘Adenauer’ car in Bonn. Its main feature and function are not uniqueness, but representativeness. It is not exhibited as a singular thing, but as a prototype; not as work or as witness, but as specimen.1 In contrast to the work, which expresses its creator’s individuality and thus cannot be imitated in any of its details, the specimen is reduced to a few features that define it as part of a certain species, family, and class. Specimen are interchangeable parts in a scientific system. Their value consists precisely in being representative of a species, technology, or material.

The authenticity of specimen is of secondary importance so long as a copy displays all relevant features.2 Unlike works and witness objects, specimen do not evoke emotions, but bear signs. They are vehicles of information. Once the information has been extracted, the vehicle – the original object – can be dispensed with, because the researcher can record or narrate the knowledge gained from it. This marks the transition from the trace to data. The trace only marks the original object and is inseparable from it, whereas data can be stored, communicated in different forms, and compared with other data and facts through reports or graphics (Rheinberger 2011).

Whether specimen can be attributed with certainty to a particular creator is largely irrelevant, as is their potential role in a past event. At most, they are authentic in the sense that they match the reality that they represent in all essential respects (Knell 2007). But this type of authenticity is not decisive. The emotional and aesthetic effects of these objects are not diminished by qualitatively equivalent copies, not even when the viewer knows that they are looking at a replica. Museological discourse would hardly consider authenticity when discussing such objects, because they are ultimately scientific abstractions that point to something beyond themselves.

The three categories of work, specimen, and witness do not naturally inhere in things. Rather, that things perform the function of work, specimen, and/or witness is the result of curatorial practice. The Mona Lisa could just as well serve as a specimen of sixteenth-century Italian art. The taxidermy great hornbill could function as a witness of the history of the species’ discovery and the scientific context of the time. Adenauer’s Mercedes could function as a work of art if its aesthetic beauty were accentuated by placing it upon a podium in a white gallery space or beneath protective glass. Of course, we are accustomed to seeing certain objects exhibited in specific ways: paintings, for instance, are generally hung by themselves on a wall; natural specimens are displayed as examples in a series. But these practices of exhibition themselves adhere to historically conditioned conventions that serve the epistemic interests of particular disciplines. The function(s) that things perform is primarily determined by perceptual habits of the time and how curators present them. Disregarding these standards can change the (art) world. Marcel Duchamp’s readymades broke with the time’s conventions by presenting mass-produced industrial products like the urinal (Fountain, 1917) as artworks in exhibitions. In short, objects are not in themselves work, witness, or specimen. Rather, we make them into such and thereby give new values to old things. In doing so, we define the ways in which these things’ authenticity holds relevance.

THE STATE OF RESEARCH ON THE AUTHENTICITY OF ART AND CULTURAL ARTEFACTS

Scientific discourse on the authenticity of museum objects (see Eser et al. 2017; Kimmel and Brüggerhoff 2020) has primarily developed in three contexts: in discussions on cultural heritage, on the art market, and in work on new media.

Cultural heritage

The concept of cultural heritage emerged during the French Revolution as revolutionaries stole and destroyed art and cultural artefacts. The iconoclasts were followed by the founders of museums. The National Convention feared the total loss of national memory and sought to rescue the most important products of French national culture. In 1790, it established a commission tasked with categorizing as worthy of protection all objects that could be used as important political symbols by the future state. Placed in a new context, they believed, the allure of the showpieces of the Ancien Régime would promote the revolutionary ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity. The buzzword of the day was ‘patrimoine’, cultural heritage. It signified the idea of a canon of material objects – buildings, paintings, sculptures, historical relics, monuments, and charters – that were considered indispensable pieces of France’s national culture and history. Cultural heritage would ascend to become one of the most important arguments for the museum’s cultural value and social mission (Thiemeyer 2018b: 41–51).

In the twentieth century, this idea was transformed into a site of international cultural politics (Hafstein and Skrydstrup 2020; Bendix et al. 2010). Since 1972, the UNESCO World Heritage Convention has designated special buildings and objects as ‘world heritage’. The label was originally created to protect famous cultural artefacts threatened by demolition or decay like the Abu Simbel Temples or Philae in Egypt, which were imperilled by the impending construction of the Aswan High Dam. Between 1963 and 1968, they were relocated with financing from the international community. Since the 1990s, the cultural heritage concept’s Eurocentric roots in the notion of ‘cultural property’ has come under criticism. Its principle of preservation is (often implicitly) based upon assumptions about exclusive ownership and the desire to market cultural heritage; accordingly, it has been progressively commercialized (Harrison 2013). Contemporary culture, writes anthropologist Markus Tauschek, is ‘increasingly understood as a resource of economics and identity politics that is subordinate to (inter)national regulation. It is managed in bureaucracies and thingified into a marketable commodity’ (Tauschek 2013: 157). Others have criticized this trend as the ‘heritage industry’ and the ‘commodification of culture’. But in 2003, a shift was marked when UNESCO began protecting ‘intangible cultural heritage’, which includes customs and traditional forms of knowledge (see Bendix et al. 2010; Groth et al. 2015). Immaterial heritage cannot be ascribed to an owner, because anyone can practice it. Moreover, customs, songs, and rituals often do not have to be carried out in a certain location. UNESCO’s concept of intangible cultural heritage deployed the category of the authentic to protect ostensibly ‘original’ traditions, like the carnival of Binche, from imitations (Tauschek 2011). In Germany, the Folklorismusdebatte (folkloristics debate) that began in the 1960s engaged with questions of intangible cultural heritage (Moser 1962; Bausinger 2015). But there, too, scholars turned authenticity into a paramount criterion for assessing intangible cultural heritage, which ultimately ends up promoting scarcity and reserving immaterial culture for groups that make ‘correct’ use of it.

The art market

Contemporary conceptions of artistic authenticity are entangled with originality. But this has not always been the case. Only in the eighteenth century did the original rise to become the central fetish of the art museum. This development is interwoven with the French Revolution’s waves of devastation. It reached its zenith in the founding of the Louvre as a national museum in 1793. In 1797, the museum’s directors named as its commissaire expert (curator) art dealer Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Lebrun, who had demonstrated that the museum’s inventory incorrectly identified the creators of numerous works. As the museum’s curator, Lebrun advised the members of the Conseil du Louvre. The new institution had hired him because his expertise enabled him to situate works in their larger art-historical context and to identify the artists that created them; valuable, too, was his capacity to estimate the value of works that he had gained through his yearslong experience with the art market.

Lebrun favoured categorizing artworks according to school or master and then placing them in chronological order within those categories. The name of the artist, their authorship, and the attribution of works to an artist by experts were his guiding principles. Properly attributing a work to its author accorded with the interests of the art market, but it was a new phenomenon for museums. The Louvre would soon adopt the practice of placing the artist’s name on the painting’s frame, a practice that then, according to art historian Charlotte Guichard, spread throughout Europe: ‘the Louvre promised knowledge that valorized the regime of singularity’ (Guichard 2011: 110). The correct attribution of a painting to an artist authenticated it as the original and would from that point on constitute the primary criterion for its museum-worthiness.

However, there is no direct line from the valuation of the original in the Louvre at the dawn of the eighteenth century to the present. Even after Lebrun’s relatively brief tenure at the Louvre (1797–1802), many art museums continued to acquire large collections of replicas, which were primarily used for educational purposes. In the German Empire, it took until 1871 for this practice to be called into question. Still, Lebrun’s time at the Louvre was the crest of a long shift that transformed authenticity – in the form of the certified attribution of a work to an artist – into a central criterion for judging the quality of works of art (Joachimides 2001; Sheehan 2000: 140f.). It is the cornerstone of a logic that forms canons and prizes uniqueness while rejecting copies.

New media

Beyond the (economic) debates on authentic art and culture, theorists of culture have reflected on the role of new media in the authenticity of museum objects. One of the first and most important thinkers on this topic is philosopher Walter Benjamin, and particularly his 1937 essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility’. Benjamin wondered why the originality of works of (visual) art remained relevant in the age of photography, which can represent objects with a high degree of fidelity. In analysing this problem, he redefined aura as ‘the unique apparition of a distance, however near it may be’ (Benjamin 1969: 104–105). Art objects are distant, for one, because they come from other times or places, and unique because they are, as originals, relics of a specific historical situation. Benjamin asserts that the original is irreplaceable: ‘The authenticity of a thing is the quintessence of all that is transmissible in it from its origin on, ranging from its physical duration to the historical testimony relating to it. Since the historical testimony is founded on the physical duration, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction, in which the physical duration plays no part. And what is really jeopardized when the historical testimony is affected is the authority of the object, the weight it derives from tradition’ (ibid.: 103). Moreover, auratic things are distant because they always remain – to some extent at least – foreign to us, even if they are spatially nearby. Something about the object cannot be deciphered. This distance cannot be overcome, but at the same time, it is the cause of the object’s emotional power. In Benjamin’s reading, there is no evidence of the existence of aura. Rather, aura is the emotionally perceptible emanation given off by an object. It is entangled with the object’s ‘material duration’, which is an important component of its authenticity. Benjamin’s thoughts of aura underwent a renaissance in the 1970s and have taken on new relevance in the age of digitalization.

PATHS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

A question mark has been placed on the value of authentic things in the wake of accelerating digitalization and the internet of things, with its transformation of words and objects into data and back again (Thiemeyer 2018b: 114–118). This novel complex demands renewed critical thought on the value of originals. Do online collections not contain objects in such high resolution that their traces are even more original than they would be when viewing the original in person? Why spend large sums of money to acquire authentic objects when 3-D printers will soon be able to produce convincing replicas? But such considerations underestimate the auratic value of originals and forget that digitalization alters the object’s medium. The shift in medium erases information about its physical texture and other material aspects, which might seem unimportant today, but could hold significance in the future. At any rate, a taxonomy that determines species’ relations to one another on the basis of genetics could not be built upon digitalized specimens. It needs inventoried originals.

With the ascent of digitalization, we will have to develop an expanded conception of authenticity that operates beyond the binary of authentic and inauthentic. After all, who can say what parts of an augmented reality exhibition that combines materially present and virtual elements is authentic? Is it their materiality, the sensory impression that they make, the curator’s way of shaping the exhibition, or the space that it generates, which might be seen as an immersive total work of art?3
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	1 At least initially, originality is of course also essential for potential examples so long as an act of classification is based upon them. This is the role of holotypes. Natural scientists understood early on that their knowledge of nature was based upon these things. They were ‘the final authority; the object was the reality, the truth. Thus science understood that truth was only inadequate captured in language’ (Knell 2004, 9). Only through further research do original things become substitutable examples within artificial categories deduced from a system that subsumes them.

	2 Though originality can also be important for specimen, because every specimen has slight differences that underscore the potential for variety within a group. Moreover, every object has its own history, which, for numerous reasons, is nearly impossible to reproduce. First, one must research and describe it. Second, this history can sometimes only be uncovered through more recent technologies, such as genetic analysis, which is based not on morphological distinctions but original organic material. Third, reproductions always erase some information that might appear irrelevant at the moment but might turn out to be significant for other inquiries or analytic methods. The taxidermy bird tells researchers nothing about the anatomy of its internal organs; the electrotype of a gold-plated Gothic metal jug indicates nothing about the weight of the original golden vessel.

	3 A similar discussion has long accompanied architectural reconstructions and restorations. On ‘augmented reality’, see Schwan in this volume; on ‘reconstruction’, see Bartetzky.








Narrative

ANTONIUS WEIXLER

What makes the retelling of an historical event authentic? And perhaps even more importantly: what makes one narrative more authentic, more credible, more truthful than another about the same historical event? This chapter shows that the effect of authenticity can arise on three different levels – namely, as part of the production, narration, and reception of a narrative. On the level of production, the identity of the author vouches for the authenticity of the narrative, e.g. if the events described seem credible based on his or her biography, or the author attests to the truth of the narrative’s content as an eyewitness. Regarding narration, a distinction must be drawn between two different aspects: on the level of histoire, a narrative may appear authentic due to its subject matter; on the level of discours, by contrast, certain aesthetic narrative strategies can appear more authentic than others. Lastly, regarding reception, it always ultimately falls to the recipient to decide whether they attribute the predicate ‘authentic’ to a narrative on the basis of one or all three aforementioned aspects – i.e. on the basis of certain narrative methods, certain narrative subjects, or the ‘authorization’ provided by the author. The final section of this paper addresses a non-narrative aspect of authenticity related to materiality of documents and texts: in textual scholarship, and particularly for editors, it is vital to establish whether a text (and/or source) is authentic.

To begin, a few preliminary remarks: of the three aspects mentioned above, reception is the decisive factor; storytelling, texts, or documents are never authentic per se. Authenticity is based on the evocation of a ‘reception effect’ triggered by performance and staging as well as discursive, rhetorical, and especially narrative methods of ‘authentication’ or ‘authentification’ (see Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 10; Saupe 2017). As a result, a narrative is then attributed with the quality characteristic of being authentic (Lethen 1996; Weixler 2012, Saupe 2017).

Narration is in turn a speech act, in which a story is told in the mode of a narrative. On each of these levels, authenticity has to be attributed in different ways. The speech act has to be generated (produced) by an author, who may also be able to authorize what is described. In addition, certain stories (the ‘what’ of the narrative or the histoire level) can trigger authenticity effects or demand (in a normative sense) particularly authentic narrative styles. These requirements relate to the ‘narrative’ mode of presentation (the ‘how’ or the discours or récit). The speech act of a narration is also dependent upon its reception, requiring a receiver to act as a communicative counterpart to the author producing the narrative. This reader must be willing to receive the speech act with a certain attitude if they are to attribute the predicate of authenticity to that which is narrated. Thus, narrative methods of authentication at the level of histoire, in which the attribution effect is triggered by the relation to the subject of the narrative, can be distinguished from narrative methods of authentification at the level of discours, in which the narrative as well as certain plotlines bring about this effect.

META-AUTHENTIC NARRATIVES

The concept of authenticity is used in relation to narratives in very different ways depending on which of the above levels the authentication or authentification takes place. In labelling a speech according to its pragmatic status, narrative scholarship distinguishes between ‘fictional’ and ‘factual’ texts, whereby the term ‘authentic’ is used as a synonym for ‘factual’ (Martínez and Scheffel 2020: 20). In this context, authenticity denotes the ‘referentiability’ of the narrated, i.e. the extent to which it can be said to reference an extra-textual reality: in this specific use of the term, the factual is considered as authentic narrative, and the fictional by contrast as ‘inauthentic’ (ibid.; Schmid 2014: 30–44). However, even with this designation of the pragmatic speech status or ‘claims of referential truthfulness’ (Schaeffer 2014: 169) of a speech, there is no ‘real’ reference to extra-textual reality; authenticity is always a relational phenomenon of attribution that must be ‘written in’ using narrative, rhetorical, aesthetic, and other strategies (Weixler 2012; Werner 2012; Funk, Groß and Huber 2012: 11–13; Speers 2017: 89–116). In other words, if recipients attribute authenticity to a factual narrative, then this means that the authentication of its content – e.g. by the authority of the author, by supporting documents (in the sense of the use of original manuscripts or corroborating evidence found elsewhere), or by reference to actual historical events – has worked, so that this content is received by the reader as real facts.

In fictional narratives, there is a double communication situation resulting from distinguishing the author’s voice and the narrator’s voice. For this reason, their respective speech status is further differentiated in narrative theory; at the first level of communication, a real author produces ‘real’ but ‘inauthentic sentences’; at the second level of communication of fictional narratives, the fictional narrator produces ‘imaginary’, but – as a truth claim within the fictional world (and only which this) – ‘authentic sentences’ (Martínez-Bonati 1981: 78–80; Martínez and Scheffel 2020: 20). This use of the concept of authenticity also plays a role in the belief, widespread in literary history, that a ‘higher’ truth can be told through fictional texts (see the chapter on Literature in this volume). In addition, fictional narrative texts can also appear authentic by making reference to historical facts: ‘A fictional narrative’s referential authenticity depends on the degree to which particular parts of its storyworld can be identified with particular counterparts in reality’ (Martínez 2020: 524). Donald Spence accordingly distinguishes between ‘narrative truth’ and ‘historical truth’ (Spence 1982: 31f.).

The relationship between narrative and authenticity underwent significant changes following the emergence of the paradigms of postmodernism from the 1960s onwards (Zeller 2010). In more classic forms, the narrative is authenticated by an author’s authority or by reference to an extra-literary reality (‘referential authenticity’, Knaller 2007: 8; Knaller 2012: 29). In more recent narrative forms, the realization of the relationality of authenticity fosters distrust of such ‘simple’ reference constructions and this distrust is reflected in more complex narrative strategies. In other words, content alone can no longer vouch for the empirical, ontological, or aesthetic quality of a person (or an object, event, etc.); rather, contextual or narrative constructions must provoke the attribution of the quality of authenticity. Like the second-order observer, in such narrative structures the narrative observes itself in its attempt to tell an authentic narrative (cf. Authentizität der zweiten Ordnung [‘Authenticity of the second order’]; Weixler 2012: 9): ‘Authentication can now only be achieved through a self-reflective break with the rules of authentication’ (Huck 2012: 261; Lethen 1996). Forms of narration that explicitly reflect their status as ‘mediated immediacy’ (Zeller 2010: 1–19) accordingly evoke a ‘metadiscursive authenticity’ (Weixler 2012: 9). These narrative forms are thus based on a relational conception of authenticity in which the impossibility of referential authenticity is explicitly and self-reflectively addressed.

AUTHORSHIP AND AUTHORITY

Authorship, authority, and authenticity are etymologically closely linked. The Latin term auctor signifies one who possesses auctoritas, i.e. a person or institution who can authorize and/or authenticate something (Röttgers and Fabian 1971: 691–692; cf. Oxford English Dictionary). The fact that authority always plays an important role in classical theories of authorship, even though this is not always explicitly stated, was made clear during the debates surrounding the ‘death of the author’, during the course of which the authority of the author was subject to particularly intense scrutiny and challenge. The historically significant citation of authorities associated with this role, the argument ex auctoritate, still plays a role today – for example, in the authoritative power of canonization, but also when authors inscribe themselves in certain traditions or genealogies.

In factual narratives, the authority–authorship model based on the empirical person plays a central role. In historiographic narratives, the author uses their own authority to guarantee the authenticity of the facts presented. Such authority may be institutionally verified by academic titles or affiliation with an academic institution, or, as in the classic conception of auctoritas, may be generated by reputation and age. The authority–authorship model is also of major importance in the factual narration of the autobiography where ‘biographically and historically specific individuality’ is concerned (Jannidis et al. 1999: 5; Schmid 2014; Bamberg 2014). In autobiographies, the self-reflective highlighting of the memory process can also serve to authenticate the material recounted: ‘Remembering, then, is an authenticating act’ (Ochs and Capps 2001: 284).

In fictional literature, the biographical-historical individuality of the author is a central norm for understanding and interpreting their style and – nowadays of lesser importance – intention (Jannidis et al. 1999). A meta-authentic ‘turn’ regarding authority and authenticity can also be observed in recent decades: although a return to emphatic authorship can be seen in contemporary literature in the genres of documentary fiction, autofiction, and autosociobiography, these are narrative models in which precisely the aspect of authorization by the author is denied. This denial is explicitly exhibited in self-reflective narrative strategies. For example, in Thomas Glavinic’s Das bin doch ich (That Is Me) (2007), Felicitas Hoppe’s Hoppe (2012) and Christian Kracht’s Eurotrash (2021) author, narrator, and the main character all have identical names but do not refer to each other; the name in question no longer authorizes the events described as an authentic fact, but rather fictionalizes the content.

AUTHENTICATION – OR HOW TO TELL AUTHENTIC STORIES

In relation to the of the narrative (histoire), it appears that authenticity is less (or not only) an empirical category, but rather implies a distinctively moral and ethical evaluation. For example, the idea that only certain authors have the authority to write ‘authentically’ about the Holocaust, is well established amongst critics and reviewers (Martínez 2004: 41). Despite all of its fictionalized narrative strategies and deviations from historical reality, Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993) was received as an authentic film adaptation of the Holocaust, as the Jewish director was considered particularly qualified to make a Hollywood film adaptation of that kind (cf. ibid.). Such authorial authority can still prove to be a sufficient prerequisite for the successful attribution of authenticity, as shown in numerous examples of Holocaust literature; however, it is no longer regarded as a necessary condition, showing that moral and aesthetic judgements have now often become stronger criteria in the reception of authentic narration than an empirical guaranteed authorship and witness testimony. However, as authorial authority decreases, the expectation of an authentic type of narration (at the level of discours) increases.

Regarding the content, in general it is clear that certain topics or stories demand authentic narration more than others, just as certain subjects in turn generate the impression of narrated authenticity. This includes firstly ethically protected subjects such as the Holocaust; but also extreme existential situations such as death (cf. Zeller 2010: 18f.), trauma (cf. Haselstein et al. 2010: 16f.), and serious illness (Schmidt 2017). It is no coincidence that topoi of unspeakability or inexpressability are often ascribed to many of these qualities; narratives that overcome this indescribability thus seem extraordinary, distinctively individual, and consequently ‘authentic’. In contemporary culture, it can be observed that authentic narratives are often expected or even demanded in the reception of sub-discourses deriving from youth culture, such as hip-hop (Speers 2017) or especially in intersectional identity narratives that critique discrimination (regarding race, class, age, gender, body, etc.) (Bamberg 2014) (particularly if there is a ‘symptomatic reading’, Martínez 2020: 523) (cf. ‘compulsory authenticity’, Lovelock 2019: 4). Like Barthes’s ‘reality effect’, such elements can trigger authenticity effects that are actually unnecessary for the narrative itself, such as superfluous details, everydayness, triviality, and banality; the same can also be said about fate and contingency narratives (Lethen 1996).

Further, there is a connection between certain spaces and authenticity. In general, mapping out a narrated world with spaces and places plays an important role in fleshing out the events and content of the narrative during the reception process: ‘[T]he evocation of the scene [is] traditionally regarded as a supposedly photographic reproduction of quasi-authentic perception’ (Nünning 2009: 46). Beyond this general provision, the ‘place’ of the authentic lies behind/below public spaces that can be seen by anyone (e.g. backstage). Lethen, for example, identifies ‘always the same topography of the authentic; it always lies under a modern construct that is understood as a surface that must be penetrated’ (Lethen 1996: 299). Doing so always depends on how these spaces are narrated and into which narratives/plotlines they are integrated.

NARRATIVES OF AUTHENTIFICATION – OR HOW TO TELL A STORY AUTHENTICALLY

Whenever a narrative tells a story of ‘breaking through’ a superficial surface to a location below/behind it, it appears authentic. This is what Lethen described as the authentification of the content through the narrative itself. Above all, which can be described, following Huck, as a ‘false inversion’ (Huck 2012). The ‘surface’ here refers to mass media narrative strategies and methods that are perceived as falsifying, constructed, performed, or staged; however, more global phenomena such as terms assigned to historical periods or grandes narratives such as ‘modernity’ and ‘postmodernity’ can also be understood in this way. Authentificating narratives create a sense of difference to these phenomena or strategies, so that they then appear to the receiver as ‘not falsified and not distorted’, and thus as more authentic than mass media narratives (ibid.: 251). Documentaries, for example, usually ‘work’ as follows: mass media coverage is shown at the beginning, followed by a camera ride which marks the transition to the backstage area; in documentaries following artists, this is literally shown as a tracking shot in which the viewer follows the artist from the stage to the backstage area and then see him/her there in an unstaged state, no longer performing. Politicians are often followed onto the ‘backstage’ of their official state car or into their private residence. In historical documentaries, this is often depicted as a camera ride into an archive.

The narration of the authentic is characterized by a fundamental paradox (Straub 2012), as both the ‘narrative mode’ of a mediated storytelling and the ‘dramatic mode’ (Martínez and Scheffel 2020: 52) of great immediacy can appear particularly authentic to the receiver, despite the fact that immediacy is usually treated as synonymous with authenticity, while the mediated or indirect actually represents its opposite. The impression of immediacy is achieved by the maximum withdrawal or absence of the narrative voice; as with, for example, the editorial fiction in the epistolary novel or in the documentary novel which suggests that found material is being reproduced directly and unfiltered.

In general, the degree of immediacy or mediation can be recognized by the basic characteristics of the narrator: selectivity, perspectivation, arrangement, and emplotment. In his famous and influential study on historical writing, White argued that in every purely fact-based account there is always an integration into a plot in addition to the causal presentation of events. White recognizes ‘romance’, ‘comedy’, ‘tragedy’, and ‘satire’ as culturally dominant emplotment structures (White 1973). Pure immediacy, or the idea that an editor merely presents material he/she found without changing or editing it at all – such that the reader is ostensibly being presented with pure material, unadulterated documents, or the raw empirical data itself, etc. – is a naïve notion. In other words, pure authenticity of reference or ‘object authenticity’ is not possible, even in factual narration.

Immediacy serves to promote immersion and creates illusion and thus has the potential to function as an ‘indicator of authenticity’ (Hauthal et al. 2007: 9). Since direct immediacy is impossible in the narrative form, we can only ever speak of a suggested or ‘mediated immediacy’ (Zeller 2010: 1–19). In meta-authentic narrative strategies, on the other hand, attention is drawn to the narrative’s mediacy by consciously breaking the illusion and deliberately displaying this breakthrough.

Immersion effects can also be created through stylistic strategies; for example, by incorporating sociolects or dialects, deliberately using stylistic errors, or a deliberately amateurish, non-professional looking written form (Coulmas [1981] 2017: 5; Martínez 2020: 525). Ancient rhetoric already had rules on how to make texts particularly clear and vivid in order to create immersion effects, outlining the concept of enargeia, which Cicero translated as evidentia: ‘In order to achieve evidentia, classical rhetoric recommends the use of detailed descriptions, of deictic adverbs suggesting spatial presence on the scene, of historical present, of addresses to the reader, and of direct speech in the representation of conversations between characters’ (ibid.).

In the debate over an authentic arrangement of the narrative perspective, Neuhaus points to a change in the ‘performance’ or ‘staging’ (Inszenierung) of contemporary witnessing and authenticity in the modern novel, which he primarily attributes to the development from the omniscient to the ‘personal’, unreliable, and finally polyperspectival narrator. He recognizes three storytelling strategies in literature post-1970 that can be understood as distinct differentiations of meta-authentic narration. In autobiographical narratives such as Christa Wolf’s Patterns of Childhood (1976) or Martin Walser’s A Gushing Fountain (1998), authenticity is ‘itself created by showing how it is created’ (Neuhaus 2018: 145). The ‘metadiscursive storytelling in late postmodernism’ became ‘suddenly problematic’, which is why, for example, in Sebald’s Austerlitz (2001), the narrative plays with the documentary, authentic status of the narrated. (ibid.: 147–149). The ‘point furthest and at the same time nearest to authenticity’ is reached in Glavinic’s Das bin doch ich (This Is Me) and Hoppe’s autofiction Hoppe. In Neuhaus’s understanding of a ‘reflective modernity’ and with regard to a self-reflective authenticity ‘it cannot get any more authentic’ (ibid.: 151f.). With Imperium (2012) and The Dead (2016), Kracht then demonstrates that a return to authorial narration in the mode of irony is once again possible (ibid.: 152–154).

THE PHENOMENON OF RECEPTION

Aristotle sees the value of literary narration in ‘producing the desired effect in the recipient’ by reproducing reality through art (mimesis) (Schmid 2014: 28). Even in today’s understanding, authenticity is essentially a phenomenon of attribution, i.e. the evaluation of a text, person, object, etc. takes place in its reception (see Weixler 2012: 21ff.; Knaller 2007: 150; Funk and Krämer 2011: 10; regarding the biography, see Fetz 2009: 55; regarding the narrative communication process, see Funk, Groß and Huber 2012: 13). However, this attribution is not arbitrary, but takes place on the basis of certain narrative strategies that generate this reception effect.

The concept of an authenticity contract similar to Lejeune’s ‘autobiographical contract’ is therefore widespread in research: in his analysis of authenticity in the documentary, Hattendorf sees ‘the formation of a “perceptual contract” between the viewers and the film’ (1999: 75); Martínez assumes a ‘tacit pact of factuality’ (2009: 185) in journalistic narratives; and Huck speaks of a ‘documentary contract’ (2012: 251; see also Bandtel 2012: 217; Simons 2012: 308; and Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 18). An authenticity pact is thus understood as the recipients’ willingness to attribute the status of ‘authentic’ to narrated content on the basis of certain narrative strategies. However, this willingness depends in part on the target audience’s (social, aesthetic etc.) expectations and habits (Weixler 2016; cf. ‘situational authenticity’, Harkness 2012).

TEXTUAL CRITICISM AND EDITING THEORY

Authenticity and authorization are the two central principles of textual criticism in the theory and practice of editing; both terms also have meanings specific to the field. In general, the assessment of a work of art as authentic essentially depends on the idea that ‘the work is truly and materially the product of its artist or author’ (Martínez 2020: 522), and ‘the assessment of the art object’ either as ‘a unique creative act (performance)’ or according to ‘the degree of physical contact with the original artist (contagion)’ is also decisive in forming the ‘judgement of value’ of a work of art (Newman and Bloom 2012: 558). In the field of scholarly editing, while authenticity designates the verified authorship of an author and only verified ‘original texts that come solely from the author’ are considered authentic texts, all texts ‘expressly’ or ‘tacitly’ accepted by an author are considered ‘authorized texts’, some of which may feature contributions from editors or others involved in the production process (Oellers 1998: 44). According to more recent editing criteria, not only textual evidence personally authorized by the author, but all authorized textual evidence in general is editorially relevant, even when not screened by the author themself (Scheibe 1990). Editors document all authorized texts and all levels of authorization, considering all authorized versions of fundamentally equal value (Zeller 1971: 56; Scheibe 1990: 61). Each piece of textual evidence is evaluated historically and critically when editing, including all variants.

These two principles of authenticity and authorization have replaced the author’s intention as the major principle guiding the constitution of texts in German editorial theory and practice, in the process setting the transmission of manuscripts and the materiality of texts as the decisive criteria in determining textual structure. By contrast, the criterion of authorization is less central to Anglo-American editors, who still uphold the primacy of the ‘author-original’, meaning that authenticity is considered more important than authorization (Bowers 1964).

There are thus two kinds of authentication by authority in textual criticism and editing. On the one hand, an analogy can be drawn to the historical concept of authenticity in theological discourse: just as only the authority of the church could authenticate a correct interpretation of the Bible (authentia auctoritatis), only specialized institutions and editors have the authority and technical skills to evaluate the levels of authorization or, in provenance research, to empirically prove the unequivocal authorship and object biography of a work of art. However, such institutional and relational authentication is always required; even in editing there is no ‘simple’ authenticity conveyed by the material alone. In the legal field, there is a similar relationship between authenticity and the status of documents, as documents must be authenticated by courts in order to be considered as evidence (Martínez 2020: 523). On the other hand, a different analogy can be drawn to the historical connection between authority and authenticity in the canonization of significant auctores. Since historical-critical editions are very complex, labour-intensive, and expensive to produce, it is a powerful consecration for a work to be edited in this way. Scholarly editions are thus the most powerful instance of such canonization. The ‘value’ of an author to their national philology can be measured in terms of the editorial effort and scope; a fact reflected in the use of terms such as the ‘national edition’ (Nationalausgabe) to refer to the historical-critical edition of Schiller’s works, for example.

By contrast, Blume argues that scholarly editions can also lead to a ‘deauratization’ of the work, diminishing its aura by setting its authenticity in stone (Blume 2014). The reception of the historical-critical edition of Hitler’s Mein Kampf shows that this type of authorization can be regarded in several completely distinct ways. While the editors hoped that the edition would destroy the aura of the text, critics spoke of its re-auratization precisely due to its editorial presentation; ‘the excessive footnote apparatus’ had ‘not only deconstructed [Mein Kampf], but in a way also authorized it by placing it in a long tradition’ (Saupe 2017). For Wirsching, on the other hand, this itself prevents the ‘(re)mystification of Hitler’, since even ‘politically enlightened readers’ needed the commentary in order not to be ‘at the mercy’ of the text and the narrative authority of Hitler, singling out its ‘cocoon of self-righteousness and self-pity’ (Wirsching 2015).
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Nostalgia

TOBIAS BECKER

Authenticity and nostalgia are closely related concepts. Both express similar longings, though not exactly the same longing. While nostalgia usually refers to a view of the past that is regarded as superior to the present precisely because it appears more authentic, authenticity centres around an originality that is usually imagined as having been lost – and hence confined to the past. In both cases, the object of longing is as opaque as it is unattainable. In articulating these longings, both concepts simultaneously criticize the modern era, which, conversely, appears to be deficient because it is alienated from this originality. They manifest the desire for something that goes beyond the present, but that they can only imagine as preceding it. In order to unpack this intersection, however, it is first necessary to explore the concept of nostalgia and its various meanings.

While the term nostalgia has a long history, its origins are not obscure, for its genesis can be dated to 1688, the year in which Johannes Hofer’s dissertation De nostalgia appeared. Hofer, a doctor, coined the term – drawing on the Greek words for homecoming (nostos) and pain (algos) – to describe a serious, pathological form of homesickness that he observed in some of his patients, especially in Swiss mercenaries stationed far from home. According to Hofer, it was a disease of the imagination which, however, could be attributed to deformations of the organs, and could sometimes be fatal. Nostalgia soon became a widely recognized clinical diagnosis. In the eighteenth century there were repeated outbreaks of nostalgia in the military, which are said to have wiped out entire companies – at least according to contemporary reports.

While the origin of the term is clear, its change in meaning from a spatial longing for a place – the home – to a longing for the past remains controversial. Examining contemporary dictionaries shows that the term was still used in the English-speaking world to refer to homesickness until the period after the Second World War. The new meaning did not become prevalent until the mid-1960s. This is also evidenced by a 1966 article by the Swiss historian of medicine and ideas Jean Starobinski, who claimed the term had disappeared from the medical field to assume a poetic and metaphorical quality. Although dictionaries continued to list the old meaning, colloquially the new one now prevailed. Since then, those speaking of nostalgia have meant the longing for the past; those who miss their homeland speak in terms of homesickness.

In the German-speaking world, this transformation was slightly delayed, but took place all the more quickly. When Adorno criticized the return of the spirit of the 1920s at the beginning of the 1960s and contrasted the romanticization of the earlier period with his own darker memories of the Weimar Republic, the term nostalgia was not yet available for him to use. At that time, he still wrote of ‘nostalgia’ in English and in quotation marks, rather than the German Nostalgie (Adorno 1962: 47). Dictionaries and lexicons still defined nostalgia only as homesickness. The Brockhaus encyclopaedia from 1971 was the first to supplement the existing definition with the addition ‘also: longing for the past’, where the adjoining ‘also’ makes it seem as though the new definition had been tacked on shortly before publication (1971: 575). The fully revised Brockhaus from 1979 then included a much more detailed article on nostalgia, which pointed to Hofer as the term’s originator and spoke of a ‘wave of nostalgia’ dating from the mid-1960s (1979: 301).

The term quickly spread under its new meaning. While it appeared just fifty-one times in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in the 1960s, it was included over a thousand times in the 1970s. Unlike in English, the meaning of the word in German did not change gradually over a longer period of time. Rather, the new meaning was taken over wholesale from English. The same applies to the idea of a ‘wave of nostalgia’. The latter phrase was first used in the book Future Shock, published in English in 1970, and in the same year in German as Zukunftsschock, by the American futurologist Alvin Toffler. According to Toffler, the world was changing so comprehensively and so rapidly that many people were literally in shock. Faced with this sense of overload they began to yearn for a supposedly calmer, more stable past: a ‘wave of nostalgia’ thus spread prolifically (Toffler 1970: 407).

On the one hand, Toffler was critical of nostalgia because it did not solve the problems that had caused it; but on the other hand, he found it comprehensible and even endorsed it insofar as it offered temporary serenity to those anxious about the future. Toffler’s diagnosis of the period seemed to hit a nerve; at the very least, his book quickly became an international bestseller. It also immediately found its way into the mass media, which further popularized it. The buzzword ‘wave of nostalgia’ was soon to be found everywhere, not least in the Brockhaus encyclopaedia, which institutionalized the term.

The new entry in Brockhaus went beyond mere longing with the addition of a ‘turn back to the past’. Although returning to the past could also be understood positively, as a search for orientation, tradition, or continuity, the vast majority of authors who wrote about nostalgia regarded it negatively. Starobinski had already noted that the new meaning had a pejorative connotation in the sense of a useless longing for a world or a way of life that had irrevocably passed away.

This connotation can be found quite explicitly in German texts: for example, in an essay by the educator Dieter Baacke, which first appeared in Merkur and then as a special contribution to the supplement to the new nostalgia article in Meyers Enzyklopädisches Lexikon from 1976. Baacke saw nostalgia as ‘an indication of a collective regression, infantilization and naiveté’ in response to a thoroughly rationalized society (1976: 450). The cultural historian Wolfgang Schivelbusch similarly pronounced that ‘nostalgic regression is a social, collective phenomenon’ (1973: 276). Like most figures at the time, both were interested in nostalgia not as an individual phenomenon but rather as a collective and societal one, which they understood as regressive in transferring individual-psychological categories to society – i.e. as a relapse into an earlier state that had in fact been overcome – and thus as a symptom of cultural decline.

The conservative philosopher Hermann Lübbe regarded it more positively. Though he himself was quite distanced from ‘our contemporary obsession with nostalgia’ (Lübbe 1981: 12), like Toffler he could certainly see it as understandable against the backdrop of rapid change: ‘Nostalgia offers a psychological resting point in this restless movement as a form of relief in the old-fashioned and outdated’ (ibid.: 13). Nostalgia fitted perfectly into Lübbe’s theory of compensation as a means of offsetting the continuously overwhelming modern era that was becoming unmoored from tradition. Although it ultimately offered no orientation in an ever faster-changing world, it did open up spaces to recover from this change.

Baacke and Schivelbusch’s diagnoses were based on the same examples. Both also mentioned the revival of the rock ‘n’ roll of the 1950s in the 1970s. They were surprised that young people were often taking up their parents’ youth culture, which they should actually be rebelling against, instead of creating new things. The ironic undertone which often resonated with these phenomena eluded them. Nor did they notice that such recourse was not limited to merely copying, but that new musical forms and styles such as punk rock had emerged in the process.

At the same time that intellectuals in the Anglo-Saxon world – and, inspired by it, in West Germany – were shaking their heads over nostalgia, French intellectuals were discussing similar phenomena; but they coined a new term for it, ‘retro’, which quickly found its way into other languages. Although they were no less critical, the term was more neutral, as it initially referred only to looking back or turning to the past (Guffey 2006). It thus fit the bill better than the pejorative term nostalgia, and a distinction should be maintained between the two. Retro can feature nostalgic elements, but it doesn’t have to. Often enough, like the rock ‘n’ roll revival, it approaches the past brazenly and eclectically, using it as a kind of stylistic flea market.

The rock ‘n’ roll revival was just one of many examples that served to reinforce the impression of a wave of nostalgia. According to contemporary observers, elements were returning not only from the 1950s, but also from the 1920s and the fin-de-siècle period. Nor were the examples discussed limited to popular culture and fashion. The transformation of monument preservation and conservation into a popular concern since the 1960s, the growing number of museums and museum visitors and, more generally, the popularity of historical subjects in the mass media and popular culture – in particular in the book market, in cinema, and in television – were seen by many intellectuals as proof that large parts of society were not looking ahead, but rather looking back (Becker 2023).

Above all, these forms of what was later called the ‘history boom’ in popular culture were often accused of nostalgia at the time. This interpretation was nowhere more pronounced than in the United Kingdom, where the so-called ‘heritage debate’ took place in the 1980s. Prominent critics included the historians Robert Hewison and David Lowenthal, who both explained the new historical landscape as emerging from a nostalgia movement and condemned it in such terms. For Hewison, who spoke polemically of a ‘heritage industry’, commercial historical culture was a counterpart to Margaret Thatcher’s neoliberal economic policy. The view of the Marxist historian Raphael Samuel was far more positive, though not uncritical. For him, the many small private heritage initiatives were the realization of ‘history from below’, which the history workshop movement he co-founded was ultimately not responsible for starting, or at least had only started to a limited extent. For Samuel, nostalgia was not a bad thing per se and what was known as ‘heritage’ was a sign of a democratization of historical culture.

Similar patterns of argument were also found in West Germany. While historians had complained of a lack of public interest in history as late as the 1960s, they now criticized the exact opposite. Social historians such as Hans-Ulrich Wehler and Jürgen Kocka used the term nostalgia to selectively stigmatize products of popular historical culture, the ‘new historical movement’ or even competitors they disliked within their own field, such as everyday history (Alltagsgeschichte) (see, for example, the 1983 Spiegel interview with both figures, titled Ein kräftiger Schub für die Vergangenheit).

When historians spoke of nostalgia, they usually did so in a pejorative and polemical way. In their eyes, nostalgia signified a false access to the past, one that romanticized it instead of exploring it and using it to explain the present. Only a few tried to properly conceptualize the term and use it analytically. This can be interpreted as a short-circuit reaction to a popular interest in the past they perceived as sudden and novel, as well as its to popularization by popular culture and mass media. When it became apparent that these new forms were not competing with history for sovereignty of interpretation over the past, discussions of nostalgia became less and less prominent. They were increasingly replaced by the terms ‘heritage’ – now without its polemical aftertaste – and ‘public history’, as well as the exploration of popular representations of history in these terms.

The pejorative sense of nostalgia once again rose to prominence in the 1990s in the debates over Ostalgie, a portmanteau that refers to nostalgia for certain aspects of life in the former East Germany (Ostdeutschland). The fact that nostalgia had been discussed as a West German phenomenon since the beginning of the 1970s was forgotten in these debates. In intellectual contributions and press coverage, nostalgia was now seen as specifically East German, as an expression of an insistence on the Easterners’ own identity and as a refusal to integrate into the Federal Republic. By contrast, the parallel phenomenon of ‘Westalgie’, the pop-cultural evocation of the former West Germany in feature series and book publications, barely raised an eyebrow.

As in the case of Ostalgie, nostalgia has always been understood as something new and as a contemporary phenomenon; new waves of nostalgia have been pronounced at regular intervals with little change in the discourse itself. When Hartmut Rosa presented his theory of modernism as continuous acceleration in the early 2000s, he also mentioned nostalgia multiple times. According to Rosa, this acceleration is followed by ‘the call for deceleration and the nostalgic longing for the lost “slow world” ’ (Rosa 2014: 81); ‘the rarer they become, phenomena immune to acceleration gain a sort of “nostalgic” value or a quality of great promise’ (ibid.: 143). Specifically, Rosa had the digitization-fuelled acceleration of economic processes and communication in mind. His explanation for this acceleration and its effects, on the other hand, was fundamentally based on the thought of Hermann Lübbe.

This understanding of nostalgia, rooted in the 1970s and hardly having changed since then, has now become a commonplace that can be found in many books and feature articles; most recently in Zygmunt Bauman’s 2017 book Retrotopia, the introduction of which apostrophizes the present as an ‘age of nostalgia’.

The contrast between academic history and popular history can also be explained by the fact that each is based on a different view of what is meant by ‘authentic’ access to the past. For historians, it’s about exploring the past intellectually and resolving the questions and problems it raises against the background of the present. Popular histories, on the other hand, are almost always about experiencing the past in a sensual, emotional, and thoroughly practical way. The best example is historical reenactments; participants are not satisfied with merely reading about past battles, but want to replay and relive them. In doing so, they place a notably high value on authenticity – i.e. historical accuracy in clothing, weapons, location, etc. In the eyes of historians, they are clinging to superficial trivialities that do not offer authentic points of access to the past (Jureit 2020; Samida in this volume). For this reason, historians often regard reenactments as the epitome of nostalgia (Schroeder 2020).

The relationship between nostalgia and authenticity is even more complex, however. For example, according to the critic Susan Stewart, nostalgia is not an authentic feeling. Rather, she understands it as a feeling without an object, which produces a longing that is necessarily not authentic because it is not part of lived experience, because the past evoked in nostalgia is always a fictional past that never actually existed (Stewart 1993: 23). The actor Joachim Meyerhoff summed up this perspective in the title of his memoire about his childhood: ‘When will it finally be like it never was again?’ (Meyerhoff 2013).

However, Stewart’s argument could be countered by the claim that nostalgia makes the remembered past – to take a classic example, childhood – appear in a warm light, making it neither objectless nor fictitious. And even if Stewart’s premise of an objectless nostalgia is granted, there are other objectless, unfounded feelings that are experienced no less authentically for it. In short, even though the past it evokes may not be authentic, the feeling that accompanies it can still be authentic in the reception-oriented sense of being truly experienced.

The question of whether nostalgia is an authentic feeling is therefore directly linked to whether the past is authentically perceived or experienced in it. Most theorists – like Stewart – rule this out. In their eyes, as nostalgia distorts the past, it is clear to them that it can offer no authentic access to the past. Others do not deny the rose-tinted effect of nostalgia, but believe that it still offers authentic access to the past in the sense that it makes the past (re)experienceable.

The historical theorist Frank Ankersmit takes an interesting intermediate position; he understands nostalgia as an authentic experience of the past precisely because it does not succeed in calling it up (Ankersmit 1994). This is not a contradiction as what we actually experience in nostalgia, according to Ankersmit, is not the past – since it has passed, it cannot be experienced at all – but rather the gap, the distance between the present and the past. In the moment of nostalgia, we realize that the past moment being remembered is irretrievably lost. This accounts for the pain of nostalgia, which very few theorists take seriously despite its being reflected in the term itself; this is because, unlike Ankersmit, they are not interested in individual experiences, but in universalizing diagnoses of the state of the wider culture. For Ankersmit, nostalgia is an extremely useful feeling from the point of view of historical theory as it forces historians, still largely operating within the historical paradigm, to realize that the past can never in fact be fully recalled in the present simply because it has irrevocably passed away.

Others, by contrast, see nostalgia and authenticity as directly linked, as for them nostalgia describes the longing for a supposedly lost authenticity. Robert Hewison, for example, spoke of a nostalgia ‘for a lost sense of authenticity’ (Hewison 1987: 29). This is reflected by the assumption in the literature on authenticity that authenticity is a ‘longing for immediacy, for originality, for genuineness and truthfulness and not least for actuality’ or in short: a ‘longing for the original’ (Knaller and Müller 2006: 8; Rössner and Uhl 2012).

Although they have hardly taken any notice of each other, theorists of nostalgia and of authenticity agree that there is a longing for what has been overcome and left behind by the modern era, and that this longing is itself almost constitutive of modernity. What people long for is not the past, but a more authentic – in the sense of a more original – life, which seems more authentic to them primarily because they perceive their own technologically-driven, accelerated way of life as artificial and alienated and thus as inauthentic. Could it be, however, this desire for originality is itself not authentic at all, and open-air museums and castles are only so popular because the amenities of modernity can be enjoyed all the more vividly and consciously afterwards?

Perhaps it is not so much the producers and consumers of popular histories who are obsessed with authenticity, but their critics. Either way, Raphael Samuel argued that it is not too much or too little history that upsets them, but a lack of authenticity (Samuel 1994: 266). The literary scholar Linda Hutcheon went even further, arguing that the critics themselves were nostalgic for authenticity (Hutcheon 2000): their critiques of current representations of the past imply that the past was indeed once more authentic. Certainly, the accusation is often made that popular history’s emphasis on superficial externals is never a viable path to a truly authentic portrayal of a period. However, following Ankersmit, one could counter that an authentic experience of the past in never obtainable, even in historical scholarship, and that the palpable sense of the impossibility of experiencing the past, as revealed by nostalgia, is the only truly authentic experience one can strive for (Ankersmit 1994).

Ultimately, there is an overlap between nostalgia and historical authenticity in that neither can catch up with the object they are striving for, and that the more they strive, the more it eludes them. Unlike homesickness, for example, which disappears on returning home, nostalgia cannot be cured, because a return to the past is impossible, just as any attempt to bring something back from the past is doomed to failure. Just as a person who strives to be original will always seem artificial, so historical reconstruction moves further and further away from the original temporality. As the castles on the Rhine as well as the reconstructed palaces in cities across Germany demonstrate, the reconstruction is always less authentic than the ruins. Thus, the impossibility of their fulfilment keeps both nostalgia and the pursuit of authenticity alive. In the former case, the object of longing is unattainable, since it has passed; in the latter, the real, authentic thing longed for has been ‘overwritten’ time and time again.
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Origin, Originality

HELMUT GROSCHWITZ

The terms origin, original, and originality have a very broad semantic and conceptual spectrum, encompassing: the simple designation of a ‘beginning’ or a ‘source’; specific concepts within specialist fields (in mathematics, the midpoint of a system of coordinates; in medicine, the place at which an organ or anatomical structure arises); broader explanatory and legitimizing narratives (aetiological narratives and origin myths that aim to explain provenance and causes); as well as concepts of originality, often in the form of an essentialist worldview, which are contrasted with a present perceived as alienated. There is also significant overlap with concepts of authenticity, particularly in this latter sense.

In German, Ursprung (origin, beginning, starting point, source, provenance) is derived from the Old High German ursprung/urspring and Middle High German ursprunc/ursprinc (sprouting, spring, source, starting point), serving as an abstraction to the verb erspringen/irspringen (to sprout, arise, spring up). The word frequency of Ursprung peaked in the eighteenth century (Digitales Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache 2019). As a place name, Ursprung (as well as toponyms derived from it in surnames: cf. the entry ‘Ursprung’ in the Digitales Familiennamenwörterbuch Deutschlands 2021) usually refers to a local natural spring, following this early sense of the word. The breadth of the German semantic range means that there are a multitude of possible options when translating the term Ursprung into English: origin, source, provenance, genesis, fountainhead, parent, root or beginning; and for the related term Ursprünglichkeit, originality or nativeness. There is no direct antonym for ‘origin’; rather, several pairs of opposing concepts can arise from the different possible shades of meaning: original in opposition to changed, developed, refined, corrupted, alienated, etc. Origin often serves as a contrasting term where an earlier configuration of things is reflexively referred to as a form of originality when dealing with a perceived change or loss. This includes referring to a state or condition that does not correspond to the current one (‘it originally stems from …’, ‘it originally did this and that’, ‘the original meaning of the custom is …’). The origin is often absent and thus designates temporal, spatial, or life-historical distance, possibly to a utopian ideal. From an analytical point of view, the way in which the relationship between an origin and the present state is interpreted or represented is highly relevant.

In German, there is a semantic overlap between the terms Ursprung (origin) and Ursache (cause); Ursprung tends to denote a setting, a set-up (in the sense of a configuration), or an (initiating) event, whereas Ursache denotes a cause, reason, or effect. Thus, questions of origin and originality can be linked to the Aristotelian distinction between the causa efficiens (efficient cause) and the causa finalis (final cause). The origin can also be understood as a counter-concept to teleology and eschatology, in which an occurrence or event is fundamentally conceived of according to its end or result, rather than focusing on the moment of its emergence or genesis.

MEANINGS

The standard usage of the terms origin, original, and originality can be broken down into four identifiable clusters of meaning: (1) origin in the sense of location, derivation or verifiability; (2) in the sense of the original as something as yet unfinished, from which a more developed form emerges; (3) the linking of the original to ideas of purity and authenticity, which were subsequently corrupted; and finally (4) as partly speculative genealogies and origin narratives, often in the form of invented traditions (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983).

(1) The fluid character of natural and cultural phenomena leads to continual processes of change and reconfiguration. Marking certain events as the origin of something else makes it easier to structure the world. This usually occurs retrospectively and reflexively, and it tends to be arbitrary and guided by specific interests. A river is a fitting metaphor. Its origin can be identified as its source – usually a natural feature, such as a spring, albeit one which may or may not have been altered or fixed in place by human activity. However, there are not only also numerous tributaries that make up the river further down its course, but also a vast, mostly underground water cycle upstream of the source itself. Thus, the identification of the source as the ‘origin’ of the river can be understood as an arbitrary imposition that should not be taken as a definitive statement of the river’s overall form. The same applies to historical events that may be considered to be the origin of later events (e.g. the French Revolution as a catalyst for the revolution in Haiti in 1791), but which are located within a multicausal historical continuum. In addition, a historical development is based on a variety of sequences of events which later observers can interpret as layers of time, yet which only make up an identifiable configuration when viewed as a whole – none of the layers is the true, authentic, or original one. A statement such as ‘the potato originally comes from South America’ refers to a verifiable historical fact, but leaves open how, why, and through whom the plant spread, how it was further bred into various different forms and became a global foodstuff.

The search for originality becomes problematic when applied to issues surrounding cultural heritage, such as the preservation of monuments, which in themselves represent multiple different stages of time, forms of use and interventions – that is to say, a continuum of their own. This issue is particularly acute when it comes to questions of reconstruction and restoration. Even where an origin can be determined at all, right up to the first building on the site, the matter of the monument’s ‘original’ form remains unresolved, since there is no point in time in any building or structure’s historical development at which it was in a ‘correct’ or ‘finished’ state. The ‘restoration’ of a state conceived of as ‘the’ original can only be based on an imagined conception of that state – and inherently includes a criticism of subsequent changes from the point of view of the present. When, for example, Regensburg Cathedral was revamped in neo-gothic style in the nineteenth century, this re-gothicization represented a massive, and in part destructive, intervention that was in fact only a further episode in the building’s history. Moreover, this renovation itself acts to highlight the conceptions of historical authenticity prevalent in its day.

The search for original forms of intangible cultural heritage such as customs, festivals, and celebrations, food cultures or agricultural techniques is equally difficult. There is never an ‘original state’ of forms of cultural expression, but only ever a continuous process of becoming and changing linked by the thread of tradition. Even where the clearly defined starting point of a phenomenon can be identified (e.g. in the case of Mother’s Day, 12.5.1907), all later developments belong to the Gestalt and identity of its cultural expressions, which can sometimes be quite far removed from its previous performances and the body of knowledge surrounding it. Nevertheless, since the nineteenth century many attempts have been made to revive or restore what are conceived of as original forms, particularly when it comes to customs and traditions. This often led to the creation of aestheticized practices (e.g. in alpine mask customs) and even to new inventions, such as the adornments and ornaments of the (made up) Germanic goddess Ostara. The idea of originality in itself and the presumed contents of the original form functioned here to bring about a creative moment of custom formation.

(2) In a broader sense, the term ‘originally’ can be used to refer to a state that is as yet unfinished or incomplete, irrespective of the straightforward indication of provenance or an earlier form. The further development of an object or phenomenon is then represented as of higher value compared to this state. Take, for example, Rudolf Otto’s 1917 text The Idea of the Holy. Otto regards the feeling of the numinous as the origin of the higher forms of religion that have evolved from it; that is to say, as a sort of primordial substrate from which the idea of the holy grows. Evolutionist concepts in nineteenth-century ethnography followed a similar pattern, arguing that societies develop from simpler to more complex forms, with European societies being regarded as the most advanced. In this regard, the concepts of primitive culture and the associated art movement of primitivism are somewhat ambivalent, in that, on the one hand, they represent an attempt to reevaluate ideas and representations of man’s original state and to promote a more positive image of primitive man; but on the other hand, these attempts constructed a cultural practice that was imagined as timeless and yet as separated from modernity by a yawning temporal-cultural gulf (Korff 1994). From a teleological perspective in particular, the origin signifies merely a subordinate and almost arbitrary starting point; the inner logic of the development of a thing does not result from its unfolding, but in the orientation towards an end or telos (τέλος). This has been taken up in theology: for example, where Christianity is regarded (by Christians themselves) as the highest form of religious understanding, at the same time devaluing earlier forms of religion considered closer to the origin.

(3) The third point is key to understanding the relationship between originality and authenticity: here, the origin and the original are perceived as the pure and the ‘authentic’, as corresponding to an inner essence and coherence, often with the corollary that they have been changed, corrupted, or alienated by later developments. This perspective can be seen amongst those who critique contemporary culture by contrasting it with a supposed nationalist or ethnic orthodoxy, or, to a less extreme extent, in the common complaint within various subgroups in popular culture that the original essence of the scene was killed off once it became mainstream. The concept of originality and the original is contrasted with concepts such as heresy and deception, or the fraud, fake, hoax, copy, etc. Such backward-looking utopias and the evaluation of the original as valuable, unique, or pure can be used to legitimize strategies of restoration, rectification, or cleansing. These usually involve a rejection of current states and processes, but actually represent interventions in the present and form part of an overarching aetiology. Ideas of renewal or revival are also grounded in a state that is presented as original, reflexively creating a new form, as distinct as possible from the contemporary, that attempts to convey the impression of the original (Titon 2012).

The problematic nature of these approaches can be seen in culturally essentialist constructions in which a state designated as original is taken as a model and assigned an authorizing function. This devalues any later developments as necessarily straying away from the ‘real’ cultural paradigm. The assumption of a quasi-natural (or indeed divine) essence implicitly rules out the possibility of a discursive approach, as it presupposes that things simply are the way that they are, rather than developing or being made. The use of natural metaphors or the postulate of a natural or divine order is a notable feature of such perspectives. The search for an original nature of things also touches on concepts and narratives of an original human being, ranging from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s homme naturel to ethno-romanticism and the ideas of a lost original way of life in harmony with nature. From a Christian point of view, this also includes the concept of the prelapsarian Urstand, i.e. the state of man before the Fall (Feiner 1965).

(4) The concepts of the origin and originality can ultimately be found in many different narratives. These range from aetiological narratives (Lixfeld 1977), which provide an (often legendary or humorous) grounding for current phenomena, to feudal (e.g. Virgil’s Aeneid as the origin myth of the Roman emperors), national (e.g. the legend of the Rütli oath in Switzerland) or institutional (e.g. the founding myths of monasteries) genealogies and mythical narratives. Cosmogonies that set out the earliest origins of the world or of a ‘people’ are a prominent example of the latter. Origin narratives and myths create an explanatory, justifying, or legitimizing framework for current phenomena, performances, and values. The construction of continuities between the origin and the present, presented as a seemingly necessary, conditional, and quasi-natural connection (both genealogical and geographical) is key to this process. As media belonging to the collective memory, origin narratives must be constantly updated via rituals, festivals, and narratives (Assmann 1992). They establish authority, but in turn also require authority of their own in order to be recognized as both legitimate and legitimizing. Insofar as there are competing origin narratives (e.g. the emergence of things as the result of divine creation, as depicted in the Bible, versus a contingent development, as described by the theory of evolution; or the kingdom of David in the Old Testament versus the absence of corroborating archaeological evidence), these reflect attempts to negotiate issues surrounding legitimation and different ways of finding meaning. Mythical narratives become problematic when they claim to represent the truth and deny archaeological, scientific, medical (etc.) evidence, as can be observed, for example, among religious fundamentalists of all stripes. Mythical narratives in general – of which origin narratives are only a subcategory – are not ‘wrong’ in the sense that they are not concerned with verifiable events; rather, the myth represents its own form of understanding the world, and it makes little sense to approach the narratives of the mythos according to the methods of the logos (Zimmermann 2015). However, simply affording equal standing to mythos and logos is problematic if authentic content is attributed to a mythical narrative.

Appellations of origin in the sense of provenance – i.e. a historical configuration, a marking of significant events or a (demonstrable) genealogical descent – can be authenticated as they are grounded in scientific or scholarly methods. However, this becomes challenging in the case of origin narratives and narratives of originality as their constructive nature opposes authentication. This leads to sometimes bizarre compilations and appropriations in museums and in the field of remembrance culture when, for example, attempting to tell a largely consistent narrative of the origins of a nation via a selection of objects. Even if the individual objects and events can be verified historically, their selection, contextualization, and integration into higher-level narratives often proves to be arbitrary and contingent.

THE CHARACTERISTICS AND BACKGROUNDS OF CONCEPTIONS OF ORIGIN

The search for the origins or an original meaning of a custom within a culture can be illustrated by the figures who are said to bring Christmas gifts – or the annual debates over who is the ‘real’ gift-bearer. St. Nicholas, dressed in a bishop’s cassock, is often singled out as the original representation, of whom Santa Claus, allegedly invented by Coca-Cola in a 1931 advertising campaign, is cast as merely a consumer-oriented imitation. On the other hand, the figure of the Christkind or Christ child, which was introduced as a gift-bearer in many parts of Europe during the Reformation and is today usually depicted as a female, hardly comes in for any criticism. Considering the origins of this custom, i.e. providing a history of its development backed up by sources, can therefore help to throw light on these debates. St. Nicholas can be understood as a fusion of at least two historical (and partly legendary) persons from Asia Minor (now Turkey), who, among other things, gained great importance as an exorcist capable of expelling demons, which is why, especially since the Counter-Reformation, he often appears alongside diabolical companions (Krampus, Knecht Ruprecht, Zwarte Piet, etc.). He is also depicted as monitoring and judging behaviour, charged with meting out rewards and punishments. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the figures of St. Nicholas, the Krampus, and various other customs were blended together in Germany, resulting in the ubiquitous iconography of the Weihnachtsmann – Father Christmas – which was carried over to the US by German emigrants (Mezger 1993). As early as the sixteenth century, Martin Luther sought to counter the cult of St. Nicholas by representing the Christkind as the gift-bearer and fixing Christmas day, rather than the Feast of St. Nicholas (6 December) as the day on which gifts were given. With the formation of the bourgeois urban nuclear family in the nineteenth century, the new gender roles associated with it, and the development of a specific toy culture, Christmas developed into the main gift-giving date and family celebration of the year. In parallel, the female, winged figure of the Christkind familiar in Germany and much of Europe and Latin America today arose from the male figure of the Christ child, presumably through its amalgamation with female representations of guardian angels (which bear the stamp of bourgeois concepts of the role of the housewife as caring for and protecting children).

Even this very rough outline of the aetiology of the custom makes the matter of establishing an original form seem impossible. New or updated interpretations, figures, functions and iconographies have been inserted over the course of centuries. A single origin or an original form and performance of the figures cannot be determined. However, this does not prevent the longing for an ‘original Christmas’, accompanied by stereotypical images, from being articulated in public discourse every year; the motif of originality can be understood here as the expression of a cultural critique of the (over-commercialized) present.

Origin narratives also play an important role in the emergence of ideas of a ‘nation’, especially where there were no aristocratic structures binding it together, as in the case of Germany. Jacob Grimm’s Deutsche Mythologie (Teutonic Mythology), published in Göttingen in 1835, played an important role in the process of nation building. Even though the argument itself no longer meets the standards of today’s scholarship, it has contributed more to shaping ideas of an early Germanic culture than any other work and thus constructed an origin. The problematic continuation of Grimm’s mythologies by the Mythological School (Pöge-Alder 1999), the völkisch movement, and National Socialist mythologizing led to moves to distance the field from Grimm and to deconstruct his works from the 1960s on. A subsequent wave of re-evaluation of myths, especially in the wake of Roland Barthes’ Mythologies ([1957] 1972), led to a revised view of Grimm’s works, however (Paul 1985; Zimmermann 2015). Even though Jacob Grimm warned against attempts to reconstruct a mythology of the early Germanic peoples, the structure and density of the material collected in his work suggests exactly that. It is striking that Grimm, who was so painstaking and faithful to the sources in his linguistic work, oscillated between critical source analysis and romantic speculation in his mythological work. In order to be able to approach ‘quintessentially German’ ideas of law and faith, he thought he could draw adequate conclusions about the undocumented time before the Middle Ages from the folkloric sources of his time. For this purpose, he assumed an oral tradition beyond the written evidence as well as the implicit transmission of popular customs and legal and religious ideas. He attached particular importance to evidence from marginalized regions that were considered far removed from the destructive influences of modernity that had almost wiped out a supposed German ‘folk culture’, and where relics of original ideas and practices seemed to have survived. From this perspective, the ‘premise of mythological continuity’ (Deneke 1969) allowed Grimm to bridge the gap between a prehistoric era of the Germanic peoples and the present. Such mythologies are still very effective today – for example, in customary interpretations according to which Halloween was originally a Celtic festival and Christmas was originally a Germanic celebration of light; these were supposedly refashioned and reinterpreted during the process of Christianization and inserted into the Christian calendar, but (it is claimed) the earlier form and meaning is still recognizable. The case for such unproven continuities has now long since been taken apart, alongside the deconstruction of the idea of a national character or Volksgeist in the Herderian sense. The latter was regarded as the force driving a folk culture perceived as authentic, the original character of which is threatened by modernization. From a contemporary scientific perspective in cultural studies, claims of an original Germanic people cannot be justified, even taking contingent and performative developments into account. However, following this approach, the processes of construction – in the sense of nation building – or ethnicization of the Germans become clear. Grimm’s German Mythology continues to be of scholarly interest from this perspective, as, in a period obsessed with myths and within the framework of the romantic ideals of originality and primordial connectedness, Jacob Grimm created a work that could also be read as the origin myth of the Germans or the German cultural nation – long before the unification of Germany that culminated in the founding of the German Empire in 1871 (Groschwitz 2017). And through its structure and methodology, the German Mythology offered a blueprint for other nations who lacked a state of their own, such as the Czechs, Serbs, or Finns. This may be one reason why there has been a close connection between the identification of a folk culture regarded as original and processes of nationalization, which has become particularly notable in movements calling for the establishment of a nation state since the nineteenth century.

In 2009, Nigerian-born writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie gave a TED Talk that became enormously popular, entitled The danger of a single story. A central concern of the lecture is the connection between origin narratives and postcoloniality – specifically, the question of the perspective from which the history of a society or a nation is told, and the different impressions that may result from this choice. Thus, in the case of Nigeria, one must decide whether one starts with independence and the problems faced by the new state, or with the arrival of the colonialists who exploited the country and destroyed existing structures. Such questions touch upon the origins of the nation, the causes of later events, and who is responsible for those events. Here, as in the entire talk, Adichie distances herself from one-sided narratives and interpretations that, through their undercomplexity, suppress or mask essential aspects and thus produce one-sided narratives, legitimations, exclusions, etc.

The search for a point of view from which to tell the story of a society is a crucial aspect of the postcolonial confrontation (Castro Varela and Dhawan 2012). This includes the question of what a pre-colonial state of things looked like, i.e. what was and is connoted as ‘original’ in both colonial discourses as well as postcolonial reflection. Originality can be read as a state of things that was and is untouched by colonial regimes and crimes. At the same time, however, the colonial is attributed a formative, sometimes inescapable influence in the history of the state, nation, or region. In contrast, postcolonial discourses look for ways of relating to, merging with, or restoring pre-colonial originality; or how it can function as a justification – for example, for efforts to revitalize lifestyles, traditions, and systems. A return to an original state is now no longer possible because much has been destroyed or forgotten, and current performances often present themselves as hybrids in which colonialism and slavery have made their mark (e.g. the practices of the Santería in the Americas). Every reconstruction or revival always remains a new creation tied to the present, yet attempting to build on traditions handed down from the past. The knowledge or the representation of an earlier time acts as a point of reference and points toward a pre-colonial cultural heritage – the originality of which can only be constructed and perceived in retrospect, however.

AVENUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The search and longing for origins and originality today is as important as it is dangerous. Knowledge of provenance and aetiology is essential for the everyday understanding of the present as a contingent, but not necessary, thing that must be continuously renegotiated. The cultural, historical, political, and social sciences, as well as earth and life sciences, all contribute to this. The booming interest in the original, the intrinsic, the real, and the authentic as both a point of orientation and an object of longing or nostalgia reflects modern needs and sensitivities. The relationship between the origin and authenticity is ambiguous and polyvalent. On the one hand, origins can be authenticated by corroborating textual evidence; on the other hand, authenticity can be staged via origin narratives. Both have the reflexive character (Giddens 1996) of a connection between the present and a distant origin in common. In this context, it is always necessary to ask what significance is being attributed to concepts of origin or originality in the present; what findings or normative requirements result from this; and with what shade of meaning, connotations, and intentions these concepts are expressed and discussed. In a fluid state of affairs, the idea of the origin offers a seemingly natural fixed point against which one can position oneself, in much the same way as a telos does in offering a goal to be achieved – each can lead to reductions in complexity in both a positive and negative sense. Origin narratives and myths must be regarded as dispositives in the Foucauldian sense whose discursive and action-guiding power must be deconstructed – that is, by reconstructing and authenticating origins that can be grounded in critical engagement with textual evidence.
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Original/Copy

WOLFGANG AUGUSTYN

The twinned concepts of the ‘original’ and the ‘copy’ occupy a prominent place in the humanities and cultural studies because of the ideas and beliefs associated with them. The ‘original’ is tied up with conceptions of origin, originality, and uniqueness, and the ‘copy’ with faithful reproduction – that is, in contrast to the imitation, which is merely similar to the original, but also to forgery, which aims to match the original as closely as possible and is fraudulently passed off for it. In art studies, the ‘original’ is bound up with an aesthetic conception of value based on originality and artistic innovation (Häseler 2002). However, it can also be linked to a legal and commercial conception of value which is relevant to museums, art collectors, and the art trade.

ORIGINAL

The word ‘original’ is a derivation of the Middle Latin originale, which can be traced back to the Latin word origo (origin) (Kluge 1992: 670f.). In German, the use of the word original as an adjective dates back to the fourteenth century, as a loanword from Latin; as in Latin, it was used as a synonym for ‘original manuscript, original version, original image, template or draft’ (Pfeiffer et al. 1989: 1209). As a technical term in archaeology and art history, the word ‘original’ has two meanings: as a noun it refers to an art monument – a building, sculpture, painting, drawing, or hand-crafted artefact – that is the result of a unique process of production or design (on archaeology: Junker and Stähli 2008; on art history: Bloch 1979; Augustyn and Söding 2010). As a rule, such artworks are custom made as unique individual pieces and/or made by hand. In the case of works of architecture, the attribution of originality usually refers to the design; in the case of prints, several people are usually responsible for the design and execution of the work. As an adjective, the term denotes the material quality of an art monument in the sense of its being ‘preserved in its original state’, and thus signifies the opposite of any alteration or later reproduction. It does not matter whether the latter is a replica made by the original creator in person, identical in form and design; a copy executed by somebody else; or a (subsequent) reconstruction. The same contrast is also drawn with regards to approximations of the form and design of the original: that is, where its stylistic or formal features are imitated, either in part or in total, as an intentional analogy to the original (in the case of ‘quotation’ or ‘parody’); where characteristic features are imitated (as with reconstructions or quotations: Augustyn and Söding 201: 7); or where another work is made to appear original with fraudulent intent (see the chapter on ‘Forgery’ in this volume). The recognition of an original as a paradigmatic – and thus authoritative – example of the artistic expression of its creator has often led others to attempt to emulate it in order to suffuse another work with the inventive originality of the artist, a phenomenon particularly notable during and after the Romantic period due to its emphasis on the concept of the genius.

The concept of individuality which arose in the arts and sciences from the sixteenth century made the question of the novelty (novitas) of an artistic invention and/or scientific discovery a decisive criterion for the assessment of its artistic and/or scientific importance (Saur 1984: 1373; Häseler 2002: 643ff.). The conception of originality as the expression of individual creativity that took shape in England and France from the seventeenth century onwards (Young, Diderot) gave rise to the veneration of the artistic genius that – it was supposed – was timelessly manifest in works created by the artist’s own hand. In its popular reception, this idea led to an emphatically heightened ‘auratization’ of the original in the Romantic era. The ‘cult of genius’ that took root from the end of the eighteenth century continues to influence the assessment of works of art right up to the modern day despite profound shifts in art theory in the intervening period (Saur 1984). Numerous examples can be called upon to show that the concept of the ‘original’ has since been widely employed to describe particular qualities in the works of outstanding artists in the fields of art history, art criticism, and literature. This is also the reason that personally signed prints could come to be regarded as original pieces of graphic art and a cost-effective surrogate for painting (primarily) in the twentieth century. Unlike so-called reproduction prints, which have played an instrumental role in popularizing works of art and sculpture since the sixteenth century, they are numbered and signed, and so count as authentic works individually marked by the artist, comparable to individually created paintings (Sauerlandt 1930; Bucher 1992).

The ideas of individual, unique – and thus distinctive and non-interchangeable – authentic production associated with the ‘original’ and ‘originality’ are problematic in the modern age, as shown by Walter Benjamin as early as the 1930s (The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, third (revised) edition, 1936–1939). The conception of art has expanded dramatically since the late nineteenth century to embrace production techniques outside of conventional genres (painting, drawing, and sculpture), first in the form of analogue techniques, and later via electronically produced images (photography, film, video). Though the traditional concept of the original can still be applied to the artefacts created in these ways, it does not tell the whole story when it comes to their specific technical requirements (see Herzogenrath 1997). The conception of art has also expanded with regard to new forms of artistic design, challenging the values of the traditional production process centred on the object. In its place, artists from the mid-twentieth century have emphasized combination forms, the inclusion and distortion of other types of objects (object art and ‘ready-mades’, and from the 1950s on, assemblage), or have highlighted the preparation and implementation of the processes themselves (since the 1960s, fluxus, happenings, environments, action art). On the other hand, in the field of modern industrial design, ideas of originality and authenticity are carried over to objects that can be reproduced as often as desired via methods of industrial production, all conforming to an original design, so long as the signature of the designer is reproduced as well as the form itself (Tietenberg 2013).

COPY

The Latin word copia means abundance, wealth, etc.; it is also used in this sense in Italian Renaissance art literature (Dalli Regoli 2002). The use of the term copy in its other, more modern meaning did not become common until the Middle Ages. Until the eighteenth century, it was used to describe the legally binding copy of a document (Andermann 2016). In art history, copy has been the collective term for reproduced artefacts since the sixteenth century, encompassing various different intentions with which these may have been created. Copying has always been part of artistic training as a means of familiarizing students with the form and style of artistic models. Unlike this, however, copying also exists in order to duplicate or reproduce works of art for ultimately commercial aims. This includes reproductions of a work by the artist themself (replicas), by their workshop, and later copies made as imitations or forgeries. In the methodology of art studies this led to comparative style criticism, which, analogous to philological methods, compares details to investigate the authenticity of objects and thus determine the original and distinguish it from copies. Copies of paintings and sculptures, for example, were often prized as visual surrogates for the originals, including as aids to support visual memory or the conception of new works of art (Mensger 2012). For this reason, graphic reproductions of paintings and casts of sculptures were often included among the objects gathered for study in eighteenth and nineteenth century collections. Plaster casts of sculptures from antiquity were included in museum collections as early as the eighteenth century. These took on new significance in the nineteenth century when classical archaeology and art history departments were established at universities, which began to use casts for demonstrations. The ‘arts and crafts movement’ which started in England in the second half of the nineteenth century led to the establishment of museums for craftwork (or ‘applied arts’) in Europe and America, whose collections included copies of important works of art in the form of plaster casts, which were intended to serve as models for the artistic design of new works by architects, artists, and craftspeople. Since the late nineteenth century, however, copies have lost much of their former importance – especially in painting – and, in line with the increased appreciation of artistic individuality, have often been regarded as mere imitations and therefore secondary products. Diametrically opposed to the idea of the single (unique) ‘original’ with its own individual authenticity, the characteristics of copies and reproductions are their duplication and repeatability.

An extra-artistic conception of originality and copying was also important in religious art; this could be generated by the religious meaning associated with a picture or image (for example, as an ‘icon’ capable of performing miracles). The effects attributed to the original were also expected from its copies, which is why there are numerous exact copies of individual icons recognized as iconographically authoritative in the regions dominated by the Eastern churches (e.g. Andrei Rubljew, Trinity, 1411); and in the West, from the post-medieval period there are an unusually large number of exact reproductions of certain depictions of the Madonna (e.g. copies of the Madonna by Loreto, Einsiedeln, and Príbřam).

It is difficult to draw terminological distinctions between the various types of copies and copying. In the field of art history, a distinction is made between the ‘creative’ and the ‘exact copy’ (Taubert 2003: 135–141). While ‘creative’ or ‘free’ copies are reproductions that are modified to a greater or lesser degree, including approximations and modifications, ‘exact’ copies are works that correspond as closely as possible to the original in size and material. The field of creative copying includes the artistic practice, common in the Renaissance and Baroque periods, of using individual motifs from pictorial compositions by other artists as models and integrating them into one’s own created images; a process that was not perceived as plagiarism, but rather as a demonstration of the artist’s breadth of knowledge and artistic influences (Münch 2014).

In architectural history, the concept of the copy is applied more liberally. In medieval architecture, an imitation based on a model was often considered a ‘copy’ (Krautheimer 1988: 142–197; Bandmann 1951; on this issue, see among others Blick 2004). For this reason, this is often called the ‘architectural quote’. Exact copies are mainly found in restorations or reconstructions (Götz 1984; Hubel 2005), which are undertaken for various reasons, mostly to indicate continuity. For example, in some non-European cultures (e.g. in Japan) there is the principle of ritual cycles of demolition and reconstruction. In Western cultures reconstructions are carried out for national, political, and dynastic reasons: for example, to ‘recover’ a destroyed ensemble or space (e.g. Venice’s Campanile, 1903–1912; Munich’s National Theatre 1823–1825 and 1958–1964; Dresden’s Semperoper 1977–1985) or to commemorate persons or events (Antwerp’s Rubenshuis, 1938–1946; Frankfurt’s Goethe House, 1947–1951; the Brunswick Palace, 2005–2007; Nerdinger 2010).

The longest history of copying for which there is good evidence is in the field of sculpture, running from reproductions of Greek statues and the production of numerous Roman imperial busts in antiquity (accordingly, copy criticism is one of the basic methods of classical archaeology; Junker and Stähli 2008) to the large number of copies distributed in the modern era, for example of busts of rulers (e.g. Louis XIV, Napoleon) or famous poets or composers (e.g. Ludwig van Beethoven, Friedrich Schiller), which are generally agreed to be true to life. In the Middle Ages exact copies were extremely rare. Free copying was usually concerned with the duplication of icons whose iconographic status was usually more important than the exact copy of the form. This is evidenced by whole series of similar or identical Madonnas and crucifixes (e.g. Madonna sculptures from the Auvergne, twelfth century, or copies of the Volto Santo in Lucca). In the age of international Gothic, formal designs (e.g. the so-called Shrine Madonnas of the fourteenth century) were also reproduced. Mass production of similar figures can be found anywhere workshops in the late Middle Ages had many commissions to fulfil (e.g. by Nikolaus Weckmann in Ulm or Tilman Riemenschneider in Würzburg). In Italy, sculptures were also copied using moulds and casts in stucco or cartapesta (papier-mâché).

In painting, a clear distinction can be drawn between sub-disciplines: free copies played a major role in the illumination of books and manuscripts, producing numerous examples of works that demonstrate the expression and transfer of pictorial ideas since late antiquity. There are however some exact copies made in different scriptoriums. In the current literature, greater attention has been paid to the copying of paintings on panels and canvas than to illuminated manuscripts. Here, too, the reproduction of icons (images of the Virgin Mary) was particularly important. A professionalized copying system was not established until the fifteenth century, however. In the case of Old Dutch paintings, researchers have been able to use technological methods (infrared reflectography) to make the materials and strokes (such as the use of pauses) used by copiers visible, and so to clearly understand the copying process. A distinction between ‘copies’ and ‘replicas’ (in the sense of ‘self-copies’) or ‘workshop copies’ made around the same time as the original has entered the vernacular. Exact copying grew in importance in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly in connection with the development of royal interest in collecting and the art market. Artists such as Peter Paul Rubens took personal charge of the painted and printed reproduction of their compositions.

Copying is less common in mural painting. However, from the Quattrocento on it became more common for the boards used for preparing murals to be reused in workshops after having been used to transfer designs to the wall. The same applies to the boards created as reverse patterns for tapestry-making, for example.

Copying in the medium of drawing ultimately forms the basis for almost all forms of appropriation of a model, especially during artists’ training or when compiling a stock of pictorial motifs (on pattern books, see Scheller 1995). A sketch is always required even when ‘lifting’ printed graphics. A distinction must be made between the printmaking of painter-engravers (peintres-graveurs) who design images primarily intended as prints, and so-called reproduction graphics, i.e. graphic representations of pre-existing paintings. The prints made by both groups provided artists with extensive source material from the late Middle Ages until the nineteenth century. The expansion and dissolution of the boundaries of the concept of art not only called into question the traditional idea of the ‘original’, but also the concept of the ‘copy’. Although works of contemporary art can sometimes be reproduced, some current art forms simply cannot be copied, and in some cases, it may even be inappropriate or make no sense to do so (on this issue, see Herbstreit 2015).
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Patina

OLIVER MACK

The term patina describes visible changes that are caused by the age and use of an object, to which – in contrast to the rather negative connotation of the term ‘wear and tear’ – a changing, often even enriching sense of meaning is attributed (see Starn 2002; Stanley-Price et al. 1996). This connotation explains why not all changes are equally accepted. In everyday language there is a vague assumption that ‘normal’ changes occur during careful use and the resulting alterations neither further damage the object nor significantly influence its form or often-invoked ‘legibility’. Taking the corrosion of copper-containing alloys as an example, there are specific terms such as the ‘noble’ or ‘true’ patina, which essentially relate to oxide layers or to stable copper sulphates or carbonates that can form under favourable storage conditions. These desirable characteristics are distinguished from crust-forming and dirt-binding corrosion layers, which seriously alter the form of the object, or changes caused by chlorine or sulphur compounds, which cause significant damage to bronze (on corrosion processes, see e.g. Scott 2002; Mach and Snethlage 1989). Further confusion arises from the fact that the term patina is not only used for the effects of the physical and chemical reactions associated with ageing, but also for artificially produced effects or coatings and for the intentionally caused corrosion of metals. The concept of the patina has played a significant role in the development of theories of restoration since the twentieth century, especially in relation to the tension between the need to carefully clean objects for the purposes of conservation and the fear that these processes represent a destructive removal of historicity that risks causing a loss of meaning.

THE EARLY USE OF THE TERM

According to the usual explanations in the etymological lexicons, the term was introduced into German language from the Italian by 1762 at the latest. Winckelmann used the term to describe the ‘greenish layer’ that forms on the surface of copper or copper alloys. The word is typically attributed etymologically to the Latin ‘patina’ (bowl, pan), used as a metonymic term for both the deposit that forms on pans or other metal cookware and for substances stored in bowls or dishes that artists would have used to treat the surfaces of their works.

An early definition of the term is given by Filippo Baldinucci in his lexical survey of the vocabulary of Tuscan artists, published in 1681 under the title Vocabolario toscano dell’arte del disegno: ‘Patena. Voce usata da’ Pittori, e diconla altrimenti pelle, ed è quella universale scurità che il tempo fa apparire sopra le pitture, che anche talvolta le favorisce’ (Baldinucci 1681: 119). He relates the word patena directly to the language used by painters and alludes to the aesthetic characteristics of the phenomenon, noting that the ubiquitous darkening that time causes to appear on paintings sometimes improves them.

The cleaning and polishing of bronze statues and associated issues related to patination (whether natural or artificial) were being discussed as early as Greek and Roman antiquity. Evaluating these references is not without difficulties, however, as they are also repeatedly used in the sense of a literary topos. However, scientific analysis has revealed that bronze surfaces in antiquity were patinated using various coatings, including sulphurous substances. In the sixteenth century, Vasari writes of similar practices in the introduction to his Lives of the Artists. He is aware that bronze, which is red during processing, naturally takes on a blackish tone over time. However, he also explains that artists are able to freely choose how to design the surfaces of their bronzes, using oil or paint to achieve the blackening effect or using vinegar to create a greenish tone (Vasari 1568: 91).

The early written evidence also provides references to the optical effect of tinted coatings applied to paintings, as expressed by Pliny in his praise of the atramentum varnish used by the famous ancient painter Apelles, who thus ‘lent a deeper tone to the overly bright colours’. Pliny here gives voice to an appraisal that can be traced through to texts written in the sixteenth century (cf. Brachert 1994: 50). Similar observations on the aesthetic value of the dampening effect tinted coatings and varnishes have on a painting’s colours were also made in the eighteenth century. However, these refer not only to the tinted varnishes deliberately applied by various artists (e.g. Joshua Reynolds), which became fashionable in galleries under the influence of nineteenth-century historicism, but also demonstrate an awareness of the alterations caused to the surface of paintings by ageing. In their correspondence in 1756, the painter Luigi Crespi and the art writer Francesco Algarotti thus agreed that time would produce ‘a universal patina’ and that this precious patina would imperceptibly combine the colour tones, making them softer and smoother, which alone could lend paintings this wonderful ageing effect of time (quoted in Koller 2013: 24). For Wilhelm Tischbein, an admirable painting must always be covered by the darkness of time, and Philipp Hackert seems to have taken the effect into account when painting, justifying or excusing his use of bright colour in the foreground of one of his paintings that had been criticized as excessively lurid: ‘Often we hand the work over to time, which contributes to the painter’s art with its patina, retaining the limpid tone whilst making the whole thing harmonious. If we wanted to do this artificially right at the beginning, it would become very detrimental to the painting over time. This patina is useful and unavoidable: for, notwithstanding all conceivable care, purity of oil and paint etc., it is in accordance with the nature of things that an oil painting changes a little on the surface and gradually acquires a little patina; and yet it retains the silver tone if it is really painted into the canvas’ (Goethe 1811: 337f.).

THE FIRST CONTROVERSIES

This appreciation of patina purely on the basis of its artistic merits was sent up ironically by William Hogarth in his much-referenced satirical etching of 1761, ‘Time Smoking a Picture’. Using the inscription on the upper frame, he makes it clear that time is not a great artist, but weakens everything it touches, and then comments on the fragmented statue lying on the ground with the legend: ‘As Statues molder into Worth’. By taking such a critical position, he made it clear that appreciation of the signs of ageing influenced market value, but by no means represented a universally valid consensus. The opposing attitudes were based more on aesthetic opinions than on tangible arguments. The extent to which appreciation of patina depended on the viewing habits of the beholder was highlighted in the not always objective debate over the work of the Louvre’s restoration workshops under Frédéric Villot at the beginning of the second half of the nineteenth century. As Villot writes: ‘The public is so accustomed to seeing the paintings of the Louvre covered by a yellow patina that they end up thinking that this is a characteristic of the old masters’ (quoted in Perusini 2012: 80). Étienne-Jean Delécluze, on the other hand, establishes a connection between Villot’s restorations and the colouring of the Romantic school of painting, drawing attention to the dependence between personal aesthetic criteria and attitudes towards the condition of the paintings from a completely different standpoint.

While patina was described mainly from an aesthetic point of view until the nineteenth century, the debate took on new aspects with the emergence of systematic approaches to conservation, restoration, and historical preservation. However, this should not obscure the fact that the widespread view of restoration in the nineteenth century was still largely focused on restoring the appearance of integrity and completeness. In France, in particular, the most prominent exponent of this attitude, Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, restored medieval buildings in forms that by no means corresponded to the original. By the middle of the century at the latest, however, calls had begun to emerge from those who, like John Ruskin in his Stones of Venice (1853), accepted monuments in toto just as they had survived – including the patina – and demanded conservation rather than restoration.

PATINA IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

In Germany, the debate over respect for the original object and the traces of its individual history became particularly evident in the dispute over the reconstruction of Heidelberg Castle around 1900, in which Alois Riegl and Georg Dehio reformulated the aims of the preservation of historical monuments (see Huse 1996). Georg Dehio repeated demanded that the castle should not be reconstructed in the sense of a rebuilding, but rather conserved. Alois Riegl, for his part, systematically developed the concept of value in the field of historical monument preservation in his 1903 text ‘The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Origin’. Together, the two laid the foundation for an objective approach to decision making in the preservation of historical monuments. Riegl sets out contemporary values, including the use value and the artistic value of the monument. In addition, Riegl proposes a new set of values which he calls the commemorative values (Erinnerungswerte). In this way, Riegl understands the monument under the concept of ‘historical value’ as a record that attests to human achievement at a certain time, the value of which is higher the fewer changes the monument has undergone. He uses the term ‘age value’ to describe the subjective emotional effect that is provoked by ‘the visible traces of age’ and that ‘depends on neither scholarly knowledge nor historical education for its satisfaction’. Taken to extremes, satisfying this fundamental urge would call for the further deterioration of the object. This value is counterbalanced, however, by consideration of the other values of the monument. Without using the term patina, Riegl demands respect for it and emphasizes one of its effects on the beholder: the ability, in his opinion, to directly communicate a feeling or sense of age even to the layperson. Riegl’s concept of age value has been criticized for becoming overly ritualistic, turning the work into a cult object (cf. Wohlleben 1989: 80ff.). Its significance in driving the demand for respect for the original and the traces of its individual history that has run throughout the increasingly sophisticated theoretical literature on restoration in the twentieth century should not be underestimated. The apparent conflict of aims resulting from interaction between the different monument values formulated by Riegl can also be understood as a basis for the further development of the understanding of the impact of the original, aged work.

This conflict of values is particularly evident in the case of the patina on paintings. In 1932, the Belgian art historian Léo van Puyvelde – despite taking a sophisticated view of the value of signs of ageing – spoke out strongly in favour of cleaning paintings (Puyvelde 1932f.). The cleaning controversy of the 1950s and 1960s, which followed an exhibition of seventy restored paintings from the holdings of London’s National Gallery in 1947, represents a milestone in the debate over the significance of the patina on paintings (see e.g. Wechsler 1987). The extensive cleaning work carried out under the direction of the restorer Helmut Ruhemann was guided by the idea that no one had the right to leave the quality of the cultural assets unnecessarily obscured by dirt, discoloured varnishes or overpainting. The removal of these elements was consistently approached in light of newly developed advanced restoration techniques. Although the disputes initially arose over professional disagreements over terminology and technical processes, the fierce controversy that followed reveals that the goal of rediscovering the original appearance of a painting is utopian. Above all, the positivist-scientific approach, which unilaterally reduces the work of art to its materiality, overlooks essential aspects of the value of the aged paintings. In the context of the debate, Cesare Brandi even defines the patina as the boundary between the historical and the aesthetic instance of a work of art. This boundary must not be transgressed under any circumstances, as the patina has the task – entirely in line with Riegl’s age value – of making history visible through a work of art while at the same time giving the material ‘a barely perceptible aesthetic damper’. According to Brandi, this forces the material to play the more modest role appropriate to it in the picture (Brandi 1949: 183f.; Brandi 2006: 80, 119f.). The fact that this boundary is not a clearly defined layer can be seen in the further debates on this topic, in the course of which a more detailed description of the elements of patina on paintings emerged. It should not only be understood as a system of adhesions and deposits, but also includes changes in form, craquelure, discoloration, and fading, as well as altered refractive indices and the resulting altered transparencies. According to Paul Philippot, the sum total of the appearance of the patina is bound up in the passage of time and all the experiences that a painting has gone through (Philippot 1966; Stoner and Verbeek-Boutin 2017). Arguments based on observations of materiality must therefore not conceal the fact that patina is increasingly understood as an idea, as a critical concept of an authenticity that attaches value to works that have endured through time, and in which the material and the spiritual condition each other.

Thomas Brachert’s 1985 book Patina gave fresh impetus to the debate, as reflected in its apt subtitle ‘On the benefits and disadvantages of restoration’. His critical views are directed against trends such as the in his view one-sidedly technical development the concept of restoration, the commercial approach to artworks which at that time valued perfect surfaces, as well as practises of historical preservation that viewed monuments as performative stages. In his intensive investigation, he makes it clear that the quality of the unchanged original does not exist even in works from the recent past. Describing in detail the typical signs and processes of ageing for the materials and material combinations of different genres of art and cultural artefacts, and consistently referring back to them in his observations, he emphasizes that even extreme changes, crusts, and other age-related plastic deformations such as warping or cupping must also be taken into account. These occur inseparably alongside the more gradual and well-accepted ‘milder’ manifestations of the patina. Any intervention in a structure that is understood as having grown and evolved in this way first of all must be regarded as irreversible, and secondly always entails the risk of creating an artificial state, a surrogate, through the reduction of individual components. Instead of calling for a utopian renunciation of all intervention, his fundamental critique (as a conservator) is directed against the failure to reflect on the object and so against the attempt to create a general doctrine of conservation aesthetics that is guided wherever possible by technical considerations.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT

Critical reflection on the concept of patina has been closely connected to current events. The numerous debates over cleaning and restoration (see Keck 1984) have made clear that singular and apparently incidental traces may be highly significant in terms of the special aura exuded by an object, and that awareness for this significant is encouraged when these traces are at risk or have already been lost. This insight leads to a conflict of objectives, which at first sight seems irresolvable: on the one hand, the original is to be preserved and respected in its historical state of having-become (Gewordensein). On the other hand, there is a need to reduce influences that may damage an object, for works of art were created ‘to be seen’ and ‘to be experienced’. The seemingly simple solution of describing the patina as a ‘normal’ change that arises with careful use remains abstract. The attempt to define appropriate boundaries in a scientific sense does not fully do justice to its diverse manifestations and levels of meaning.

As concepts of authenticity depend on civilizational and cultural characteristics and are subject to change, societal views regarding patina are also subject to change. In professional circles, signs of ageing are enjoying increasing respect as carriers of information. In terms of authenticity, they are understood as a gain that counteracts the loss of the original condition, which dwindles away over time. Outside the professional debate, the increased appreciation of the individual unique piece has had an impact on the acceptance of the patina. In the retail sector, for example, this can be observed in recent developments in the market for historic watches or classic cars. However, this new appreciation also carries the risk that signs of ageing will undergo a symbolic stylization. This is clearly reflected in the fashionable trends characterized by individualization, such as the used look, shabby chic or the concept of wabi sabi, which has become a kitschy interior design trend.

For the preservation of the original in the richness of its authenticity, the modern conception of conservation presupposes a deep connection between materiality, historicity, aesthetics, and other characteristics. At the same time, there is an awareness that this relationship is jeopardized by every intervention, that information can be lost, or that there is a risk of alienation (cf. Janis 2005). In the digital age, the means and technologies of visualizing different conditions, reconstructions, and annotations without causing any permanent changes to the object are also constantly expanding. In specific individual cases, this insight can be used to find solutions that meet a broad consensus. However, there can be no conclusive method for a universally valid engagement with signs of ageing. In order to do justice to diverse material, idealistic, and social factors, the phenomenon of patina must be further studied in its own right, aided by an even broader transdisciplinary discourse that embraces various approaches in the humanities, including those native to philosophy.
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Photography

ANNETTE VOWINCKEL

Photography is a documentary medium. In principle, it depicts what the human eye can perceive in the physical world or through a viewfinder. One might suppose, therefore, that a photograph comes closer to reality than a drawing, which always contains a subjective element, or a verbal description, which translates the subject from one medium to another. But a photograph is not ‘objective’ in the sense that it depicts reality without bias. Rather, it is an expression of the technical conditions that produce it – camera, aperture, exposure time, etc. It represents a detail from three-dimensional space, chosen more or less arbitrarily, and reduced to a two-dimensional plane. It reflects the aesthetic demands of its creator and is highly susceptible to transformation and manipulation.

In semiotic theory, photography’s relationship with reality is ‘indexical’. According to the American semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce, indexical signs bear the material, chemical, or physical traces of what they represent. He mentions weathervanes and sundials as examples. Silhouettes or fingerprints also meet the definition. But the indexical medium par excellence for Peirce is photography: ‘Photographs, especially instantaneous photographs, are … produced under such circumstances that they were physically forced to correspond point by point to nature’ (Peirce 1998a: 4f.).

If we accept the basic assumption that a photograph corresponds to reality, the issue of its authenticity encounters an array of problems. These arise from its production, the context of its use, the normative and aesthetic demands of its producers, and its vulnerability to various forms of manipulation. In addressing these problems, I start by considering the relationship between documentary and fine-art photography and how subsequent changes affect attributions of authenticity. I then describe the reproducibility of the photographic medium before addressing the changes brought about by the transition from analogue to digital photography.

DOCUMENTARY VERSUS FINE-ART PHOTOGRAPHY

When Louis Daguerre, William Fox Talbot, and Joseph Nicéphore Niepce undertook the first photographic experiments in the first half of the nineteenth century, their aim was to fix the already familiar but fleeting images of the camera obscura onto a permanent medium. The images they initially created were clearly different from how a human eye perceives the world. Daguerre’s 1839 photograph of a Parisian boulevard shows an otherwise busy street almost devoid of people. Due to the long exposure time, the only persons visible are a shoeshine boy and his customer, who happened to remain stationary long enough while the photo was being taken (Siegel 2015: 20–27). These early photographers did not abandon their aspiration to document reality as accurately as possible, however; on the contrary. Their later efforts in photographic portraiture were intended to surpass traditional portraits by depicting a person ‘objectively,’ i.e. without the marks of individual composition or style. It is no accident that a camera’s lens came to be known as an ‘objective’.

In the twentieth century, new fields of photography emerged, each with its own idea of the documentary function. The aim of social documentary photography was to faithfully represent social reality. Photographers such as Lewis Hine, August Sander, Dorothea Lange, and W. Eugene Smith sought to make poverty and hardship visible to the general public, and their images often served as arguments in policy discussions – in the campaign against child labour, say (Freedman 1994; Freund 1976). But making a persuasive photographic argument meant following certain rules. First and foremost among these was a prohibition on altering images or taking them out of context. Sometimes, however, photographers decided to break the rules, as when Dorothea Lange removed a thumb that she found aesthetically unappealing in her 1936 Migrant Mother, which has since become an icon of social realism (Hariman and Lucaites 2007).

Another important field of photography to emerge in the twentieth century was photojournalism. It became important in the 1920s as the illustrated press entered the mass market. Its approach borrowed heavily from social documentary photography, but it also tapped into other domains such as sport, fashion, politics, and culture. Here, too, images were supposed to capture unvarnished reality, though editorial interventions such as the removal of people or objects were quite common (Vowinckel 2018: 121–125). The rules were far stricter when it came to press photos, which became a commodity in the early twentieth century (Gürsel 2015: 206–211). The large news agencies that put press photos into circulation made money based on the credibility of their reputations: photos that did not conform with the facts were bad for business. The Code of Ethics for Photojournalists of the Associated Press still states: ‘We do not alter or digitally manipulate the content of a photograph in any way’ (ap.org, visuals).

Completely different rules apply to fine-art photography. This is particularly noticeable in the field of collage, which explicitly abandons any claim to faithful depictions of reality in favour of the picture’s message. In John Heartfield’s work, for example, the social documentary function is replaced by societal and political critique – here the medium has no qualms taking sides. In the constructivist photography of Laszlo Moholy-Nagy or the surrealist works of Man Ray, the documentary aspect of the medium becomes subordinate to aesthetic demands. Abstract, hyperrealist, and other forms of fine-art photography may thematize the correspondence of image to reality, but only rarely do they cross over into the domain of news or political argument.

Fine-art photography differs from documentary photography in another important way: it trades at significantly higher prices. The same holds true for vintage prints, i.e. those made in an earlier era, soon after the photographer produced the negative. Because the chemicals, enlarger, and exposure time used to create the prints and the ageing process they subsequently underwent are not reproducible, vintage prints are taken to be particularly authentic and can fetch top prices, even when they are works of social documentary or journalism.

MANIPULATION

The historian of photography Anne Wilkes Tucker has argued that much of the twentieth century was dominated by the belief that photographs accurately depicted reality. By the end of the century, however, a general suspicion had taken hold: any photo could be manipulated. In the twenty-first century, that distrust has migrated from photography to photographers, who can easily generate visual ‘reality’ with digital software (Tucker 2000: 185). Today, talk of the manipulability of photos is ubiquitous and an ever-present occasion for outrage. Consider the case of the Lebanese photojournalist Adnan Hajj, a long-time freelancer for the Reuters news agency who photographed a 2006 attack on Beirut by the Israeli air force. He decided to make the images more dramatic by enlarging and darkening the black clouds of smoke with digital editing software. When bloggers notified Reuters of the modifications, the agency ended its collaboration with Hajj and the editor who approved the image, and they tightened the rules for the publication of news photos (Staff 2007).

Manipulation has a long history in analogue photography. In the Soviet Union under Stalin, those who fell out of official favour disappeared from photographs (King 1997). But the question of where manipulation begins can be answered in very different ways. Some photographers – the Magnum co-founder Henri Cartier-Bresson being a notable example – go so far as to regard the cropping of the border as manipulation because it can significantly change the photograph’s message or aesthetic effect (Morris 1998: 197; Coen, Henk and Sussebach 2015). Others believe that manipulation begins with excessive post-processing. A photo taken by Swedish photojournalist Paul Hansen at the funeral of two Palestinian children in the Gaza Strip came under fire after receiving the 2013 World Press Photo Award. Critics claimed that by making the photo’s colours and contrasts punchier, Hansen had generated an artificial and politically motivated drama. However, an examination of the image file revealed that it was neither a blended composite nor had its contents been altered, and the competition officials decided not to revoke the award.

While accusations questioning the authenticity of news photos are common, consumers of images in the public sphere seem to have come to terms with the possibility of manipulation. In case of doubt, digital forensic experts set about looking for signs of alternation. But whether a photograph is considered authentic remains largely unaffected – not least because the spoken or written word is still considered more important than the image, whose function, even in the news, is often more illustrative than documentary.

PHOTOGRAPHY AS A TRANSFORMATIVE MEDIUM

A photograph is not only a reproducible medium; it also reproduces what the photographer sees through a camera’s viewfinder or on its display – be it a person, an object, a building, a landscape, or a reflection. But photography also significantly transforms what it reproduces. For one, photography can ‘freeze’ time. At fast shutter speeds, it can capture an object in rapid motion that would otherwise have eluded the naked eye; at slow shutter speeds, it generates a blurred effect that conveys a sense of the same object’s movement. For another, photography can magnify the image, whether in whole, as under a microscope, or in part through cropping. Third, and more fundamentally, photography collapses three-dimensional space into a two-dimensional image. Stereoscopic photography, which became widespread in the mid-nineteenth century, and 3D film, which was invented in the 1920s, were attempts to compensate for this inherent flaw. That they lost importance in the mid-twentieth century and did not undergo a revival until the twenty-first century shows that two-dimensionality has become an accepted characteristic of photography.

A fourth way that photography transforms what the photographer sees is the conversion of coloured rays of light into black and white images. Although the beginnings of colour photography date back to the 1860s, it did not enter the commercial market until the 1930s and did not become an everyday medium until the 1970s. Every black and white photograph requires the beholder to retranslate shades of grey into colours, which is always a speculative endeavour because one and the same shade of grey can stand for more than one colour (red or green, say). This fact needn’t lead us to dismiss the indexical character of photography; the physical correspondence between the light rays emanating from the object and the photographic image remains the same. The black and white paintings of the nineteenth century, which attempt to translate photography into painting, are a footnote to this history (Packer and Sliwka 2017). The high degree of authenticity attributed to black and white photography in certain contexts is not due to the close resemblance between the image and what it depicts, though. Rather, black and white photos are associated with the early days of the medium before the development of colour film and are thus held to be authentic images of the past. Appearances can be deceiving, of course. Many of today’s image editing programs can easily alter photographs to look like analogue black and white photos.

In addition to their documentary function, black and white images have become forever associated with art photography (Benjamin 1939). Although colour photography has established itself in the art world, it has not replaced black and white photography to the same degree as it has in the case of photojournalism. After the collapse of communism, black and white photos of the socialist world appeared in countless exhibitions, not least because they signalled the pastness of the era and reinforced the prejudice that the GDR and other Eastern Bloc states had been shrouded in grey. But at least in the case of the GDR, the decision to use black and white film was also due to the poor quality of East German Orwo colour film. Today, colour photographs from the GDR are thought of as the exception, as demonstrated by the title of a 2014 exhibition at the German Historical Museum in Berlin: ‘Colour for the Republic: Commissioned Photography in the GDR’ (Schmidt and Schwarzer 2013).

The first transformation of what the photographer sees usually takes place during image capturing. This also holds true for digital photography. Strictly speaking, an image file is ‘indexical’ in Peirce’s sense only if the pixels correspond directly with the recorded light. This is the case only with Tiff files (short for ‘Tagged Image File Format’). In all other formats, the camera corrects the colour values, contrasts, and image sharpness when saving the data to the storage medium. RAW files contain data that has not been processed by the user, but they are still the result of how the camera converts image sensor data. JPEG files, by contrast, are the product of additional layers of rendering and compression that mostly go unnoticed by lay photographers. The optimization of images is not an invention of the digital age, of course. What cameras and image editing programs do today was performed by manual retouching in the days of analogue photography. For Walter Benjamin, retouching is worthy of criticism less because it is a manipulation than because of its aesthetically dubious results: ‘when … the retouched negative, which was the bad painter’s revenge on photography, became ubiquitous, a sharp decline in taste set in’ (Benjamin 1931: 281).

At any rate, photography is a medium that not only reproduces reality but transforms it – from three dimensions to two, from colour to black and white, from movement to stillness. What counts as ‘authentic’ in the sense of original or truthful depends, therefore, both on how close a photograph tallies with human perception and on the apparent age of the photograph in the development of the medium. This is the only way to explain why colour photographs from the 1970s appear particularly authentic: their characteristic yellow tint – a defect of the era’s colour film – bears witness to the historicity of the images and thereby serves as a promise of their authenticity.

PHOTOGRAPHY AS A REPRODUCIBLE MEDIUM

The fact that a photograph itself is reproducible raises the question of the relationship between original and copy. In the analogue photography of the nineteenth century, a single negative (usually a coated glass plate) served as the original. But it could produce only a limited number of copies in the form of paper prints due to wear and tear on the plate. Aesthetically, the negative differed from the positive in that all grey tones were in reverse: a white area on the negative became a black one on the print, while light greys appeared as dark greys. In the twentieth century, the glass plate was replaced by film, but the relationship between original and copy remained in principle the same.

The possibility of reproduction formed the basis for photography’s rise as a mass medium, though several further technical developments were necessary before that could occur. Starting in the late nineteenth century, photographs in the daily press were reproduced using the autotype process that applied screens to black and white photographs. Greys were not reproduced as shades of grey but converted into black dots of different sizes and transferred to a grid. In the 1920s, in an effort to edge out competitors, photo agencies introduced fax machine-like devices that transmitted photos by telephone lines. They were faster than the existing system, in which paper prints were rented out through the mail. Moreover, photos could be sent to any number of recipients simultaneously, facilitating photographic reproduction (Gürsel 2015: 206–211).

In the 1970s, photo agencies began to scan, process, and send analogue photos digitally. The number of copies was limited only by the number of computers in the network (Jones 1978, 2). Starting in the 1990s, photojournalists increasingly turned to digital images, which further multiplied the daily volume of images processed in editorial offices. In the 2000s, the proportion of digital photographs in the private sector grew greater and greater. A further boost to digital photography came in 2007 with the introduction of smartphones. Equipped with integrated cameras, they greatly simplified the process of taking and sharing photos.

The ongoing appeal of the analogue SLR camera – a cultural, creative, and history-conscious object of distinction, especially for digital natives – seems to lie in the fact that it provides an original (Schrey 2017; canva.com, Photography tips). This appeal is even stronger with instant cameras that produce only a single print per image. These cameras experienced an upswing in popularity in 2010, around the time that smartphone ownership became widespread. More recently, hybrid cameras like the Fuji Instax have emerged, which can send digital images in addition to producing print photos. It creates both an original on photographic paper and a file that can be digitally reproduced (Henniges 2019).

But the question of original and copy does not apply only to analogue photography. It is true that it is impossible to distinguish an original image file and one of its copies. Still, each file is unique in terms of its creation date, storage location, etc. (Kirschenbaum 2013). What is more, digital forensic experts specialize in uncovering changes that have been made by image editing programmes to original camera files. Finally, there is no evidence that the analogue image, despite possessing a material original, is generally thought to have a higher degree of authenticity than digital ones. On online forums devoted to photography, many argue that the impression of authenticity is generated precisely through digital post-processing. ‘The editor,’ one poster states, ‘can use image editing to make an image more or less authentic.’ If the photographer has ‘a certain inner image’ or ‘feeling’ while taking a picture, post-processing can help the photo ‘reproduce this feeling more authentically than an unedited image’ (Krieger 2008).

OUTLOOK

Photography is an indexical medium that records something that exists in the material world, provided the photograph has not been manipulated, reformatted, or transformed in an artistic manner. Whether a photograph is considered authentic depends not on the photograph itself but on how credible, original, or representative it is perceived to be (Gerth 2018: 5). An example of how a photograph’s closeness to reality and its perceived authenticity can radically diverge is the series of pictures that Robert Capa took of the 1944 Allied landings in Normandy. The film was sent by courier to London, where lab technicians were under enormous pressure to develop the photographs as quickly as possible. To speed up the process, one technician raised the drying temperature, which ended up destroying most of the negatives. Only eleven negatives could be saved, and they produced blurry images. An editor at Life magazine ill-advisedly added a caption attributing the poor quality to the photographer’s having been in the midst of the battle: ‘Immense excitement of moment made Photographer Capa move his camera and blur picture. The Germans were still pouring machine-gun and shellfire down on the beach’ (Beachheads of Normandy, 27).

Today’s digital image editing programmes allow users to make images more ‘authentic’ in post-processing. The Snapseed programme, for example, offers ‘retro effects with styles for light spots, scratches and film’ and ‘black and white film looks with realistic grain and washout effects’ (apps.apple.com, Snapseed). The ‘repair’ function can also be used to ‘remove uninvited guests from group photos’. What was considered censorship under Stalinism and could cost you your job in the news industry seems harmless or even creative in smartphone photography. Images produced by Artificial Intelligence, in contrast, are of an entirely different kind (Jacobs 2023). Though they look like photos at first glance, they are the product of an algorithm and therefore something for which we do not yet have a common term.

In summary, attributions of authenticity do not belong solely to the realm of one-of-a-kind analogue prints or faithful reproductions of the perceived world. On the contrary, the subsequent editing of images is perceived as harmless in many contexts, even if it alters the content. The only exceptions are areas whose credibility is undermined by manipulation: social documentary photography, news photography, and scientific photography. In art, collage, portraits, advertising, and smartphone images, by contrast, ‘authenticity’ can be artificially generated by accelerating or digitally simulating the ageing process. Accordingly, it is nearly impossible to provide a standard definition of authenticity in photography, for the ways of producing and perceiving photographs are far too diverse.
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Political Myth

JAN BURKAMP AND TILMANN SIEBENEICHNER

Myth and authenticity are concepts that, at first glance, have little in common. Indeed, myth is often used as a synonym for an ancient legend or a fantastic tale – that is, it generally denotes the opposite of the ‘real’. But in Mythologies Roland Barthes argues that modern myths are ‘systems of communication’ whose most important feature is their ability to transform ‘history’ into ‘nature’ (Barthes 1972: 107–108). This spotlights the relevance of myth for the present context, because the authority of a myth relies on its authenticity. Myths assert a specific form of authenticity that does not go hand in hand with their empirical validity. Rather, it feeds off a specific ‘intensity’ (Lethen 1996: 215) that has been a controversial component of political culture since the eighteenth century despite – or because of – the far-reaching forms of rationalization and formalization that have accompanied modern concepts of order.

Although the Enlightenment set out ‘to dispel myths’ and ‘to overthrow fantasy with knowledge’ (Adorno and Horkheimer 2002: 1), myths gained renewed importance in the wake of secularization. In the modern age, parties in political conflicts who assert the authenticity of a statement, practice, thing, or place inevitably resort to myths in order to control resources and power, to avow a collective identity or value, and to influence memory and remembrance (see Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 22). Myth and authenticity are thus mutually dependent and mutually reinforcing. The loss of the divine as a guide for the ordering of the temporal world precipitated a rift between individual experiences and individual expectations and left humans in need of relational concepts to manage change and contingency. Over the course of the Enlightenment, the subjective, performative, and, above all, normative quality of authenticity required specific forms of authorization (Knaller and Müller 2010: 47). As ‘collectively anchored, culturally cultivated generators of political meaning’ (Dörner 1996: 43f.), myths produce and communicate ideas about the ‘true’ identity of a political association as well as its ‘real’ origins and tasks, but in contrast to classical myths, they also look forward by promising the abolition of ‘alienation’ (Friedmann 2008).

It is no surprise that myths have received attention in studies concerned with collective memory and cultures of remembrance, especially with regard to the dynamics and transformation of the narratives they generate (Hein-Kircher 2014; Stachel 2018). Myths have also been considered in cultural studies, which have emphasized their ‘mediality’, and in studies of specific discourses, which examine the political function of myths and their potentials (Ebert and Wodianka 2016; Wodianka 2006; Flood 1996). These studies do not insist on the contrast between ‘false’ myth and ‘enlightened’ consciousness. Nor do they restrict discussions of Walter Benjamin’s ‘aestheticization of politics’ to totalitarianism. If we look, say, at the popular myth of the nation (Flacke 2004; Watson 2021) or at opposing perspectives such as ‘Europe’ or ‘globalization’ (Renger 2003; Bottici 2009; Rohgalf 2015), we see that modern myths are an important and widely used instrument of political culture to transform contingent ‘history’ into authentic ‘nature’.

MYTH AND HISTORY

Myth provides legitimization through narrative. The term comes from the ancient Greek μῦθος, which can mean sound, word, speech, narrative, fantastic story, or tale. It is a ‘word’ in the sense of a final and incontrovertible statement about the existence and history of the world. In pre-modern myth, the statement takes the form of a reference to something sacred that defies all rational criticism and must be believed. In the Enlightenment, classical myth became the antithesis of logos and was therefore considered a ‘primitive’ form of interpreting the world that was fundamentally incompatible with the rationalist ideal of truth. Eminent thinkers of modernity such as Karl Marx regarded myths as an important historical source of popular imagination, but they also assumed that they would become superfluous as man mastered nature. That was not what happened, however. The mythical interpretation of the world was rehabilitated by the early Romantics and by other instances of aesthetic modernism (Wergin and Ogrzal 2013). The rationalization of social relations around 1800 led to the appropriation of symbolic forms of communication in politics in order to make palpable the origin and identity of social groups and to sanctify the central tenets of political community (Speth 2000: 17f.; Conter 2006).

In this context, myths became the main authorizing forces of modern politics. Various researchers have pointed out the etymological proximity of authority and authenticity: the seal of a ‘genuine’ authority originally certified the authenticity of a copy (Lethen 1996; and Wetzel’s article in this volume). Once Enlightenment discredited the divine right of rulers, political power lost its absolute justification. Political actors from the eighteenth century onwards were thus confronted with the challenge of presenting their claims to power as inevitable and morally justified. In modern myths, two concepts closely related to authenticity come together. Though the contents of myths are considered arbitrary, unfounded, and untrue, their narratives generate a meaningful conviction that possesses absolute authority for believers. Their power of persuasion is in turn often fed by specific references to the past, what Hans Blumenberg calls ‘prehistoric questionlessness’ (Nicholls 2015: 228f.; Kirke 2019).

Unlike ideologies, which substantiate and justify collective values and concepts of order, myths do not provide answers to questions at the level of theoretical consciousness. But they still possess persuasive power, one fed by the subjective impression of ‘undisguised immediacy’ and a proximity to common notions of authenticity (Sabrow and Saupe 2016). This immediacy and proximity explains the particular attractiveness of myths for conflicts in history, politics, memory, and culture (see the essay by Groschwitz in this volume). Myths provide ‘narratives of origin’ with a range of interpretations that can be tied to specific historical achievements, events, places, or people. Modern communities rarely rely on just one myth. More often, they draw on multiple, discrete yet mutually reinforcing narratives (Hein-Kircher 2006) that place immutability above historicity. Myths not only convey what a society regards as its cultural tradition. Above all, they impart a form of evidence generated by specific events, places, or people and represent important pillars of collective memory through the figure of the ‘contemporary witness’ (Sabrow and Frei 2012).

MYTH AND POLITICS

Beginning in the nineteenth century, ‘nation’ and ‘revolution’ became central subjects of social mythification (Speth 2000) for restorative and class-based claims to power and beyond. At the same time, moral currents entered politics – e.g. through Rousseauism and the social reform movements – sparking a long debate in which concepts of a ‘genuine’ community, based on ‘living, direct relationships between people justified by existence and will’, were set against concepts of a ‘false’ society based on ‘ceremony’, ‘prestige’, and ‘artificiality’ (Plessner 1924: 44, 93). Lethen argues that the importance of the authentic in modern politics emerged from a deep unease with efforts to organize society using rational criteria alone (Lethen 1996: 219).

In this spirit, cultural philosophers such as Ernst Cassirer have defined myth as one of various symbolic forms to interpret the world. ‘None of these forms’, Cassirer writes in The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (1923), ‘can simply be reduced to, or derived from, the others; each of them designates a particular approach, in which and through which it constitutes its own aspect of reality’ (Cassirer 1955: 78). For the French syndicalist Georges Sorel, who is said to have had a great influence on Mussolini and who added a homage to Lenin in the last edition of his Reflections on Violence, a myth is a ‘body of images’ that cannot be refuted and that are capable of evoking instinctively all the sentiments which correspond to the different manifestations of the war undertaken by socialism against modern society (Sorel 1999: 118). Sorel approached the modern myth not from an epistemological perspective but from a historical-philosophical one, and in the process demonstrated its political explosiveness. Myth is what Klaus Gross Kracht calls an ‘intrusion of the sublime into history’ that conveys the conviction of acting in accordance with it and thus possesses a considerable mobilizing potential (Grosse Kracht 2008; Horowitz 1961). The fact that this ‘sublimity’ is achieved through struggle emerges from an interpretation of authenticity widespread in the scientific and artistic avant-garde of the early twentieth century. The construction of an absolute ‘homogeneous other’ as found in the writings of Bronislaw Malinowski, the ‘father of ethnological field research,’ or the search for an ‘original wildness’ by many early twentieth-century avant-garde movements, illustrate the ‘valorization of disorder, violence, pain, and irrationality’ in the name of authenticity that the politics of that era could not escape (Lethen 1996: 219).

The idea that myths are particularly popular in times of crisis has now become commonplace in political thinking, a sign that myths continue to be widely associated with cultural regression, all attempts to rehabilitate them in art and cultural studies notwithstanding. During what Detlev Peukert calls the ‘crisis years of classical modernism’, upheavals in France and the Weimar Republic raised the question of the appropriate relationship between reason and emotion in political life and what consequences could be drawn from that relationship for political philosophy. This question culminated in Walter Benjamin’s much-cited essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility’, in which he argued that modern reproduction technology led to a ‘shattering of tradition’ and the ‘destruction of [its] aura’. The result had significant consequences: ‘[A]s soon as the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applied to artistic production, the whole social function of art is revolutionized. Instead of being founded on ritual, it is based on a different practice: politics’ (Benjamin 2002: 104, 105, 106).

Benjamin’s idea of the ‘aestheticization of politics’, like Cassirer’s idea of the ‘myth of the state’, was meant to criticize fascist regimes. But Benjamin understood better than Cassirer that the turn to symbolic politics was linked to the loss of tradition’s aura in the conditions of modern production and the discovery of a suitable surrogate in myth. The first theories of political myth, which emerged in the 1920s, regarded it as danger that allowed modern ‘alienation’ to be experienced as a ‘supreme aesthetic pleasure’ (Benjamin 2002: 122). For cultural philosophers such as Cassirer, myth was a necessary form of approaching the world, one experienced primarily through ‘dynamis, force, latency’ (Lethen 1996: 219). By contrast, Benjamin and Sorel recognized what Cassirer understood only in his later thought (Cassirer 2002): political myth is a means of mobilizing and manipulating modern masses. It was ‘not a genuine element of mythical consciousness’, the philosopher Birgit Recki writes. Rather, it was a ‘suggestive orchestration … forced with its most advanced technical means’. Its success would not be conceivable were it not for a consciousness that could ‘still’ see myth ‘as a form of perception and as form of thought’ (Recki 2004: 106).

MYTH IN THE EARLY TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Does today’s consciousness still perceive myth as a form of perception and thought, or does it do so more than ever? ‘The fact that we cannot manage to achieve more than an unstable grasp of reality doubtless gives the measure of our present alienation’, writes Roland Barthes in the conclusion of Mythologies (Barthes 1972: 159). He does not say whether myth is a historical obstacle or an indispensable medium for the ‘reconciliation of reality and men’ (160; see also Lethen 1996). Contrary to Jean-François Lyotard’s often cited line about the ‘end of grand narratives’, cultural theorists in the early twenty-first century have called myths and neomyths powerful ‘signatures of the Zeitgeist’ and have argued that they ‘be understood as a transcendent expression of the epoch’ and in their ‘historical flux’ (Barth 2016: 99). In this spirit, some have spoken of a ‘reconstruction of the national myth’ (Bizeul 2013; Bouchard 2013), while other have claimed that globalization is a contemporary variant of political myth (Rohgalf 2015). The present is characterized by a ‘pluralization of political symbolism’ that has relativized the state’s dominant symbolic power of naming (Bizeul 2009: 170).

In view of the increased importance of mass media for the communication of politics, political authority now appears linked less to force than to cultural hegemony. Buzzwords such as ‘the post-truth era’ make it clear that politics have become a struggle for a ‘successful version of reality’. According to Chiara Bottici, this has had important consequences for society’s work on myth: ‘The work on myth is no longer restricted to a few disparate and fragmentary appearances that recall each other, nor is it limited to a few political rituals. We live in a world made of icons, of political conveyers of the work of the myth’ (Bottici and Challand 2011: 7; see also Bottici 2007: 258). In the 1950s, Barthes tried to show that, in principle, everything can become a myth. He suggested that myths – think of Bottici’s ‘icons’, which include the Citroën DS 19 and Jules Verne’s Nautilus – should be seen as a secondary semiological system (Barthes 1972). They are not an ontological category but a specific qualitative mode of interpretation and reception that can attach themselves to any narrative form or object. Myths use primary sign systems such as language, images, and rituals to change the meanings of primary signs and convey new meanings to recipients (Wansbrough 2020).

Myths may be rooted in mediality but their effect is ‘naturalizing’ because their communicative structure is a ‘narratorless narrative’. That is to say, in the myth, nature itself seems to narrate (Wodianka 2006: 3). Claude Levi-Strauss points out that the meaning of a myth is dynamic, comprised of contradictory semantic units called mythemes constantly recombining the old and the new, the permanent and the changing in a performance process (Levi-Strauss 1991). Hans Blumenberg makes a similar argument in the 1970s: ‘The original remains a hypothesis whose only verification is reception’ (Blumenberg 1971: 28). It is in the reception that the myth not only lives on but comes to life. Because myths are perpetuated by conflicting attempts to reconstruct their hypothetical origin, they must be conceived entirely in terms of their reception (Blumenberg) or performance (Levi-Strauss).

Recent work in cultural studies has tended to view myths less ‘from above’, i.e. as tools of mobilization and manipulation wielded by the powerful, than ‘from below’, i.e. as moments to create meaning and community for the ‘many’. Myths are ‘a cultural practice that constitutes collectivity’ that ‘always returns to individual and subjective processes of perception’. For experiencing the evidence of a myth is possible only in ‘an individual semantic charge’ (Wodianka and Ebert 2016: 11). Such concepts have gained in importance not least because political myths are considered to be less institutionalized today than in the twentieth century. At the same time, current political myths draw on knowledge that lies outside traditional education. Some observers have called them ‘late-modern’ myths (Rohgalf 2015), which in contrast to the ‘classic’ political myths of the twentieth century consist of a multitude of smaller, partly overlapping and fairly eclectic narratives that forgo grand gestures and possess short half-lives. Metaphorically speaking, these ‘late-modern’ myths are more of a ‘patchwork’ or an ‘archipelago’ than an ‘island’ (see Bottici 2007; Bizeul 2006).

If it is true that these approaches read like efforts to adapt to what Jürgen Habermas calls a ‘new lack of clarity’, it is also true that they reinforce the performative dimension of authenticity and myths. ‘Things, attitudes, and works of art are considered authentic as long as the authority of their social staging is considered unproblematic’, Helmut Lethen (1996: 228) writes. Because today’s myths are primarily regarded as a mediated mode of interpretation and reception, it is important that research on myth in cultural studies devote more attention to structural changes in the public sphere. It is essential to ask how demands for authenticity and collectivization arise and come together in the digital age, and to examine more closely whether the contradictions between analogue and digital realities are relevant for myth formation and political representation. If everything can become a myth and the citoyen is just as politically significant as the Citroën – if, in other words, only the ‘performative alignment of subjectively ascribed meanings’ (Wodianka and Ebert 2016: 23) can decide what is a myth and what is not – then the foremost question today is the validity and limits of the political in the early twenty-first century. Specifically, who determines the political and how?

Like protagonists of critical theory, Barthes regarded myth primarily as a manipulative instrument of a bourgeois ideology and a constitutive element in a ‘decorative’ rather than a critically minded public sphere (Barthes 1972: 10). While such a view of politics may seem outdated, terms such as ‘filter bubble’ or ‘echo chamber effect’ point to a structural change in the public sphere that raises an urgent question: to what extent does myth lay the groundwork for ‘false’ consciousness and political mass influence, whether imposed from above or from below?

Emotionalization and moralization rely heavily on myths to convey values and beliefs rather than concrete policies, as can be seen in the slogan ‘Make America Great Again’, which Donald Trump used to win the 2016 US presidential election. This longing for a state of ‘prehistoric unquestionableness’ underlines the close connection between authenticity and myth. Both label ‘reality’ as essential and irrevocable and communicate this message not through argument but through an immediate and overwhelming ‘sense impression’ (Gottfried Korff). While historical authenticity tends to focus on the captivating, selective detail whose verifiability it asserts, the persuasive power of myth lies in a holistic configuration of meaning whose reference to reality is bound to remain in abeyance.
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Populism

CHRISTOPH KOHL

Since the mid-2010s, the term populism has been everywhere – in newspapers, television, the Internet, social media, and books – making it nearly impossible to avoid reports of the political phenomena associated with it: the Brexit vote (2016); the election of Donald Trump in 2016 and his re-election in 2024; the rise of the Alternative for Germany (AfD) (2013–); the electoral success of the FPÖ in Austria (2024); the governments formed by left-wing (2018–2019) and right-wing populist parties in Italy (2022–); the dismantling of democratic structures and principles in Hungary (2010–), Poland (2015–2023), and Slovakia (2023–); and the electoral victories of Mahendra Modi and his Hindu nationalist BJP in India (2014), of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil (2018–2022), of Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines (2016–2022), and of Javier Milei in Argentina (2023–). The list could go on. Populism and the discourse surrounding it have, in short, gone global.

At first glance, populism and authenticity may seem to have little in common. Didn’t an adviser to Donald Trump coin the phrase ‘alternative facts’ in 2017 when trying to justify obviously false statements made by the White House Press Secretary? Didn’t Russia’s incursions into the Donbass and Crimea and other facts that numerous Russian media outlets ignored in their Ukraine reporting help ‘fake news’ make its final breakthrough? Didn’t German politician Georg Pazderski prioritize feelings over facts in 2016 when he – then the chairman of the Berlin AfD – declared, ‘It’s not just about pure statistics; it’s about how citizens perceive it. Perception is reality. In other words, what you feel is reality’ (quoted in van Laak 2016). These examples suggest that populism is more likely to be associated with inauthenticity and untruth than with their opposites. This is all the more the case when populist politicians call media outlets Lügenpresse (‘lying press’) for not echoing their lies.

And yet authenticity plays an important role in populism in many ways. For like populism, questions of authenticity are often indeterminate and relative (Priester 2012). Similarly, questions of authenticity are linked to modern crises and their attendant uncertainties, conspiracies, collapses, and emergencies (Taggart 2000: 1; Priester 2012: 7f.; Moffitt and Tormey 2014: 391f.). According to the philosopher Sybille Krämer, authenticity is bound to something crisis-like, for it is ‘situated in … situations of uncertainty and ignorance in which authenticity that does not exist otherwise needs to be created’ (Krämer 2012: 25). Before going on to discuss the specific junctures linking authenticity and populism, however, I would first like to explain some basic features of populism.

What are the roots of populism? Deriving from the Latin word populus, meaning the people or a collection of people, the term populism is generally thought to have originated in late-nineteenth-century political movements. The first evidence of its use comes from the Narodniks, an association of Russians intellectuals who in the 1870s became convinced that the peasantry was both biologically and morally superior to other segments of the population. (‘Narod’ is the Russian word for a people or a nation.) Another early example was the Populist Party in the US, which came to prominence in the 1890s. Lacking a specific ideology, the movement demanded protectionist agrarian policies that contained anti-modern and reactionary elements. Like the Narodniks before them, they saw farmers as the ‘true people’ (Priester 2007; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013a: 495). In the mid-twentieth century, populist movements with a socio-economic thrust made a name for themselves in Latin America – particularly in Argentina and Brazil – while in the 1960s, populist tax-cutting parties emerged in northern Europe in response to social democracy. In the 1980s, populist parties with xenophobic ideologies began to crop up in numerous Western European countries (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013a: 495–499). After the turn of the millennium, left-wing populism gained prominence in some Latin American and European countries (including Venezuela under Hugo Chávez, Bolivia under Evo Morales, and Ecuador under Rafael Correa). In the wake of the 2007–08 financial crisis, the neoliberal social order in many countries came under scrutiny. The subsequent rise of right-wing populist parties in Europe, the United States, and South America favoured ‘populist discourses’ (Laclau 2005) whose anti-migrant views claimed that the identitarian authenticity of their respective country was in danger. In some countries, the successful populist movements were left-wing. These included Syriza under Alexis Tsipras in Greece, the Movimento 5 Stelle, founded by Beppe Grillo in Italy, and the Pablo Iglesias-led Podemos party in Spain, to name just a few.

So what is populism? At present, there is no single definition that isn’t controversial, and some have asked whether more precise terms and approaches are needed (see Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013a: 493f.; 2013b: 149). For the purpose of analysis, it is important to separate the views of academics from the internal views of politicians and their critics. In public debates the term is often meant pejoratively (Marchart 2017: 11), while in academia it is used as a neutral tool to conceptualize specific types of political phenomena, though here too it often carries negative connotations (Taggart 2000: 76–88; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013b, 149). Most agree that populism presupposes two self-contained, antagonistic groups: the people and the elite. The first is pure, honest, and unadulterated; the second is corrupt, depraved, and immoral. An attribution of (historical) authenticity already resonates within this moralizing dichotomy. Populists believe that ‘the people’ have a unified will and lack internal conflicts despite differences in social strata, milieus, generations, etc. (Mudde 2004: 543). This view has far-reaching anti-pluralist and authoritarian consequences (Mudde 2017: 4; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013a: 506; Müller 2016: 4, 58). In his important 2016 work, What is Populism?, Jan-Werner Müller describes the view in more detail:


[Populists] claim that they and they alone represent the people. All other political competitors are essentially illegitimate, and anyone who does not support them is not properly part of the people. When in opposition, populists will necessarily insist that elites are immoral, whereas the people are a moral, homogeneous entity whose will cannot err.

— Müller 2016: 101



In addition to the vertical opposition between the people ‘below’ and the elite ‘above’, populists make a horizontal distinction between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ (Lewandowsky 2017: 6), and denounce the latter as stooges controlled by malicious elites. An example of one such group of outsiders would be immigrants, who are alleged to be part of grand government design to replace the native population.

Another characteristic of populist actors is their appeal to ‘common sense’ based on everyday life experiences and an inner sense of justice, reality, and truth. They present this common sense as superior to facts, intellectual reflection, and expert knowledge. Right-wing populist movements also tend to reject political correctness – i.e. gender-sensitive language and affirmative action – and other elements of the ‘system’ (Priester 2012: 4; Moffitt and Tormey 2014: 391, 393). The interrelationship between populism and opposition to populism has hardened since Donald Trump’s first presidency (2017–2021), leading to an increasingly antagonistic and explosive political culture, especially in the United States. The former Secretary of State Rex Tillerson provides an impressive description of how Donald Trump cultivates authenticity in his supporters: ‘It was challenging for me … to go to work for a man who is pretty undisciplined, doesn’t like to read, doesn’t read briefing reports, doesn’t like to get into the details of a lot of things, but rather just kind of says, “Look, this is what I believe” ’ (quoted in Baker 2018).

Populists often portray themselves as victims, blaming their grievances on crises, threats (Müller 2016: 42), the ‘mainstream media’, and the elites (Manucci 2017: 471). An essential component of populism is a performativity (Ekström, Patrona and Thornborrow 2018; Sorensen 2018) that turns the political into a spectacle (Moffitt and Tormey 2014: 387). Populist communication is distinguished by a black-and-white mentality, warnings of ‘political emergency’, dramatic narratives, strong emotions, moralizing language, and scandal (Wirth et al. 2016; Manucci 2017: 472; Chakravartty and Roy 2017: 4079). Most important, populist style typically displays a disregard for ‘appropriate behavior’ in favour of ‘bad manners’ (Moffitt and Tormey 2014: 392ff.; Moffitt 2016: 43ff.; Maldonado 2017). Exploiting the ways that real and perceived fears can make people more conservative (Nail et al. 2009), populist politicians dramatize and escalate conflict (Diehl 2012) to help push people towards populist politics and instil in them a yearning for authentic identity and morality.

How does populism and authenticity come together specifically? There are three general ways to approach authenticity: (i) authenticity can mean ‘genuineness’, i.e. phenomena whose origin or authorship are beyond doubt; (ii) authenticity can also refer to a faithful reconstruction or representation, i.e. something portrayed in a historically accurate way; and (iii) authenticity can refer to something regarded as true, e.g. a person’s character or manner of presentation (van Leeuwen 2001: 392f.). Populism interacts with these forms of authenticity in different ways.

The first is subject authenticity, or personal authenticity, which refers to the characteristics of individuals (Saupe 2016). In the context of populism, it can describe the closeness of politicians to people; an aptitude for leadership or a particularly pronounced charisma; a way of self-advancement; or a natural or genuine way of being. These attributes distinguish populists from ‘fake’, ‘technocratic’ elites who have lost touch with ‘the people’. In sowing a climate of mistrust (Sorensen 2018: 4), populist politicians portray elites as inauthentic and capable of thinking only strategically (Sorensen 2018: 4). Subject authenticity also comprises the idea of ‘being true to oneself’, as when Nigel Farage, Rodrigo Duterte, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Donald Trump, Javier Milei and other populist leaders remain committed to their personal style even if critics describe it as ‘boorish’, ‘improper’, ‘uneducated’, and mendacious. For many supporters, it is precisely these qualities that constitute the authenticity of populist politicians. However, authenticity in populism need not necessarily mean telling the truth and being honest; it can express something that seems original and credible (Enli and Rosenberg 2018: 3) in a particular language and style (Ekström, Patrona and Thornborrow 2018; Higgins 2017: 3). This is one of the strengths of populists: empirical data shows that voters generally consider populist politicians and their ‘self-presentation’ to be ‘more real’ and ‘more authentic’ than that of other politicians (Enli and Rosenberg 2018: 6f.; see also Arguelles 2017: 52–58). Charisma also plays a powerful role in mobilizing voters, as demonstrated by the Austrian FPÖ politician Jörg Haider, the former Greek finance minister Yanis Varoufakis, and the Italian Movimento 5 Stelle founder Beppe Grillo.

The second way populism interacts with authenticity is through object authenticity. It involves attributions of historical authenticity and a certain understanding of history, social values, and norms (Saupe 2016). It can also be applied to collective attributions of authenticity, as in the case of ‘forgotten’, ‘marginalized’, or ‘underrepresented’ ethnic groups; values and moral concepts (such as the ‘traditional family’, ‘traditional religions’, or a love of country and region); ideas of ‘purity’, ‘origin’, and ‘homeland’ regarding morality, identity, and the social order; and concepts of ‘people’ and ‘community’ as opposed to ‘society’ (Mudde 2017: 29f.; cf. Stanley 2008; Eastwood 2018; Hahl, Kim and Zuckerman Sivan 2018).

Amid these interactions, populism intersects with authenticity at three or more points. First, authentic identity and political representation are based on the distinction between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’. As the Dutch political scientist Cas Mudde writes:


The essence of the people is their purity, in the sense that they are ‘authentic’, while the elite are corrupt, because they are not authentic. Purity and authenticity are not defined in (essentially) ethnic or racial terms, but in moral terms. It is about ‘doing the right thing’, which means doing what is right for all the people. This is possible, because populism considers ‘the people’ to be a homogeneous category. By determining the main opposition to be between the pure people and the corrupt elite, populism presupposes that the elite comes from the same group as the people, but have willingly chosen to betray them, by putting the special interests and inauthentic morals of the elite over those of the people.

— Mudde 2017: 29f.



Populists, even when they are members of the elite such as Nigel Farage or Donald Trump, present themselves as authentic voices of the ‘common people’ by purporting to be political outsiders (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017: 62f., 68, 70). For this claim to seem credible, populists must perform authenticity in a highly visible way while working to construct a sense of community (van Leeuwen 2001: 395f.). In describing the second point, Charles Lindholm notes that ‘authenticity gathers people together in collectives that are felt to be real, essential, and vital, providing participants with meaning, unity, and a surpassing sense of belonging’ (Lindholm 2008: 1). The negative side of creating cohesion and identity is the promotion of alterity and exclusion. Populists practice discursive exclusion by questioning the authenticity of another group’s identity, i.e. ‘the extent to which a group member perceives that he or she is allowed and encouraged by the group to remain true to oneself’ (Jansen et al. 2014: 372). Populist welfare chauvinism demands that welfare state benefits be reserved for ‘the people’ and withheld for immigrants and their families. In particular, they want to deny political and religious rights for ‘foreigners’ and fundamentally distrust the authenticity of migrants and minorities who have established a close relationship with their new country.

A second point of intersection between authenticity and populism is the emotions. An essential component of populist discourse is the use of emotive language to promote an emotional, moral, and social bond between populist leaders and ‘the people’ and to create a close sense of belonging (Diehl 2012; Maldonado 2017). Such discourse often comes at the expense of arguments (Manucci 2017; Weiß 2017: 9) and expertise: ‘Facts will not be judged according to their authenticity and the credibility of the source that reports, but according to whether they feel right’ (Maldonado 2017; original emphasis). The rejection of ‘proper’ manners in aesthetics, style, and language goes hand in hand with the rejection of ‘dry’ scientific language, emotional neutrality, and rationality (Moffitt 2016: 46f.). This practice helps populists to emphasize personal responsibility for an emotionally based ‘common sense’ as opposed to empirical knowledge, which they dismiss as detached and inauthentic. The focus on emotions is also evident in the frequent way populists portray themselves as victims of elites, mass media, ‘dark forces’, etc. (Müller 2016: 42; Benziger 2017: 83; Reinemann 2017: 181). In doing so, populists portray themselves to be authentic but oppressed representatives of the ‘people’. Frequently, they rely on conspiracy theories and rumours to support their claims (Butter 2018). For instance, Donald Trump has used a variety of conspiracy narratives during his election campaigns. Their function has been two-fold:


On the one hand, they have served to discredit political opponents …; on the other, he has presented himself – if one considers conspiracy theories to be humbug, this may sound paradoxical – as sincere and honest, as a true representative of the people who, despite or precisely because of its stigmatization, made use of the conspiracy discourse frowned upon by the elite.

— Butter 2018: 213



The third point of intersection between populism and authenticity is the demand for authentic memory and history. It is a core element of many populist parties, especially those on the right. Populist actors often accuse mainstream politicians and historians of ignoring and marginalizing their own – more authentic – interpretations of history and politics. In truth, many populists show ‘no historical depth, no learning from experience’ and even ignore history (Tucker 2016: 344). For many populists, facts are ‘subsidiary to narratives’ (Waisbord 2018: 9). ‘Alternative facts’ are by no means a new phenomenon, of course. The novelty of the problem lies elsewhere: ‘… “post-truth” communication denotes the absence of conditions in the public sphere for citizens to concur on objectives and processual norms to determine the truth as verifiable statements about reality’ (Waisbord 2018: 4). Right-wing populists in particular work to rewrite the past through a nationalistic lens that they profess to be more authentic than standard histories. By focusing their efforts on education and educational media, populists marginalize critical approaches, multi-perspectives, and ‘history from below’ (on the examples of Hungary and Poland, see Pető 2016; Sawicka and Skibicki 2017; Benziger 2017: 72f., 79, 81; and Benazzo 2017). The areas of overlap between populism and authenticity are often unrecognizable at first glance, but they are numerous and still in need of systematic study.
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Postcolonialism

BARBARA CHRISTOPHE AND HEIKE LIEBAU

Postcolonialism is one of the most successful paradigms of the last fifty years in the humanities and social sciences – yet also one of the most controversial. Since the 1980s, chairs have been established across a range of disciplines from literature and linguistics to history, political science, sociology, and anthropology to conduct postcolonial studies focusing on societies in Asia, Africa, Latin America, the former Soviet Union, and Europe. Like many other successful concepts, there is a certain vagueness to the term ‘postcolonialism’. Even the question of what exactly the adjective ‘postcolonial’ describes generates controversy. It can denote a chronologically identifiable moment or a specific perspective on global structures and discourses. On a timeline, it can mark the period beginning with either the start or the end of colonialism.

These differing definitions correspond to varying points of emphasis in postcolonial research. If postcolonialism is understood as a historical period that begins with the end of colonialism and the formal independence of the former colonies, a focus is placed on the lasting influence exerted by the political, economic, or cultural structures of colonialism. Those who work from the assumption that the world began to become postcolonial from the beginning of the colonial conquests, on the other hand, emphasize the interdependence of the social realities of colonized and colonizers in a world that has become more global through colonialism. Geographically, the concept of postcolonialism can focus on former colonies, former colonial metropoles, or on the structure of relationships between them in the past and present. Conceptually, in dealing with the question of the consequences of colonialism, scholars may focus on structures or discourses, on forms of knowledge or practices. Its critical potential may be aimed primarily at the discourses and practices of domination used by former colonial powers, or alternatively at the policies of the new elites in the ‘Third World’ states that have emerged in the course of decolonization (see e.g. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 2003; Lindner 2011; Hall 2002; and Randeria and Römhild 2013).

When the diversity of perspectives and positions in the field of postcolonial studies meets the equally disputed concept of historical authenticity it runs into a fundamental problem on an epistemological level. On the one hand, like the poststructuralists, almost all researchers involved in the project of postcolonial studies exhibit a deep distrust of essentialist attributions and of the sharp demarcation of identities and truths. On the other hand, the objective of decolonizing forms of knowledge and attributions of identity essential to the postcolonial paradigm can also be understood as an invitation to write a ‘more authentic’ history that is free from the ideological distortions of colonial discourse and its embedded dichotomies – between the West and the ‘rest’, between civilized and barbaric, or between modernity and tradition. At the same time, however, such approaches have aroused intense criticism, thus raising the question as to whether the contrast between colonial and decolonized knowledge, including historical knowledge, does not itself create new, no less problematic codifications.

This difficulty continues at the level of content. Historical writing always ultimately aims to relate the history (or histories) of a present moment. Controversies about the definition of this present therefore often translate into controversies about reconstructions of its past, in which concepts of historically grown identity are embedded – even if only implicitly – as a kind of vanishing point. Investigation of the question of the nature of the postcolonial subject – what and how the postcolonial subject is – in postcolonial studies has repeatedly led researchers to adopt ambivalent positions. This ambivalence in itself has an influence on the ways in which the relationship between nation, culture, and ethnicity is conceptualized. The internal tension caused by a distinct antagonism can be discerned in the works of Frantz Fanon (1963 [1961]). Adopting a pessimistic tone, he made clear very early on that colonialism and the discourses supporting it deform not only the economic and political structures of the subjugated societies, but also the self-image and the psychological structure of the subjugated individuals, and – to add to Fanon – thus deprived them of authenticity as a component of self-esteem. Fanon stressed that this would have a lasting effect. Almost in desperation he described the devastation left by the internalization of colonial discourses in colonized subjects who were daily instructed to see themselves as backward and inferior. As his focus was on highlighting this devaluation, he clearly distanced himself from authors such as Aimé Césaire who offered counter-narratives of the good and pure traditions of non-European communities before the colonial invasion as a form of resistance to colonial discourses (Césaire 1972). Nevertheless, Fanon also attributed a therapeutic effect to anti-colonial nationalism in the process of the formerly colonized subject’s reappropriation of their own country and culture, only to then qualify this by asserting that nationalism could only be tolerated in a transitional phase due to its leanings towards rigidity and exclusion (Mar Castro Varela and Dhawan 2020).

Edward Said’s famous book on the invention of the Orient is characterized by a similar contradiction, for he argues rigorously where the Occident is concerned, but becomes ambivalent with regard to the Orient. Said asserts that the Occident imagined the Orient as backward and barbaric in order to impose itself above it. Against all evidence and primarily based on instrumental (and therefore less authentic) motives, the West cultivated a myth of civilizational superiority, in order to legitimize its claim to rule over the rest of the world, which it defined as the colonial periphery. He concluded that the function of the contrast between the enlightened, modern, progressive, and humanist West and the uncivilized and barbaric rest which was created and constantly reproduced in this way was primarily to disguise the brutal project of colonial exploitation and oppression (Said 1978). The question remains as to what this means for the existence or non-existence of the Orient. Said seems undecided on this point. At times, he describes the Orient as a purely practical construct that had been conjured up for instrumental purposes entirely from the imagination of the Occident, and moreover that was only to be had at the price of a heedless ignorance of the real differences between the societies and cultures that were lumped together indiscriminately under the concept of the Orient. Elsewhere, however, he criticizes the Western misinterpretation of ‘the’ Orient, suggesting not only that the Orient exists, but also that there may be a correct way to represent it.

Other authors are more consistent in their underlying constructivist assumptions. They reject any vision of an anti-colonial, national counterculture as a mimetic copy (Törnquist-Plewa and Yurchuk 2017) of the same colonial nationalism that originally legitimized the project of colonial subjugation (e.g. Gandhi 1998). With his concept of a hybrid and therefore/thereby authentic identity, Homi Bhabha represents a radical counter-position to the project of the political invention of an anti-colonial identity that presents itself as authentic. He calls for recognition of the hybridization of identities and structures set in motion by the colonial project, which he understands not as a loss of the colonized subject’s ‘own’ characteristics but as a creative amalgamation of different cultural influences. Similar to Stuart Hall, he emphasizes that the fragmentary, disrupted, composite, and fluid nature characteristic of postcolonial subjectivity has always been a self-evident reality everywhere. From this point of view, the postcolonial subject with its hybrid identity is not the exception requiring explanation, but the omnipresent norm, which has merely been obscured for a long time by ideological conceptions of the sovereign subject which remains true to itself over the course of time (Bhabha 2010; Hall 2002).

POSTCOLONIALISM AND HISTORICAL AUTHENTICITY: STRATEGIES AND METHODS IN HISTORIOGRAPHY

In this way, it would appear that claims to historical authenticity are simultaneously asserted, protested, and thrown into question in postcolonial discourses. The concrete role that ideas of historical authenticity play in different historical and political contexts may also depend on which national narratives dominate in these contexts and invite critical debate.

In the following, several projects within the field of postcolonial history are considered from the perspective of their understanding of historical authenticity. Attention is devoted to which histories are recounted and on how these histories are told. On the one hand, a key question is which events, structures, and contexts emerge in the attempt to develop an authentic history of the present that is no longer distorted by colonial myths. On the other hand, this chapter explores strategies and methodological procedures that can be employed to make the histories of those excluded or neglected in colonial knowledge production and colonial archives narratable, especially by recovering the largely erased histories of the marginalized and oppressed.

When new forms of global capitalist dominance led to new crises and conflicts in many former colonial dependencies in Asia and Africa in the 1970s and 1980s, established national narratives of great anti-colonial liberation movements increasingly began to falter (Scott 1999: 11f.). Questions about the ideological role models and actors who drove the independence projects were reformulated and, in particular, the role of Western-educated local elites was held up to critical scrutiny. With regard to the history of colonialism on the Indian subcontinent, in a conscious departure from an elite-oriented understanding of history the Subaltern Studies group centred their historical writings around those they called ‘subaltern’ actors and their role in historical processes. The history of marginalization by colonial and local elites and the history of resistance by these oppressed groups were included in parallel to the history of the anti-colonial struggle for liberation and national development (see e.g. Guha 1983; Chatterjee 1982; Spivak 1988). Other new topics were explored by subsequent historians, in part influenced by, but also in part as a critical response to Subaltern Studies. This more nuanced and sophisticated research helped to break away from dualistic narratives of an irreconcilable contrast between colonialism and nationalism. Topics such as nation-building, the relationship between religion and secularism, and questions of subjectivity, sexuality, and gender came to the fore with the aim of discussing the self-understanding of various actors, overcoming Eurocentric perspectives and illuminating the entanglements between dependency and independence (e.g. Chakrabarty 2000; Chatterjee 2006; Prakash 1992).

In historical writing on African countries, the history of racism and the devaluation of all non-European thinking formed the primary influence on the development of postcolonial critiques. Scholars aimed to uncover and unmask ‘discourses of truth relating to nature, the specificity and forms of the living, and the qualities, traits, and characteristics of human beings’ developed by the colonizers. ‘Entire populations were categorized as species, kinds, or races, classified along vertical lines’ (Mbembe 2017: 16). Rather, calls were made to use authentic African perspectives and local knowledge as the starting point for attempts to situate the histories of African countries in translocal and global historical contexts, taking anti-imperialist concepts and the approaches of Subaltern Studies into account alongside a critical examination of globalization. In this way, researchers aimed to afford Africa its place in global history (see e.g. Mudimbe 1988; Cooper 1994; Comaroff and Comaroff 2012; Mbembe 2001, 2017). The subjugation and colonization of the subject through the experience of violence and slavery and the resulting alienation from the ‘authentic self’ are other central themes. In addition to the critical examination of the reality of everyday life under colonialism, the construction of an unambiguous dichotomy between dominance and resistance was also brought into question, to be replaced by a heavier emphasis on complex identities and realities that arise through living together, or ‘conviviality’ (Mbembe 2001). Such considerations inevitably brought about a new understanding of subject-related authenticity. Those who were previously primarily regarded as dependent colonized persons deprived of their own agency – and thus primarily as victims, i.e. on the (passive) receiving end of others’ actions – were subsequently interrogated with a view to their self-image and claims to history (Sarr 2019).

In the 1990s, fiercely controversial debates arose in the literature on the history of post-socialist and especially post-Soviet societies concerning whether and how this history could be conceptualized with reference to the concept of postcolonialism. What is striking in these debates is the juxtaposition of several discourses that make very different uses of the critical potential inherent in the concept of postcolonialism. Some authors deal primarily with the orientalizing discourses through which Western Europe constructed a view of Eastern Europe as not only inferior, but also backward, much like the former colonies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Others primarily discuss whether Tsarist Russia and the USSR should also be considered colonial empires that other countries violently subjugated and subsequently blocked their independent cultural development. Finally, more recent approaches argue that the linkage of political and societal transformation with the much-cited ‘return to Europe’ assumed in many political discourses equates to a form of ‘self-orientalization’ and promotes the discursive exclusion of those who have been marginalized by changing economic structures. At the same time, adopting a critical distance from overly unambiguous narratives of Russian perpetrators and local victims or local resistance fighters facing off against local collaborators, scholars examined the complex realities of the former Soviet Union, where dissidents sometimes had to be more conformist than party members. At all these levels, there are debates as to the authenticity of ‘ownness’ – i.e. that which belongs to the subject. One possibility here might be to qualify which others pose the greatest threat to the subject’s ‘own’ identity and how other the supposedly ‘Other’ actually is (on the highly controversial debates in the post-socialist space, see e.g. Christophe 2017, 2019; Kideckel 2009; Moore 2006, 2014; Yurchak 2005).

In all of these contexts discussed, the perspectives of transnational history and ‘entangled history’ play a decisive role in postcolonial thought. Stuart Hall describes postcolonialism as a way of thinking about colonialism and the encounters within colonialism in a way that directs focus toward transnational and transcultural processes in the global space and thus productively disturbs the asserted distinction between colonized and colonizers (Hall 2002). Postcolonialism thus stands for a conscious position and approach that emphasizes interdependence and hybridity when dealing with historical processes and constructed identities, whereas colonial politics and knowledge production constructed a sharp contrast between the supposedly civilized and rational people from the colonial powers and the supposedly savage and irrational people from the colonial periphery. Scholars analyse discursive shifts in the thinking of the North and the South and trace the ongoing after-effects of colonialism on practices and ways of thinking. They radically question authoritative hegemonic knowledge and the identities associated with it and develop strategies and narratives through which the myth of European superiority can be deconstructed. Postcolonial studies show that exchange and reciprocal interactions were a reality – that is to say, they were historically authentic – but also that these processes were always determined by asymmetries, hierarchies, and relationships based on interests.

Postcolonial debates and the related disputes over whether it is necessary to write history in a more complex, multi-perspective, and thus more authentic way, and if so, how, were not limited to former colonies or dependent countries. On examining (Western) Europe and in particular the former colonial powers, it becomes clear that stories told by Western European nations from a postcolonial perspective commonly present themselves as a break with deeply rooted self-images. This is central to the emergence of European modernism, which has long been claimed to be the result of unique historical constellations and cultural resources. Postcolonial narratives emphasize reciprocal influences and global entanglements. From this point of view, the rise of capitalism is inconceivable without colonial expansion and the resulting access to the resources and wealth of overseas territories. The accumulation of enormous amounts of capital set in motion by the exploitation of colonies, not the spirit of capitalism brought into the world by the Protestant ethic, becomes the decisive prerequisite for the emergence of the new economic order. At a time in which colonial violence and exploitation and racist exclusion and devaluation are in the spotlight, European history can no longer be told as a story of the continuous expansion of rationality and science or civil liberties and prosperity (Purtschert, Lüthi and Falk 2013; Conrad, Randeria and Römhild 2013; Purtschert and Fischer- Tiné 2015).

Postcolonial theories have influenced the study of colonial history in European countries in various different ways. Within history departments at German universities, Randeria and Römhild state that ‘the overcoming of national narratives restricted to defined geographical boundaries by approaches focused on locating historical developments, actors and spaces within the context of an entangled “global history” is now practically the establishment position’ (Randeria and Römhild 2013: 9). In a related development, the critical reappraisal of injustices committed in the name of German colonialism is drawing increasing attention. This includes topics such as the genocide of the Herero and Nama peoples; the sensitive handling of human remains in German museum collections; the question of returning unlawfully acquired cultural artefacts; and discussions on the structural and intellectual continuities between colonialism and National Socialism – for example, in the history of racial theory (Zimmerer 2023; Sarr and Savoy 2018).

There is increasing use of comparative approaches to reveal commonalities, differences, and distinctive characteristics, with the aim of finding out which analytical criteria and patterns can be used to investigate colonial processes and empires. It is also important to establish how the narratives of those who stood outside classical colonial history can influence postcolonial discourses. And, as it becomes more widely accepted to write about the post-socialist world using the terminology and structures of postcolonialism, the question of what postcolonial studies can learn from comparative studies of the societies of the former second world comes to the fore. Comparative studies address different varieties of colonialism, their practices and power structures, and their influence on societies, both in terms of immediate impacts and long-term traces. In this way, their emphasis lays on general and overarching phenomena; but, by classifying them, they also highlight the particular and unique, the immediacy of national character and history, and the originality of the local (see e.g. Stoler, McGranahan and Perdue 2007; on the post-socialist sphere, e.g. Chari and Verdery 2009; on Switzerland, Purtschert and Fischer-Tiné 2015).

Postcolonial research’s attempts to overcome (Western) Eurocentrism, map multiple perspectives and highlight the positions of the oppressed and marginalized is often contrasted by an asymmetry in the available sources, which tend to reflect colonial power structures. Critical discourses surrounding colonial knowledge production and colonial historiography in particular are therefore often accompanied by debate concerning sources and archives. The question of how historical narratives free from the distortions and omissions of colonial discourse can be reconstructed on the basis of the available sources has led to discussions of the (colonial) archive as an institution of the exercise of power that have resulted in a focus on the corresponding logics of collection as a subject of historical research. Ann Laura Stoler, for example, examines documents pertaining to Dutch colonial rule in Indonesia to show how colonial archives can draw the researcher’s attention to very specific aspects and obscure others, and underlines the need to learn to think along with the hidden histories of these documents, being attentive to their silence, what is not said, and what is only rumoured: what she calls the ‘pulse of the archive’ (Stoler 2009, 2016).

Postcolonial research is not limited to subjecting sources from colonial state archives to critical evaluation. Whilst this approach can provide valuable insight into postcolonial questions, such sources were collected systematically and policed by colonial authorities. The targeted development of alternative sources is therefore an imperative for postcolonial researchers. Historians are working to break away from reliance on one-sided collections of sources based on the traditions of colonial powers and cultural elites, with the aim of opening up and democratizing historical research. Local sources such as religious traditions, records kept by local bureaucratic structures, or poetry in local languages are used in a targeted manner, paying attention to avoid constructing new dichotomies or promoting nationalist perspectives. The potential of oral history is widely and intensively harnessed to capture the voices of marginalized actors whose own testimonies have not been included in the archives. Historians and anthropologists combine archival materials, life stories, and field research to describe the living environments in colonially oppressed or dependent societies as well as experiences of processes of transformation beyond orientalizing external attributions or nationalist myths (see e.g. Christophe 2017; Yurchak 2005; Heering 2013; Narayan 2008).

POSTCOLONIALISM AND HISTORICAL AUTHENTICITY: A TENTATIVE CONCLUSION

The postcolonial realization that colonialism represented a fundamental and violent break with the pre-colonial trajectories of development almost automatically generates the longing for a return to these roots, which are considered to be supposedly authentic because they had not yet been deformed by colonialism. Postcolonial discourse rejects precisely this longing in two distinct ways. On a fundamental level, borrowing from poststructuralism, it thinks of culture as fluid, heterogeneous, unstable, and changeable. Hybridity is seen as for the most part a normal state rather than the result of a shift away from the authentic forcibly brought about by colonialism. On a historically concrete level, colonialism itself is no longer seen as the sudden intrusion of the radically different into the history of a culture’s ownness, but as another link in a long chain of more or less violent processes of consolidation of relations of exchange. As it not only engages critically with the past, but also aims to critically reflect on the present, postcolonialism must constantly adapt its form, subject matter, and concepts in order to keep up with the changing present.

The views outlined in the second section of this chapter support the contention that many postcolonial discourses explicitly reject claims to historical authenticity as both background noise and ideological fictions. Although authenticity is not addressed explicitly – with a few exceptions (e.g. Rambukwella 2018) – postcolonial historiography is implicitly engaged in constant interplay with the concept of authenticity. On the one hand, it searches for a more authentic history as it no longer wants to allow colonial forms of knowledge production to obscure its view of reality. On the other hand, there is an awareness that this search itself inevitably leads to the trap of essentialist and exclusionary attributions and imputations.

As we have shown with regard to historical trajectories of development, but also by examining debates in various different regions, postcolonial discourses always arise in dialogue with concrete constellations of the corresponding present moment. Postcolonial debates on the history of formerly colonial dependencies revolve around attempts to break away from Western or Eurocentric views of the former colonial subjects’ own history, highlighting and recovering local perspectives and attempting to think along with local perspectives. The resulting shifts in points of view become crucial starting points for identifying and investigating entanglements, mutual influences, and processes of hybridization that mediate identities, traditions, structures, and forms of knowledge. It is precisely for this reason that researchers are often subjected to attacks based on nationalism or fundamentalism, as shown by debates in India, for example, where the Hindu fundamentalist BJP lays its own claim to ‘authentic’ historical narratives.

Postcolonial histories of the entanglement of the ‘West’, on the other hand, make a claim to historical authenticity insofar as they at least implicitly claim to more closely reflect a complex transnational reality and not to be in the service of hegemonic interests. The ongoing critical examination of the euphoric self-images of the West and the conceptions of the East as Other that support them being pursued with increasing vigour in European countries can be politically explosive, especially when linked to the demand for a decolonization of thought, as made by the German broadcaster Deutschlandfunk’s think tank ‘Denkfabrik – Dekolonisiert euch!’. Ultimately, any decolonization of thought must include a confrontation with the realities that have developed in the translocal encounter and over the course of fierce disputes, which may in turn have created new forms of authenticity. It remains to be seen what new questions and subjects will emerge from the friction between the different positions within the debate.
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Provenance Research

ULRIKE SCHMIEGELT

A key purpose of provenance research is to establish authenticity. This includes, on the one hand, authentication – that is, reconstructing the history of an object – and, on the other hand, attribution – that is, demonstrating this history truly pertains to the object in question.

The term ‘provenance’ is derived from the Latin provenire, meaning ‘to come forth, appear’. It is generally used to denote the ‘origin’ of a person or object. Consumer goods, for example, often provide information concerning where they were produced or their component materials. Yet the term is also commonly used by scholars to discussed artworks and other cultural assets: in art history, ‘provenance’ refers to the history of an object’s ownership and possession (Yeide, Akinsha and Walsh 2001: 1).

All provenance research begins with the object itself. Invariably, the first step is to document the object’s features including supplemental alternations, such as stamps, stickers, or inscriptions. In a subsequent step, these provenance data must be analysed – that is, their origin and significance must be determined. To this end, researchers will consult a range of sources, including databases, publications, inventories, and acquisition documents. The overarching aim is to authenticate the object and to identify its history of ownership. While this may be a difficult undertaking when it comes to paintings and hand-carved sculptures, the attendant challenges are greater when it comes to reproducible works of art, such as prints and cast sculptures. Indeed, the authentication of mass produced industrial objects may be nearly impossible in the absence of identifying marks or tell-tale traces of use or damage.

‘Provenance research is one of the most elemental disciplines of art history’ (Stein 2007: 355). In recent decades, scholars have repeatedly drawn attention to this fact when writing or speaking about contemporary provenance research (e.g. Stein 2007: 355; Hartmann 2002: 357). First and foremost, provenance research serves to demonstrate the authenticity of an artwork. In this connection, provenance researchers seek to trace the history of an object’s ownership and geographical location from the present day back to the moment of its initial creation (Yeide, Akinsha and Walsh 2001: 9). One motivation for establishing provenance is to demonstrate the intellectual property of an artist (ibid.: 1). However, when sources that would allow one to trace the origins of an object are unavailable, demonstrating that a work of art was contained in one or more important collections may suffice to justify attribution to a specific artist. Indeed, the fact that a work of art was contained in a specific collection for a period of time indicates not only that it was appreciated historically; it also vouches for its authenticity. By the same token, the presence of a work in a given collection may enhance the reputation and value of that collection. It is therefore logical that since the nineteenth century, museum catalogues have included not only information on the object’s dimensions, materials, and date of creation, but also concerning their origins and history of ownership, in line with the consensus reached by art historians at their first scholarly conference in Vienna in 1873 (Schneede 2019: 12; Eitelberger 1874: 6ff.). This approach to characterizing artworks also gained acceptance in the art trade, and remained common practice for decades. By way of example, the Jewish art dealer Lili Frohlich-Blume reported in her memoirs that some art dealers in Berlin attached great importance to trading in works of art for which provenance information was available (Frohlich-Blume 1959: 65–66; see also Andratschke et al. 2018: 4). In this connection, Frohlich-Blume notes that the effort to increase the value of a forgery by inventing fake provenance information was far from a new phenomenon (1959: 68).

During and immediately after the Nazi reign of terror, the question of provenance receded to the background in museum work, at least in German museums. The unprecedented theft of cultural assess by the National Socialists, the disenfranchisement and expropriation of the Jewish population – and, as a consequence, dissolution and dispersal of their collections – as well as the systematic plundering of the occupied territories, particularly in Eastern Europe, meant that knowledge about the provenance and whereabouts of cultural assets was lost or suppressed. After the end of the war, the Allied occupation powers in the Western zones required museums, dealers, and private parties to relinquish all of the cultural assets acquired from the areas occupied by Germany during the war, whether they had been confiscated, stolen, or purchased. To this end, the Allied powers established collection points for the identification of these works and their repatriation (Armbruster 2008: 540–541; Lauterbach 2015: 21–26). In principle, Jewish property lost in financial transactions that had taken place within Germany was also to be returned (Goschler 2008: 33). According to Allied legislation, survivors of the Shoah and Jewish successor organizations were required to make claims of restitution and indemnification within a very short timeframe (namely, by 30 June 1950 at the latest). The filing of a claim was complicated by the requirement that applicants identify the location of the lost cultural assets. Later, West German restitution laws set new deadlines for the submission of applications, the last of which was the end of 1969 (Hockerts 2013: 17). Very few applicants managed to have their assets returned in this manner. From the post-war period until very recently, it was simply accepted that knowledge concerning the fate of these cultural objects had been lost, thus effectively preventing their restitution.

After 1945, German museums made dedicated efforts to mend the holes in their collections wrought by National Socialist cultural policy as well as the dislocation and destruction of the war. However, little attention was paid to the provenance of new acquisitions. While dealers would often provide information concerning the origins of a work, particularly if it exceeded a certain value, often this was restricted to older provenance information. As a result, museums frequently made purchases while unaware of the object’s more recent ownership history.

With the collapse of the Iron Curtain public attention once again turned to unresolved issues of indemnification and restitution, not least because archives in Eastern bloc states could now be accessed. Many countries established government committees to research the fate of Jewish assets; foundations were also established to compensate the last surviving forced labourers in Eastern Europe (O’Keefe 2007: 276). In the newly reunited Germany, new deadlines were set in order to provide the victims of National Socialism with another opportunity to file claims for the return of lost assets or for corresponding compensation in cases in which documentation was lacking because of the division of Germany or the policies of the East German government (Entschädigungs- und Ausgleichsleistungsgesetz 1994; Hockerts 2013: 21f.).

This policy had a lasting impact on German provenance research, for the theft of cultural assets by the National Socialists now became the main focus. At the same time, it imbued research with a fixed objective: namely, the restitution of cultural assets that had been wrongfully expropriated.

Nevertheless, in the first decade after reunification, provenance research underwent little substantive change. Public institutions in Germany and in other countries were not yet obliged to actively examine their holdings for objects that could qualify for restitution. Rather, the task of conducting research fell to the injured parties or their heirs. Ultimately, however, pressure to take action did not stem from individual claimants, but rather from the governments of formerly occupied states, who began to draw increasing attention to the cultural assets that had been lost under Nazi occupation. In February 1995, forty-eight distinguished specialists, including government representatives, curators, archaeologists, historians, and legal experts, met in New York for the ‘Spoils of War’ symposium to discuss the theft and destruction of cultural assets during the war (Simpson 1997). The key outcome of this conference was a report titled ‘Principles for the Resolution of Disputes Concerning Cultural Heritage Displaced during the Second World War’.

The conference and its findings were far from uncontroversial. One crucial point of criticism was that the conference failed to explicitly address the Holocaust and the loss of cultural assets attributable to the persecution of the Jewish people. Additional conferences to address this topic were thus soon organized. The first was the London Conference on Nazi Gold in 1997, which tried to shed light on the fate and whereabouts of gold stolen during the Second World War (Nietzel 2013: 150). A year later, this was followed by the ‘Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets’, which was attended by more than forty governments and numerous NGOs (Washington Conference 1998). The key aim of the conference was to establish a framework for identifying and returning stolen art to its rightful owners or their heirs (Washington Conference Principles 1998).

The Washington Principles now serve as a key touchstone for provenance research into cultural assets expropriated by the Nazis. The conference participants were in agreement that restitution should occur even given gaps or ambiguities in provenance (Principle 4), and that adequate resources and personnel should be provided to enable restitution to occur (Principle 3). Principle 6 called for a central registry to be established, and under Principle 7 it was stated that pre-war owners and their heirs should be explicitly encouraged to make claims. The eleven principles were not legally binding, and it was recognized that they would be applied differently under the divergent legal systems of the participating states.

In recognition of the need to implement the Washington Principles, German officials published the ‘Joint statement by the federal government, German states, and municipal associations on the tracing and return of Nazi-confiscated art, especially Jewish property’. Known as the ‘Berlin Statement’ for short, this document did not speak exclusively of ‘works of art’, but rather of ‘cultural property’, a term open to much wider interpretation. Although the Washington Principles were explicitly formulated as recommendations, and their actual implementation was left entirely to the discretion of individual national governments, the Berlin Statement and the fundamental avowals it contained furnished not only a moral but also a legal basis for the handling of Nazi-looted cultural assets (Common Statement 1999).

The Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets was followed by other conferences on the subject, including the Vilnius Forum on Holocaust-Era Looted Cultural Assets, which took place in Lithuania in October 2000, and a five-day conference on Holocaust issues that convened in Prague in June 2009. Each of these conferences also produced a formal resolution. However, their effects paled in comparison to the impact exerted by the Washington Conference.

The Washington Conference marked a veritable paradigm shift in provenance research. From this point forward, provenance research was no longer primarily concerned with verifying the origins of artworks as a means of attesting to their value. Instead, the primary task was to identify cultural assets that had been expropriated by the Nazis in order to return them to their rightful owners or heirs. Public collections in particular were tasked with examining their holdings in order to identify cultural assets that had been seized as part of National Socialist persecution. This undertaking raised complex historical, legal, and ethical questions, questions that provenance researchers were expected to address. Yet despite the extensive research on National Socialism and the Holocaust that ensued, we still lack precise, detailed knowledge about the national and international art market between the wars, under National Socialism, in the occupied territories, and in the post-war period. Indeed, there are sizeable gaps in our knowledge concerning the biographies and business activities of dealers, market structures, price formation, and the activities of collectors. Accordingly, the question as whether a sale occurred under duress cannot always be answered unambiguously. Nevertheless, provenance researchers are expected to provide a recommendation concerning the best course of action in each individual case. One issue that remains keenly debated to this day is whether Fluchtgut – that is, works sold to enable an individual’s flight abroad – should generally qualify for restitution. When considering such issues, we should never lose sight of the fact that the expropriation at issue was an aspect of a genocidal policy that sought the physical and cultural eradication of European Jews.

In the period immediately following the adoption of the Washington Principles, public collections in Germany generally only conducted provenance research in response to inquiries or requests for restitution. This changed only after a series of spectacular demands for restitution were made and succeeded (in many cases only after protracted litigation). The reader may be familiar with some of these cases: In 1992 Jen Lissitzky sought to recover Paul Klee’s Sumpflegende (Swamp Legend), which had belonged to his mother, Sophie Lissitzky-Küppers, from the Lenbachhaus in Munich; a settlement between the parties was not reached until 2017. In 1997, Egon Schiele’s Bildnis Walburga Neuzil (Portrait of Walburga Neuzil) was seized in New York in response to a restitution claim from the heirs of Lea Bondy-Jaray; this work was not returned to Vienna’s Leopold Museum until 2010, in exchange for compensation of 19 million dollars. Yet another prominent and impactful case was the controversial restitution of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s Berliner Straßenszene (Berlin Street Scene), which was from removed from the Brücke-Museum in Berlin and returned to the heirs of Alfred Hess in 2006 (Pufendorf 2018; Schnabel and Tatzkow 2008).

This act of restitution, which occurred with remarkable speed, provided first indications of a looming paradigm shift that reached fruition in 2012 with the seizure of the Schwabing Art Trove, a collection of around 1,500 artworks inherited by Cornelius Gurlitt, the son of a Nazi art dealer. The seizure of this collection as part of investigation into tax evasion generated significant media attention (see Hüneke 2015; Exhibition cat Bonn, Bern, Berlin 2017/18; Remy 2017). It also prompted policymakers to establish the German Lost Art Foundation and to considerably increase funding for research into public holdings. Provenance research has been a regular feature in the media and in public awareness ever since. This case also led a significant change in the nature of institutional research. While previously only individual museums (such as the Hamburger Kunsthalle or the Bavarian State Paintings Collection in Munich) had made dedicated efforts to systematically review their inventories for Nazi-looted art, after the Gurlitt case, an increasing number of museums began to engage in such ‘active research’.

One supplemental benefit of active research is that it has broadened museums’ understanding of their holdings. While provenance research was previously only interested in works of art, the scope of objects under consideration has been expanded to other cultural assets, including books, furniture, textiles, and vehicles. The need to expand the scope of research chronologically has also gained acceptance, such that researchers now also examine items that entered collections after 1945.

Provenance researchers have also begun to devote their attention to other historical periods. In the former states of East Germany, for example, researchers have been reviewing collections for items expropriated during the Soviet occupation (1945–1949) or by East Germany’s communist regime (1949–1989). Indeed, since the collapse of the Iron Curtain there have been many calls for the restitution of real estate and property expropriated in the provinces that became East Germany. In 1945 thousands of country estates were confiscated without compensation by the Soviet occupation forces, and in 1962, the Stasi looted valuables and cultural objects from safe deposit boxes (Bischof 2003: 350–62; Lupfer and Rudert 2008). These historical episodes raise methodological problems for provenance researchers similar to those posed by Nazi-era expropriation.

In this way, the systematic examination of collections with a view to the identification of cultural objects looted by the Nazis has led to a widening of the field of provenance research. For understandable reasons, research into individual holdings almost inevitably entails research into the broader history of the institution – not only during the National Socialist period, but also beyond. Almost always, this encompasses biographical research into the staff of the institution, collectors, dealers, and Holocaust victims. In addition, researchers are unavoidably confronted by the need to understand economic and legal history. Increasingly, provenance researchers no longer construct ‘histories of expropriation’, but rather develop object biographies that consider the wider history of object, including the period prior to 1933. As a somewhat intended by-product, such biographies are also produced for objects whose provenance ultimately proves to be unproblematic. Expanding object research to include broader historical contexts has enormous potential, for it produces knowledge that benefits the institutions in many areas of their work, not least by enriching the objects with countless fascinating stories. This imbues provenance research the potential to make valuable contributions to the culture of memory.

However, structural conditions often place limitations on provenance research. In the more than twenty years that have elapsed since the adoption of the Washington Principles there has been a substantial increase in the number of provenance researchers as well as impressive growth in the diversity and quantity of published research. However, there is still a lack of basic research into institutions, collections, collectors, dealers, and museum staff. The research findings produced at various institutions are shared inadequately or not at all, such that the same issues are often addressed multiple times. The past two decades have witnessed a significant increase in funding and personnel, and this has led to an impressive expansion of digital resources and instruments for research. Looking ahead, the next goal for the future is to improve and expand informational structures, in order to make research faster and more efficient.

The debates that have raged in provenance research and in civil society regarding how to deal with cultural assets expropriated by the Nazis have paved the way to another field of research: namely, how to manage cultural assets from colonial contexts held in the collections of the Global North. While a full discussion of this topic would exceed the scope of this essay, a few aspects of relevance for provenance research merit brief consideration. With a view to colonial cultural objects, as well, a chief concern is to clarify the origins of the object, as well as the legitimacy of any claims to ownership. However, scholars are still grappling at the present time with issues surrounding the contexts of expropriation. Should a given cultural asset be restituted because of a power differential that led to its appropriation? Or should the benchmark be instead the scope of the coercion or violence that led to the expropriation of the object? These and other questions lack definitive answers.

As was the case with Nazi-looted cultural assets, scholarly debates surrounding the provenance and restitution of cultural assets from colonial contexts entered the public realm only after a substantial delay. The first official demands for restitution made by African states date back to the 1950s and 1960s. In retrospect, the resistance shown by museums to these demands seems even more brazen and vehement than was the case for Nazi-looted art (Savoy 2021: 8).

In this debate, too, a turning point can be identified: namely, the year 2017, when the continuing controversy over the Humboldt Forum in Berlin culminated with the art historian Bénédicte Savoy resigning from the institution’s advisory board, an event that attracted significant media attention. In this same year, French President Emmanuel Macron promised in a speech at the University of Ouagadougou to create the conditions for the return of African cultural assets held in France (Macron 2017). One year later, Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy presented a report prepared on behalf of the French president for the return of African cultural assets (Sarr and Savoy 2018).

In connection with colonial cultural goods, the origin of the object is typically not the key issue, because this is often known. Accordingly, reconstructing a seamless sequence of owners tends to be a marginal concern (Förster 2019: 82). Instead, the primary task for provenance research is to expose the precise circumstances under which an object was acquired and the role of the collecting institutions. Very often, such research exposes the extent to which brutal exploitation served as the basis for ethnological collections (Aly 2021; Holfelder 2019).

The inhumanity of colonial rule has been given little space in the memory cultures of the Global North. It is also poorly anchored in societal consciousness. The injustice of colonial rule is also not universally recognized. Legal frameworks and standards analogous to the Washington Principles that could inform associated research remain a desideratum to this day. This is a fundamental point of difference between provenance research concerned with colonial cultural assets and objects expropriated by the Nazis. In both of these areas, however, the underlying methodological task is essentially the same – that is, to disclose the history of the object, including its origins and associated chains of ownership.
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Public Engagement (Vermittlung)

DOMINIK KIMMEL AND STEPHAN SCHWAN

Museums, memorials, historical sites, and cultural institutions enable millions of visitors each year to engage with history, culture, and nature. However, the relics of cultural and natural heritage and artistic works that are collected, exhibited, or preserved at such places are generally not self-explanatory for audiences. Indeed, they require interpretation, explanation, and potentially the presentation of supplementary or reconstructive practices and formats. This enables audiences to partake in expert knowledge and to have the best possible experience during their visit. Specialist knowledge in particular often requires classification and ‘translation’ if it is to be understood by the layman. In the German-speaking world, the term Vermittlung has become widely established to designate the communication of knowledge and education of the public outside of specialist cultures of expertise. As will be explained below, there is no single translation for this term in English that is fully adequate. Nevertheless, ‘public engagement’ is a serviceable approximation. Under the umbrella of Vermittlung, museums and sites of cultural and natural heritage are simultaneously understood as places of learning (Noschka-Roos and Lewalter 2013), spaces of experience (Preuß et al. 2017: 9–27), ‘performative’ spaces (Brückner and Greci 2020), and spaces of lived experience (cf. Nahrstedt 2002).

Authenticity plays an essential role in shaping this dialogue between the museum and its visitors, informing both the properties attributed to objects and the visitor experience itself (cf. Kimmel and Brüggerhoff 2020: 1ff.; ICOMOS 1994: Art. 11). This is particularly relevant where the past is concerned. Museums and sites of cultural and natural heritage enable their visitors to undergo several different types of experience, including historical experiences (Ankersmit 2012a, 2012b), encounters with the past, experiences of interaction with historical evidence (cf. Harrasser et al. 2009; Lethen et al. 2015), and authentic lived experiences (cf. Macdonald 1997; Jones 2009). From a cognitive perspective, it is the evidential value of objects and sources in particular that establishes credibility and leads to the perception and attribution of authenticity. From an affective perspective, this role is fulfilled either by ‘lived experience of the past’ or, in its place, by encounters with relics of the past and the impression their appearance conveys – their aura (Benjamin 1969; Korff and Roth 1990; Korff 1999, 2007) – which can be described as a network of relationships between people, places, and things (and, one could add, research findings).

The following discussion is dedicated to the relationship between historical authenticity and the concept of Vermittlung from the perspective of German museum studies. After a brief presentation of the development of the concept and practice of Vermittlung in the museum sector and of similar concepts in non-German-speaking spaces, the chapter focuses on Vermittlung as a bundle of practices used to enable historical learning and lived experiences of the past.

THE CONCEPT OF VERMITTLUNG AND ITS PLACE IN INSTITUTIONAL PRACTICE

Literally meaning ‘intermediation’ or ‘intercession’, etymologically the term Vermittlung comes from the German verb vermitteln (to mediate, convey, connect, or communicate), derived from the Middle High German mitteln (to help, enable, put in place; or to arbitrate, smooth over, conciliate), which in turn refers back to the term Mitte (middle, middle part). Today, vermitteln is used with the meaning ‘to reach an agreement’ but also ‘to bring about’, ‘to induce’, ‘to procure’ or ‘to get done’. Outside the specialist museological context, Vermittlung can also be used to refer, for example, to a telephone switchboard, a middle-man, a negotiator, or an agency. Vermittlung is therefore spoken of on the one hand in the sense of an action that establishes a connection, and on the other hand in the sense of an action that seeks to balance or reconcile different positions, and so conveys the sense of a go-between facilitating communication between two parties. This dichotomy of meaning is also reflected in its use in museums and in dealing with cultural heritage.

As a collective technical term in the context of research, art, and culture, Vermittlung is usually understood as a pedagogical concept that aims to fulfil an educational function. Until 2008, the terms ‘museum education’ (Museumspädagogik) and Vermittlung were still used synonymously by the Federal Association of Museum Education and the German Museum Association (Deutscher Museumsbund 2008: 4). Vermittlung is usually used to mean something comparable to ‘cultural communication’ (Kulturvermittlung), which is more common in Austria and Switzerland, or the concept of ‘cultural education’ (kulturelle Bildung), which is primarily intended to enable people to participate in cultural life; this latter term was historically often taken to be directed towards young people in particular, though today it is generally used in a broader sense across all age groups (see, among others, Mandel 2005; Fuchs 2009; Kunz-Ott et al. 2009).

From a sociological and psychological perspective, in the German-speaking world Vermittlung is now usually understood to mean practices of informal learning outside formal learning spaces such as the classical model of classroom education in schools (cf. Noschka-Roos and Lewalter 2013; Lewalter 2016). These practices are credited with a wide range of impacts that include fostering learning, education, understanding, knowledge, skills, and competencies.

In terms of institutional public engagement, Vermittlung is understood as a third pillar in addition to expert outreach and teaching, aiming to reach the public, policymakers, and industry. Depending on the discipline there is also significant conceptual overlap with a number of similar concepts and discourses on public-facing activities in the German-speaking world. Universities, research institutions, and research policy may phrase these discourses in terms of knowledge transfer, public science, or outreach, or link them to cultural heritage and public history. The concept of ‘knowledge transfer’ (Wissenstransfer), for example, is also used to signify a holistic approach to the dissemination of research findings and effective dialogue between researchers and society (cf. Kimmel 2013). Universities and colleges have recently also begun to speak of this as a ‘Third Mission’ – that is, as one of their fundamental tasks in addition to research and teaching.

As the museum sector has shifted to focus more heavily on visitor numbers, motivated in part by economic concerns, the concept of Vermittlung has expanded to include ‘audience development’ as a metric shaping institutions’ relationships with visitors. The concept is also increasingly being invoked as museums and cultural institutions are pushed to exploit economically productive research findings (e.g. the BMBF initiative ‘Innovationsorientierung in der Forschung’). Though in practice there is considerable overlap between them, Vermittlung and ‘knowledge transfer’ can be distinguished from the fields of public relations, research marketing, and visitor relations through their objectives, which in the former are ultimately oriented towards disseminating knowledge and fostering understanding.

TRANSLATING VERMITTLUNG

While Vermittlung is widely recognized as a key activity in the international museum sector, there is no single translation of this term that fully correlates with its German usage. The French ICOM translation renders Vermittlung as transmettre. However, médiation culturelle and action culturelle are the most commonly deployed terms in French. Indeed, an ICOM committee (namely, the Committee for Education and Cultural Action) has included the latter term in its name since 1963; only recently have efforts been made to standardize the terminology in this area (CECA 2018).

The current English version of the ICOM museum definition translates vermitteln and Vermittlung as ‘communicate’ and ‘communication’. However, in the English-speaking world, ‘education’ and ‘learning’ are also commonly used to describe activities in this context. Additional terms that have been gaining broader acceptance in English include ‘science outreach’, ‘public education and outreach’, and ‘public engagement’. Importantly, none of these terms adequately reflects conceptual divergence between English, French, and German museum theory, thus highlighting the risk of confusion between similar but disparate concepts. Nevertheless, for ease of discussion, ‘public engagement’ – which has become increasingly common as a translation for Vermittlung in the German museum sector (Bundesverband Museumspädagogik 2023) – will be predominantly deployed as the operative term in the following discussion.

FROM EXHIBITION GUIDES TO HOLISTIC DIALOGUE

By the 1960s and 1970s, museums had shifted to focus ever more firmly on a visitor-oriented model aiming to reach a broad range of social classes (see e.g. Noschka-Roos 2012: 163ff.). As part of this shift, in most major museums the task of communication and public engagement was entrusted to a dedicated department of museum education, or to a museum education agency. Public engagement was understood as an ‘add-on’ to exhibitions; that is, an activity subordinate to the work of the curators. It served either as a supplement to classroom learning or as a means of arousing interest in certain fields at an early stage.

Spreading from museums in the English-speaking world, the visitor-oriented model has become increasingly central to German museological strategies since the early 1990s. During this development, sometimes referred to as the ‘educational turn’, a paradigm shift from ‘education’ to ‘learning’ took place (Hooper-Greenhill 2007: 5ff.; Macdonald 2016: 99ff). Visitors were increasingly seen as ‘active individual learners’ (Macdonald 2016: 105) and the ‘educational role’ of museums was widely accepted. Since 2009 at the latest, German-speaking countries have seen a shift ‘from organizing exhibitions to the production of knowledge’ (Jaschke and Sternfeld 2012: 14), accompanied by an increasing focus on a holistic approach to public engagement. Exhibiting is now considered as only one option to be used in conjunction with other visitor-related formats, leading to new functions and processes within the museums. The ‘museum as place of learning’ is now ‘understood and enacted holistically’ (Köhne and Vuillaume 2019: 1). This integrative approach leads to overlaps with other concepts related to fostering a broader museum experience, such as scenography (Brückner and Greci 2020).

Museums and other institutions dedicated to the sciences and humanities attach particular importance to providing visitors with an understanding of the underlying research principles of their respective disciplines (Public Understanding of Research, PUR) in addition to the understanding of the subject itself (Public Understanding of Science and Humanities, PUSH). Since the signing of the so-called PUSH memorandum by German research organizations in 1999 a wide variety of formats for this type of communication and engagement have developed, such as school laboratories, children’s universities, and science festivals.

This was accompanied by a shift from predominantly monological formats – i.e. directed from the expert to the layman – towards a self-determined and self-directed dialogical form of communication (cf. Deutscher Museumsbund 2008: 8; Noschka-Roos and Lewalter 2013). ‘Content is not conveyed from one to the other (vermittelt) but rather established together’ (Noschka-Roos 2012: 167). At research-intensive museums this dialogue is sometimes referred to as ‘public engagement with science’. The aim behind this approach is to enable visitors to encounter authentic sources and research findings and to encourage them to engage with them in greater depth. Civic engagement and other forms of interactive participation are seeing increasing acceptance as elements of museological communication practices. Communicative exchange is also the focus of Ray Oldenburg’s concept of ‘third places’, which describes public spaces as third places separate from the home and the workplace where informal interpersonal encounters can take place (Oldenburg 1989). This also changes the content of exhibitions: museums are now increasingly focusing on relating to current topics and helping to shape public discourses as well as making connections to the reality of visitors’ everyday lives and living conditions.

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT AND VERMITTLUNG TODAY: HISTORICAL LEARNING AND LIVED EXPERIENCE

Although current studies have sought to relativize the importance of the original object for visitors (Hampp and Schwan 2015), actual practices of communication and engagement in museums tend to be closely bound up with original artefacts and objects of cultural and natural heritage which typically make up the core of museum collections and exhibitions. This is reflected in the visitors’ own expectations: ‘seeing the real thing’ is frequently mentioned as a motive for visiting (Pekarik and Schreiber 2012). Visitors may also want to develop a sense of connection to the past (‘connecting with my heritage‘) and to imagine themselves in the past (‘imagining other times/places’, ‘finding out what it’s like to live in a different time or place’). At the same time, however, the expectation of acquiring new knowledge and developing a deeper understanding of historical facts also plays a central role (‘gaining information’, ‘enriching my understanding’). From the perspective of fostering communication and engagement this results in a wide range of possibilities and areas of focus for widening access to history. Three distinct types of approaches to public engagement can be distinguished. From the point of view of a didactic approach to history oriented around schools and supplementing classroom learning (Heese 2007), the presentation of authentic exhibits serves to promote historical skills and competencies. By contrast, concepts of public engagement based on museological approaches emphasize the role of authentic objects as providing access to historical experience (Korff 1999: 2007). And finally, exhibitions exploit a variety of staging options to transport visitors imaginatively to times in the past.

Given that museums have a social educational mission and represent important informal places of learning, public engagement and visitor research represent a broad conception of learning that is not limited to the acquisition of factual knowledge, but also includes deepening understanding, the acquisition of skills, changing attitudes and values, and aspects of fostering personality development, inspiration, and creativity (Generic Learning Outcomes; Hooper-Greenhill 2007). The tasks of public engagement and cultural education thus promote the autonomy and maturity of visitors – as demanded by Wilhelm von Humboldt – as well as the skills required for independent reflective action.

The philosopher and theorist of science Jürgen Mittelstraß has engaged with the role of culture and education in the modern world in a particularly pronounced way. In the modern world, he argues, as the knowledge available to us increases, our ‘orientation knowledge, i.e. the knowledge of justified purposes and goals, decreases’. According to Mittelstraß, education is an element of orientation, part of our living environment and power of judgement ‘that operates between what we know and what we do’ (Mittelstraß 1994: 162f.). Practices and activities directed towards communication and engagement attempt to counteract this ‘decoupling of science and education’ (ibid.: 101).

In terms of historical content, the tasks associated with such public engagement – not only informing visitors about facts, but also stimulating them, opening up their horizons, stimulating reflection and promoting critical debate – are in line with the models of key competencies in historical thinking upheld in current historical didactics (van Drie and van Boxtel 2008; Schreiber et al. 2006). These models see the ability and willingness to think historically as a core area of human competence. Based on the assumption ‘that societies or social groups have an interest in confronting their members with certain interpretations of history that secure a common identity […], responsible citizens should be able to judge and criticize such interpretations’ (Schreiber et al. 2006: 14).

One example is the FUER model, dedicated to the ‘promotion and development of reflected and (self-)reflective historical consciousness’ (Förderung und Entwicklung von reflektiertem und (selbst-)reflexivem Geschichtsbewusstsein: see Schreiber et al. 2006). This understands historical competence as the ability to determine the past, to put it into contexts and to present it as a narrative in relation to the present and the future. Taking a narratological conception of history, the basic operations of historical thinking consist of the deconstruction of existing historical narratives and the reconstruction of past phenomena with the help of sources. Through deconstruction, historical narratives are broken down into components, each of which is analysed; the underlying intentions and the validity of the representation are then examined in relation to deeper structures. Conversely, reconstruction based on sources allows historical facts to be inferred and connections between phenomena to be recognized and summarized in narrative form, establishing references to the present and future. In addition, historical thinking includes the ability to ask historically related questions that at the same time reflect one’s own understanding of one’s own historical self, the world, and others, as well as the competency of having appropriate terminology, principles and concepts at one’s disposal (Schreiber et al. 2006; van Drie and van Boxtel 2008). The model also includes places of learning such as museums, memorials and historical sites alongside classroom learning as these places play a central role in the presentation and staging, negotiation and critical questioning of interpretations of history.

Concrete sources, including material sources, play a central role in the teaching of history in museums. In the terminology of historical didactics, original objects are material sources, that is, ‘objects or remains that have been directly passed down from which historical information about the time of their creation and use can be obtained’ (Stadtmüller 2004: 441). Authenticity is attributed to such objects, which in turn is assumed to motivate visitors to confront historical topics and themes. On the other hand, objects in museums are no longer in their original functional context, so their purpose, origin, and significance cannot be recognized immediately. In addition, it cannot be assumed that all visitors to historical exhibitions or historical sites already possess sophisticated historical skills (Trautwein et al. 2017). Rather, it is a central educational task of museums and exhibitions to promote these skills among visitors and to support them in the reconstruction of historical facts as well as in the deconstruction of historical narratives. Accordingly, clear references to the present and action-oriented installations that encourage active engagement with the contents of the exhibition are regarded as essential features of high-quality communication and engagement strategies in museums (Deutscher Museumsbund 2008). As a result, the relationship between historical authenticity and historical learning is of particular importance in discussions of public engagement (Hoheinstein and Moussouri 2018: 136ff.).

While from a didactic point of view historical objects to which authenticity is ascribed are understood as a starting point for in-depth cognitive examination of historical facts, museological and museum educational approaches emphasize their immediate affective-sensual impression and experiential dimension: ‘ “Authenticity”, as difficult as it may be to single out and define, is the starting point for a particular historical experience which visitors undergo not only in cognitive, intellectual, and discursive ways, but which is above all based on the principle of sensual impression, sensual stimulus’ (Korff 2007: 120). Some theoretical approaches to history also emphasize engagement with history through the enabling of historical experience in the sense of a ‘direct and immediate contact with the past’ (Ankersmit 2012a: 16) in which the dimension of time is temporarily suspended. In this context, some theorists also employ the concept of numinous experiences which result from encounters with authentic objects: ‘The essence of this encounter, as revealed by a phenomenological investigation, is comprised of a holistic uniting of intellect and affect, with a direct link to the tangible and symbolic nature of the object, a feeling of being transported, and intensely profound connections with the past, self, and spirit. These experiences are interpreted as document-centred flow experiences that fall more into the category of mystical experience than traditional learning experience’ (Latham 2013: 3).

According to Ankersmit, isolating an aspect of the past from its historical context is a prerequisite for historical experience. The mode of experience is therefore associated less with prominent, highly semantically charged exhibits, but rather with relatively insignificant, fragmentary or metonymic objects (Ankersmit 2012a, 2012b). ‘What at first appears to be a deficit, the fragment, proves to be an advantage in the historical imagination’ (Korff 2007: 143). Fragmentary exhibits unfold their effects not only on an imaginative-affective level, but also on a cognitive level by provoking questions and stimulating exploratory learning (Korff 2007; Stadtmüller 2004). Nevertheless, offering up authentic exhibits with the aim of enabling historical experiences requires different museum presentation strategies to exhibits primarily aimed at promoting historical skills and competencies; in the former case, original objects unfold their effect through decontextualization, isolation, or associative sequence, while in the latter they are embedded in a more or less dense network of contextual information and explanations.

In addition to the encounter with the historical relic – the source, the object, the place, or the contemporary witness – the way in which it is presented and historical facts are represented also plays an important role in visitors’ history-related experiences. Aspects of exhibit design associated with this presentation are often lumped together under the term ‘scenography’. This describes a multidimensional, holistic design approach to space; a creative design philosophy that translates conceptual and material content into three-dimensional narrative thematic spaces (Brückner and Greci 2020: 203f.). Not only the encounter with the object but also the staged knowledge space can create a visitor experience that is as imaginative as it is authentic (Brückner and Greci 2020: 211). The creative means used to achieve this range from illustrations to sound and lighting effects to digital media and projections. These are supplemented by demonstrations and other in-person forms of communication and engagement (that is, public engagement). The authenticity attributed to the person acting in this role of mediator also makes an important contribution to the experience.

Forms of public engagement such as reenactments, guided tours, or interactions with researchers as well as design elements that either replace the original or make it spatially tangible, such as dioramas, models, replicas, and virtual and augmented realities (see the chapters on Reenactment and Virtual Reality in this volume) fit a particular niche. What they all have in common is the intention to present multi-sensory recreations of places, situations, actions, or events in the past. Visitors are encouraged to imaginatively put themselves in the historical situation and relive certain facets of the living conditions of that time as vividly as possible. Here, authenticity describes how historical facts are reproduced as convincingly and credibly as possible, measured against the expectations of the visitors, and as undistortedly as possible (Bruner 1994) measured against expert historical knowledge. This is underpinned by a conception of authenticity that is not so much based on the material authenticity or originality of objects from the past, but rather focuses on the vivid lived experience of historical facts.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, can a distinct value of authenticity be established in relation to public engagement in the museum sector? This chapter shows what a central category authenticity is in the facilitation of cognitive and affective experiences in museums and cultural heritage institutions, especially in relation to the past. According to the current literature, these institutions uniquely manage to enable various forms of experience of historical evidence through direct encounters with the authentic, or what is understood as authentic; that may be material relics and traces of the past, but sometimes also credible reproductions.

A number of questions remain unanswered which offer avenues for further research into visitor experiences. For example, the question of what significance the encounter with the relic has in affective terms compared to the overall museum experience remains unresolved. Does the authentic material source arouse increased interest in engaging with history because it is an authentic relic of the past, or is it rather its aesthetic value, the staging, or its relevance to one’s own everyday reality? Research into how the progressive possibilities of media representations, especially realistic and immersive media, change this meaning for the visitor is still in its infancy.

The significance of the experience of evidence for wider historical experience in the museum also remains largely unresolved. This is particularly true in relation to a relational conception of authenticity, which also relativizes historical evidence; for example, through the fact that relics may undergo material changes, contexts may change, or older findings may be cast in a new light thanks to new research. But to what extent might it overwhelm visitors to not only have to deconstruct and reconstruct historical narratives, but also to be faced with the demand to perceive the value of the source as changing or even as a construct?

When the German concept of Vermittlung (in the sense of communication, learning, and public engagement) holistically informs the design of exhibitions, spaces, and media such that one is empowered to experience, question, and critique reconstructions of authenticity, then this crucially helps heterogeneous audiences not only to engage with the past but also to think about the present.
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Reenactment

STEFANIE SAMIDA

Like rituals, festivals, ceremonies, and parades, reenactments are cultural performances in which societies present and reflect on themselves. In all of these forms, diverse spaces for action and experience are created – spaces in which the direct experience takes centre stage. We encounter reenactments both in popular historical-cultural contexts and in the context of artistic performances (see Roselt and Otto 2012; Baldacci and Franco 2022). However, reenactment is not only an historical, cultural, and artistic practice, but also serves increasingly as a theoretical concept and framework in various domains, including theatre and media studies (for more, see Dreschke et al. 2016; Agnew et al. 2020; Agnew et al. 2023). In the following, a focus is placed exclusively on the historical-cultural category – that is, on live reenactments of the past as a form of virtual ‘time travel’ (Petersson/Holtorf 2017). While the staging of everyday past events is referred to as ‘living history’, the term ‘reenactment’ is usually associated with the embodied visualization of a specific historical event (Fischer-Lichte 2012: 13). Frequently understood as aesthetic acts of immersive and physical reproduction, reenactments are ‘repetitions’ of a past event – often of battles or military conflicts. As performances, they can only ever be experienced once, for the next reenactment develops its own dynamic. As stagings, however, they are also deliberately initiated actions that can be repeated time and again. They bring something to life – namely, the past historical events themselves, e.g. the Battle of Leipzig or a Roman campaign in Magna Germania. Living history and therefore also reenactment are inconceivable without a claim to authenticity or at least the search for it. ‘Authenticity’ is the key category in this special historical and cultural field; it encompasses both ‘object authenticity’ and ‘subject authenticity’, as well as the interplay between these two concepts.

SEMANTICS OF AUTHENTICITY IN REENACTMENT

In her analysis of the Indianist scene, the cultural anthropologist Petra Tjitske Kalshoven identifies two approaches to the past that are relevant in the context of questions about authenticity. She distinguishes between a ‘collational mode’ and a ‘translational mode’ (Kalshoven 2012: 162ff.). The first approach is characterized by the fact that literature is ‘pored over’ and museums are visited – thus, in a certain sense, researched – in order to organize and experience the ‘Indian’ world in a manner as historically accurate as possible. In the ‘translational mode’, on the other hand, the actors attempt to create by means of performative practices and direct experience access to the lifeworld of the North American natives, thus creating meaning for their own individual lives. In both cases, precision and dedication are required, for, as one actor says: ‘If you do this at all, you should do it right. It should be authentic – otherwise, you are just kidding around’ (ibid.: 181). Several semantics of authenticity shine through in this quote: Authenticity can mean genuineness, credibility, accuracy, and authorship, but authenticity here also alludes to the ‘real’ and direct experiences of the actors.

Thus, authenticity – or, in the jargon of the milieu, simply ‘A’ – has a dual function: On the one hand, it is about producing faithful reproductions and reenactments of historical events (in which questions of ‘object authenticity’ are negotiated). On the other hand, authenticity is about visualizing or emotionally understanding a past of whatever kind as experienced for oneself and thus about questions of subject-related authenticity. In this case, the following applies: ‘The authentic does not refer to other, but to self’ (ibid.: 203).

STARTING POINTS AND APPROACHES

Richard Handler and William Saxton (Handler 1987; Handler and Saxton 1988) were among the first to deal with questions of authenticity in reenactment and living history. In their contributions, they identified, named, and critically reflected on key aspects that are still being discussed and taken up time and again today. These include the importance of authenticity as a ‘dominant value’ in reenactment (Handler and Saxton 1988: 243) and the obsession of many actors with authenticity, including the resulting competitive nature of the scene (Handler 1987: 40). In a present that is felt to be unstable and increasingly alienating, reenactors seek authenticity – which is understood as a mode of reliability and credibility. This echoes the notion of a ‘longing for authenticity’ that emerges in other contexts and oftentimes in the present day. Reenactors also emphasize the importance of reenactment as part of our present. In reenactments, the actors report above all on their own experiences – on moments that seem real to them and that they label as ‘authentic’. Reenactments thus say more about the ‘here and now’ than about the past: ‘for we see living history as part of a larger constellation of modern values that urge individuals to fulfil themselves by having experiences they can define as authentic’ (Handler and Saxton 1988: 247).

Current case studies also point to a ‘pragmatic understanding of authenticity’ among reenactors. Although for them the past is the central point of reference, as is evident in their recourse to written sources as well as archaeological findings, the actors are also aware that the past is not experienced through reenactment, but rather creatively appropriated (Samida 2014; Brædder et al. 2017). In recent years, research has focused not only on the actors but also on the audience. For instance, Christina Kerz (2017) presented a detailed empirical study from a socio-geographical perspective on the interrelationship between atmosphere and authenticity, drawing on Colonial Williamsburg, a living history museum, as an example. She is primarily concerned with the visitors and their atmospheric experience, which plays an ‘immanent role in the construction of directly experienced authenticity’ (ibid.: 16). Atmosphere and authenticity, she argues, must be considered together, whereby authenticity should be seen as a consequence of a direct atmospheric experience or as the result of a ‘selective, subjective and situational immersion process’ (ibid.: 357). Authenticity, so one could conclude from this study, is conceptualized as a spatial and bodily phenomenon.

AUTHENTICITY AS CURRENCY AND EXCUSE

Material culture – i.e. clothing, equipment, etc. – plays a central role in reenactment (see e.g. Samida 2020), and this also applies in the run-up to an event. The objects are produced by many of the actors themselves in a manner true to the original. This do-it-yourself approach often exhibits an obsessive manner (Handler 1987: 340) that can escalate into ‘fetishization’, when the reproduction must be correct in every detail. The self-made objects are held in higher esteem – they are often sacredly exalted – while things that are merely bought are seen as inferior and therefore less ‘authentic’ (in the sense of ‘credible’ and ‘original’). Thus, do-it-yourself objects are not only a testimony to the individual commitment of the hobbyists (which is often time-intensive and requires consultation of various sources to ensure historically accurate techniques); they also testify to the authenticity that is so important for the milieu. To draw an analogy: ‘the footnote to the historian is the authentic (recreated) costume to the reenactor’ (Gapps 2009: 398). Object authenticity thus functions as a kind of ‘currency’ and is a means of distinction. The handsewn tunic, for example, is regarded as proof of ‘authenticity’ and it serves as a substitute for the historian’s concern for the fragmented traditional costume (Korff 2000: 103). Here, the age or historical genuineness of an object is not the relevant thing. Rather, it is the way in which the object in question is produced that is of decisive importance, even if original objects are used in some reenactments. In this way, we can observe a strongly essentialist understanding of the term ‘authenticity’ among the actors. Yet at the same time, authenticity proves to be an instrument of critical (self-)assessment, and thus as a tool for differentiation and exclusion. Hence, what can generally be said about belonging to a given scene or milieu holds true: ‘Being authentic thus means meeting the authenticity requirements of a particular scene […], wanting to achieve this authenticity in one’s own presentation by drawing on knowledge, skills, and abilities, and being recognized in this presentation, which is perceived as justified’ (Eisewicht et al. 2016: 83).

However, authenticity is not only a currency in the reenactment scene; it can also serve as an excuse. For under its guise, reactionary, revanchist and ideological sentiments can be disguised as history (Gapps 2020: 185) – for example, when National Socialist ideas and National Socialist symbolism are – sometimes more, sometimes less – subtly integrated into a ‘Germanic’ depiction or a reenactment of the Second World War with reference to the creation of an ‘authentic’ setting. The discourse surrounding authenticity then serves to conceal political ideologies, and it develops into an ‘authentication machinery’ for the ‘ideology of genuine re-enactment’. However, authenticity ‘misused’ in this way can also trigger counter-reactions; it may lead, for example, to lesser-known positions and historical events taking centre stage, or to actors deliberately playing with gender roles (e.g. Tomann 2023). Authenticity then becomes a trigger for productive counter-knowledge.

CREATING AUTHENTICITY

In reenactment, authenticity – as understood in the sense of generating evidence – is produced on different levels: First of all, across a material cultural dimension, secondly, on a spatio-temporal level, and finally, by way of personal connection, whereby all three do not necessarily have to occur together. Material culture and its handling play a special role in reenactment. Both are among the most important tools used by the actors on their ‘journey’ into the past. Material culture is an indispensable component when it comes to experiencing the past literally first-hand. With the removal of contemporary clothing and the donning of the ‘garb’ (Gewandung), as the scene jargon goes, a change of role is not only carried out in purely visual terms; the first and second skin – body and clothing – form the central media for the past or the projection surface for its interpretations – which are reflected, by way of example, in stories about itchy clothing or uncomfortable shoes as borderline and foreign experiences. Unlike many other things that surround us every day, clothing is directly connected to the body and, due to this proximity, is able to blur the imagined temporal difference between past and present. Clothing and equipment thus become an instrument for entering into a ‘physical and imaginary dialogue’ with the respective time that the actors seek to represent (Jenß 2007: 104).

Reenactments often take place at the historical site or in the vicinity of the former historical event or battlefield, especially when it comes to reenacting more recent eras. Examples include the reenactments for the 200th anniversary of the Battle of Leipzig in 2013 or the Battle of Waterloo in 2015, as well as the many First World War reenactments that were organized to mark the centenary of the First World War between 2014 and 2018. However, it is not only the location that is sought, but also the temporal proximity – as, for example, when the Battle of the Marne is ‘repeated’ almost exactly one hundred years later to the day in September 2014. Through place and time, an attempt is being made to create historical proximity. It is secondary whether the battlefield makes an appearance through any kind of material presence – because remains are generally no longer present. Instead, the sites remain in the background as ‘imagined monuments’, which can, however, be experienced directly.

Finally, the personal connection to the event has a significance not to be neglected. It manifests itself in different ways and always depends on the era that the actors represent. For more recent eras such as the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the story of family members who fought in a battle is often used as a model. These people are often still present in family stories, thus serving as the starting point for an engagement with, say, the First World War. But there doesn’t always have to be a family relationship. Many actors carry out intensive research in advance and come across field post letters, diaries, photos or the like from soldiers. They read biographies from the historical tradition, which serve as a model for their portrayal and at the same time guarantee ‘authenticity’. In more distant eras without written sources, the actors take on a role that is, in turn, often closely linked to their own respective present. It is not uncommon for this role to be adapted to one’s own real life – one’s own self. This identificational association may be sought, by way of example, through the naming of the character or through references to places or traditions: The present-day actor Ralf then becomes Wulfilo, who portrays an Alamanni, while the actress, who was born in northern Germany, focuses on the Viking Age. The character portrayed thus becomes an alter ego/alternative self while remaining part of the individual’s own identity.

Although material culture, space, and time as well as personal connection all play an essential role in the creation of authenticity, it is ultimately the interplay of the abovementioned dimensions of authenticity in the moment of doing or experiencing that is relevant. It is about creating atmospheres through entanglements between object, body, and space (as discussed below) or about evoking the past. Cornelius Holtorf (2010) has described this with the term ‘pastness’. If it comes to a disturbance – for example, if a Tupperware container or Coke bottle is noticed during the reenactment – then the illusionary character of the presentation is lost; the ‘pastness’ is unmasked as an illusion. The result is the destabilization or destruction of credibility. And this in turn has an impact on the reception of reenactment events, because only a setting that seems to be ‘authentic’ is considered highly credible by the audience.

AUTHENTICITY THROUGH SENSUAL EXPERIENCE

However, reenactment extends far beyond questions of representation or the ability to elevate an individual’s reputation; rather, it is about coming into direct contact with an imagined past by means of objects and the way these are handled during the performance (Daugbjerg 2016: 159). The object and practice levels must therefore be considered in their mutual entanglement. Through the immediacy and intensity in the process of visualization, the body is capable of creating a multi-layered experience by virtue of its interaction with the objects and the space – in short: with the atmosphere: ‘The physicality of sites and materials thus works in concert with their human invigorators in bringing about such multi-layered moments and experiences’ (Daugbjerg 2014: 730). The actors understand this direct presence experience, which takes place far away from the everyday life of a society that is perceived as overly technologically and stressful, as an ‘authentic’ experience. For them, this experience, described as a period rush or time warp, which is not dissimilar to the liminal experiences described by the cultural anthropologist Victor Turner or to the moments of presence characterized by Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht as epiphanies, is tantamount to a contact with the past; this not only represents a very unique dimension of evidence generation, but can also be interpreted in Gumbrecht’s sense as a form of immersion and re-enchantment (Gumbrecht 2014, 40). The transformative power of this bodily-affective experience, which occurs during the performance in the community but can only be perceived individually, creates an effect of authenticity, which in turn can influence the interpretation of the past. For the reenactors, these effects of presence are undoubtedly ‘authentic’ experiences, but as repetitions of a past event, they can never be identical with ‘what they bring back, i.e. physically recover in memory’ (Fischer-Lichte 2012: 13). They are cultural constructs and reflect singular events in the here and now and thus also our contemporary lifeworld – and not the past. At the same time, however, reenactment can of course also be understood as a mode of making history, through which the past is negotiated in a way similar to the writing of history. However, this mode differs from historiography in various respects, not least with regard to criteria for the generation of evidence and intersubjective verifiability.

OUTLOOK

While the production of authenticity is considered the most important element in reenactment – indeed, some argue that there is an authenticity ‘imperative’ (Agnew/Tomann 2020) – scholars have conducted little research on this topic to date. Although questions of authenticity are discussed in almost all works on reenactment and living history, in-depth analyses are rather rare. One reason for this is that the academic debate on the topics of ‘reenactment’ and ‘living history’ has no long tradition upon which it can look back. The first relevant research began in the 1980s and 1990s, but it is only since the turn of the millennium that the topic has been the subject of cultural anthropological and, occasionally, historical studies. Yet there are also methodological reasons for the paucity of relevant analyses, for the negotiable and variable category of ‘authenticity’ is not only extremely difficult to grasp on a theoretical level, but also empirically. Here it is necessary to start in the future and build on work such as the study published by Kerz (2017). The task of reenactment research must be to adopt a processual perspective and to consider other entities in addition to the actors, their interconnections, and their relationship to the various dimensions of authenticity. After all, authenticity is not a property, but a phenomenon that is culturally and socially constructed. As a category of negotiation, the practices and discourses must therefore be at the centre of interest to gain deeper insights into the premises presented here. The questions of how, when, and in which contexts authenticity effects occur, how they express and manifest themselves, and which reflexes they evoke – among the actors but also among the audience – must be pursued in a more differentiated way than before. The complementary relationship between staging and authenticity in reenactment has seldom been examined in detail. To what extent does staging serve to authenticate? Where is the threshold to over-staging that undermines authenticity? How do the performers and how does the audience (re-)act in such moments? How do the conflicts of authenticity manifest themselves?

Reenactments are inconceivable without the ‘magic of the authentic’ (Jureit 2020), or vice versa: authenticity is considered the sine qua non in this multifaceted and popular historical-cultural field. As a central concept, however, it is interpreted and practiced quite heterogeneously within the reenactment scene. The actors attempt to experience the past by means of the objects and by repeating and reliving them. There is therefore both a ‘mode of testimony’ and a ‘mode of experience’; in the former, the material culture, as a ‘representative of the past[,] takes centre stage’, while in the experiential mode, the ‘subject and its emotional and living world are central’ (Pirker and Rüdiger 2010, 17). This second mode accords with social scientific analyses that observe the transformation of society into an ‘event society’ (Erlebnisgesellschaft) in which the enjoyment of experiences becomes the essential imperative for action; ‘lived experience’ is elevated to the dominant mode of perception and realization (Schulze 1992). In such a society, authenticity undergoes a semantic expansion or reconceptualization, such that everything in relation to moods and expectations is considered ‘authentic’ (Korff 2005: 142). As a performative historical and cultural field, reenactment offers a striking example of this dynamic.
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Relic

MARTIN SABROW

According to the taxonomy of historical sources developed by Johann Gustav Droysen and Ernst Bernheim, relics are to be distinguished from objects or practices that have been intentionally preserved or passed down through the ages as a tradition. Rather, they belong to the category of remains classified as being fitted to a purpose or usage specific to a limited historical period that is no longer current, typically in the form of now defunct objects, customs, and practices or records that have nevertheless been set aside and preserved rather than abandoned. Despite the semantic difference, often no clear distinction is made between ‘relics’ and ‘remains’ or ‘remnants’ in English. In German, by contrast, a distinction is maintained between the Relikt and the Reliquie. Both terms derive from the same language root: the Latin verb ‘relinquere’ meaning ‘to leave behind’ or ‘to leave over’, marking the basic meaning of both terms as remnants of earlier usages. At the same time, however, the terms denote substantially different phenomena: Relikt, taken in the eighteenth century from the Latin relictum – meaning something left behind intact or unspoiled – refers to a remnant from the past that has survived unintentionally in general, without defining its relationship to the present. By contrast, Reliquie denotes a surviving material object that is venerated or considered sacred in subsequent times and is endowed with transcendental meaning. In English, ‘relic’ is used to convey both of these meanings. Nevertheless, for all their categorical differences, both of these distinct types of relic share the same condition of existence: they are bound to a ‘cultural matrix’ (Walsham 2010, 14). That is, they are the product of a cultural attribution and require the verification and recognition of their authenticity to ensure their provenance – their origin and usage in a defined context in the past – in the one case, and their continued effectiveness in the other.

Accordingly, the significance of the two meanings of the term developed in different ways over the course of the transition from the pre-modern to the modern era. The relic is an overarching category with diffuse meanings and blurred definitions across different time periods. This ambivalence is reflected in its modern usage. In the public historical consciousness it could equally be taken to signify a valuable testimony about the past, an ominous burden passed down from an earlier time, or an amusing simultaneity of the non-simultaneous. In the 1970s, for example, the East German press condemned the ban on the West German Communist Party (KPD) as a ‘relic of the Cold War’ (Neues Deutschland 1970); similarly, Der Spiegel dubbed the British House of Lords as a ‘relic from nobler times’ (Der Spiegel 1976) while also describing the coffeehouses of eastern Europe as a cultivated relic of the Austro-Hungarian dual monarchy affording the possibility of a resigned ‘escape’ to the past (Der Spiegel 1979). When, following the reunification of Germany, the green arrow allowing traffic to make right turns at red lights used on traffic lights in the former East Germany was adopted nationwide, the German press debated whether it was best understood as ‘an achievement worth preserving or an outdated relic’ (Neues Deutschland 1993).

Though in English the term ‘relic’ has almost totally replaced the now mostly obsolete Middle English ‘relict’ used in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, ‘relict’ – fittingly – survives in some scientific and legal usages (Oxford English Dictionary, 2009; ‘relict’); in biology, for example, it is used to describe a plant species that has become endangered as a result of climatic changes, a usage that in German falls under the general category of the Relikt.

THE HISTORY OF THE VENERATION OF RELICS

The conceptual history of the relic in its religious or transcendental sense – that is, as Reliquie – is much clearer. It can be traced back to the development of the idea of bodily resurrection at the end of the first century CE (Hartmann 2011: 11), first beginning with the organization of the Eucharistic celebration centring on the altar as a communion table, celebrating symbolic union with the Christian martyrs. Building on the belief that the martyrs remained virtually present in their buried bodies, the connection to the saints was at first maintained by the proximity of the altar to their tombs; this soon became via the presence of the bones themselves, transferred to the houses of worship. Interring their remains under or even within the altar guaranteed the saints’ participation in the service. The first relics to be venerated in this way were those of Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna, who was burnt in Rome in the middle of the second century and whose mortal remains were collected and entombed by his parishioners. The placement of relics in church altars is documented in the fourth century and was enshrined in canon law in 787 CE with the agreement of the second council of Nicaea. This gave rise to a tradition of veneration of relics which at first focused on the corpus integrum, the whole body, but in the following centuries and especially after the turn of the millennium onwards also afforded the status of relics to individual body parts (Angenendt 1994: 149 ff.). As early as the end of the sixth century there hardly seems to have been a single church in the Western Roman Empire that did not possess relics (Kohl 2003: 47). The ever-increasing demand for relics (in what with the adoption of Christianity as the state religion had become Christendom) led to the development of a trade in devotional objects – from the blood of Jesus and the milk of Mary to the bones of the three wise men, the skullcap of St. Macarius, and the nipples of St. Elizabeth of Hungary – that lasted into the early modern period. This was not the only consequence, however. Building on the Christian worldview that was convinced that holiness could be transmitted by physical contact (Mayr 2000: 24), it also ensured the extension of the concept of relics beyond the bodily remains of the saints to include a wide variety of objects that had once had a credible relationship with them, or had even just been in their vicinity.

Over the centuries, this developed into a taxonomy in Church doctrine, which arranged relics into classes within a hierarchy according to their degree of effectiveness. According to this scale, primary relics include the corpses of saints or parts thereof, but also the ashes of burnt martyrs. So-called ‘contact relics’, i.e. objects with which the canonized person came into frequent direct contact during their lifetime or posthumously, are considered secondary relics. Finally, the less important third-class relics include ‘small fragments of the body of the blessed or saints or objects that came in direct contact with these persons’ (Relics in the Church 2017).

THE QUESTION OF AUTHENTICITY

Within each of these classes, relics personally linked to Jesus Christ occupy the highest rank. Throughout its history, the cult of relics has been beset by incessant disputes over authenticity and tensions over the credibility and recognition of relics. ‘Wherever there are relics, they are bound up in the promise of authenticity.’ (Klie and Kühn 2020: 10). The ‘strange craving to possess saints’ gave rise to ‘a formal trade in corpses, relics and images of saints’ during the transition from the late Middle Ages to the early modern period. This made distinguishing between real and dubious relics a constant challenge, creating the stereotype of the relic-coveting Roman pilgrim as a ‘deceiver deceived’ (Gregorovius 1988 vol. I: 2, 500f.; Mayr 2000: 86ff.) The idea of a crux vera (true cross) emerged in the context of a trade in countless purported fragments of the cross on which Jesus died. While the Reformation movement fundamentally rejected the veneration of relics – though, of all people, Martin Luther’s most prominent royal patron, Elector Frederick the Wise of Saxony, boasted the largest collection of relics of the age – the Catholic Church continues to this day to make considerable efforts to put the veneration of relics on a credible basis and to develop verifiable procedures for determining their authenticity. In 1963, the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council ruled that ‘the saints have been traditionally honored in the Church and their authentic relics and images held in veneration‘ (Vatican Ecumenical Council 1963: no. 111); and a 2017 instruction of the Catholic Church strengthened institutionally approved procedures for ‘legitimate canonical recognition’ and directs ‘the Congregation for the Causes of the Saints [to] reserve for these relics a special care and vigilance in order to assure their preservation and veneration and to avoid abuses’ (Relics in the Church 2017).

In principle, the attribution of authenticity to Christian relics is not so much based on their material substance as on their effectiveness, which in turn is inseparable from faith. The medieval cult of relics did not recognize any categorical distinction between originals and reproductions (Fricke 2011: 35 f.). In any case, minor third-class relics acted to bridge such a divide between original and reproduction by the nature of their creation, in which a piece of fabric or paper was brought into contact with a primary or secondary relic, thus transferring its power. A similar effect can be found in the history of the 22-piece collection of the ‘relics of the Passion’ sold to Louis IX of France after the Fourth Crusade and stored in the Grande Chasse reliquary of the purpose-built Sainte Chapelle in Paris. Later, Charles V of France had a second version produced, which contained ‘original’ parts of the Sainte Chapelle collection, such as fragments of Jesus’ cross, whose origin was verified by so-called ‘authentica’. Any relic that did not have one of these slips of parchment attached to attest its veracity was considered meaningless. Medieval relics required proof of their genuineness in the same way as any other form of record-keeping. This verification could come in the form of authentica, but also storage vessels featuring spolia (Hahn 2017: 21) or ‘speaking reliquaries’, whose shape reflected and thus made clear the former function and affiliation of mummified body parts. The real criterion of a religious relic’s authenticity, however, is not the proof of its origin but its miraculous power, and its value does not arise from its mundane authenticity but from its transcendental attestation (Laube 2016: 64f. and 79; Laube 2011; Paine 2000).

The question of genuineness or authenticity in the present profane understanding is therefore misleading in treating the matter in terms of absolutes. In theological terms, the authenticity of the relics contained in the four great reliquaries put on display for pilgrims in the choir hall of Aachen cathedral once every seven years – consisting of the dress of Mary, the swaddling clothes and loincloth of Jesus, and the decapitation cloth of John the Baptist – is of secondary importance. The importance of these contact relics, which have been venerated for almost a millennium, still lies in their faith-boosting connection to Jesus, as the Catholic Church asserts to this day. ‘God comes into physical contact with us – and we come into contact with God’ (Michalzik 2015). The veneration of the holy robe in Trier Cathedral centres around a seemingly inconspicuous brown-grey garment whose importance lies not in its empirically verifiable connection to Jesus, but rather in its significance as a symbol of the Incarnation of Christ; it ‘is a striking expression of the history of salvation that can only be grasped through faith’ (Brauer 2019).

However, the claim that ‘for relics it is irrelevant whether or not their authenticity has been scientifically proven’, which is today the most common apodictic answer to the question of authenticity (ibid.), is not the whole truth; the real-historical context of its symbolic-historical charge is by no means irrelevant. The veneration of ecclesiastical relics in their ambivalent ‘dual value’ (Claussen 2009: 25) does not require empirical certainty, but empirical possibility. Thus, like other relics associated with Jesus, the four Aachen reliquaries have been subjected to scientific analysis, which concluded in the 1980s that the materials date from the period between the first and third centuries CE. No further investigations were carried out; the Church was satisfied with the finding that the research into the provenance of the textiles held up as relics at least does not rule out the possibility of their authenticity (Silberer 2007). Regarding the so-called ‘tunic of Argenteuil’, which Charlemagne is said to have entrusted to his daughter, an abbess at Argenteuil, the historical findings even explicitly support the Church’s claims of authenticity: ‘Today we know that it has traces of blood in the same places as the Turin shroud. The blood type is also identical; in both cases it is AB. Pollen was found, DNA could be identified. Everything suggests that we have here an historically authentic relic of Jesus’. The same applies to the so-called ‘Sandals of Christ’, whose dubious authenticity was in fact confirmed on closer examination: ‘Fragments of antique sandals were fitted underneath the golden overlays, and street dust and particles of rock from the Holy Land were stuck in the leather’ (Tkachova 2014).

With regard to other relics of Jesus, on the other hand, science and faith have now become completely uncoupled, as shown by the example of the ‘Turin shroud’, which according to tradition shows the outlines of Jesus’ face and body. Recent findings of isotope analysis using radiocarbon dating methods indicate that the origins of the cloth lie in the medieval period, but have not, however, deprived the relic of its symbolic power: ‘Science gives no answers; its answers are uncertain coincidences,’ argued Turin Archbishop Cesare Nosiglia in defence of the Church’s insistence on the relic’s authenticity, contrasting the ‘uncertainty of science’ with the ‘certainty of faith’ (Turin Archbishop on the Shroud 2014).

HIERATIC AND HISTORICAL RELICS

In any case, the power of Christian relics is based on the claim that they are ‘objects charged with power’ (Kohl 2003: 52). Relics have a protective effect; they indicate criminals’ guilt and oversee oaths, and in the Middle Ages they were punished by the deprivation of their cult status should their miraculous effects fail to materialize (Kohl 2003: 55). It was only in the early modern period that ‘with the secularization of art, authenticity displaces the cult value of the work’ (Benjamin 1939: 240n6), and auratic relics were transformed into secular relics with the emergence of ‘proto-museums’ in the form of cabinets of curiosities and Kunstkammern (Sheehan 2000: 12f.; Saupe 2017: 51; Thiemeyer 2016: 80ff.). As royal and, from the nineteenth century, national and regional historical collections grew, displays increasingly shifted from arranging objects according to their religious power towards classifications based on geography and above all chronological order, a phenomenon described as the ‘temporalization of older systems of classification’ (Kohl 2003: 244). In 1877, the museum director and writer Georg Hiltl reproached ‘the previous arrangement and itemization of the objects’ kept at Monbijou palace as ‘by no means a true chronology’, however; the exhibits were eventually displayed in ‘an arrangement worthy of their significance’ following the founding of the Hohenzollern museum that same year, which featured a series of dedicated rooms sequenced in chronological order (Hiltl 1877: 12). From then on, they were no longer considered remarkable rarities or amusing oddities, but material witnesses of their time, whose auratic quality was no longer based on their magical power but on their ‘sensually appealing qualities’ (Korff and Roth 1990: 17). The extension of this treatment to the personal accessories of Prussian King Frederick II, dubbed ‘the Great’ even during his own lifetime, shows the elevation of the incidental historical artefact to a modern form of relic. After Frederick’s death in 1786 his successor Frederick William II had both Sanssouci palace and the Potsdam city palace redesigned and the furnishings used by his predecessor removed and given away, so that only a few years later hardly anything connected to his deceased predecessor remained, with the exception of a single sword that was put on display. When the victorious Napoleon Bonaparte entered Potsdam in October 1806, he immediately inquired which rooms in the city palace had been inhabited by Frederick and searched them for the king’s leftover belongings or items he had used, whose aura would allow him to enter into dialogue with his great role model. But the aura of authenticity turned out to be distorted: a collection of sketches had been added to at a later date and the bed in which the king had slept had been given away to a court official a long time before. Napoleon was forced to make do with a royal sword that had not been put away in time before the French troops invaded and left lying on the table unattended in order to reassure himself of the past presence of the monarch in whose footsteps he believed to himself to be following with both pride and humility, remarking: ‘If the king who wore this sword was still alive, we would not be here’ (Tamanti 1806, quoted in Backschat 1932: 108).

Raised to the status of historical relics, the Potsdam sword, Frederick’s death mask, his Order of the Black Eagle, as well as paintings and books and other personal items were subsequently taken to Paris to be exhibited in the Louvre and the Dome of the Invalides. The symbolic power of the remnants of Frederick’s rule captured by Napoleon was subsequently so highly valued that in 1814, as the Allied troops advanced on Paris, the commander of the Invalides Corps preferred to burn them in the courtyard of the Hôtel des Invalides and dump the ashes into the Seine rather than letting them fall back into the hands of their rightful owners (Biskup 2012: 212). This act of destruction led to a judicial inquiry which soon came to nothing; historical relics, even those belonging to Frederick the Great, were not highly valued by the Prussians at the time (Hohenstein 2008); they did not yet enjoy the aura that drew reverential attention and ensured their preservation.

As vague and difficult to formally define as the concept of the aura is, it is clear that objects that are believed to be as originals captivate museum visitors for longer than exhibits that are marked as replicas (Weindl 2019: 23ff.). The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw a rapid growth in reverence for historical relics which manifested in the founding of museums focused on history and the development of sophisticated methods of collection, part of the ‘history boom’ that continues unabated to this day. It is tempting to understand this contemporary ‘secular cult of relics’ (Plessen and Spoerri 1981: 8; Spoerri 1979) using the same structure of ‘categorisation according to degrees of sanctity’ (Cordez 2007: 272) developed by the Catholic Church over the course of its history, as Achim Saupe has proposed (Saupe 2017). The remains of the Prussian kings Frederick II and Frederick William I, which after repeatedly being disinterred and relocated are now once again buried in Potsdam; the blood-soaked shirt worn by the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz Ferdinand, on the day of his murder in Sarajevo, which is on display in Vienna; the blood-stained cassock Pope John Paul II today kept in Krakow; and dissected specimens on display in collections and exhibitions of medical history would then all be considered first-class relics; the personal accessories of famous personalities kept in showcases, such as Rudi Dutschke’s leather jacket on display at the Haus der Geschichte in Bonn or the dented locomotive from Hermann Göring’s toy train in Carinhall would be second-class contact relics; and the devotional items and souvenirs sold in museum gift shops could be considered third-order relics (Saupe 2017: 50ff.).

However, even the most obvious historical classification cannot accommodate the hierarchy of meaning of the Christian order of relics – the so-called ‘blood bible’ of Baron von Trenck, who wrote his memoirs with his own blood whilst imprisoned in Magdeburg fortress, now on display in the monastery vault of the Brno Capuchin order, is of no greater importance from an historical-cultural perspective than Joschka Fischer’s leather jacket or Rudi Dutschke’s jumper. When it comes to historical relics, there is no distinction between good and evil, and they do not derive their appeal from any inherent redemptive power, but solely from the significance of the event to which they bear witness and the degree of authenticity attributed to them as tangible messengers from the past and as ‘semiophores’ in the Pomian sense of ‘objects that represent the unseeable […] that are endowed with some meaning’ (Pomian 1990, 50). It makes sense to further develop Saupe’s model into an order of historical relics that focuses on the intensity of the experience of authenticity they create. Historical primary relics therefore represent objects that guarantee the presence of an original and therefore usually not only attract the greatest public interest in historical exhibitions, but also often provoke controversial reactions due to the auratic attraction of their authenticity as relics (Korff 1992: 141). For example, a 2010–11 exhibition in Berlin entitled ‘Hitler and the Germans: Nation and Crime’ raised the controversial question of whether ‘surviving personal items used by Adolf Hitler himself ought to be exhibited alongside National Socialist symbols and propaganda, risking their possible elevation to the status of profane relics by being put on display in the museum‘ (Thamer 2011). The exhibition sought to discourage this through the design of the exhibition, displaying some artefacts related to everyday life under National Socialist rule behind a transparent gauze cover, whilst at the same time remaining aware of the danger they would become auratically overpowering: ‘For historical and political reasons, however, additional caution is required when, for example, displaying Hitler’s personal items, which are occasionally and quite without unjustifiably attributed the character of profane relics.’ The exhibition attempted to counteract potential subliminal mechanisms of action of this kind through alienation and refraction (Thamer 2011: 99).

In a taxonomy related to the degree of authenticity, historical relics of the second order represent objects that, like contact relics, offer the guarantee of a mediated historical presence, without maintaining their integral originality. This includes the use of original parts in replicas, an approach used in the reconstruction of Dresden’s Frauenkirche church, completed in 2005, and in the newly built Potsdam city palace from 2010 to 2013; but also in tourists’ search for authentic remains as souvenirs, from Hellenic potsherds to rusted uniform buttons to painted fragments of the Berlin Wall. Contemporary imagery in the form of photographs or court drawings, ‘ego documents’ such as diaries and correspondence and finally, by far the most popular bridge between past and present, the figure of the contemporary witness (see the chapter ‘Contemporary Witness’ in this volume) fall into the same category of historical contact relics. Lesser relics of the third order include the manifold configurations of mimetic reconstructions of the past which use imitation and reproduction to generate their concordance with an historical period or event. In addition to the souvenirs sold in museum gift shops, these include anniversaries and jubilees, which compensate for the lack of material presence through their corresponding date in the calendar, as well as stage reproductions and representations, such as re-enactment or docudramas, but also the material preservation of situations in the form of dioramas and of objects in the form of casts or artistic renderings.

The historical-cultural transformation of surviving artefacts into relics offers no transcendental hope of redemption, and the original fragment of the past does not function as a ‘mediator between people and God’ as the Christian relic does (Kohl 2003: 59). That is why, for example, Lea Rosh’s plan to embed the molar of a Jew murdered in Sobibor into a stele of the Holocaust memorial in Berlin that she was lobbying to erect in 2005 was rejected as a tasteless borrowing: ‘The Christian cult of relics of the sort which Mrs. Rosh wants to practice with her molar is not provided for in Judaism’ (Piper 2005). The historical cult of relics establishes another link between the past and the present: the hope of experiencing the past as immediately as possible expresses the desire to keep the past available for the present, not to release it into the unrepeatable lostness of the past but to preserve it in ‘material time capsules‘ (Laube 2016: 62). Surviving historical artefacts and remains are elevated to the status of relics because they evoke a ‘magical experience of the presence of the past’ (Otto 2012: 240) and the ‘counter-fascination of the authentic’ (Korff 1992: 141) exerted by museum exhibits promises to alleviate the pain of the experience of loss inextricably linked to the past (Laube 2016: 62; Lethen 1996: 221). Historical relics’ claim to authenticity conveys a secular promise of redemption via the suspension of the transience of time, and their appropriation of the past provides a glimmer of hope for immortality (Sabrow 2017).
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Representation

THOMAS WERNEKE

‘Representation’ is a ‘key’ term in historical research and political theory. It encompasses four general ‘domains of meaning’: presentation/staging; conceptual representation; depiction/portrayal; and proxy/political representation (Ritter, Gründer and Gabriel 1992: 790). While the first three meanings play an important role in historiography and cultural studies, political representation is a matter for political science, which has been understood as the authorized exercise of governmental power since Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan. However, all four domains have commonalities. Each can signify the act of standing in place for an absent person or thing, and each can signify the act of making an absent object or person present (see Chartier 2014: 9). In each case, the intended representation can be adequate or inadequate. This encompasses the potential for faithful or abstract depictions of an object in artistic presentations as well as the distinction between imperative and free mandates in political representation. At the core of all these meanings of the various facets of representation, though, is mediation. The different meanings of representation evince not only an epistemological proximity to the concept of authenticity but underscore the two notions’ inextricable interdependence. After all, in historiography and cultural studies, representations and processes of authentification both reproduce struggles over social, political, and cultural power and meaning (Chartier 2014: 10ff.). Understanding the latter necessitates engagement with the former. This article works with the assumption that processes of representation are mediated processes of authentification.

Jörg Baberowski defines representations as ‘forms of organizing knowledge, patterns that give experiences meaning, which enable humans to orient themselves in history, society, and politics’ (Baberowski 2010: 8; cf. also Ankersmit 1997: 105). For Peter Burke, images and visualizations, two types of representation, ‘are neither a reflection of social reality nor a system of signs without relation to social reality, but occupy a variety of positions in between these extremes’ (Burke 2001: 183). Writing in the 1920s, Heinrich Rickert conceptualized historical understanding as an account of a culture’s real and unreal constructions of sense, defining historiography as a ‘science of reality […] concerned with unique, individual realities as such’ (Rickert 1986: 98). Whether they refer to readings of history or perspectives on reality, many of these concepts refer to representations of the past. Representations oscillate between the observing ‘I’ (recipient) and the object observed (sender). The concept of historical authenticity is a component of this mediating process of historical narration, because the modern notion of the past is based on the insight that the past cannot be retrieved in its fullness and cannot simply be represented as how it really was.

These preliminary reflections lead to a number of questions. To what extent are representation and authenticity mutually dependent? How does their interplay influence judgements on originality, authenticity, and tradition? Where do they stand in tension with one another? This chapter first analyses how cultural practices of authentification are inextricably bound up with specific media, exploring how representation always plays a role in debates on authenticity and its interpretation. Second, it analyses the concepts of ‘aura’ and ‘the people’ to illuminate how claims to authentic political representation serve to legitimate political domination.

‘HISTORICAL AUTHENTICITY’ AND MEDIA: THE DIALECTIC OF AUTHENTICITY AND REPRESENTATION

Historians generate representations of the past by making the past present; indeed, only then can the past be considered at all. The past is only accessible through media and culture; there is no unmediated perspective on the past. Even the ‘true’ past remains concealed to us: ‘The true image of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image that flashes up at the moment of its recognizability, and is never seen again’ (Benjamin 2003 [1940]: 390). Mediation is at once a barrier and a point of access for the historiographical analysis of the past. But mediated knowledge can also serve as a shield against reality. For instance, in his Theory of Film, Siegfried Kracauer argued that one of cinema’s essential functions was to represent reality only through its reflection on the screen (‘Athena’s polished shield’), thus sparing the viewer a direct look at the world’s true horrors:


When Athena instigated Perseus to slay the monster, she therefore warned him never to look at the face itself but only at its mirror reflection in the polished shield she had given him. … The moral of the myth is, of course, that we do not, and cannot, see actual horrors because they paralyze us with blinding fear; and that we shall know what they look like only by watching images of them which reproduce their true appearance. … The film screen is Athena’s polished shield.

—Kracauer 1997 [1960]: 305



Like watching films on a screen, engagement with the past only lets the actual horrors flit by in mediated descriptions. Instead of only catching a glimpse of the past or looking away in shock, historians employ specific cultural techniques to piece together robust collages of the past. As Max Weber’s ideal-typical ‘Occidental city’ illustrates in exemplary fashion, these collages, while artificial, nevertheless seek to attain a degree of authenticity by offering compressed representations of the past that are at once precise and imprecise.

Susanne Knaller subdivides practices of determining authenticity into two general categories: practices of authentification (in the sense of certifying something is valid), and practices of authentication (in the sense of confirming something is genuine) (Knaller 2007: 21f.; cf. also Lindholm 2008). Academic techniques of certifying the validity of objects and narratives or confirming they are genuine include critical source analysis, hermeneutics, textual analysis, and contextualization – and these techniques are often intertwined. In the end, the cultural practices used to distinguish between ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic’ are subject to a dialectic. On the one hand, practices of authentification are acknowledged as agents of authenticity, but on the other, they themselves generate images, collages, mosaics, and other representations. In other words, they themselves thwart the authenticity that they seek to prove in the moment that they mediate it through analysis and description. The authenticity that an object had in its individual past is irrecoverable. Cultural techniques can only ever seek to represent and translate this specific past with varying degrees of accuracy. Representation stands at the centre of the mediated communication of all human culture.

The placement of objects and text in an exhibition context plays an important role in the study of historical authenticity. Institutions of cultural preservation such as museums function as mediators of the past, even if they aim to achieve the most authentic narrative of the past possible. They produce a collage of the past by contextualizing various material, textual, and audiovisual sources. Extracted from its original spatiotemporal context, an object can be placed together with other things in an exhibition in order to bring forth a sense of its temporality. However, it will never recover its original temporality. An exhibition will only ever attain a rough representation of it, because every depiction of the temporality of relations between certain objects – even accurate ones – remain just that: depictions, representations. The paradox of authenticity, and not just in historical memorials and tourism, lies in the fact that an object must first be called authentic in order to be perceived as authentic (Culler 1981: 139; Knaller 2016: 46).

In his frequently quoted essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility’, Walter Benjamin wrote that the ‘original’ has an identity and a history (Benjamin 2002 [1936]: 103). In contrast, the copy and its many reproductions devalue the original. Benjamin argued that while interpretations of works of art can change over time, the aura of the original remains the same. Reproduction diminishes the unique being of the work, which is supplemented by the forms of numerous, imprecise copies. At the same time, the reception of copies democratizes access to artworks that were once reserved for an exclusive social class. Researchers have since come to question the notion that an object’s authenticity is an expression of its uniqueness (Newman and Bloom 2012: 1–1f.), since a copy is not just a copied original, but is itself an original.

The fact that sources only give access to representations of the past has frequently led historians to wonder how precisely their sources depict the past. One type of source that illustrates well the complexities of this question are witness testimonies and indirect accounts. They exemplify the problems bound up with concepts of representation as well as with claims to authenticity and the concomitant strategies of verification in historiography and historical culture. Both witness testimonies and indirect textual sources often contradict themselves. They are, in a sense, unreliable narrators that often digress. The ambiguity of a particular narrative leaves its traces in the manifold identities of a source. For instance, a photograph always tells many stories that, for their part, can be incomplete and open. A source can never stand for itself and can never have a pure identity in itself, because every cultural practice of mediation, such as interpretation, infuses it with attributes and values. Critical analysis of sources and hermeneutics are themselves expressions of scepticism towards univocal promises of authenticity, whether they be sought in objects, texts, or other records. By comparing sources, we acknowledge the limitations, perspectives, and occasionally contradictions of what they witness and report.

Despite critical assessments of the reliability of their accounts, witness testimonies are today considered an important source of historical knowledge, largely thanks to research on the Holocaust. The accounts of witnesses as mediated first-hand experience provide a significant means of verification for Holocaust scholars. Their narratives or reports evoke the rhetorical construction of ‘presence’, of ‘having been there’. In Aristotle’s Rhetoric, the mode of speech that witness testimony employs to imbue the recounted events with a high degree of credibility is defined as ἐνέργεια (‘to bring to life’ – Latin: evidentia), which ‘sets events before the eyes’ (πρὸ ὀμμάτων ποιεῖν) (Freedberg 1991). Witnesses not only serve as mediators between the event and those like us who were not there. They also establish the standard that has to be met to authenticate accounts as ‘true’. For an event to be recognized as having taken place, there needs to be at least one witness who can recount it (Ginzburg 1992: 82ff.). Ginzburg was writing about massacres perpetrated against Jews in the Middle Ages and the Holocaust. The narrative of the extermination of an entire people, he asserted, required at least one witness to tell it. Historical authentification has to meet a lower standard than legal proceedings, which have to gather as much evidence as possible to reach a judgement. Ginzburg argues against premodern thinkers like François Baudouin who thought that the authentication of historical events should rely on methods and standards similar to legal verification (1992: 85). But these reflections pose a number of questions: What happens to the capacity of evidence to authenticate when all witnesses are dead or missing? How does the power of the statement ‘I have suffered…’ change if it is no longer spoken by witnesses, but can only be read in writing or heard in recordings? And how is the possibility of experiencing historical events affected when no witness testimonies have been preserved and we are forced to rely on indirect witnesses of other (material) sources?

In contrast to Ginzburg, Giorgio Agamben argues that Holocaust survivors testify ‘in the stead’ of ‘complete witnesses’, the malnourished prisoners of extermination camps ‘who did not bear witness and could not bear witness […] because their death had begun before that of their body’ (Agamben 1999: 34). Thus, Agamben thinks that witnesses mediate not between the event and those in the present, but between the silent dead and the posthumous observer. Agamben was particularly concerned with a specific phenomenon of Holocaust historiography – the untestifiable (Agamben 1999: 41–86). Agamben ruminates on the act of translation that Holocaust survivors perform as witnesses, asserting that we do not directly experience the horrors that they did, but rather come face-to-face with survivors in hearing their testimony. While many photographs and films show the bodies of the dead, there are only few images of those who were on the verge of death. Agamben describes the ‘lacuna’ that persists between the lived experiences of those who suffered (and survived) and their accounts of what they went through. He reflects that engaging with survivors’ testimony requires ‘listening to something absent’, because ‘survivors bore witness to something that is impossible to bear witness to’, something that cannot, in other words, be represented. The facts are ‘so real that, by comparison, nothing is truer; a reality that necessarily exceeds its factual elements’ (Agamben 1999: 12). ‘Listening to the lacuna’ is required not just by writing and representations of the Holocaust, but for all production of historical knowledge. As Agamben concludes: ‘The aporia of Auschwitz is, indeed, the very aporia of historical knowledge: a non-coincidence between facts and truth, between verification and comprehension’ (ibid.).

If no witnesses can testify about the past, then historians are forced to fall back on the indirect sources of material and immaterial objects, which have varying degrees of reliability. As early as the late 1940s, Marc Bloch described objects as ‘witnesses in spite of themselves’ (Bloch 1992 [1949]: 51). Material objects speak as representatives of events and serve as (imperfect) proxies for absent witnesses. Moreover, ‘witness’ can be simulated through rhetorical techniques and writing styles that produce ‘presence’ and immediacy in narrative. The employment of such tropes and styles makes it possible to translate sensory experience into language and allow others to come in contact with it in some way, while at the same time bringing a past event into the temporal present.

A site can also serve as a kind of representative witness ‘in place of witnesses’. The memorials at Auschwitz and Treblinka can stand for the Shoah in toto. They represent the crimes that occurred in many places at one place, a mode of representation that is repeated at other sites of Holocaust memory. In the end, these distinct sites all point to one and the same event. They represent witness in multiple ways. They bear witness to the specific crimes that were committed at that specific place, but they also serve as symbols.

POLITICAL REPRESENTATION AND THE ‘AUTHENTICITY’ OF THE POLITICAL

In the political sphere, too, concepts of authenticity are intertwined with representation, which reveals a paradox of authenticity. On the one hand, representation makes experiences of authenticity possible, while on the other, they place limits on cultural and political claims to authenticity. Political theorists have extensively discussed the legitimacy of political representation in general and its association with various notions of authenticity in particular (Voigt 2019: 12; Lembcke 2018: 582). In Leviathan, Hobbes declared that relations between an individual or group and individuals and their will are always mediated by a third. Political will must be mediated, and systems with imperative mandates make processes of communication especially indispensable. Free mandates, in contrast, grant authority to the desire for autonomous decision-making, because the representative’s actions only represent the will of the delegating community in an abstract sense.

The concept of aura can also have a part in the legitimation of political power. In the political context, aura signifies a specific type of representation: that is, an appearance of authenticity that is invested with emotion. In this sense, aura is not an expression of a fetish of the ‘authentic’, but is itself a fetishized concept of representation. It has the capacity to transform in magical fashion a political claim to power into an immediate, self-legitimizing sovereignty, like a secularized divine right of kings. The concept thus has a connection with the legitimation of authentic sovereignty, which takes shape in emotionalized notions like charismatic leadership or through the sovereign’s relationship to a politicized ethnic community. Depending on political context, the aura of the ‘authentic’ can be emotionally amplified or diminished, drained of emotion or demystified, its representational dimension weakened or negated. In the extreme case, political representation can be defined by fake authenticity, as embodied by the concept of the ‘community of fate’ (Schicksalsgemeinschaft).

Those seeking to instrumentalize narratives of authenticity in politics have overused one term in particular, that of ‘the people’. In political semantics, it has become a key concept for deciphering the relation between the representative and the represented. Jean-Jacques Rousseau called laws ‘authentic acts of the general will’ – the authentic decisions of an infallible communal will that establishes identity between the people and the government (Rousseau 1997: 110; Saupe 2015). He defines true sovereignty as the self-governance of the people. Thomas Noetzel argues that, beginning in the seventeenth century, the concept of ‘authenticity’ gradually came to signify forms of representation perceived as legitimate (Noetzel 1999: 11, 71f.). Still today, politicians and commentators regularly tout ‘approachability’ or being ‘a man of the people’ as virtues. In doing so, they express a desire to repress as much as possible the fact that representation involves a mediated proxy relationship and to replace it with a direct relation between representative and represented.

The conservative, nationalist political theories of thinkers like Ernst Forsthoff and Carl Schmitt centred concepts of the people, or das Volk, as an authentic community that stood at the foundation of authentic government, which culminated in the National Socialists’ notion of the ‘total state’ (Forsthoff 1933). In his 1928 book Constitutional Theory, Carl Schmitt posits that the concepts of representation and identity stand opposed to one another but that both play a role in every state form (Schmitt 2008: 239–242). Schmitt preferred state forms that were rooted in the identity of the state and the people. He conceived of identity as the primary source of political authenticity in two senses: first, identity derives from a ‘genuine’, homogenous ethnic community, and second, it derives from an immediate, ‘genuine’ state that leads this community. Identity thus denotes direct, active participation in the political life of the state, whereas representation only enables indirect, passive participation. In Schmitt’s political theory, only the ‘true’ people are capable of direct political participation. The more homogenous a community, the greater its identity with the composition of representatives in parliament. A government and a parliament can only be authentic when they look like the ‘people’. For this reason, Schmitt criticized parliamentary representation as an inadequate reflection of will and thus as a type of political representation that had lost its legitimacy. Niklas Luhmann detected, however, a paradox in Schmitt’s juxtaposition of the people and representation: ‘Do the people first become the people through the state, which then also represents that which it presupposes as its other half?’ (Luhmann 2000: 329f., 333).

Schmittian political thought thus views parliamentary representation as the mere representation of interests (of the bourgeoisie), which, though it might try to adequately reflect the will of the people, will never achieve the ‘magical’ relation between people and government based on ‘identity’. Accordingly, Schmitt posited ‘an absolute ethnic identity between leader and following’ (Schmitt 2001: 48), while Rudolf Hess asserted: ‘Germany is Adolf Hitler. Adolf Hitler is Germany’ (Hess 1940: 14). That this ‘authentic’ government was itself founded upon representation – by the ‘Führer’ and his ‘paladins’ – was concealed during National Socialism by supratemporal notions like the ‘Schicksalsgemeinschaft’, or ‘community of fate’. Meanwhile, concepts like the ‘enlightened elite’ propagated by Nazi jurist Lothar Schöne reintroduced through the backdoor the necessity of political representation into National Socialist political thought by bestowing upon a select group of members of the people a special position as representatives of the entirety of the people (Schöne 1934: 44f.). If the people are a ‘community of fate’, then they no longer need to explain why they are the people, because they are sui generis, a community identical with their own past and future. This notion dissolves the distinction between representation and identity. But in the end, the ‘community of fate’ can only ever be understood as an auratic fake authenticity. It has to be forced into being just like the unity of the Führer and the people.

This essay demonstrated the potential offered by research into the relation between historical authenticity and its representation. Studies on the concept of representation show that historians and other scholars working on history must critically grapple with their disciplines’ cultural practices of authentification. These cultural and communicative practices lie at the core of concepts of representation and authentication. After all, representation sets the limits of how authenticity is experienced. Moreover, investigations into the authenticity of an object, narrative, or event say just as much about those conducting them as they do about their object, which holds true both for scholarship as well as for politics.
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Restoration Ethics

STEFAN BRÜGGERHOFF

Safeguarding the ability of an object to testify to its cultural or natural heritage is now a major preoccupation of conservation efforts, with experts frequently called upon to protect the object’s ‘original character’ and ‘authenticity’. However, these key terms, while frequently deployed, are rarely defined with precision in professional codes of conduct. Guidelines such as the 1994 Nara Document on Authenticity generally exhort the conservator to preserve as many temporal layers as possible, such that one can read the history of the object from its original creation up to the present day. However, in many cases, the fulfilment of this demand runs into natural limits, as a failure to engage in certain material interventions may jeopardize an object’s conservation. Accordingly, the relationship between restoration and authenticity is often fraught, as illuminated by Scott (2015).

GUIDELINES FOR PROTECTING CULTURAL HERITAGE

Authenticity was prominently enshrined for the first time as a touchstone for the preservation of historic monuments and sites in the Venice Charter of 1964, which asserts that society has a collective duty ‘to hand them on in the full richness of their authenticity.’

Article 3 of the Charter asserts that the ‘intention in conserving and restoring monuments is to safeguard them no less as works of art than as historical evidence’. Specifically with a view to restoration, Article 9 clarifies that the aim is to ‘preserve and reveal the aesthetic and historic value of the monument […] based on respect for original material and authentic documents’. However, the Charter also highlights an important restriction: ‘[Restoration] must stop at the point where conjecture begins.’

Thus, in contrast to conservation, which is concerned with preserving the current condition and appearance of an object, restoration goes further, and aims to render the history of the object accessible. While this may entail the object’s modification, the preservation of the ‘original’ substance remains the overarching concern. Accordingly, the object should not be adulterated in a manner that would limit or distort the interpretations that may be ascribed to it.

The Nara Document on Authenticity that emerged from the 1994 World Heritage Convention affirms the importance of conservation measures to safeguard authenticity in the domain of cultural heritage. Under the section dedicated to ‘Values and Authenticity’, Article 10 of the document asserts that authenticity ‘appears as the essential qualifying factor concerning values. The understanding of authenticity plays a fundamental role in all scientific studies of the cultural heritage, in conservation and restoration planning, as well as within the inscription procedures used for the World Heritage Convention and other cultural heritage inventories.’

In 2006, the German Museums Association adopted this viewpoint in its museum guidelines, which assert that ‘conservation should have a primary focus on material characteristics and the history of the object’ (cf. Standards für Museen, Deutscher Museumsbund 2006). The guidelines call for the ‘unadulterated preservation’ of signs of use and material-specific ageing. In this connection, the intervention undertaken to preserve the material substance should be as parsimonious as possible, with signs of wear remaining fully accessible. To be sure, by rendering the history of an object more transparent, restoration measures can augment the viewer’s understanding and appreciation of it. And while restoration measures aim to improve the condition of an object, their purpose is not to transform it. Accordingly, the museum guidelines call for restoration to be performed in a manner that is reversible.

In line with the foregoing considerations, conservation activities today are primarily concerned with measures to prevent any form of damage or loss that would induce a need for subsequent stabilization or restoration measures. In this connection, a key concern is to ensure environmental conditions for the object that prevent any (additional) damage from occurring, as this can greatly reduce or eliminate the need for restoration measures or preservational maintenance.

However, preventive measures are not always possible or sufficient. As a result, direct intervention may be necessary, depending on the object in question and its material characteristics. Nakonieczna and Szczepaàski (2024) have been particularly critical of the World Heritage Convention’s enshrinement of authenticity as an evaluative metric. ‘Restoration ethics’ crucially presupposes the involvement of experts who carefully consider and discuss the consequences of restorative interventions – experts who, as a result, assume responsibility for their decisions.

Restoration ethics also implies that discrete assessments regarding the desired state of preservation must be individually rendered for each type of object. In the following, I illustrate the considerations and associated questions that arise in connection with three different types of objects – namely, archaeological finds, maritime cultural assets, and industrial heritage sites. These three object types pose special challenges in terms of restoration ethics, not least because they each have their own restoration objectives.

An overarching concern at the beginning of any restoration activity is to define one’s objective. Most saliently, which moment in the life of the object is to be emphasized – and can this be achieved without obscuring or eliminating others? The importance of this question becomes particularly evident when an object’s current state of decay is to be stabilized and showcased. Ruined castles furnish a prominent example in this regard: conservation measures will often seek to preserve their existing state of decay, recognizing it as an essential aspect of their meaning. Such considerations also apply to objects that have acquired their iconic character as a result of a destructive event (e.g. natural disasters, accidents, assassinations). In certain cases, artists will even deliberately design works of art that will undergo decay; insofar as the restorer chooses to arrest the decay of the work at a given point in time, the viewer may be confronted with an ‘intermediate state’ that is difficult to understand.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FINDS: WHAT IS THE ‘ORIGINAL’ SURFACE?

When cultural artefacts from earlier eras are buried for centuries or even millennia, this normally leads to changes in the chemical composition of the object. This is particularly true of iron and other metals, which corrode when exposed to moisture. Long-buried objects may be significantly altered by decay, such that aspects of decisive importance to their historical value (e.g. decorative elements, inscriptions, traces of use) can no longer be recognized. In this way, the object’s ability to give testimony regarding the past may be significantly impaired.

Various restoration methods are used to access the information preserved in the material. Archaeologists will often extract objects from a site along with the surrounding earth using the ‘block excavation’ method. Once the block has been transported to the laboratory, imaging technologies such as X-ray tomography can be used to obtain information from the objects, without direct disturbance or damage. However, such imaging techniques have limitations and are also cost intensive. Accordingly, archaeologists generally prefer to directly extract the object in question and remove foreign material still attached to its surface. The goal in this case is expose the object’s ‘original’ surface – even if this surface has undergone significant change.

Various chemical, electrochemical, and mechanical methods have been developed to remove corrosion and foreign materials that obscure the original surface of long-buried objects. Prior to the twentieth century, acids were used to remove corrosion from metal objects. However, archaeologists eventually realized that the corrosive layer could contain extensive information about an object’s original surface. Accordingly, they sought to develop more targeted methods (Scott and Eggert 2009). Today, archaeologists now employ a range of techniques, including electrochemical, plasma reduction, and laser-cleaning methods. Nevertheless, the most common method remains removal and cleaning using mechanical means. In this connection, the archaeologist will employ a range of tools, depending on the hardness and thickness of the layer to be removed, including scalpels, pliers, dental tools, but also sanders, ultrasonic scalpels, and mini blasting devices.

Mechanical methods have the advantage of allowing one to fine-tune the intensity of the cleaning process. This spotlights the high level of responsibility borne by the restorer, as well as the need to possess appropriate expertise when conducting such work. The restorer must avoid over- or under-interpretation during an uncovering by assiduously studying the object in question and entering into dialogue with the participating archaeologists. By applying the principle of ‘investigative conservation’ (Watson 2008), one can identify areas to be uncovered in a targeted fashion (e.g. through X-ray analysis of the area of interest). This makes it possible to work more precisely while also obtaining crucial information for the typological classification of the object. Nevertheless, from the perspective of restoration ethics, the ‘original’ surface is not be ‘created’, but rather only ‘revealed’.

MARITIME CULTURAL ASSETS: THE TENSION BETWEEN AUTHENTIC PRESERVATION AND FUNCTIONAL UTILIZATION

The functional use of cultural heritage objects raises a wide range of issues in the domain of restoration ethics. Can one ascribe the term ‘authentic’ to a vehicle that does not move, a machine that does not run, or a ship that does not float? Indeed, when an object ceases to fulfil its original function, does it not lose an important aspect of its significance? Certainly, every form of use also entails a certain amount of wear and tear. Accordingly, does placing an object back into operation run contrary to the goal of preservation? Insofar as an object is actively used, the need for frequent functional and cosmetic repairs and maintenance must be accepted. Bohlmann (2020) explores this dilemma in reference to museum ships. He explains that when museum ships are used, they must also comply with current safety regulations. Yet the installation of modern safety equipment may require significant modifications to a ship’s original form. Nevertheless, like Rigden and Munns (2019), Bohlmann advocates for the active use of historical ships as part of the preservation of our maritime heritage.

At the same time, Bohlmann warns against reconstructing historical ships using modern materials that appear original but are far from authentic. In the interest of preserving the historical integrity of traditional vessels, the Barcelona Charter was adopted at the Fourth European Maritime Heritage Congress in 2001. While the Charter makes a general call for the use of authentic materials and working techniques, under Article 8 it provides for the following exception: ‘Where traditional materials or techniques prove inadequate, the consolidation of traditional ships in operation can be achieved by the use of modern materials for conservation, the efficacy of which has been shown by scientific data and proved by experience.’ Here, as well, the Charter appeals to the experience of restorers, highlighting their responsibility in the process. In this way, the Charter indicates that it is possible to reconcile the inherent tension between authentic preservation and functional utilization. However, authentic preservation requires a commitment on the part of those involved to document the historical layers of an object in such a way that they remain known, even if materials are replaced or technological optimizations are undertaken.

INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE: NEGOTIATING THE AUTHENTIC

The foregoing considerations also apply to industrial sites, which represent a relatively recent entry to the canon of cultural heritage. However, there are crucial differences between defunct industrial sites and maritime vessels: First, historic factories may exhibit enormous size and complexity. Second, an industrial site may have undergone significant transformation during its operational life. Third, the factors influencing the preservation of the site may have changed completely since decommissioning (cf. Wain et al. 2023; Wain and Sherring 2020).

The preservation of an industrial site can be an extremely expensive undertaking. Merely protecting the disused machinery and physical plant against corrosion can represent a major task, not to mention the renovation measures that may be necessary for long-term preservation. The associated costs are often underestimated (sometime deliberately) when deciding to grant a site protected status. A frequent assumption is that one can find solutions ‘on the fly’ when it comes to performing necessary maintenance activities. Indeed, this was the working assumption as the Völklingen Hütte ironworks were granted World Heritage status in 1986. Ultimately, one should commend the fact that the individuals behind this heritage initiative had the courage to tackle this immense project in the absence of clear conservation strategies and associated cost estimates. The project team was treading on entirely new ground and was thus forced to adopt the principle of ‘learning by doing’. Today, more than three decades later, a wealth of experience has been assembled that allows us to more accurately estimate required preservation measures and associated implementation options (Götz, Brüggerhoff and Tempel 2013). Since 2010, best practice in this area has been compiled on an ongoing basis as part of a special handbook on the sustainable management of industrial monuments (Indumap).

Maintenance routines that were developed when a site was in operation are usually of little help, for the effort to preserve industrial heritage brings radically different operating conditions and objectives. The difficulties that arise in this regard are aggravated by the fact that an industrial site previously generated revenues; maintenance activities were performed with a view to ensuring the financial viability of commercial operations, with no consideration given to the later utilization of the site for cultural purposes. The harnessing of a site for its cultural value rather than for its production value entails a new set of financial conditions that naturally limit the resources that can be dedicated to maintenance activities.

To be sure, budgetary constraints may preclude the goal of preserving a facility in its entirety. It was the recognition of this fact that originally gave birth to the idea of allowing parts of a site to decay in a regulated manner – that is, to ‘die with dignity’. However, in contrast to the preservation of ruins that was mentioned above, the goal here is not to deliberately preserve a state of decay, but rather to admit defeat in the face of an impossible conservation task. This means ‘acting within one’s means’ while at the same time avoiding demolition costs by ‘fencing off’ certain areas. As a concept, industrial nature – which refers to the uncontrolled regeneration of flora and fauna at an industrial site – always implies a failure in terms of conservation as well as focus on viable strategies given resource constraints. One example of this conservation strategy in action is the Duisburg Nord Landscape Park, which is home to disused coal and steel facilities. The core zone of the park features a blast furnace that is accessible to the public as well as various structures that have been refurbished for cultural use. Surrounding parcels of land have been designated for natural revegetation.

When preserving all areas of an industrial site is impossible, a selection process must naturally take place. The targeted selection of significant areas for cultural preservation should be viewed as an opportunity, for it shifts the focus to what is relevant and achievable, even if the associated decisions are never easy. An interesting example in this regard is furnished by the dense network of pipes that pass over the Kammgebäuden at the Zollverein site. The pipes were refurbished at great expense in order to provide visitors with a first-hand impression of the complex material flows that occurred at the plant. Elsewhere at the site, the decaying pipes were removed, leaving only the supporting frame to indicate where the pipes once travelled. One may rightfully ask: Does this approach to authenticity do justice to the site? While the preserved pipes are non-functional and merely serve as a showpiece, their original function is clearly evident. They thus fulfil an important function as a testament to the history of the site. However, as one moves further in the direction of abandoning ‘unsalvageable’ details, one may cross a threshold where the level of abstraction is simply too great. Where precisely this threshold lies will vary on a case by case basis.

Another important conservation approach is to give new uses to former industrial sites. The original purpose of a site can and should be considered when planning for adaptive reuse. While cultural uses are particularly common, former industrial sites can also be re-purposed for use as warehouses, offices, or event spaces. Commercial re-purposing has the benefit of ensuring the future maintenance of the property, thus breathing new life into an old building. In this connection, how to deal with disused machinery may be an important question, insofar as this machinery is deemed culturally valuable but places limitations on available floor space. One common solution is to leave a few pieces of representative machinery in place, while dismantling the rest.

In certain cases, the remnants of machinery and equipment can augment the commercial value of a site. A site may have all traces of former activity removed with the exception a visually striking piece of equipment – such as the headframe to a mine. Such landmarks can serve an important symbolic purpose, e.g. as a ‘brand’ for civil society groups that have launched a heritage initiative. Yet it should also be noted that such landmarks may generate false interpretations if they are not accompanied by contextual explanations.

The diversity of circumstances that may prevail in this regard underscore the need to temper the desire to preserve with robust planning that considers practical challenges and available resources. Solutions for the sustainable preservation of industrial sites can in fact be found, yet not without a rigorous analysis of conservation objectives, technical options, available resources, and future utilization opportunities – all while entering into dialogue with relevant stakeholders.

AUTHENTICITY AND MATERIAL PRESERVATION

As discussed previously in relation to maritime heritage, the application of modern technical solutions for material preservation may come in conflict with the goal of preserving the authenticity of an object. This tension between preservation and authenticity motivated research into transparent coatings that could be used to preserve partially corroded iron and steel surfaces in their current state of decay, much like a protective varnish applied to an oil painting (Brüggerhoff 1997). However, collaboration with corrosion experts soon revealed the limitations associated with transparent lacquer for industrial objects. When exposed to particularly aggressive environmental conditions (e.g. standing or salty water), a transparent coating will inevitably degrade. As a consequence, far from preserving authenticity, in the absence of diligent maintenance and reapplication, such protective coatings may in fact imperil the historical object.

In this way, conservation is inherently bound up with questions concerning what is possible and what is reasonable: Restoration using new materials and techniques can represent a solution for preserving objects over the long term while also taking financial constraints into account. One example in this regard was our reliance on screw rivets rather than historical hot rivets when refurbishing the headframe at the German Mining Museum. The use of hot rivets would have significantly delayed this maintenance work (because of significantly higher costs).

The overarching question is: What moment in history is one seeking to preserve? As industrial sites typically go through several developmental stages and are often in a state of decay when they achieve listed status, this question is anything but trivial. To be sure, restoring a factory to its gleaming original condition is rarely the goal of a conservation effort. However, this by no means implies that the end goal should be to preserve the current state of corrosion – which may have arisen in part as the facility was still in operation. Corrosion protection that was applied during the operational life of a facility can and should be reapplied during restoration. In this connection, one should feel authorized to rely on modern, more robust coating solutions – yet without disregarding historic colour schemes.

In most cases, industrial sites that achieve listed status are no longer in operation. As a result, the physical plant is now subject to new environmental conditions. By way of example, blast furnaces and associated infrastructure are no longer ‘protected’ by the high temperatures of active production, but are now much more exposed to the corrosive effects of normal meteorological conditions. Non-intervention may be acceptable when it comes to the thick outer walls of the blast furnace, but thin-walled components, such as cooling flaps, may be at risk of rapid corrosion to the point of total loss. As a result, targeted interventions – which, in certain cases, may change the appearance of the facility – may be necessary for conservation purposes.

Various conservation and refurbishment measures can raise questions related to the ‘proper’ appearance of a facility. In particular, to what extent is it permissible to ‘simulate’ authentic historical features? By way of example, the Völklingen Ironworks were deliberately painted to mimic the appearance of corrosion (Götz and Böcker 2009). Similarly, mock thermally insulated pipes were constructed and installed at the Zollverein Coal Mine (see Brüggerhoff, Götz and Tempel 2012). While both of these measures serve the purpose of preservation, they entail at least a partial change in the condition of the facility. In any event, such conservation measures must be well documented, so as not to mislead future generations.

CONCLUSION

Numerous standards and guidelines have been developed in the domain of heritage preservation. A key principle in restoration ethics is that individuals involved in conservation and restoration measures should strive to preserve the material object in a state that comes as close as possible to the ‘authentic ideal’. At the same time, one should seek to render the various phases in the life of the object transparent and accessible. However, it may not always possible to fully honour these principles in professional practice, due to the nature of the site in question or the conditions that govern the project. The risk of falling short of professional ideals is particularly acute when it comes to large-scale industrial sites. As each project is different, simple standards are difficult to formulate. Furthermore, it is typically necessary to develop solutions that embrace comprises, such as the restriction of preservation activities to certain areas of a site, or a reliance on modern working methods and materials. No less important is the need for a big-picture view concerning how to best ‘do justice’ to a complex site, in combination with practical considerations concerning how to finance preservation measures (e.g. based on commercial utilization). Considering these limitations, the concept of authenticity in the field of restoration ethics is invariably mediated by historical, functional, and technical contexts. Indeed, the success that is achieved in preserving authentic witnesses to the past will invariably hinge on the adequate consideration of these contextual factors.
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Rituals

HARALD SCHMID

As a technical term within the social sciences, rituals are understood as regulative social practices that are distinct from instrumental everyday actions. They refer to a form of symbolic communication that is practiced across time periods and cultures. The etymology of the term, deriving from the Latin ritus, reveals its relation to concepts of order and ordering. Personal and socio-cultural identity is expressed through ritual practices; rituals thus function to realize this identity. As rituals look beyond the moment in which they are ‘performed’, they also serve to establish a connection between the past and the future. This temporal characteristic of ritual behaviour links rituals to the concept of historical authenticity in several ways.

WHAT ARE RITUALS?

For decades, the ritual has been a ‘key concept of cultural analysis in all disciplines concerned with studying the forms, fictions and fantasies of living together’ (Harth 2003: 6). Rituals take many forms: weddings, funerals, inaugurations, commemorations, diets, exorcisms, carnivals, coming of age ceremonies, Hanukkah, Newroz, swearing in, examinations, court verdicts, public executions, laying wreaths and raising flags. Whatever they may be, rituals form a key part of personal and public life as an expressive form of social action that usually serves to mark a transition of some kind, and have been observed in all cultures and religions. They are everyday occurrences that nevertheless mark a break from everyday life (Harth 2014: 7); in many cases they have been practiced for generations and passed down from one generation to the next. Etymologically, the term is derived from the latin ritus (rite, ceremony, custom) which found its way into the German language in the seventeenth century as ‘Ritus’, meaning ‘ceremonial religious custom’, followed a century later by ‘Ritual’, drawing on the latin rituale, meaning ‘ceremonial order [of actions]’. The terms ‘rite’ and ‘ritual’ have been adopted in ‘largely identical form and with a similar semantic field’ across many European languages (Dücker 2007: 14ff.).

For most of their history, these terms were primarily understood in reference to formally organized, primarily religious ceremonies with a fixed set of rules.

In German, the semantic field of ‘Ritual’ also includes a number of expressions that are often used synonymously in everyday language, such as routine, habit, tradition, cult, rule, regulation, convention, etiquette, ceremony, celebration, festivity and stylization. Researchers into rituals are faced with the ongoing task of setting out the ‘difference between rule-bound, ritualized, and ritualistic actions’ (Schäfer and Wimmer 1998: 10). Colloquially, ‘ritual’ is often used to describe actions perceived as less vital and set in stone; that is, performed unreflectingly and resistant to change. In his Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, Herder disparagingly described a ‘mere ritual’ as ‘heartless and soulless, stiff and ridiculous’ (Herder 1796: §91, sixth fragment). The idea of an ‘authenticity of rituals’ (Uhl 2007: 334) can thus also be understood as an expression of the ‘long tradition of hostility to rituals’ (Stollberg-Rilinger 2019: 21) reflected in Western religious history.

This attitude also overlaps with the formation of the concepts employed in formal studies of ritual in the early days of the social sciences. Early researchers focused on religious and cultic acts, which they associated with a non-reflexive ceremonial type of action. Today, research on rituals is interdisciplinary and recognizes a multitude of different definitions of varying complexity related to the specific circumstances, objects, and acts associated with the ritual; these may be enacted purely through speech or expressed physically, be secular or religious, be private or public, and take individual or collective forms. A distinction can therefore be drawn between a narrow sense of the term focused on the religious sphere and the broader concept applied to all cultural spheres.

The first step in delineating what a ritual is, then, can be to define it as ‘a term for processes and events that have a particular place in social life’ (Stewart and Strathern 2014: 1). More precisely, rituals can be understood as ‘all acts of formalized and dramatized symbolic expressive action by individuals or groups’ (Uhl 2007: 329). This includes dialogical rituals such as greetings and farewells, emblematic gestural rituals, religious acts, acts determined by the calendar, and also public political ceremonies and subversive or resistant acts such as strikes. This covers a wide variety of forms of cultural expression such as parades, festivals, events, artistic performances, initiations, games, competitions, theatre, traditions within specific professions (for example, the practice of ‘couching’ [Gautschen] apprentices in the printing industry at the end of their vocational training), social customs (such as the mock abduction of the bride as a ritualized marriage custom). Some forms of digital rituals may also be influenced by technology.

Recent research across a number of fields has enabled five primary analytical markers of the ritual to be identified which, taken together, produce a conception of ritual that is suitably differentiated for academic study (Stollberg-Rilinger 2019: 9ff.; Soeffner 2010: 40ff.; Uhl 2007; Kapitány, Kavanagh and Whitehouse 2020). These are (1) Standardization and repetition: Rituals are based on stereotyped forms that often follow fixed rules, including a ‘plan of action’ (Knuf and Schmitz 1980: 41ff.) and are repeated consistently, allowing participants to expect and recognize the course of action and freeing them from the need to make decisions regarding alternative possible actions. (2) Staging and performance: Rituals can either form part of day-to-day life, such as interaction rituals, or removed from the everyday, such as transitional rituals to mark changes in social roles or status. They are performed on a stage, be it real or imaginary. (3) Symbolic potential: This refers to the symbolic code of the ritual community that is activated through this social practice; ‘to be effective, all rituals require the symbolic aura of an event that is timeless’ (Harth 2003: 9). As ‘the active form of the symbol’ (Soeffner 2010: 40), rituals always refer to something Other, and are thus subject to interpretation and can adapt to changing circumstances. The process of the ritual may therefore be contested and can play a role in determining the participants’ perception of the ritual’s authenticity. (4) Performativity: Rituals refer to both a descriptive model of the social order and an intervening model that intervenes within it, i.e. an ‘instrumental social technique’ (Karl Gabriel, quoted in Uhl 2007: 340). What rituals represent – for example, an investiture into public office (Basu and Althoff 2015) or a wedding – they also, if carried out successfully, help to bring about by performing the actions that are perceived as ‘correct’. In this way, rituals offer a means of socio-cultural orientation and both create and depict a construct of reality through their execution. (5) Ambivalent social impact: Ritual action has a ‘solidarizing, hierarchical, controlling and normalizing function’ (Uhl 2007: 335). At the same time, however it is theoretically polyvalent and can also serve to eliminate or reverse established standards (‘ritual inversion’ as in the carnival; see Fugger 2013). The fact that rituals, when performed, can both consume their participants and, through their paradoxical social functions, influence them shows their fundamental ambivalence; ‘symbolic actions and rituals are capable of exerting an unapprehended effect on anthropologically deep-seated affects and impulses’ (Uhl 2007: 342). For this reason, the extreme experiences associated with the strategically planned, highly suggestive mass stagings of totalitarian groups and systems are highly instructive when studying the history of ritual, as they can be used to examine how the ‘social magic’ (Bourdieu 1982: 62) of ritual was transformed into the ‘political magic’ (Reichel 2006: 262) of the ideological cult.

In expanding the concept of ritual in this way, it is vital to bear two things in mind: firstly, rituals take place in space and time. They constitute both ‘sacred times’ and ‘sacred places’: ‘Time and place are essential features of ritual action, and both mark a specific orientation or setting for ritual’ (Penner 1998/2016). Secondly, the specific concrete practices of rituals contain a history. This type of social action can therefore only be understood by taking the processes of ritual dynamics into account (Brosius, Michaels and Schrode 2013).

THE HISTORY OF RITUAL RESEARCH

There are close historical links between ritual action and reflection on it (Fugger, Kranemann and Lagaude 2015). In the early modern period, not least in the wake of the Reformation and the discovery of the Americas, a debate began in Europe over religious and courtly ceremonies, fuelled both by theological disputes and by Europeans’ confrontation with the ritual practices of colonized New World peoples. The origins of ritual research lay in religious studies of ecclesiastical and cultic ceremonies. The central question of the new field soon became the role of rituals in the respective social order. This was accompanied by a shift in the focus of research: content (mythology) was overshadowed by practices (rituals). This enabled researchers to recognize the social functions of ritual actions. The connection between content and practices must not be forgotten, however: ‘The myths express the order, the rites establish it’ (Assmann 1999: 143).

Ritual research in the social sciences was strongly influenced by the French sociologist Émile Durkheim, who understood rituals as forms of symbolic representation of the social order. Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, 1912). In both religious and non-religious rituals the collective in question affirms itself; the gods being revered symbolically represent the group. Ritual action periodically establishes the collective commitment and cohesion of social groups and thus is significant in preserving and upholding the group and system.

The studies by the Franco-German ethnologist Arnold van Gennep (Les rites de passage, 1909) added a significant depth of analytical sophistication to the concept. Through comparative empirical investigations, he developed a three-phase formula for rituals. As social life is determined by spatial, social, and temporal transformations and thresholds (or ‘passages’) such as birth, marriage, and death, he divided these into three often overlapping stages: rituals of separation (‘rites de séparation’), the phase of separation from the former state; rituals of conversion (‘rites de marge’); and rituals of reintegration (‘rites d’agrégation’), integration into the new state and the restoration of order. Gennep did not limit rituals to religious actions, but rather argued that the emergence of sacrality is context-dependent. In this way, he broadened the conception of the ritual to include all formalized symbolic action, even in everyday life.

Building on this, the British-American ethnologist Victor W. Turner (The Ritual Process, 1969) developed the concept of liminality, a significant extension of van Gennep’s threshold phase of ritual action. In this moment of ‘limbo of statuslessness’ between the detachment from the old and the not yet completed integration into the new, he recognized an open and threatening anti-structure in which the social order was temporarily powerless. Turner’s innovations were widely taken up by ritual researchers, providing a framework for exploring the dynamic, spontaneous and consequently anarchic aspects of ritual action, providing insight into the interplay between social conflict and the social order. Turner supplemented this approach with a theatrical understanding of ritual as a social drama; a play with a highly meaningful and symbolic function.

Turner’s approach was challenged by the British social anthropologist Mary Douglas (Natural Symbols, 1970), who underlined the socially stabilizing significance of rituals as a form of symbolic action that aims to bring about wordless consent. Niklas Luhmann, who based his theory of social systems on Douglas’ work, thus interprets rituals as a practice of ‘the elimination of negations through delinguistification, rhythmization, bodily involvement, stereotyping’ (Luhmann 1982: 87). One of the major claims of Douglas’ school of research is that anti-ritualist counter-movements cannot escape the structures of this type of action as anti-ritualist movements are understood as a transition to a new form of ritualism.

The 1973 book Thick Description by the American anthropologist Clifford Geertz pioneered a new approach to rituals. He expanded ritual research by taking an interpretative approach that is not concerned with providing a functional explanation of rituals, but rather with understanding dynamic communicative action. In this way, Geertz focused on the ritual constitution of relevance within cultures as ‘self-spun web of meaning’. The aim of research was therefore to capture and interpret this constitution by means of a ‘thick’ description. Geertz sees ritual action as the representation of the knowledge that a culture has about itself. In the ritual the ‘lived and imagined world’ are intertwined; it generates from itself the belief in what it symbolically represents and surrounds the display with an ‘aura of facticity’ (quoted in Stollberg-Rilinger 2019: 27), which is part of the socially mediated and institutionalized system of symbols. Geertz also exemplifies the ‘turn to performance in ritual research’ in which symbolic action is understood ‘as a representation and at the same time as a reproduction of cultural patterns of meaning and action’ (Krieger and Belliger 2013: 13, 10).

In this context, the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu points to the socially limiting effects of rituals, in that they integrate or exclude social groups. This ritual action thus functions as an ‘act of social magic’ which is able to ‘create a difference ex nihilo’ and which justifies the social order, including its boundaries. Each rite – a ‘behaviour that is simultaneously sensible and senseless’ – aims to bring about confirmation or legitimization as a ‘performative practice that strives to bring what it does or what it says into being’ (Bourdieu 1982: 62; Id. 2018: 40, 167f., 179).

The 1970s saw the rise of interdisciplinary cultural studies that opened new avenues in ritual research. Since that time, the field has been split between a number of competing approaches and the concept of ritual has been gradually extended to more and more phenomena – after all, ‘it is hard to think of any social field that is not susceptible to ritual formation’ (Stollberg-Rilinger 2019: 41). A dedicated academic literature on ritual research has also grown up following the founding of the Journal of Ritual Studies (1987ff.). A whole series of related research projects have been carried out since the 2000s, from the Heidelberg Collaborative Research Centre ‘Ritual Dynamics’ (2002–2013) to the Oxford ‘Rituals, Community, and Conflict’ project (2011–2016).

Given the extraordinary breadth of research across disciplines, the ‘social location of the ritual’ (Braungart 1996: 55) varies widely. The recent subfield of ritual studies aims to establish a standard system of types of ritual action independent of social and cultural factors, whereby the concept of performance sometimes becomes almost synonymous with ritual. In terms of disciplinary classification, it has been argued that the booming ritual studies are ‘part of a comprehensive theory of social communication’ (Krieger and Belliger 2013: 31), and possibly the missing link in social theory (Knottnerus 2012).

RITUALS AND HISTORICAL AUTHENTICITY

In everyday language, ‘ritualized’ and ‘authentic’ are understood as opposite forms of behaviour, i.e., traditional or institutionalized formality versus immediacy and spontaneity of action and experience. From another point of view, traceable to the theories of Geertz and Bourdieu, ‘ritual’ is a synonym for ‘self-assertion or self-assurance in remembrance’, meaning that the ritual is in some respects not the polar opposite of the perception of authenticity, but rather the prerequisite for it. This tension between two jumping-off points must be kept in mind as rituals extend beyond the mere moment of their performance. As celebrations, for example, they are ‘a way of embracing the present that includes the future and the past’, which also means that ‘there can be no celebration of memory without ritual action’ (Grimes 2013: 132). In this respect, ‘rituals (belong) to the realm of cultural memory because they represent a form of transmission and recollection of cultural meaning’. They belong to the ‘primary organizational forms’ of this form of memory and thus to the ‘infrastructure of the identity system’ as ritual repetition ‘ensures the coherence of the group in space and time’ (Assmann 1999: 21, 56, 143, 57). From this perspective, rituals are an essential part of the ‘landscape of memory’ (Schama 1995). This temporal characteristic of ritual behaviour links rituals to the concept of historical authenticity in several ways. Questions of the origin, provenance, tradition, history, identity and promises of the future of the collective can be confirmed and continued or adapted by means of a wide variety of ritual practices that aim to envision and realize the remembered in the present.

Though little explored in the current literature, these links between the ritual and historical authenticity raise questions about changing relationships: what is the significance of rituals in the context of ‘historical authenticity’ and in what ways is this meaning different from other contexts? To what extent do perceptions of authenticity and authentification techniques contribute to the ‘power of rituals’ (Althoff 2003)? And conversely, how does this power affect the modes of attestation and accreditation of the authentic? Does the ritual use authentication as (one of) its instruments of power, prestige, and legitimation? How do the conceptions of authenticity mobilized by ritual action differ from the imaginary constructs generated through other forms of historical authenticity such as architecture, maps or texts? What form of authenticity do rituals promote? How dependent is the process of building an aura surrounding persons, places, spaces, and linguistic forms on the interplay of ritual action and authenticity?

On the one hand, historical theory states that ‘the past is a place beyond our reach’ (Reichel 2013: 30). On the other hand, in the context of historical reflection on ‘authenticity’, the objective absence is perceived in an immediacy that casts doubt on this limit. Theory and forms of appropriation thus require a form of intervention or mediation that can throw light on the subject. It is helpful to distinguish between subject- and object authenticity, between the perception of ‘genuineness’ – i.e. subjective lived experience – and ‘real’ sources, texts, contemporary witnesses, materiality, etc. – i.e. object evidence. Due to the ‘unconditional mediation of the past’, ‘questions of the original and the image, experience and evidence, subject and object’ (Pirker and Rüdiger 2010: 22, 26) must be understood in relation to their mediality; that is, through various different ‘fictions of authenticity’ (Siegfried J. Schmidt, quoted in ibid.: 11ff.).

If authenticity is understood as a ‘magic word of the present’ (Sabrow and Saupe 2016: 7), then it is vital to inquire into the reasons for its magical power. Here the connection with the ritual is especially useful. Does authenticity, like innovation and creativity, count among the ‘neoliberal dispositives’, as claimed by Byung-Chul Han? ‘Rituals objectify the world. They impart a worldview. The compulsion to authenticity, on the other hand, makes everything subjective.’ Han decisively denies that the ‘disappearance’ of rituals is ‘a story of emancipation’; rather, he interprets the form-hostile ‘narcissistic cult of authenticity’ as in fact promoting ‘crudeness and barbarism’. As an alternative, he proposes a ‘ritual turn’ in which the ‘primacy of forms would once again apply’: ‘Thus we could expect a re-enchantment of the world to exercise a healing power that would counteract collective narcissism’ (Han 2019: 18, 32, 7, 30, 31, 35, italics in original; H.S.). Are rituals therefore meaningful forms of authentification of this present or do they provide, as it were, antidotes that produce stabilizing ‘resonance communities’, as Han (drawing upon Hartmut Rosa) claims?

From a theoretical point of view, the concept of authenticity links ‘questions of the credibility of historical representations with aesthetic and ethical dimensions of historical appropriation’ (Saupe 2019: 190). Taking this as a starting point for exploring the importance of rituals in the process of this appropriation of history, the following also applies to them. In the sense of a communicative process (verbal and non-verbal storytelling), authenticity is constructed in three ways: object-related, subject-related, and by means of museum-, media- or narrative-related means of conveying the first two dimensions (Knoch 2020: 124).

Ritual action aimed at constructing and accrediting historical authenticity takes place across a variety of different fields and may take several distinct forms. For example, the criteria of repetition, staging, and the symbolic can be used to identify calendar-oriented forms such as commemorations and anniversaries, as distinct from material media-oriented forms such as monuments, exhibition openings or the staging of objects as originals. Other categories include person-oriented actions such as talks given by contemporary witnesses, digital replacement strategies such as video archives documenting interviews and conversations, and guided tours of cities or memorials. Group-related forms of staging such as commemorative rallies or mourning ceremonies also belong in this context. Speaking and silence are a key component here: they can be used to ritualize historical authenticity in the broad field of linguistic forms, especially through different genres of action; for example, by means of speeches, texts, forms of confirmation or demarcation such as ‘never again!’, ‘¡No pasarán!’, or ‘nip it in the bud!’, but also through non-verbal forms such as a wreath-laying ceremony or a minute’s silence. Ritualized historical appropriation can also be reflected in topographically oriented forms, as in the visualization of ‘traces’ of evidence of earlier events ‘at the authentic site’, for example along the path followed by the Berlin Wall or at memorials. The ritualization of historical authenticity also takes place in relation to the assignation and confirmation of validity – as in the case of historical commissions or museum certifications – and in forms of historical emulation such as living history or re-enactment, which demonstrate ritualized features in their repetition of past events.

Systematically speaking, it can be concluded that rituals can play an important authentificating role when dealing with the past. From a certain point of view they can be understood as one of the most powerful means of creating authentification effects available. The acceptance of a suggestion of immediacy plays a central role in the social construction of historical authenticity.

The ritualization of a reference to the past promotes the symbolic significance of a (concrete or metaphorical) historical place, actor, or event. When social action in this regard uses the resource of the ritual to summon up the past in the present, an impression of historical authenticity can be conveyed via the level of a symbolic constitution of meaning. This is because the potential effect is not based on intrinsic forces, such as those inherent in people, places, or things, but is part of cultural constructions and attributions made to these entities. Two conditions must therefore be met: first, the emergence of a ritual (emotional, personal, spatial, textual, or audiovisual) composition with only apparent historical immediacy; and secondly, that authority is attributed to it in both fields, i.e. to the ritual and to its historical authenticity. If these preconditions are successfully met, ‘spatial events’ (Helmut Lethen) that have an auratic effect arise – historical connections are lifted out of the infinite and unreachable past and endowed with a particular meaning of their own in relation to the present. ‘For semantically it is true that the authentic is precisely that which has by definition become unquestionable’ (Barricelli and Gloe 2019: 57, italics in the original). For this reason, memory spaces – in the sense used in the field of historical and cultural studies that emerged from the work of the French historian Pierre Nora on lieux de mémoire – are paradigmatic places of the creation or confirmation of ritual authenticity. According to Nora, to succeed in doing so they must be surrounded by a symbolic aura.

One of the most common types of authentificating rituals focuses on a person who authenticates the historical event; contemporary witnesses or their descendants and historians fulfil this function in the media, in schools and at public talks. Generally speaking, wherever documentary or other means of authentificating past events are used in rituals (such as film, photography, reports of lived experiences, autobiography, literature, objects, reconstructions), historical authenticity is part of the intended effect. So when the past as history is invoked, represented, conveyed or embodied in rituals, the producers of the ritual are acting with authentification in mind. This element of the ritual has a meaning-enhancing effect that may narrow the focus, and which becomes tangible in the literal sense of the word when ritual actors make use of objects with historical connotations. This allows semantic references to be materially authenticated by demonstration, visualization, and the use of concrete examples. Processes of symbolization and the suggestion of meaning go hand in hand.

The example of memorials commemorating the crimes of National Socialism can be used to clarify the interweaving of practices of authentification and ritual. Memorials are bound up with two closely related attributions: the attribution of authenticity and the attribution of the authority of the historical site (Drecoll, Schaarschmidt and Zündorf 2019; Haug 2015). ‘A creative museum arrangement combines space, objects and testimonies into a credible overall narrative. Certain practices on site – such as those of the guides or visitors – evoke the dimension of a sensual, emotional experience’ (Knoch 2020: 122).

Promoting the message ‘this is where it happened!’, the (also ritual) reference to their authenticity functions as a promise to the visitors – which may or may not be fulfilled – forming a key element of their justification. Take, for example, the presentation of the striped clothing of concentration camp prisoners or material remains of the former camp in exhibition showcases – which can be used as ritualized forms of genuineness to construct historical authenticity – and is perceived with an ‘aura’, that ‘strange weave of space and time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close it may be.’ (Benjamin 1999: 518). The phrase ‘authenticated originality’ (Knoch 2020: 123) thus describes the guiding principle of the authoritative institutional approach and suggests that, in this sense, ‘[a]uthentic remembrance can be interpreted as symbolic capital’ (Schläppi 2010). From this perspective, memorials are only an example of the ‘struggle over the contents and the places of legitimation of historical memory, which is carried out using material image-signs (symbols, monuments, ceremonies), and which are meant to contribute the materials for a ritual practice appropriate to the ethical occasion’ (Harth 2003: 11).

RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES AND DESIDERATA

In interdisciplinary research, ritual is now an established heuristic concept for the identification and analysis of symbolic action involving the repetition of scenes. Ritual research, which has been conducted for several decades, has developed a range of theoretical approaches and yielded empirical findings. Despite this broad international engagement with the subject – not unusually for an interdisciplinary field that has developed from multiple different areas of expertise – the gaps and lack of development in approaches that remain are striking, including the context of historical authenticity. This chapter will conclude by highlighting selected aspects as examples of avenues for further research.

Beyond the desideratum of a definition and typology of rituals that is at least to some extent generally applicable, a stronger focus on the processes of ritualization and de-ritualization, i.e. the origins and dissolution of rituals, would further understanding in the field. Questions concerning ritual functions such as orientation, conflict resolution and self-assurance under oppressive socio-cultural circumstances could be clarified by linking ritual studies to globalization research. Moreover, despite some unconnected individual studies, the role of media in the field of rituals has seen remarkably little research. This is particularly evident concerning the question of the extent of the influence of the surely society-transforming significance of digitality, which is already having far-reaching impacts in the field of historical perceptions of authenticity. For example, the ritualized, Europe-wide laying of ‘stumbling stones’ [Stolpersteine] for the victims of Nazi crimes points to the overdue connection of ritual studies to the newer spatial sciences that make up the spatial/topographical turn; linking these subjects would also open new avenues of research in connection to studies of historical authenticity in a variety of ways. In addition, research on the question of the consequences the concepts of ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’ have on ritual dynamics would also be instructive from a cultural-historical and socio-political point of view: How do rituals adapt to or form part of this drive to expand society’s self-image? What new forms have emerged or are emerging? And what transformative conflicts can be observed in the process?
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Sacralization

JOHANNES PAULMANN1

The heuristic concept of sacralization describes the social attribution of sacredness – that is, the authentification of what is supremely valuable to a group, society, or culture. Sacralization is based on historical practices with which collectives, through linguistic and non-linguistic actions, determined both the boundaries between transcendence and immanence and the realization of the transcendent in the immanent (Schlette and Krech 2018). Through processes of sacralization, spaces, objects, actions, times, or ideas were declared to be an aspect of the divine mystery. Accordingly, they and the values associated with them were endowed with a claim to non-negotiable authority when it came to establishing and cementing meanings and norms. The sacred thus had a community-founding and power-stabilizing effect (Lynch 2012). As a process of change, sacralization involved processes of both desacralization and resacralization.

In historical research, a generic conception of sacralization is conducive to new insights because it is able to detach the process from religion in terms of both content and institutions. In this way, other cultural, social, and political areas in which fundamental values that were considered beyond negotiation were used to guide action and to legitimize order can be analysed in a way that explains the special collective and individual binding power or authority afforded to historically changing and competing ideas. At the same time, a generic conception makes it possible to explore intentional efforts to shape sacrality by various actors using mechanisms, structures, and processes of change. In studying the history of modernity from a long-term perspective, it helps to interpret the changes in Europe commonly discussed under the umbrella of secularization through the lens of shifting relationships between the sacred, the profane, and the everyday world, hence avoiding potentially dismissive discussions of religion in modernity only in terms of its loss of significance. The study of sacralization in different socio-political fields allows religion to be examined not only in opposition to other systems of interpretation and order, but also as co-existing with them, both in parallel and intertwined. Finally, claims to sacredness directed to the legitimization of social, political, or ecclesiastical order can be critically questioned. Understanding the sacred from the perspective of cultural studies as the result of a communicative and conflictual process shifts focus away from the question of the truth or falseness of sacredness; rather, the historical practices with which social groups and authorities authentificated their highest or most fundamental values and constructed social reality become the object of study.

SACRALIZATION – A CONCEPTUAL AND TERMINOLOGICAL HISTORY

Etymologically, the term sacralization is related to the Latin verb sancire (to limit, enclose, sanctify). In Roman antiquity, sanctio referred to the demarcation of sacred sites. The German heilig (sacred) or Heiligkeit (sanctity), i.e. innate, particular or ownership, took over the meaning of the Latin semantic field of sanctus: what belongs to the deity, either as property or in the sense of being innate to it, is consecrated to it and thus sacred (Lanczkowksi 1985). The contrasting term ‘profane’ (German: profan) also derives from the Roman expression for something done ‘in front of’ (pro) – and thus outside the boundaries of – the sanctified precinct of the temple (fanum). This distinction should not be taken to indicate a sharp separation of the sacred and the profane. Rather, the peculiarity of the religious is based precisely on the paradox of the religious interpretive structure: religion is bound up with transcendence and symbolically marks a difference from everyday life and the mundane, but at the same time anchors its interpretations of the world in everyday life, seeing the transcendent at work there (Luhmann 1989: 271). Making the transcendent tangible, in the sense of enabling it to form part of people’s experience, requires sacred media and actions. These allow the transcendent to be both singled out as distinct from everyday experience and to be recognized as authentic.

As religious terms were inherently contradictory and contested, their reciprocal determination began to change from the beginning of the modern era at the latest (Hölscher 2013). As the antithesis to sacer or ‘consecrated’, ‘profane’ consistently stood for a hostile counterpart that opposed or contaminated true religion. In the seventeenth century, in the wake of the Reformation, Calvinist scholars polemically emphasized the opposition of the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ and introduced a new dimension to it by stating that true worship excluded the use of visual representations of God or saints. At the same time, their research on the ancient origins of religion and its relation to sacrilege led to the development of historical and comparative considerations of religion that paved the way for a functional, proto-sociological conception of religion; religion would no longer be equated with Christianity but understood as a universal form of social action (Sheehan 2006). This outlook neutralized the hostile opposition between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’; the profane was no longer seen as an inherent threat to the sacred, but merely marked the distinction of secular everyday life from transcendent matters.

In addition to confessional polemics and theological scholarship, the perception of non-Christian religious practices observed during expansionist empire-building efforts overseas played an important role in the development of the European understanding of the sacred. Portuguese navigators in the fifteenth century assigned the term feitiço (man-made magical object; fetish) to objects to which the West African population attributed special powers. In reaching for a semantic field of their own language that denoted powerful objects and practices which their church and state actively condemned and repressed as deviations from the true faith (Kohl 2003: 13–18, 28f.), they classified the sacred objects of a foreign culture according to a religious scheme of right and wrong. Similarly, Protestant travelogues polemically equated African and Catholic practices in an attempt to devalue the latter.

Beyond such denominational squabbles, the confrontation with non-European magical objects provided an opportunity for a fundamental critique of religion. The worship of inanimate objects or animals appeared to Enlightenment progressive thinkers as the result of a popular inability to rationally explain disturbing irregularities such as natural forces, disease, or other misfortunes. Fetishism, a word coined by Charles de Brosses in 1760, was considered an early stage of religion preceding the development of monotheism. References to the fetishism of others could also be used to criticize superstitious practices in Europe itself, certain forms of Christianity, or even religion in general (Kohl 2003: 74–77). The term was therefore central in determining what was considered sacred, serving to marginalize religious beliefs and to introduce and justify ideas of spatial or geographical separation and a stage model of temporal or historical development. During the nineteenth century, it came into use outside the religious sphere – for example, in the ‘fetish character of the commodity’ that emerged from Karl Marx’s critique of capitalism, or in the ‘sexual fetishism’ that emerged from the clinical psychology of Jean-Martin Charcot, Alfred Binet, and Sigmund Freud, and which harnessed the term for the social critique of collective deception or individual deviance.

Around 1900, scholars of religion and social scientists partially detached sacrality from Christian theological discourse by developing it into a heuristic concept. They initially sharpened the distinction between the sacred and the profane through a universal and analytical definition of religion. Here, too, European imperial and missionary expansion formed a key context, stimulating anthropological and mostly evolutionary conceptions of the origin and development of religions. These theories followed two primary approaches. On the one hand, Nathan Söderblom considered sacredness to be a more essential and fundamental characteristic of religion than the concept of God (Söderblom 1914: 731). Émile Durkheim even declared the sacred to be the central characteristic of religion in general, arguing that sacred things represent the authority of the traditions they authentificate in condensed form. Profane things, on the other hand, endanger the sacred, which sociologists ought not to understand theologically, but rather as a particular form of behaviour in societies and as an expression of the identity of their members (Durkheim 1912: 65).

In contrast to Durkheim’s view that societies created the sacred and the profane in the first place, scholars in the field of religious phenomenology understood the sacred as a religious experience that linked people to the divine. Their work therefore emphasized subjectively felt authenticity. In Rudolf Otto’s philosophy of religion, the sacred stands for the ‘wholly other’; religion is an encounter with the ‘numinous’ in the sacred, and this encounter is shaped by the subject’s feelings (Otto 1917: 7, 33). The religious scholar Mircea Eliade referred to the appearance of the sacred in the profane as a ‘hierophany’. According to Eliade, the sacred breaks through into the world; it can manifest itself in any or every object and serves to ‘open’ ordinary space and time. It is only through the hierophany that sacred structures and transcendent orders manifest themselves to people. However, these manifestations can only be perceived by religious people. The more religious a person is, the stronger the tendency to sanctify their life through rites and to realize human existence on the level of ‘eternity, of substance and of reality’ as opposed to ‘that of the temporal, of change and of illusion’ (Eliade 1958: 460). The contrasting phenomenon is the tendency to resist the sacred, which is experienced as simultaneously attractive and repulsive. Eliade called this resistance to the sacred the ‘flight from reality’ (1958: 460). Accordingly, the authentic would be a complete surrender to the demands of the sacred.

The dichotomy of the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ put forward in sociology and the phenomenology of religion is inadequate for historical studies. More recent approaches weaken this dichotomy and instead emphasize the process itself by speaking of sacralization as a change in ways of understanding and dealing with sacredness. The sociologist of religion Gordon Lynch adds a third category to the conceptual distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’: namely, that of the ‘mundane’ or everyday secular (Lynch 2012: 26–29). While to Lynch the profane stands for anything that might threaten or defile the sacred, the everyday mundane is separate from the sacred but is not hostile to it. The desacralization of spaces, objects, or ideas can thus be understood as turning something into an everyday matter without being a deliberate profanation. Finally, Lynch’s cultural sociology defines sacralization as a process in which things and ideas are declared or experienced as intangible and endowed with meaning, leading to community-founding as well as norm-giving effects. Desacralization can thus be understood conversely as a process in which the formerly non-negotiable sacred becomes negotiable. Specific historical constellations and the group- and society-specific demarcations between the sacred, the profane, and the everyday world within them thus become an object of research that can be explored – for example, through ‘the management of sacrality’, that is, the intentional and purpose-driven design of religious spaces, times, things, and ideas (Schwerhoff 2008: 41). The notion that the sacred is, or should be, beyond human grasp is understood as a regulation cementing the distinctiveness of the sacred from the everyday that was deemed necessary by historical actors. Though grounded in the history of religion, these concepts are also applicable to secular phenomena, meaning that researchers can investigate a spectrum of acts of sacralization that is ‘neither institutionally nor substantively bound to religion, despite the fact that it draws on the aura of specifically religious sacredness’ (Schlette and Krech 2018: 445).

SACRALIZATION – HISTORICAL HIGHLIGHTS

The following historical examples are based on a systematic classification of processes of sacralization (see Schlette and Krech 2018: 445–457). The first section examines the sacralization of objects and spaces under the aegis of religion, such as the veneration of images, relics, and sacred spaces in churches. This is followed by cases of sacralization in the extra-religious sphere through rituals such as the worship of rulers and ideas or principles such as the nation. The final section turns to explore political and legal cases that straddle the frontier between the religious and the non-religious, through the examples of political religion, civil religion, and human rights. This classification does not assume a process of secularization conceived as a development from religious sacralization to extra-religious sacralization. Rather, comparing processes of sacralization across different historical eras throws new light on the relationship of religions to each other, of religion to politics, society, and culture, and the distinction between religious and non-religious spheres. This reveals not only contrasts and competition, but also the coexistence and interrelations of systems of interpretation and ordering of the sacred. Sacralization or desacralization historically served to legitimize or delegitimize religious, social, and political orders. Authentification and authentication was based on the power of actors and authorities, but communities of ‘the faithful’ also made or reclaimed attributions of sacredness for themselves through various practices.

Over the centuries, the concrete configuration of sacred spaces, times, and things in European Christian societies and groups was marked by a recurring tension regarding the pictorial representation of God (and the Son of God) (Sörries 1986). Disputes over images served to delimit and emphasize internal demarcations between Christian sects as well as to mark differences from other religions, especially Judaism and Islam, both of which engaged in their own debates on the topic of imagery (Drews 2011). On the one hand, Old Testament monotheism, adopted from Judaism, was rooted in the theology of a transcendent, omnipotent, and omnipresent – and hence invisible – God. On the other hand, the Jesus of the New Testament was ‘the fundamental form of the holy’ (Angenendt 1994: 32): in Him God had become man. How and whether the transcendent God could appear or could be represented in media was the subject of numerous disputes. These disputes were not only conducted among theologians, but also between the Church – as the authenticating and regulating official institution – and theologians – as experts on the sacred – on the one hand, and the faithful with their needs for embodiment, localization, and temporalization on the other (Campenhausen 1952). Images of saints claimed authenticity through their allusion to the intervention of the saint as an exalted and distinguished person who was simultaneously present before and capable of engaging with the viewer, and at the same time enraptured or transported from everyday reality; given this dual-facing aspect, the images themselves possess virtus (power) (Belting-Ihm 1988: 69, 82). Opponents of claims that icons were imbued with power of their own included, for example, the iconoclasts, who banned the veneration of images that had been growing in the Eastern Church since the seventh century. Such measures did not prevent claims of miraculous healing powers from being attributed to images of saints again and again over the course of history, however.

Relics had the advantage over pictorial artifacts of having once possessed life and thus power (Angenendt 1994: 187; for the following, see also 149–166, 214–229; Kohl 2003: 44–68). The cult of relics began with the veneration of early Christian martyrs, but their physical remains were a scarce commodity. Therefore, objects that were believed to have come into contact with Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, the apostles, or saints during their lifetimes were also considered sacred. Like body parts, these objects could be divided up so that they could be venerated in several places. However, this posed the problem of proving the authenticity of the individual parts (such as skulls, teeth, and finger bones, or splinters of wood and scraps of cloth). Something miraculous had to have occurred when they were found so the object could be linked to a narrative. In addition, these objects were placed in an artificial setting that preserved them permanently and made them conspicuously distinguishable from everyday examples of the same things by using highly valuable materials such as precious metals and jewels. The reliquary thus formed a kind of authenticating original packaging that served an authentificating function. From the twelfth century on, authentification took place through a pontifical legal procedure of inscription in the canon of saints. This allowed the number of relics to be increased while enabling the Church to maintain control over them in the face of competition from non-institutional popular practices. Sacralization consisted of a dynamic state of tensions, competition, and interworking of pious lay initiatives and ecclesiastical-legal procedures in which the ecclesiastical authorities rejected a large number of claims (Klauser 1954: 88). Similar negotiations of sacrality, supplemented by the interventions of governmental and medical authorities, continued to shape processes of authentication of claimed apparitions of Mary and other saints to the nineteenth century and beyond (Blackbourn 1993; Harris 1999). Issues of gender, and thus of socio-political power, also played a significant role in the procedures and practices of the veneration of saints. This can also be seen in the hierarchy of relics: things that had come into contact with Christ or body parts lost before His ascension (such as milk teeth, foreskin, or spilled blood) were ranked highest, followed by those associated with Mary, the mother of God, after which came relics of apostles, martyrs, and other lesser saints.

The late medieval period saw a notable increase in the veneration of saints and relics. Following this, however, the Reformation brought about changes to the attributions of sacrality which led to the widespread destruction of relics and other objects formerly regarded as sacred. Despite the iconoclasm, this shift should not be understood as a profanation but rather as a redefinition of the sacred in the world and a shift in the demarcation between the sacred and the profane (Davis 1981; Schwerhoff 2008: 44–48). This was evident in the handling of objects, but also in the ideal of spatial, temporal, and ritual concentration. The Protestant rejection of the cult of relics stripped the formerly pervasive side altars of their sacred significance. As a space, the Protestant church was designed to focus the parishioners on faith and piety and was therefore kept simple and relatively unadorned, especially in radical movements such as the Calvinists or the Herrnhuter Brudergemeinde. With the elimination of processions, the church space no longer radiated outward as it previously had; instead of a multitude of masses and devotions, the prominent time of worship now fell on Sundays; and because of the changed understanding of the Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist no longer formed an obligatory part of the service. In practice, these guiding principles were often not implemented or were implemented with varying degrees of radicalism depending on the strand of Protestantism. The special dignity of the space, however, did not disappear at all, but shifted its focus to highlight the preacher (Dürr 2005). Purification and concentrated sacrality were reinforced by limiting the multifunctionality of churches, i.e. eliminating their use for everyday non-religious liturgical purposes such as ecclesiastical jurisdiction, care of the poor, political-administrative tasks, and business or social concerns (Schwerhoff 2008: 49–59, at 59; Laube 2011). Following the Council of Trent, Catholic churches too saw changes in their design and focus; the congregation was oriented more toward the altar through visual axes and pews in line with a new strategy for the visualization of Catholic proselytizing and disciplining (Brossette 2002: 582–587).

Sacralization, profanation, and universalization can also be observed historically in secular, non-religious spheres. Persons could acquire sacral dignity – for example, when assuming public office. This applied not only to priests or bishops, but also to secular candidates for office. This sacralization of the extra-religious found its most prominent expression in the context of coronation rituals (Stollberg-Rilinger 2013: 90–114). As late as 1789, the attribute of sacré was attributed to the king in the cahiers de doléances collected by the Estates-General. Equally, however, it was now also used to refer to the nation, the deputies, or individual rights, expressing both competition between and coexistence of sacred ideas of order. The attribution of sacrality to new ideas and collectives in the era of the French Revolution was sensational and consequential, as extra-religious sacralization in the non-religious sphere could be seen as a principled renunciation of Christian transcendence. However, this could also reverberate in the religious sphere – for example, via the nationalization of religion.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the application of narratives and practices of authentification and narratives similar to those previously employed in the religious sphere lent an eternal character to key secular concepts such as reason, the fatherland, the nation, or the civilizing mission, as well as to authorities such as the state, empire, and other models of order. This appearance was variously justified as being underwritten by nature or ordained by God, helping to lend the values associated with them a validity that was difficult to criticize, as well as to strengthen the legitimacy of political orders and to establish emotional bonds ranging from loyalty to devotion, even to the point of death as a form of self-sacrifice. The structural analogy of the religious and the national, for example, made it possible to speak of a transformation of the sacred without assuming a sacral transfer (Graf 2004) or a replacement of religion by the sacral nation. This insight opens up analytical perspectives on the political and social phenomena of late modernity: political communities can be conceived of as communities of faith and the veneration of national heroes as a cult, for example, or it can be applied to studying the complex relationships within multinational, ethnic, and religious empires in Central Europe, where denomination served as a fundamental marker in the process of nation-building (Schulze Wessel 2006).

Divergent assessments of modern secularization have played a role in attempts to explain the dictatorships of the twentieth century. In the 1990s, for example, totalitarian regimes were widely interpreted as political religions on the basis of their structures of leader worship, community-building rites, or material promises of salvation. The analogies between the structural elements of religious and political patterns of meaning seemed indisputable; the question of whether they were merely camouflaging themselves in the trappings of religion or should be understood as components of a genuine religion was a point of controversy (Hockerts 2003). The debate was informed not only by disputes concerning the nature of totalitarianism but also by differing views regarding the consequences of secularization dating back to the 1930s. On the one hand, in 1938, the Catholic political scientist Eric Voegelin, a critic of the Enlightenment, argued that loss of faith could explain the population’s susceptibility to mass ideological movements whose growth could be attributed to their ability to satisfy ever-present religious needs. The liberal philosopher Raymond Aron, on the other hand, described dictatorships as religions in 1939 because he saw the same tendencies toward totalitarian community formation at work in both. In this view, forms of religion directed against liberal currents actually aided and abetted the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century.

These positions were the culmination of a longstanding debate conducted between theologians, sociologists, and historians from the period around 1900 (Neddens 2012). Over the course of this debate, a differentiation of the concept of religion emerged. In 1929, for example, the Protestant theologian Paul Tillich described the ‘non-church religions’ of nationalism, communism, and capitalism as ‘typical forms of autonomous religion’ and distinguished between romantic-conservative, utopian-revolutionary, and critical-sceptical variants (Tillich 1929). Another variant not related to dictatorships was political religion, a concept which later became better known as ‘civil religion’ (Robert Bellah), especially in the United States (Bellah 1967; Laustsen 2013). Against the backdrop of the separation of church and state, civil religion referred to the way in which a religion was created for a political polity through general references to faith (in God, destiny, mission), the veneration of certain texts (the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence), personalities (distinguished presidents), and rituals (inauguration). In this way, a kind of abstract religion was established that made it possible to integrate many different religions without completely dispensing with religious references. To carry Tillich’s argument further, civil religion could be called an abstract-integrative type of sacredness that was essentially shaped by the Protestantism of white America. Translating the concept of civil religion to other national circumstances is fraught with problems, however, due to the historically different relations between church and state (on recent German debates on this topic, see Dreier 2018).

Finally, in his ‘new genealogy of human rights’, the sociologist Hans Joas attempts to establish a generalized form of sacrality by following Durkheim in understanding the dynamics of human rights discourse since the late eighteenth century as ‘a history of the sacralization of the person’ (Joas 2011: 16ff.). He shows how collective sensitivity to the experience of violence and the universalization of (Christian) morality were brought together in lawmaking. Joas’ theses could be seen as a pointed example of a scholarly effort to authentificate the sacrality of the person, as the author engages in ‘affirmative genealogy’ as a way of bringing historically formed ideals to life (Joas 2011: 147–203).

These reflections on political religion and the sacrality of the person touch on the overarching question of the relationship of social and political orders to transcendence in the sense of principles and concepts of the unconditioned that precede them. Transcendence has mostly been attributed to religions, but the question of transcendence in the world itself also arises in modern history from the late eighteenth century onward (Vorländer 2013). In addition to political worldviews, the religion of art can be understood in this way, for example; specifically, it is claimed that humans can participate in the sacred through the subjective aesthetic experience of the beautiful and the sublime (Deuser et al. 2015). Over this period, historical museums have also stood in a changing relationship to concepts of the nation, civic values, and – particularly at present – to the values of a civil religion (Saupe 2017). Other ideas that have been held up as fundamentally or hyperbolically significant include reason, progress, technology, and nature. These competed with each other and served to symbolically deal with or establish orders based on the intangible and non-negotiable by means of myths, cultic acts, and rituals. This development stood in a fundamental tension with the claims of (Christian) religion, which has lost its primacy in the European societies over the last two hundred years. What is new is not the conflictual coexistence of the religious and the secular in dealing with holiness. Religion, however, finds itself in a state of intensified competition with other systems of demarcation between the everyday and the sacred. The historical study of sacralization provides nuanced insights into the process commonly referred to as secularization. A generic conception of sacralization in the sense of an interrelationship between processes of sacralization and desacralization enables researchers to grasp collective attributions of sacredness in both the religious and non-religious spheres. Sacralization thus belongs to the social practices with which ‘ultimate’ values were and are authentificated by groups and authorities.
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Self

NIKOLAUS BUSCHMANN

This chapter examines the ‘authentic self’ as a specific form of modern subjectivity that has become a dominant social figure in late modern Western society (Reckwitz 2020: 73). Tying the self to the concept of authenticity goes beyond autonomy and self-determination to include ‘the broader level of self-realization’ (Reichardt 2014: 60) as the key element in the modern concept of the subject. The following considerations are based on the insight that the idea of the self as personal identity and individuality or as a unity of consciousness, i.e. in terms of subjectivity, is something that first arose in modern thought (Taylor 1989). Pre-modern thinkers nevertheless made important contributions to the genealogy of the subject, approaching the self as an object of knowledge, but also as a source of questions and difficulties (Schrader 1995: 292). However, the modern conception of the subject differs from its predecessors in that it ‘[refers to] entities capable of thinking and acting who are also instances of a specific form of self-relation’ (Menke 2003: 735). The modern self thus emerges in the reflexive turn to the ‘I’, conceived as a being that is self-acting, transparent to itself, and endowed with an identity. Following William James, we can speak of the ‘two aspects of the self’: while the ‘I’ refers to the subject of self-awareness, the ‘Me’ refers to the object of self-awareness that maintains its identity over time (Höger 2006). The recent interest in authenticity is evidence of a fundamental change in conceptions of subjectivity over the modern period. The history of this shift can be traced from the humanists’ ‘discovery’ of the subject in the Renaissance and the philosophy of the Enlightenment, through Rousseau’s natural-philosophical conception of an ethics of self-revelation, the Romantic cult of sensibility and the leitmotifs of the life reform movement around 1900, to the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s and the expressive subjectivity of contemporary society (Reckwitz 2006).

CONCEPTUAL HISTORY, SUBJECTIFICATION AND SELF-FORMATION AS A FIELD OF RESEARCH

The element of authenticity in the modern subject was not prefigured by its historical semantics. Where the ancient Greek word αὐθέντης denotes someone ‘who achieves something by their own hand, and so also through their own means’ (Röttgers and Fabian 1971: 291), indicating a human capacity, early modern usage initially had a quite different emphasis: when the (English) term ‘authenticity’ began to spread to European languages at the beginning of the early modern period, it referred to the genuineness of a fact, object, or state of affairs, whereas unaffected human behaviour was called ‘sincerity’ (Trilling 1974). From the eighteenth century, an understanding of authenticity became established that emphasized demonstrating and affirming one’s individual uniqueness in front of an audience as an ethical ideal of the modern self. With his combination of individuality and emancipation, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister appears as practically the epitome of biographical self-generation. In the twentieth century, Heidegger added a new dimension to the discourse on authenticity with his twin concepts of ‘Eigentlichkeit’ and ‘Uneigentlichkeit’ – neologisms usually translated as ‘authenticity’ and ‘inauthenticity’ – indicating the two fundamental ways in which the subject can relate to its own being. This philosophical framework has been widely influential, despite being criticized as ideological ‘jargon’ by Adorno.

Much of the interest in the genealogy of the subject is driven by the fundamental assumption that human self-relation and relation to the world are constructed and therefore changeable: they can be shaped and moulded. This view can then be applied as a means of understanding the loss of traditional certainty about human nature and in the resulting shock to the philosophical tradition ‘in which the subject is seen as an enduring, autonomous whole transcendentally above, beyond, or outside of social praxis’ (Alkemeyer 2013: 34). It can also be seen as a reflex response to the ‘disappearance of the subject and its absorption into a trans-subjective system of cultural signs’ postulated by (post-)structuralists (Hagenbüchle 1998: 2). The ‘return of the subject’ (Füssel 2003) in historical writing and the associated interest in changes in forms of contemporary subjectivity was preceded by methodological developments in a range of fields. Since the 1980s, important influences have come from the history of everyday life, historical anthropology, self-narrative research, gender history, and the history of the body. In addition to these approaches based on discourse analysis, approaches borrowed from studies of praxeological subjectification in particular have recently helped to steer the question of the emergence of human subjectivity in new theoretical-empirical directions. The tools of historical praxeology have been applied productively in this still relatively new field (Haasis and Rieske 2015).

The aim in studying praxeological subjectification is to counter structuralist reductions by focusing on the role of the subject in the emergence and development of social orders without, however, perpetuating a Cartesian-Kantian understanding of the subject through the concept of the social or historical actor. Its central question is how, in practice, people are formed into subjects with one identity or another, or how do they form themselves (Alkemeyer 2020)? In contrast to the classical philosophy of the subject, from this perspective authenticity and autonomy are not seen as transcendent characteristics of the subject but as historically contingent modes of subjectification. The distinctions and relations that constitute the self as subject are formed differently in each case, simultaneously consisting of and shaping the ways the self relates to itself, to others and to the world (Ricken 2013: 98). The self’s status as a subject capable of acting is always conditioned by the historical-social regime of subjectivity which the subject simultaneously produces and reproduces through its actions. In the tradition of Althusser, Foucault and Butler, subjectification (or ‘subjectivation’) refers to a process of ‘empowerment’ through ‘subjection’ and ‘subjection’ through ‘empowerment’ (Mecheril and Quehl 2006: 358). This perspective on the changing forms of modern subjectivity makes it possible to usefully analyse the emergence of subjectivity as both constituted by and constitutive of its historical-political context without having to first make ‘theoretical-political’ assumptions with regards to either aspect (Graefe 2010).

From the interdisciplinary perspectives of subjectification studies, the self within its varied historical and social determining factors is viewed as an ‘abstract, grammatical, biographical, collective, national or acting subject, as an authorial or artistic subject’ (Deines, Jaeger and Nünning 2003: 2). Subjectification is understood as a practical event from which the subject first emerges as a ‘unity of meaning that can be focused and thus reflected and shaped’ (Reckwitz 2006: 168). The idea of the subject as the centre of autonomous thought and action is therefore a historically specific conceptualization of the human relation to the self and the world, which – in the words of Lacan – began to establish itself ‘as the imaginary self of modernity’ (Helsper 1989) with the erosion of the European world order based on Christianity and a hierarchical system of feudal estates, and has since undergone a variety of metamorphoses. From the point of view of systems theory, the modern self appears as a reflection theory of the functionally differentiated society. The individuality of a person can only be described beyond the requirements demanded for inclusion in its social subsystems (Nassehi 2012: 422). In this perspective, the maturity gained during the Enlightenment and the loss of traditional certainties confronted the subject with ‘a far-reaching task of self-discovery, self-construction, and self-representation that required detailed observation of the self and others’ (Noetzel 1999: 20).

The modern world and the concept of the subject are thus mutually constitutive. However, modernity is not limited to any one identifiable form of the self; nor does the transformation of modern conceptions of subjectivity follow an established linear pattern of modernization. Rather, researchers attempting to reconstruct historical forms of subjectivity approach modernity as ‘a field of confrontation about cultural differences over what the subject is and how it can shape itself’ (Reckwitz 2006: 14). This debate over the cultural formation of the subject manifests as competition between different regimes of subjectivity, which are conditioned by the same power relations that are simultaneously reproduced and displaced in the processes of subjectification and self-formation (Wiede 2020).

HISTORICAL FORMS OF THE MODERN SELF

The origins of the ‘authentic self’ and the historical conditions of possibility for the emergence and spread of this form of subjectivity are a key question in interdisciplinary research into the history of subjectification. Two points of departure have been identified regarding the ‘making of the modern identity’ (Taylor 1989). Firstly, although the outlines of various forms of modern subjectivity are fundamentally different from their pre-modern precursors, they nevertheless incorporate set pieces of pre-modern concepts of human individuality – taken from, for example, Greek tragedy, Roman law or the Christian idea of an immortal soul (Etzemüller 2012: 50) – by reformulating them. Secondly, from its foundation in the Renaissance to the post-modern decentred subject, modern subjectivity has been formed in a variety of ways: as the opposition of the I to not-I (idealism), as an accentuation of individuality (romanticism), as work on internal and external nature (Marx), as a divided unity (psychoanalysis), as existence (Sartre, Heidegger), and as a linguistically mediated process of the development of a life story (philosophy of language) (Früchtl 2013). Accordingly, the modern subject can only be spoken of in terms of the plurality and contestedness of its historical and social manifestations.

As Charles Taylor shows, the modern concept of subjectivity draws heavily on preconditions dating back to antiquity, most notably the platonic idea of the ‘centring or unification of the moral self’ (Taylor 1989: 120). However, the self would not appear as an indivisible, self-knowing and determining entity equipped with a unique personal identity anchored in individual consciousness until the emergence of the modern Cartesian subject (Schrader 1995: 293–298). This redefinition of human selfhood is also reflected in the change in the meaning of the concept of the subject. In the modern understanding, the term no longer referred only to something that had been subjected or subjugated, on whom something is imposed or accredited, but to a thinking I that attributes its behaviour to itself as its own action and so acts as its creator (Menke 2003: 735).

The conception of the subject as an entity existing independently of things has been linked to an awareness of the reflexive adaptability of human identity since the Renaissance (Ellrodt 2015). Shakespeare’s dramas showed contemporary audiences how people become entangled in reciprocal relationships of observation and in doing so are encouraged to cultivate their individuality in a process of self-fashioning (Greenblatt 2005). Within a male-dominated discourse, however, this was only true to a limited extent for women; indeed, when presented from a female point of view, the performative self-production of individuality was a kind of survival strategy (Schabert 2010: 46). The early modern discourse on individuality formed the cultural-historical moment for the emergence of an ideal of the subject that combined the social norms of sincerity and truthfulness with the pursuit of individual uniqueness. In this conception, the subject constituted itself as ‘a being whose relations to others’ – objects as well as other subjects – are essentially determined by the fact that they are ‘accompanied’ by a self-reference (Menke 2003: 734).

The figure of Hamlet is a prime example of the figuration of the subject in early modern literature, directing his ‘unsparing gaze, which penetrates through all societal facades and niceties to lay bare a person’s most fundamental inner being’ above all to his own character (Assmann 2012: 33). Hamlet represents a historically new form of self-relation, which constitutes the human inner world as a place of self-knowledge and self-examination. In attempting to present himself to others as a sincere person he raises the problem constitutively bound up with the postulate of authenticity: his realization that he cannot outwardly express his grief over his father’s death in the way he feels reveals the contradiction between the demand for immediate representation of the self and the inevitably socially mediated forms of this representation (Assmann 2012: 35). Via the early modern recourse to the platonic distinction between the superficial appearance of a thing and its not immediately accessible ‘true’ nature, the discourse of authenticity brought into play an idea of difference that draws its meaning from the self’s connection to its opposite: the flipside of the postulate of authenticity as a normative measure of the individual’s relation to the self and the world is the distrust of everything merely depicted, insincere and alienated (Assmann 2012: 29).

The problematization of deception, fraud and insincerity in early modern theatre is rooted, from a social-historical point of view, in the social dynamics of a hierarchical society based on feudal estates which had come under increasing strain since the fifteenth century (Freist 2013: 151). Where the traditional order assigned social status by birth, characters such as Tartuffe, the swindler in Molière’s 1664 comedy, tried to rise above their ancestral place in the social order by pretending to be something they were not (Trilling 1974: 14f.). They and their – morally questionable – behaviour represented a world that had been set in motion. Molière’s Tartuffe testifies, so to speak, of the emergence of a new subject, the self-acting individual, who first undermined the historical and social framework of the hierarchy of estates before ultimately bringing it crashing down in the nineteenth century in the pursuit of the principle of a ‘classless civil society of the middle-classes’ (Gall 1975).

The culture of modern Western subjectivity is thus marked by its decidedly bourgeois character. It models its standard-bearers ‘in an emphatic, anti-traditional sense as “subjects” who pursue autonomous self-government and a critical distance from religious tradition’ (Reckwitz 2006: 97). The bourgeois self-emerged as a morally sovereign universal subject that maintains a strict distance from both aristocratic elitism and folk culture. It overcame the hierarchical society’s forms of subjectivity to claim cultural hegemony, ushering in a new age of both individual and collective self-determination. This was bound up with a new conception of ‘civil society’ based on the institutions of the free market, a critical public sphere, and the rule of law, featuring a constitution and popular representation. Civil society functioned as a sphere between the individual and the state in which citizens, conceived as autonomous subjects, could rationally and independently regulate their relations (Kocka 2008: 5).

Against the cultural other of a subjected subject, the Enlightenment bourgeois subject constituted itself as an entity capable of self-government, self-control and self-reflection that was committed to the principles of universally recognized morality; even, in extreme circumstances, to the point of death, as in the case of Lessing’s Emilia Galotti. Freedom and morality were interrelated (Taylor 1989: 363); at the same time, the motives for action were located within the subject (Reckwitz 2006: 164). For Rousseau, the reflexive turn to the inner self aimed emphatically at recognizing the ‘good’ in mankind, which ‘is discovered partly through a turning within, consulting our own sentiments and inclinations’ (Taylor 1989: 362). Rousseau thereby elevated the subjectivism of modern moral understanding to a new level. The discovery of the inner self as a manifestation of morality meant that the moral quality of a person could no longer be discerned from their actions alone, but above all from their attitude. It alone allowed conclusions to be drawn as to whether a person’s actions were in accordance with the requirements of the moral law. ‘But all good enterprises which are not grafted onto a morally good attitude of mind are nothing but illusion and outwardly glittering misery’ as Kant wrote in his 1784 Idea for a Universal History With a Cosmopolitan Aim (Taylor 1989: 365f.).

Whereas the Enlightenment had provided the philosophical foundations for the universal subject of the ‘bourgeois’ society of the future, the Romantics began a natural-philosophical revaluation of human feelings in which a sense of individuality could be anchored. Charles Taylor aptly calls this the ‘expressivist turn’. Prior to this, the Sturm und Drang movement had already juxtaposed the ‘voice of the heart’ (Herder) with cold rationality based solely on reason. Following Rousseau, who had celebrated ‘inner impulses’ as articulations of the natural good in man, Romantic thinkers developed the idea that the realization of nature in the human individual was a ‘form of expression’ (Taylor 1989: 374). The idea that man’s unique nature determined how he ought to live required a self that was both willing to reveal this individuality and determined to reflect its genuineness in his actions. The Romantic ideal of authentic selfhood thus articulated an alternative concept to the ‘artificiality’ of society governed by instrumental reason – a central fault line in the identity of the modern self (Taylor 1989: 495–502). The Romantic self was thus in tension with the (bourgeois) subject of the Enlightenment, in that it held up the inner experience of individuality as the central feature of subjectivity rather than external action as a manifestation of universal reason.

In celebrating the artist as the model of expressive individuality, Romanticism gave rise to a tradition of artistic and aesthetic movements opposed to the hegemonic model of the universal bourgeois subject (Reckwitz 2020: 207–210). While the idea, first formulated around 1800, that each person had their own unique individuality percolated through to modern consciousness in the long term (Tripold 2012), the immediate impact of the Romantic ideal of the subject on nineteenth century subjectivity was limited to the uptake of certain Romantic constellations of meaning with regard to gender relations or the high status afforded to art in the bourgeois system of values. By contrast, the ideal of the morally sovereign universal subject shaped by the Enlightenment prevailed as a prototype for modern capitalist-bourgeois subjectivity, bringing with it an order of the sexes that separated men and women along the lines of the public and the private as well as between work and family (Reckwitz 2006: 242f.).

While the dominant bourgeois culture of subjectivity shaped the period up to the eve of the First World War, the aesthetic modernism that emerged around 1900 can be understood as a response to its gradual erosion in the ‘crisis of classical modernism’ (Peukert 1987). The avant-garde subject contributed to undermining the bourgeois culture of subjectivity but, like its romantic precursor, ultimately remained constricted to a relatively small minority. From the 1920s the ‘white-collar subject’ (Angestelltensubjekt) began to emerge as the hegemonic social character of ‘organized modernity’ (Reckwitz 2006: 283). In contrast to the classical bourgeois subject who looked inside for moral guidance, the white-collar subject of the new middle-class oriented mass society projected a socially extroverted self guided by the standards of normality of the ‘group’ (Ibid.: 410.) This fostered an experience of belonging within its milieu and enabled the subject to distinguish itself from other social milieus. It thus fit with the ‘externally directed social character’ that David Riesman takes as the dominant form of social behaviour in mid-twentieth-century American society.

The replacement of the white-collar subject as the hegemonic form of subjectivity in Western industrial societies was driven by the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s and later by the communication technologies of the digital revolution as well as the ‘interrelated psychological, economic, and cultural discourses that spread frameworks of subjectivity as manifold, such as the “development of the ego”, the “sovereignty of choice” and the “contingency of self-interpretations” ’ (Reckwitz 2006: 442). As studies on the increasing individualization of lifestyles in Western industrial societies suggest (Beck 1983), the transition from the ‘levelled middle-class society’ (Schelsky) as the societal model of organized modernity to the late modern ‘society of singularities’ (Reckwitz) was accompanied by a profound change in the culture of subjectivity. However, this view focuses primarily on the self-understanding of the bourgeois middle class, allowing the material conditions of the turn towards singularity and the class character of these societies fade into the background (Loheit 2016).

THE SOCIAL ROLE OF THE ‘AUTHENTIC SELF’ IN LATE MODERNITY

The multifarious discourse on the late modern self can be summarized to the effect that the demands associated with the individual lifestyle in contemporary society now exist in a state of constant searching and controversy on the one hand, whilst they are increasingly determined by the economization of the living environment fuelled by the neoliberal logic of the market on the other. The latter obliges the late modern self to actively create an ‘entrepreneurial self’ to promote itself and interact with others within a ‘social order in which interpersonal association is viewed through the lens of market forces’ (Bröckling 2007: 47). This idiom raises questions of a ‘successful life’, ‘self-actualization’ or the ‘identity’ of a person. The contingency of biographical trajectories, expanded opportunities for individual decision-making, and a continual intensification of the competition over resources ‘draw the subject into a state of permanent controversy marked by a constant reaching and searching’ (Renn 2010: 204). This development is exacerbated by the increasing precariousness of social relations whose effects are by no means restricted to the lower social classes (Marchart 2013).

The singularistic lifestyle of ‘successful self-realization’ found in the new academic middle class brings together two cultural patterns that – as outlined above – were originally found in opposing conceptions of modern subjectivity: the Romantic idea of the subject’s expressive individuality based on self-realization, creativity and authenticity on the one hand; and the model of the bourgeois universal subject upholding an ethos of self-responsibility and entrepreneurship on the other (Reckwitz 2020: 207–210). For the late modern self, the authenticity of the self ‘takes on tremendous significance: all the idiosyncrasies of the individual’s self must be developed, and the search for corresponding authentic experiences (at work, in private life, in free time) becomes a guiding principle. This is the essence of the late modern Authenticity Revolution’ (ibid.: 73, 208).
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Source

STEFAN JORDAN

According to Paul Kirn’s ‘classic’ definition, sources are ‘all texts, objects, or facts from which knowledge of the past can be gained’ (Kirn 1947: 30). In older historical scholarship, the term was primarily restricted to written sources (such as documents and certificates), to the exclusion of other material ‘remains’, including architectural monuments and archaeological objects. The term also excluded non-material legacies such as oral narratives. However, since the twentieth century, the term ‘source’ is now used generally to refer to any form of evidence that is drawn upon in historical research. Scholars make a distinction between primary sources, which report ‘first-hand’ on res gestae (actions, events, and people), and secondary sources, which provide information about sources from the past that no longer exist.

The decisive factor determining whether something is considered a ‘primary’ or ‘secondary’ source is not the age of the evidence in question, but rather its use in the scientific process. For example, an account of the First World War that was written in 1960 represents an instance of ‘secondary literature’ that may still be consulted today by people interested in the events of the war. By contrast, historiographical researchers who are interested in the history of the First World War’s reception in the twentieth century can draw on this same account as a ‘primary source’ that provides information about the perspectives native to historical research undertaken in the 1960s (Jordan 2021: 43–45; Rathmann and Wegmann 2004).

AUTHENTICITY AND REALITY: SOURCES, HISTORIOGRAPHY, AND CLAIMS TO AUTHENTICITY

In contrast to fictional forms of literature (such as the novel or saga), historiography is concerned with facts and empirical reality. In this connection, it draws on defined methods and logical procedures, and also relies crucially on sources. While sources may not always guarantee factual reality, they at least provide an authoritative point of reference, thus furnishing the reader with the impression that the narrative is a fact-based description of historical reality (Greetham 1993). Portrayals of history that rely heavily on sources are typically considered to be particularly faithful representations of reality (in the sense of representational theory), as ‘real’ or ‘true’ (in the sense of existentialist philosophy), or as authentic (in a philosophical-historical sense, with the Greek αùθεντíα continued in Latin as ‘auctoritas’). With a view to sources or source-based historiography, authenticity can therefore be characterized as a particular form of ‘fidelity to reality’ (Kalisch 2007; Sabrow and Saupe 2016).

This impression is created above all by the techniques of attribution used by historians, who outfit their texts with footnotes, citations, bibliographies, and indexes in order to substantiate their assertions. Much akin to witness testimony in a court case, sources provide a basis in historiographical research for rendering judgements. In this connection, the extent to which judgements can make a claim to authenticity or truthfulness depends in no small part on the authority of the source as well as the authority of the researcher and his methods, including their verifiability. In German, the term Quelle means both ‘source’ and ‘spring’. This multivalence has contributed to the misperception that authenticity and reality stem can be traced back to an original source, like spring water. Yet authenticity and truth do not emerge fully formed; rather, they are always mediated by scholarly critique and interpretation. In this way, sources are a ‘material and means’ of rendering historical judgement. Yet authentic and recognized sources can also serve as a basis for contradicting a given judgement, by exposing falsehood. For Reinhart Koselleck, therefore, sources can be said to exercise a ‘veto right’ (Koselleck 1977: 45f.; Jordan 2010).

Sources play an important role not merely in lending the impression of authenticity to historical writing as an account of the past, as historia rerum gestarum. Perhaps more crucially, sources serve to confirm the authenticity of historical events and actions (res gestae). In this connection, a distinction must be made between the authenticity (genuineness) of the sources themselves and the authenticity (accuracy or truthfulness) of the content they report. On the one hand, a source that purports to have originated from the eighth century may actually originate from the tenth century. Nevertheless, it may provide an authentic description of historical events (in the sense of correct or ‘true to reality’). On the other hand, we may encounter a first-hand account of an event that is incompletely or incorrectly described, or that contains deliberate falsifications. In such a case, the source is ‘genuine’, but the content is ‘false’. This distinction also applies to the author of the source: An individual may provide a correct, truthful content under a false name or identity; alternatively, an individual may make false statements under a real name – possibly while under the impression of reporting the truth.

A critical assessment is therefore necessary to verify the authenticity of a source. According to Johann Gustav Droysen, the aim of such assessments is ‘to determine the relationship between the available material and the acts of will to which it bears witness’ (Droysen 1977: 401). Droysen suggests there are three steps in the process of verifying the authenticity of a source: The first step is to assess whether the source is genuine. ‘The question is whether the material is really what it is considered to be or wants to be considered.’ The second step is the ‘diacritical process’: ‘The question here is whether the material has been distorted; that is, whether it remains what it was and what it wanted to be, or whether modifications should be recognized and disregarded given the task at hand.’ A final step in the process is to verify the ‘correctness’ of the source: ‘The question is whether this material, in its act of becoming, was and could be what it is considered to be or wants to be, or whether, in its act of becoming, it might only be partially or relatively correct’ (Droysen 1977: 402).

The assessment of a source’s claim to authenticity thus requires, among other things, the interrogation of authorship, of the motives for composition, of the history of the source’s transmission, and of possible subsequent falsification (e.g. as part of its transmission). To verify the authenticity of a source’s contents, Droysen calls on historians to ‘criticize the circumstances’. The events described must not contradict any laws of nature, they must be geographically and temporally localizable, and they must not contradict events described by other sources. For Droysen, only then may the circumstances portrayed be considered ‘reality’.

Droysen’s understanding of source material and his assessment techniques generally remain valid to this day. However, more emphasis is now placed on the constructed nature of source material. A prominent example in this connection is the New Testament, which was constructed by combining, supplementing, and critically comparing thousands of sources. Parts of the text were eliminated as alien, inauthentic, or corrupted. Other parts represent a compilation of one or more sources, and sometime stand in contradiction to other sources. Modern historical-philological textual criticism has developed various methods for (re-)constructing texts based on various sources. When source texts are obviously erroneous or incomplete, researchers attempt to fill or eliminate these gaps and errors by comparing them with similar texts or by making empirically substantiated assumptions (which is referred to as the act of ‘emendation’). Editors may also strive to make a source more ‘original’ or ‘authentic’ by undertaking interventions based on conjecture. In this connection, they may eliminate parts of the text that they identify as later additions. (This is referred to as the act of athetesis.) These and other interventions are noted in the apparatus that accompanies an historical-critical edition and/or made recognizable in the typeface. The overarching goal is to construct a text that is as close as possible to the original. The authenticity of the text always remains subject to conjecture if the reconstructed version is based on two or more differing source versions. In this connection, a text’s claim to authenticity is largely based on the scientific rigour of the procedures by which the text was reconstructed.

The constructed character of material objects is often greater or more obvious than that of written sources. Archaeologists often reassemble historical objects from isolated remnants, recreating missing parts or sections. In some cases, reconstructed sections are left blank or without ornamentation, in order to clearly denote them as additions during the restoration process. When it comes to the restoration of buildings, efforts may be undertaken to distinguish between divergent ‘layers of time’ – for example, when an older fresco is discovered beneath wall plaster in a baroque church. Sources that have undergone chronological change shed their ‘static’ character. In such cases, archaeologists and historians will seek to verify the authentic state of the source at various points in time.

Historical writing has no authenticity ‘unto itself’, but rather gains authenticity through reference to sources. Similarly, sources have no authenticity ‘unto themselves’, but rather acquire this characteristic as part of a research process, based on the authority and knowledge of researchers in combination with the critical examination of the source using defined procedures. In this way, the authenticity of a source – much like the authenticity of an historical account – is not preconfigured, but rather ‘made’. More specifically, a source is imbued with authenticity based on a process of research and communication that draws on defined techniques and principles of rationality. On this basis, the authenticity attributed to a source’s contents emerges as an intersubjective consensus between historians, a consensus that is amenable to discussion and criticism in a collective research process. This consensus affirms that res gestae to which the sources attest – that is, the events and relationships under being reconstructed, interpreted, and contextualized – may be regarded as actual, real, and therefore authentic.

In this vein, Hayden White speaks provocatively of a ‘fiction of the factual’ (White 1978). One must affirm the observation that authenticity is not inherent to the res gestae; it is not merely transmitted through the sources to become a component of historiography. Rather, authenticity is generated through historical research and subsequently documented in historical writing; it is transferred from sources held to be authentic to the events and relationships to which they bear witness. Nevertheless, the phrase ‘fiction of the factual’ is misleading, because it suggests that the reality of the circumstances described by researchers is based solely on an act of imagination. Yet the imaginative act of the researcher is not sheer fantasy like that of a fiction author. Rather, it represents an attempt to approach historical reality based on prior knowledge and defined research methods. The contents of sources are therefore not unto themselves true or false, or authentic or non-authentic, but they are considered true or false, or authentic or non-authentic.

THE AUTHENTICITY OF SOURCES AND THE SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH PROCESS

Sources originally served as a substitute for the need to conduct an independent investigation of a matter under consideration. If one has not witnessed an event (spatially or temporally), one can draw on a source to obtain information about a (past) reality. The validity of a source becomes precarious the moment it is recognized as obviously false (for example, if the reported event contradicts the laws of nature) or if at least one other source provides a contradictory account. The ‘Donation of Constantine’, an imperial decree ostensibly issued at the behest of Emperor Constantine I in the fourth century, furnishes a compelling example of early critical reflection on the authenticity of source material. The decree appeared to transfer authority over Rome and the western part of the Roman Empire to the Pope. In actual fact, it was a forgery that was probably composed around the year 800. At the beginning of the fifteenth century, Lorenzo Valla and other scholars recognized the decree as a forgery because they no longer judged its authenticity in a doctrinal manner on basis of an established claim to validity, as their predecessors had done. Rather, they judged it historically and critically while considering the evidence pertaining to its genesis. Valla’s claim that the decree was a forgery was condemned as heresy, because it represented an attack on the authority of the church.

This period in Renaissance humanism marks the beginning of our modern reliance on sources, a development that culminates in our present-day understanding of the source as inextricably bound up with our conception of authenticity and reality. This development involved the constant refinement and expansion of the techniques used to interrogate sources, encouraging the critical examination of ‘what is’. The associated questioning of religious and philosophical claims regarding the nature of reality led in turn to a growing reliance on sources as a touchstone for establishing reality.

The resulting techniques of source criticism were then directed not only at the written record but also oral and material history. Indeed, Valla not only criticized documents such as the Donation of Constantine, but also the assertions made by Livy in his History of Rome. For contemporaries, this criticism also represented an attack on authority, because Livy’s portrayals were regarded by many Renaissance humanists as doctrinal truths. Perhaps not surprisingly, the practice of source criticism garnered increasing attention – particularly when it came to critical interrogation of ‘official’ documents and decrees. It was a practice that shook the very foundations of the authority enjoyed by church and state.

In particular, the application of source criticism to the ‘founding document’ of Christianity, the Bible, immediately came under suspicion of heresy. The charge of heresy was also levelled against those who entertained the notion of ‘pre-Adamite society’. The discussions that took place in this regard furnishes a further example of how notions of authenticity and reality stood in a state of tension with the concept of source. The idea that the history of mankind extends further back than 6,000 years – as was previously estimated based on a literal interpretation of the Bible – emerged in the seventeenth century and represents an important milestone in the development of source criticism. In his work ‘Prae-Adamitae’, published in 1655, the French diplomat Isaac de La Peyrère concluded based on archaeological findings and a close reading of sources that the world must be much older than previously assumed. He was denounced as a heretic for advancing this view. In this way, the practice of source criticism fundamentally upset society’s collective understanding of the past, which had been based on a literal reading of the Bible.

Yet another compelling example of the reciprocal relationship between collective conceptions of reality and the practice source criticism is furnished by the Protestant Reformation. Protestant theologians crucially advanced the techniques of Biblical exegesis in order to undermine Catholic dogma. It is no coincidence that one of the first ‘modern’ histories, Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft (1752), was written by the Lutheran theologian Johann Martin Chladenius. Like other exegetes influenced by empiricism and rationalism, Chladenius developed the system of hermeneutics based on a rationalistic conception of sources in order to scrutinize and revise existing bodies of knowledge. For, in Chladenius’s words, ‘there is sometimes doubt about the authenticity of an old piece of writing […]. And, for this reason, one requires hermeneutics if one wants to read the sources of ancient history’ (Chladenius 1985: 357–359). As mentioned previously, the broader regulation of assertions regarding the nature of reality depends not just on the authority enjoyed by a researcher and the scientific nature of his or her methods, but also on the claims to authenticity posited by sources and their contents.

To be sure, science has played an ever-greater role in shaping our understanding of reality, a trend bound up with the history of source criticism and hermeneutics. Part and parcel with this trend is the increasing abandonment of the notion that reality is something immutable and absolute; we now understand reality to be shaped and at time even manufactured by language and thought. Since the nineteenth century scholars have increasingly called into question the notion that one can excavate the ‘true reality’ of the past using the techniques of source criticism. The now prevailing understanding is that the authenticity of history only ever emerges from a ‘point of view’ (Chladenius), which must be objectified and rendered amenable to intersubjective communication. Historiography and the sources upon which it draws have a factual character in two senses: In contrast to productions of fantasy or pure imagination, they assert that specific facts are real; and, at the same, time they are characterized by the insight that sources and narrated history reflect a reality that has been made, and which cannot be found: Nothing flows from the sources themselves; sources are always what the interpreter makes of them. Susanne Knaller has therefore described authenticity as a ‘category of authentication and citizenship’ and historically linked ‘authenticity’ to the emergence of the modern ‘concept of individuality’ and ‘modern subjectivity programmes’ (Knaller 2007: 21).

AT THE INTERSECTION OF AUTHENTICITY AND AURA

The effects that emanate from the materiality of a source is one factor that is often neglected when discussing authenticity. As objects from past eras, sources have an ‘aura’: Although they can be reproduced as replicas or facsimiles, they cannot be recreated in their specific temporality. In this connection, a source may be precious or valuable in a material sense, or have the quality of a masterpiece. When a source is particularly unique or valuable, it may be necessary to impose special storage conditions or limit access to it, in order to ensure its preservation. When conservationists erect a scientific ‘zone of protection’ around an object and invoke the dictum ‘Noli me tangere!’ (‘Touch me not!’), the source may quickly acquire a quasi-sacred status. An association with a specific historical event may also imbue a source with this special aura. By way of example, the notes that Günter Schabowski scribbled on a piece of paper prior to the historic press conference of 9 November 1989 has been part of an historical exhibition in Bonn since 2015. The value attached to object has nothing to do with its material characteristics as a scrap of paper. Moreover, this value is only partially attributable to Günter Schabowski as an historical figure or to the specific information expressed in his partially indecipherable handwriting. Rather, the scrap of paper has a special aura as a unique object solely by virtue of the historical context from which it stems – namely, the press conference that triggered the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In this way, the historical chrism of association with a meaningful event can generate an aura of uniqueness that permeates an object and strengthens the quality of authenticity accorded to it. This aura elevates the source above the diffuse circle of objects we encounter in everyday life, and, to take a cue from Walter Benjamin (1969 [1936]), creates a sense of distance between the object and viewer that is similar to the distance that separates moments in time. This valorizes the source as an historical witness.
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Spatial Simulation

MARKUS WALZ

The loanword ‘simulation’ has detached itself from its negative connotations in classical Latin (of dissimulation, hypocrisy, pretence) and is now widely used to mean imitation or recreation, both in everyday language and in various specialist terminologies. Depending on the specialism in question, the simulated is considered either a measurable fact (e.g. weightlessness in a space simulator) or a fictitious reality that is only semiotically given (as in Jean Baudrillard’s view).

This article uses ‘spatial simulation’ as a museological term for exhibition arrangements that physically reconstruct sections of an environment or a building. It is the respective material entity as a whole that conveys the intended meaning, even if the exhibition includes individual museum artifacts or uses models of humans or taxidermy animals to draw attention and drive engagement.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In scientific research methodology, simulations are used to establish the most probable constellation of as yet unknown facts or data, or to train human reactions (as with a flight simulator, for example). Spatial simulations, by contrast, do not aim at prognostic knowledge, but rather mask the assumptions and interpretations on which they are based. As the simulated objects and the space itself can be truly three-dimensional, rather than merely a two-dimensional representation of three dimensions, using the term ‘spatial simulation’ avoids the potential ambiguity of alternative terms such as ‘space simulation’ or ‘room simulation’; the concept thus excludes the use of screens displaying digital animations or graphic renderings in exhibitions, even though some media technology providers promote such displays as digital dioramas.

Several other terms are used to denote sub-categories or sections. ‘Panorama’ means a naturalistic image in the shape of a ring that completely surrounds the viewers, allowing them to move about within the apparent image space; this illusion is enhanced by the image’s invisible lower edge, and in particular by an imperceptible transition into a three-dimensional faux terrain above (Oettermann 1980: 41f.). A diorama is an exhibition space (e.g. display case) that is only visible to a limited extent, including three-dimensional contents which appear to widen or extend into a long shot running through a – usually semicircular or dome-shaped – background painting (Gall and Trischler 2016: 11); scaled reductions of a larger whole are also popular.

The terms ‘epoch room’, ‘style space’, ‘style room’ and ‘period room’ are applied inconsistently, and sometimes synonymously, to representations of an (artistic) era through arrangements of original objects from the period in question. Parr (1963: 335) presupposes a stylistically appropriate, structurally fixed interior design, distinguishing between the period room (a collection of functionally appropriate objects forming a consistent whole), the period setting (an exhibit consisting of an arrangement of objects appropriate to an historical style but lacking a corresponding unity of functions), and the period gallery (an exhibition of fine art from the era in question). However, these terms are not suitable for use outside the field of art history – for example, when it comes to ‘styleless’ fixtures and furnishings, sparse living environments (e.g. prisons, almshouses), or workshops and industrial settings. The concept of the ‘environment representation’ (German: Milieudarstellung) (Knorr 1960: 38) is a further category whose scope is defined by sociological boundaries in much the same way as the sociological period room (Parr 1963: 334).

The term ‘reconstruct’ has also been proposed to refer to furnishing a space or building in a style typical of a certain era or artistic movement without the use of surviving objects or original materials (e.g. in castles preserved as museums or in memorials to a person or persons) (Walz 2016: 158). Open-air museums offer double simulations: where authentic inventory is lacking, the individual buildings each contain spatial simulations; meanwhile, all of the buildings form part of the overall museum grounds, which simulate a section of a historical landscape.

The concepts of the ‘heterotopia’ and of ‘heterochrony’ developed by Michel Foucault can serve as umbrella terms in reference to museums and historical presentations respectively. They describe the coincidence of different spaces and/or times in the same object (Hetherington 2015: 35). As spatial simulations strive towards a holistic impression of the distant place and/or the distant time, they fit this category perfectly.

Over the past fifty years, the major controversies in the academic literature and the wider press have not revolved around spatial simulations in museums, but rather the related reconstructions of architectural monuments destroyed during the war. Though such reconstructions have differed widely in scope and style, they all share a certain cityscape-defining effect: from a backdrop-like outer shell (e.g. Trier, Steipe, 1968–1970) to the precise reconstruction of the original architecture, painstakingly fitted out for the resumption of its original use (e.g. Dresden, Frauenkirche, 1994–2005), to the front-facing reconstruction of the facade of a building that has been repurposed for use in markedly distinct ways from those associated with the lost building (e.g. Braunschweig, Palace facade, 2005–2007), which now contains the city library, castle museum, and a shopping mall.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The word simulation draws us into a number of distinct discourses within the humanities and social sciences. Simulation and simulacrum are central concepts in the philosophy of Jean Baudrillard. In 1976, he linked both terms with the three orders of simulacra: imitation is typical of the early modern period, production of the industrial age, and simulation of the current era (Baudrillard 1993). The third stage moves from serial, market-oriented mass production to a more varied simulation based on representation: ‘Only affiliation to the model has any meaning, since nothing proceeds in accordance with its end any more, but issues instead from the model’ (Baudrillard 1993: 56). At the same time, reality ‘collapses’ as an apparent point of reference through the fetishism of the real by the reproducing medium and ‘its own ritual extermination: the hyperreal’ (ibid.: 71–72). Baudrillard argues from the perspective of media studies and claims that new media technologies have eliminated the causality of world and image.

Michael Müller and Hermann Sottong (1991: 234–244) explore simulations from a semiotic perspective. They begin from the assumption that communication contexts implicitly assign a ‘mode designator’ to every actualization of signs (or ‘utterance’), through which this ‘utterance’ is understood within the context of the respective cultural imaginary, either as a reference to something real, or as a delusion, a deception or a work of art that is not primarily meant to be understood as ‘realistic’. In doing so, they remain mindful of the fact that media offerings blur the boundaries of these ‘mode designators’ and that recipients may overlook or ignore these distinctions: ‘Simulation strategies undermine the cultural differentiation techniques used by the mode designators’ (ibid.: 244). As a result, ‘utterances’ are frequently evaluated as ‘undecided whether the content of the utterance exists’ rather than as ‘exists’ or ‘does not exist’. According to this approach, spatial simulations appear to be a deliberately modern – and so not postmodern – form of media, as they make truth claims and strive to conceal their artificiality.

DIFFERENTIATION FROM MUSEUM STAGING

The term ‘staging’ (Inszenierung) is ubiquitous in German discourse on museums and museology. All exhibitions are ultimately staged spatially (Baur 2016: 261). In art history, every method of displaying fine art is understood as a form of staging; even hanging paintings on a bare wall would be considered a staging practice. Waidacher (1996: 473f.) uses ‘staging’ (Inszenierung) as a generic term for biographical museums, dioramas, period rooms, and style rooms. Baur (2016: 262f.) propagates a narrower concept of staging borrowed from the writings of Anna Schober, understanding it as ‘the creative arrangement and design of exhibition spaces as accessible and programmatically concentrated visual worlds, similar to stage design in the theatre’; the space assumes an important interpretative role alongside or instead of exhibits and explanatory texts. The ‘detail-focused spatial reconstruction’ aimed at accurately reproducing precise details is only one possible approach to staging; its diametrical opposite is the ‘scenic exhibition’ which completely foregoes original objects. The ‘spatial simulation’, on the other hand, takes a completely different approach, including a solitary exhibition element (a panorama without a faux terrain) and non-accessible miniatures.

Schwärzler emphasizes its definitive meaning: ‘Most museum productions are by no means accumulations of sensual material, but rather text, text that has been formed in the head of the exhibition designer. This text is therefore always given over to the visitor, and when they have deciphered it, the counterweight of the sensual existence of the objects is destroyed to such an extent that the entire staging collapses into text’ (Schwärzler 1994: 15). The spatial simulation, by contrast – for example, the reconstructed death room of Martin Luther in Eisleben – does not have to be accompanied by an intended further representative goal.

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF SPATIAL SIMULATIONS

Elements related to spatial simulations have deep historical roots. The focus often falls on depictions of people: Jesus’s body, for example, is depicted in medieval replicas of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (Groebner 2018); the body of Christ is also represented sculpturally in Baroque altarpieces and carried on platforms or floats during religious processions. Showcases with scaled-down sculptural scenes made up of waxworks or wood carvings have been common since the Baroque period, either freestanding or as wall decorations (e.g. Christmas nativity scenes, peek-boxes, and, particularly in Germany, mechanische Bergwerke, which are mechanical models showing the inner workings of mines). Paper theatres and dollhouses can also be linked to the history of spatial simulations.

Three distinct forms of spatial simulation began to emerge around 1800. While these are all antecedents of today’s spatial simulations, none of them can claim direct descent or, as in the case of the panorama, an uninterrupted development down to the present. First, the early romantic sensibility’s affinity for historicist architecture led to the emergence of accessible reconstructions. From 1793, Landgrave Wilhelm IX of Hesse built Löwenburg castle near Kassel, a habitable ruin of a fictive medieval castle, equipped with historicist furniture, medieval sacred art, and historical weapons. The Bonn canon Franz Pick (1750–1819) planned to arrange his collection of antiquities in a medieval castle tower, ‘as if a knight were in the forecourt’ (1809); in 1813, a chapel fitted with Gothic decorative painting and altarpieces from his collection was built at his private residence, along with a pseudo-antique temple featuring Roman stone monuments in his garden (Spiller 1967: 76f., 93f.). From 1793 to 1816, the Musée des Monuments Français in Paris featured the tombs of French rulers, but also a neo-gothic tomb created for the tragic lovers Abelard and Heloïse, both indoors and in the garden of an abandoned monastery.

Second, the Irish drawing teacher Robert Barker received a patent in 1787 for a type of painting that deviated from the central perspective; from 1792, he coined the term panorama to describe such stationary circular paintings (Oettermann 1980: 7, 77, 79). Exhibits of this kind spread rapidly in the metropolises of Europe and North America; they began to supplement their offerings with hung displays of fine art or sensational showpieces in display cabinets (ibid.: 98).

Third, the natural history collector and showman William Bullock opened his non-travelling show at London’s Piccadilly Circus in 1812: the ‘Egyptian Hall’ first showed taxidermy animals amid wax plants; in 1822, a faux terrain featuring taxidermy reindeer, a hut, and even a Sami family as live staffage in front of a large painting of the North Cape; in 1824 there followed a Mexico exhibition, again featuring a live indigenous person (Gall 2016, 52–57).

The literature on museum history only briefly touches upon these phenomena in the period around 1800 or overlooks them completely. By contrast, the antiquarian researcher Alexandre du Sommerard, who displayed exhibits from the sixteenth century within a fictional ‘Chambre de François I’ at the Musée de Cluny in Paris in 1832, has attracted a great deal of attention. This was followed by the historical exhibition shown in Amsterdam in 1876, featuring a tour leading through several reconstructions (of a rural kitchen and bedroom). The 1877 Friesland historical exhibition in Leeuwarden developed this concept further with a living room from the Dutch city of Hindeloopen, ‘lived in’ by wooden figurines dressed in traditional costume and enjoying a cup of tea (Jong 2007: 79–83).

Sweden commissioned the artists Fritz von Dardel and Carl August Söderman for its entry to the ‘national dress’ show at the World Exhibition of 1867; they created realistic figurines in traditional costumes. In 1876, they exhibited twelve scenic groups in Philadelphia, including Lillans sista bädd (a family mourns at the cradle of a dead infant) as a recreation of a painting by Amalia Lindegren (1858). At the 1878 World’s Fair in Paris, these scenes, including Lillans sista bädd, were supplemented with historical furniture and wall coverings from Nordiska Museet, Stockholm, to form dioramas (Kühn 2009: 60–64). In 1878, the Netherlands presented the Hindeloopen room of 1877 with a set of figurines getting ready to attend church for a baptism – again as a complete room that visitors could walk through (Jong 2007: 101, 105).

The Viennese artist Isidor Kaufmann transcended all boundaries between genre painting, collection, and major exhibition. In the 1890s, he travelled to Moravia and Galicia, painting Jewish genre scenes and collecting historic household furniture and effects. In 1899, he designed a ‘Shabbat Room’ (Gute Stube) at Vienna’s Jewish Museum, which was shown in 1911 in the Jewish section of the International Hygiene Exhibition in Dresden (Purin 1997: 103, 110).

As early as 1873, in the forerunner of Nordiska Museet, the Skandinavisk-etnografiska samlingen in Stockholm, Artur Hazelius displayed stage-like spatial simulations including historical wall coverings, furniture, and dressed-up figurines, which were open to public view on one side. This type of simulation of rooms was also used in displays of indigenous living environments on other continents, for example at the American Natural History Museum, New York, around 1900 under Franz Boas. Hazelius took the same approach to the ‘contents’ of houses in the ‘Skansen’ exhibit that opened in Stockholm in 1891, the prototype of folkloric open-air museums. A group of buildings erected in the 1880s in the publicly accessible Royal Park of Bygdø in Norway served as the model for his compilation of rural buildings on an open-air site (Rentzhog 2007: 50f.).

Up to this point, we have yet to see the development of art-historical spatial simulations; their emergence in the last third of the nineteenth century indicates that they drew on contemporary ethnographic and not early historicist displays. In Germany, their heyday was during the imperial period, which promoted the development of local ‘antiquities museums’ into ‘cultural-historical museums’ and the transformation of ‘arts and crafts museums’ from training institutions for craftsmen into museums for historical crafts. Spatial simulations demonstrate the ideal characteristics typical of an epoch or an art style.

Spatial simulations are still common today. The trend towards thematic rather than object-oriented museum exhibition concepts has even increased their profile: dioramas are used to illustrate ecosystems in scientific and natural history museums, tin figure dioramas are part of the standard repertoire of military-historical exhibition sequences, and reconstructions are indispensable in museum castles and memorials. Regional and craft history museums show simulations of historical living situations or workshops. Folklore open-air museums also use their original or spatially simulated interiors for demonstrations of crafts, agriculture, or housekeeping. Following a concept developed in the 1950s, they no longer regard their site as a park, but as a holistic section of the landscape (Rentzhog 2007: 152–173).

Media technologies have not replaced spatial simulations; rather, they offer conceptual alternatives, but also complement them with projected virtual scenes. The variety of uses of spatial simulations – commercial, ecclesiastical, museological – also extends to the present. Only panoramas remain almost completely exclusive to commercial exhibitions; after the early phase of interest and a sustained boom from 1879 to 1900 in the context of world exhibitions (Oettermann 1980: 135), they fell out of fashion and have only recently experienced an upswing in interest in the twenty-first century, at least in Germany.

THE AUTHENTICITY OF SPATIAL SIMULATIONS

The authenticity of a spatial simulation is generated both through the character of the work and through expert attestation and certification, whether as an artistic creation, as a representation backed up by contemporary witnesses or members of the ethnic group concerned (Gall and Trischler 2016: 19f.), or as an expression of the exhibition design typical of a historical period (Mensch 1999: 94). Any exhibited arrangement of things in a space fundamentally contradicts the desired image of the ‘original’ conditions, in that collections of objects in use are regularly moved, while the exhibition is fixed, pinning down a state that is never neutral (Mensch 1999: 86), but is meant to appear beautiful, picturesque, or historically significant. Parr argues that, despite all criticism of unrealistic perfection, solid research can produce ‘truly representative historical period rooms’ (1963: 330f.). This argument is undermined by the fact that, during the course of everyday use, residents bring in ‘incongruous’ memorabilia or ‘practical’ furniture, while spatial simulations have to take into account the area of the path taken by visitors or the visibility of all elements from the viewers’ standpoint. As early as 1899, the aforementioned Isidor Kaufmann illustrated the normativity of professional judgements, writing that he had ‘seen two hundred rooms that were more or less good while travelling, but each one of them was missing something’ (cited in Purin 1997: 106).

Increased self-reflection by those in charge of folklore-related open-air museums, as well as technical progress, have increased the authenticity of translocated buildings: Rentzhog (2007: 383f.) estimates that 95 per cent of the stave church in Bygdø consists of refurbished components. Today, by contrast, smaller architectural structures are moved in one piece, and larger building in segments (‘whole part translocation’). All buildings suffer weathering and material ageing, which is why technical equivalents have to be used to replace original components; in addition, the activity of visitors wears out some parts (such as floors) more quickly than would be the case under the original use conditions. There are further limits to naturalism. Model factories or farms often use replicas to ensure error- and accident-free operation; Rentzhog (2007: 385) notes that a model candle factory switched from tallow to stearin due to disgusted reactions from the public. He asks rhetorically just how feasible the use of historically accurate toilets really is.

Van Mensch (1999: 94) contrasts original ensembles, as historical, barely interpreted records, with reconstructed ensembles heavily characterized by interpretation, concluding that ‘material’ and ‘visual’ authenticity are polar opposites: inevitable ageing processes may still highlight the value of the originals as evidence, but at the same time decreases their value for illustrating the past context. Archaeological open-air museums favour a contrasting solution to this dilemma, setting such fragmented exhibits in a separate display case exhibition while at the same time offering ‘visual authenticity’ in completely reconstructed sections of the living environment. Some spatial simulations do not follow this approach, instead preferring a middle ground using technologically and artistically comparable historical objects instead of newly created set pieces. Waidacher draws a distinction between authentic and original things: ‘Above all, they [the originals] function wherever authentic objects are not available, as their representatives; not ontologically, but physically identical and thus the best possible’ (1996: 171). When lacking alternatives, museums may also resort to a third historical category (e.g. Neo-Renaissance in place of Renaissance) or to assemblies of different parts (‘pasticcio’).

Alexander Gall and Helmuth Trischler apply the ‘reality effect’ formulated by Roland Barthes – originally used to analyse literature – to dioramas: perfectionistic obsession with details leads to the inclusion of a variety of minor objects or details that are unimportant for the purpose of representation, but which retain the function of ‘signifying reality itself’ (2016: 16). Bredekamp considers it a rule that ‘the more phenomena are artificially shaped, the more natural they appear’ (2010: 52). This means that the more complete a representation is, the more substitutes and fictions it contains, all the way down to well-researched sounds or appropriate smells. Scaled-down dioramas often rely on this ‘reality effect’ since – apart from doll furniture – they cannot incorporate anything materially authentic.

Without making it explicit, Rentzhog brings subject- and object-based authenticity together by praising trustworthiness over authenticity; museum visitors rely on the fact that the spatial simulation comes as close as possible to the historical facts (Rentzhog 2007: 386f.). Foucault’s remark in L’archéologie du savoir (1969) that behind the emergence of meanings are the ‘authorities of demarcation’, and the fact that the discourses dominated by these authorities focus on the objects themselves (Hetherington 2015: 34), again leads back to the authentication of authenticity through reference to authority. Here this is linked to the discourse in art theory over the fidelity of the image. In any case, some spatial simulations essentially consist of painting or recreate a painting.

The case study of a musealized English orphanage from the nineteenth century perfectly illustrates the visitors’ subjectivity; the exhibition’s living history scenes are intended to show the poor living conditions, but the guests look at dried herbs or old masonry and refuse to ‘see the bleakness’ (Phillips 1997: 131f.). In addition to Phillips’ argument that in such inwardly exotic experiences the authenticity of the exhibits takes precedence over the integrity of one’s own person (ibid.: 93), Treinen’s claim (2000: 174) that historical exhibitions are ‘extremely efficient … when it comes to confirming, reinforcing and expanding existing knowledge and attitudes’ bears repeating. Accordingly, the authority of the museum and the trust placed in it have less of an effect than the impression that the simulation in question corresponds to one’s own previous knowledge – and prejudices. This view is supported by the fact that the press of 1878 did not criticize the fact that the walls and ceiling of the Hindeloopen room were made of cardboard, the wall tiles were painted on, and the furniture came from multiple different households; rather, it praised the naturalistic image and the ‘correct’ placement of all the individual parts (Jong 2007: 108f.).
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Substitute

MARKUS WALZ

A ‘substitute’ is a museological term for objects that take the place of an item in a museum’s collection. They are made ‘in order to give the most precise image of the original museum object’ (Maroević 1998: 215; Waidacher 1996: 304, 475). The concept is related to classic phenomenological terms like mimesis, simulation, and imitation, but museologists have preferred a distinct term that only applies to work in the museum. Alternative concepts such as ‘auxiliary museum material’ have found less resonance. ‘Copy’ can function as both a synonym and a hyponym.

Substitutes should be distinguished from works of visual art that can have multiple iterations but do not replace one another, including drafts of both an ultimately finished original or of an unfinished piece, multiple versions of the same (commissioned) work, and new versions of a work composed with some degree of artistic freedom. They should also be separated from works intended for reproduction (such as printed graphics), serialized or authorized renditions of artworks in another medium, historical copies of artworks (in which artistic value is retroactively attributed to the copy), free artistic adaptations of other artists’ work, and finally, counterfeits (as a historically relevant fact or as a criminal violation of copyright).

TYPOLOGY OF SUBSTITUTES

Concepts related to substitutes include imitations, facsimiles, castings, reconstructions, models, maquettes, dioramas, photographic reproductions, transcriptions, diagrams, maps, and technical drawings (Kaplan 1985: 126; Schreiner 1985: 66; Waidacher 1996: 175f.). André Desvallées distinguishes between concrete and ephemeral as well as between analogue (simplified) and abstract substitutes (Mairesse and Deloche 2010: 64). Material illustrations of abstract ideas go beyond the customary usage of the term, which only applies to imitations of physical objects.

These related concepts can be categorized according to their relation to the original. The materials, tools, and technologies of facsimiles (of a text), faithful reproductions (of a three-dimensional object), and artistic copies (of an artwork) enable their sensory and material form to come as close to the original as possible. Imitations, for their part, are only visually identical (or approximate) to the original and thus circumvent the costs of producing expensive substitutes and conserving originals (consider, for instance, imitation plants made of glass). The cast or mould has the same physical shape as the original and precisely represents its surface, but it consists of different materials.

The replica, defined as a three-dimensional copy produced without any creative liberties, has significant similarities with the original, but it cannot stand up to critical scrutiny. Replicas are often characterized by changes in proportion as well as by materials or techniques not used in the original. Three-dimensional reconstructions can supplant a partially or wholly absent object, such as a damaged sculpture, lost artefact, or unrealized draft. Their production process can use contemporary methods or follow the principles of a facsimile or imitation.

Models serve to illustrate something about an object that would otherwise remain unnoticed because of its proportion, speed, or the real impossibility of simultaneously viewing it from both the inside and outside. Museological literature distinguishes between static models without the functions of the original (maquette) and functional models (model).

Because they are generally made in a different medium than the original, technical reproductions often only achieve visual similarity with it. In many cases, this means reducing its physical size, such as in photographs or holographs of three-dimensional objects.

MUSEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE ON SUBSTITUTES

Substitutes have been a part of museums for their entire history, from copies of famous masterpieces in collections up into the nineteenth century, to plaster casts of ancient sculptures and the ‘social museums’ of the early twentieth century that primarily housed diagrams, models, and reconstructions. Gluziński situates the proliferation of substitutes in the context of museums’ attempts to attract a broader audience around the turn of the twentieth century and their desire to make their exhibitions more comprehensive despite gaps in their collections (Gluziński 1985: 46). A closer look reveals that substitutes were utilized in two distinct ways in the twentieth century. ‘Social museums’ had to employ a variety of media because they sought to engage with topics that cannot be represented with objects and could not exhibit things like the human body in its natural state. Some museums that started with substitutes in the nineteenth century because they did not have originals, such as the Germanisches Nationalmuseum in Nuremberg and the Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum in Mainz, gradually built up collections of historical originals. This development lines up with a German manual for local museums from the 1920s. In assessing an object’s ‘fidelity to nature’, it recommends museums acquire the original. But it establishes a hierarchy of substitutes that begins with ‘life-size reproductions’ and moves downwards to non-proportional models and replicas. It notes that museums might have to construct substitutes, offering as examples houses and human faces (Peßler 1927: 81ff.). Stránský observed a ‘reproduction trend’ in the 1980s that found its expression in ‘pseudo reality’ like live-ins and amusement parks (Stránský 1985: 95).

In analogy to the history of their uses, theoretical engagement with substitutes can be traced all the way back to Samuel Quiccheberg’s 1565 text Inscriptiones vel tituli theatri amplissimi (Deloche 2023). However, the first major event to host dedicated debate on the subject was a 1985 symposium of the International Committee for Museology (ICOFOM) of the International Council of Museums (ICOM) held in Zagreb.

At the conference, Stránský presented his now widely accepted definition of musealia (original museum objects) as ‘authentic witnesses, documents, or testimony of natural or social facts’ (Stránský 1985: 98). For Stránský, the authenticity of musealia derives from the object’s ‘ontological coincidence’ with what it represents (ibid: 99). What distinguishes musealia from substitutes is their surplus value, which van Mensch views as an ‘emotional connotation’ often founded on unproven traditions: ‘Copies never can adopt the “surplus value”, which is often no more than a tradition, not always possible to prove, but certainly essential. One can get enthusiastic about Disneyland, Madame Tussaud or the London Dungeon, but the real Stone of Scone has that extra something that makes it stand out above all comparable objects. This mythical, almost metaphysical meaning can in our Western culture never be equalled by any copy’ (Mensch 1985, 20). In contrast, substitutes have a didactic value, even though they cannot lay claim to an original’s value as a source, document, or memorabilia, or a painting’s value as a handmade work of art (Gluziński 1985: 43ff.). Accordingly, substitutes make it possible to focus on certain aspects by changing the original’s proportions or highlighting, reducing, and removing particular features.

In light of the common assumption that originals are of greater value than substitutes, it might seem surprising that this hierarchy hardly plays a role in theoretical reflections on the quality of museum exhibitions. This is exemplified by a proposal for the founding of a field of ‘exhibition studies’ that describes the ‘curatorial process of refining’ constitutive for an exhibition. Out of 150 words ranging from ‘having, desiring, buying, receiving’ to ‘earnings, wages, evaluations, awards, honours’, it only mentions substitutes twice: once in the section on acquisitions (‘originals, duplicates, replicas, falsifications, counterfeits, stolen art’) and once in the section on exhibition layouts (‘real objects/original vs. fakes/reproductions’). The author asserts that authenticity is a construct, a ‘staging of authenticity’ (Vogel 2012: 21–25).

One reason for this indifference can be found in the close relation between museological theories on exhibitions, on the one hand, and semiotics, on the other. Only occasionally have theorists warned against allowing the arrangement of musealia together with substitutes to diminish the value of musealia and reduce them to visual signs in a semiotic structure (Gluziński 1985, 46). Stránský, for his part, criticized the dominance of mere vessels of information in museums (Stránský 1981: 35).

As early as 1972, Duncan Cameron drew on semiotic perspectives to describe the arrangement of museum exhibitions as a language defined by syntactic relations. The ‘non-verbal object language of the museum’ uses musealia as substantives, their relations as verbs, and ‘supplementary media’ and design (‘line, colour, and form’) as adjectives and adverbs (Cameron 1972: 91). Martin Schärer distinguishes between four ‘exhibition languages’. His discussion of aesthetic and associative exhibition languages does not mention substitutes, but they do seem to play a role in what he calls didactic and theatrical exhibition languages. In didactic exhibitions, the ‘aura of the original … is less important; good copies can serve the didactic function just as well’ (Schärer 2003: 123–128). In contrast, Gottfried Korff rejects this conception of educational exhibitions as a combination of information (text) and illustration (reproduction, imitation). He views museums as ‘guarantors of authenticity’ centred on the real presence of originals, and thus supports an approach to exhibitions that begins with the museum objects themselves. Working with Krzysztof Pomian’s concept of ‘semiophores’, he argues that the placement of museum objects in a collection imbues them with special meaning, a process he calls ‘semiophorization’. Exhibitions are tasked with shaping or expanding this meaning through a process of ‘resemiotization’ that ‘produces a new, present arrangement that adheres to an epistemic and/or aesthetic logic’ (Korff 2011: 13, 16f.). However, he, too, does not mention substitutes, although their ‘semiotization’ might be related to that of originals. A primer on planning educational history exhibitions underscores that musealia are ‘the heart of every exhibition’, but regrets that they can only perform their communicative function when ‘placed in context by text, images, and graphics’ (Schreiber 2004: 34, 215).

THE SPECIAL ROLE OF MUSEOLOGY FOR HISTORY MUSEUMS

Three examples from German museological discourse demonstrate how similar attitudes about substitutes can arise independent of one another, each motivated by the period’s dominant politics of history. First, a 1926 memorandum penned by the director of the Haus der Rheinischen Heimat (House of the Rhenish Homeland) in Cologne, which was initiated in 1925 and opened in 1936, establishes a clear hierarchy: ‘To the extent possible, the exhibition should consist of originals. But where they cannot be obtained … the intended comprehensive overview of historical developments necessitates that copies and casts of unavailable originals as well as instructive models be acquired’ (Hieke 2018: 122). The claim has clear parallels with contemporaneous social museums. In 1930, another facilitator of the museum, Fritz Witte, asserted that its primary goal was not the presentation and interpretation of a collection, but the ‘complete, diligent presentation of definitive research findings in vivid, popular images’ (ibid.: 123).

East German museological discourse drew on thematically organized Russian exhibitions of the 1930s that mixed musealia and ‘illustrations’ (Stránský 1981: 35). In 1964, old and new positions collided. Scholarly discussions asserted that historical exhibitions should be based upon original historical sources in order to not devolve into ‘paper museums’ (of text and images), while the official state line held that ‘concrete scholarly presentations based on political-ideological conceptions’ had to set the standard (Hanslok 2008: 63f.). Examples of the latter approach could be found in the Museum for German History in East Berlin and in local museums on the history of the workers’ movement that held few if any originals.

A manual of museology for history museums composed in East Germany and the Soviet Union considered substitutes an indispensable component not just of exhibitions, but of collections themselves. Under the heading ‘producing authentic documents’, it decreed: ‘If the museum aims to provide evidence of historical developments from a scientific perspective, then it is necessary that the museum create or commission documents that embody certain events, phenomena, accomplishments, and social relations that would otherwise not be able to be documented by the museum’ (Herbst and Levykin 1988: 128). The section on producing exhibitions categorizes as ‘exhibition materials’ musealia, reproductions (‘a strictly limited quantity of which may be part of the exhibition’), ‘scientific illustrations’, texts, and ‘audio commentary’. The manual consistently treats as unproblematic architectural models, reconstructions, copies of posters and drawings, and facsimiles of important documents (ibid.: 206, 213–215).

A similar approach also developed in pre-unification West Germany. It was propelled not by expert discourse or the reorientation of existing historical museums, but by the establishment of new institutions by the state that even took pains to avoid calling themselves museums. The Bavarian Ministry of Culture called the Haus der Bayerischen Geschichte (House of Bavarian History) an information centre, because it would ‘hardly be possible to elucidate all facets of history with the means of a museum’. Planning began in 1961 and was led not by museum experts, but by academic historians. In 1963, the centre’s first director, history educator Hubert Glaser, developed a ‘strictly systematic’ layout that brought together authentic originals and ‘cold scientific documentation’ consisting of maps, models, and reconstructions (Vollhardt 2003: 11, 38, 51, 64, 212). Other historical exhibitions charted a similar path, such as the exhibition ‘1871 – Questions about German History’, which began in 1971 in West Berlin, the Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (House of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany) in Bonn, and the German Historical Museum in Berlin. In the end, the approach taken by the ‘Questions about German History’ exhibition, which had no originals, fell out of favour. The German Historical Museum’s mixture of musealia and substitutes is now seen as exemplary and has influenced numerous other memorials, museums, and even the House of European History in Brussels.

SUBSTITUTES AND AUTHENTICITY

Most museological discussions on authenticity have defined it as a quality of material objects. A real thing documents a phenomenon in which it participated (Mairesse and Deloche 2010: 51) and its aura cannot be copied (Maroević 1998: 216). By contrast, historical museums explain their use of substitutes in two ways: one approach admits that original sources are necessary for research but asserts that they are not entirely necessary for (often text-based) illustrative exhibitions about its findings, while a more pragmatic approach asserts that since ‘secondary’ materials are unavoidable in exhibitions, curators need only to ensure their relation to originals and a balance between their quantity in comparison to originals.

The burden of assessing the differences and value of originals and substitutes is thus passed along to visitors, who often view exhibition objects through received notions like ‘true’ and ‘authentic’. Most guests are not in the position to judge the authenticity of individual museum objects, but instead rely on the museum as an institution to certify objects’ authenticity (Schleper 2007: 221).

Not every text explaining a museum object indicates that it is a substitute, and some reproductions are mounted in glass frames as if they were originals. For these reasons, some educated museum visitors often feel they cannot come to a reliable judgement about the authenticity of paper objects in particular. Other guests simply trust that the object, whether original or substitute, is what museum professionals say it is. The trappings of authority bolster the likelihood that visitors will accept the authenticity of both an object and its substitute. Maroević goes one step further in claiming that museum curators can intentionally use media communication with visitors to either draw attention to the exhibited substitute’s divergence from the original or to imbue the substitute with an authenticity that is, factually speaking, unwarranted (1998: 214).

CONCLUSION

Researchers expect a future turn towards authentic objects and away from realistic substitutes, because museum objects that are authentic only in semblance have run their course: ‘Because the appearance of exhibition objects can lie, visitors have to be able to trust more than ever before that what they see in the glass case or upon the pedestal is actually the original that it claims to be. Getting one’s bearings will be impossible in the future without this trust and the concomitant credibility of research and museums’ (Klein 2004: 87f.). Museological discourse is not in agreement on this point. While Klein falls back upon visitors’ willingness to trust museum curators that they are meeting their responsibility to offer a measured interpretation of historical material cultures, Fehr rejects this argument. He expects that curators grasp ‘that museums are fundamentally incapable of achieving a scientifically grounded documentation of reality in the sense of universal history and that they thus must make a virtue of necessity by presenting themselves as a structural alternative to scholarly research, on the one hand, and the media, on the other’ (Fehr 2009: 60).

Discussions on multiperspectivity, diversity, participation, fake news, and reinterpretation have yet to reach substitutes. But museological discourse should draw on them, because musealia and substitutes are not extreme poles for binary decisions, as the following three points underscore.

First, assessments of substitutes have often been defined by a specifically Western perspective: ‘Non-Western cultures are more familiar with the preservation of traditions. Since the tradition is kept alive, it is not necessary to preserve objects.… This implies a totally different view on copies. The dividing line between copy and original becomes blurred: copies are new originals elaborating a visual language based on the culture of the peoples involved’ (Mensch 1985: 20). Second, intercultural encounters can be plagued by misunderstandings about the ‘originality’ that should be attributed to an object. Cultural artefacts produced for sale to ‘outsiders’ (‘airport art’) evidence that around the world, many musealia should in fact be considered substitutes (Kaplan 1985: 127). Finally, an intracultural analogy can be found in the invention of ‘historical’ cultural practices and ‘garb’. In the nineteenth century, commercial agents travelled around Germany and sold their subjective interpretations of customary regional dress to museums as the authentic item. Uncritical exhibitions then communicated the construct as fact beyond any questions of original and substitute.
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Testimony

SARA JONES

Testimony, témoignage, testimonio, Zeugnis: concepts that resist easy definition and which are used differently across disciplinary and linguistic boundaries. And yet testimony – understood most broadly as giving an account of knowledge or experience for the benefit of an audience without such knowledge or experience – is an essential part of both everyday life and our response to extraordinary or traumatic events (Jones and Woods 2023). In 1998, Annette Wieviorka wrote that we exist in ‘l’ère du témoin’ (the era of the witness). More than a decade later, Martin Sabrow (2012: 21) could speak of an ongoing ‘Zeitzeugenkonjunktur’ (boom of the contemporary witness), in which the contemporary witness to historical events – distinct in form from the ‘Tat- und Augenzeuge’ (witness to an event/eyewitness) – had become a figure even more central in popular representations of the past than the academic historian. The concept of authenticity, related as it is to ideas of trust and acknowledgement, is key to understanding how testimony functions in social and cultural practice (Krämer 2023). The present article first sketches the history and principal competing definitions of testimony. This is followed by a systematic outline of research into testimony, with a particular focus on its relationship to historical authenticity. Finally, the article shows how these strands of research have developed and are intertwined and points the way to potential new avenues of enquiry.

HISTORY AND DEFINITIONS

The concept of testimony has long historic roots, which can be traced to two distinct social practices: legal and religious (Thomas 2009: 89–111). The principal function of the witness in legal contexts is to provide evidence about an event at which they were present and for an audience who was not and who must make some kind of decision about it. The relationship of the legal witness to the search for ‘truth’ gives rise to concern about the possibility of the ‘false witness’ and the related refusal to grant the accounts of subaltern groups (e.g. women, slaves) equal status as ‘testimony’. Scholars have identified three figures in this context (e.g. Schmidt 2017: 86–87; Assmann 2006b: 85ff.). Firstly, the eyewitness – in Latin testis, stemming from terstis, meaning the third – that is, an impartial observer who is neither claimant nor defendant. Secondly, the survivor witness, in Latin superstes, whose knowledge comes from direct experience and who occupies a very particular place in cultural uses of testimony. Finally, the perpetrator, who is frequently not granted the right to be considered ‘witness’.

The injunction against ‘bearing false witness’ in Judeo-Christian religious texts points towards the interlinking of the legal form of witnessing with the religious one (Thomas 2009: 92). Nonetheless, there is also a quite distinct form of religious witnessing, that of martyrdom. The martyr testifies to a particular religious truth through suffering, pain and (usually) death. In this regard, the martyr’s testimony is embodied and dependent on their physical presence. They are also dependent on a secondary witness or bystander to pass on the message of their martyrdom to future generations (Assmann 2006a: 268).

These historical roots are reflected in contemporary discussions around the definition and function of testimony. Krämer and Weigel (2017) note a division in theoretical discourses surrounding testimony which in turn has an impact on how the concept is defined and its relationship to authenticity. They describe this division as being one between ‘epistemological’ and ‘cultural’ approaches. Analytic philosophy has tended to preoccupy itself with the former, that is, with the question of what and how we can claim to know on the basis of the accounts of others – accounts that cannot be verified through personal experience, observation, or experimental repetition. The kind of truth that is of concern here is ‘discursive truth’ (Krämer and Weigel 2017: xi); it is independent of the identity of the speaker. In contrast, continental philosophy has focused on the cultural approach, in particular as a response to the challenge of dealing ethically and methodologically with the testimonies produced by survivors of the Holocaust. Here the very possibility of communication of past experiences is questioned: the truth of testimony is instead an ‘embodied truth’, in which the identity of the speaker is inextricably linked to the validity of the account.

Thus debates in analytic philosophy have tended to centre on the validity of recognizing information that cannot be personally observed or experienced as a form of knowledge: broadly ‘reductionist’ versus ‘non-reductionist’ accounts (e.g. Scholz 2011: 23–45; Lackey and Sosa 2006). In contrast, definitional debates within the ‘cultural’ approach to testimony have focused on what ‘counts’ as testimony. Frequently, these discussions have come down to questions of genre. For some, testimony, especially as it relates to the Holocaust, must be in the format of a survivor of a traumatic experience talking about that experience face-to-face, or through an apparently transparent medium, notably video testimony. Greenspan (in Greenspan et al. 2014: 193) describes testimony as but ‘one genre of survivors’ retelling’; however, it is a genre that is distinct from other forms, such as memoir. Others use the term testimony more broadly to incorporate also fictional retellings, or ‘literary testimony’ (e.g. Kilby and Rowland 2014; Jones and Woods 2023). Within this latter group there is broad agreement that the boundaries between fictional and non-fictional retellings are fluid and that even matter-of-fact accounts use literary techniques to create what Hayden White (2004) describes as ‘figural realism’.

Emerging principally from Central and South American contexts, the genre of testimonio represents a further distinct approach to first-person accounts of traumatic experience. John Beverley (2004 [1989]: 30–31) gives a succinct definition of this form as a written account ‘told in the first person by a narrator who is also the real protagonist or witness of the events he or she recounts’. The central feature of testimonio is, however, the intention behind recounting events, which – following Beverley (ibid.: 32) – should involve the ‘urgency to communicate, a problem of repression, poverty, subalternity, imprisonment, struggle for survival’. The narrator does not necessarily need to be the author of testimonio: an oral account might be recorded, transcribed and published by a journalist or writer who functions as interlocutor. This aspect links the discussions around testimonio to the debates about ‘secondary witnesses’ described below.

TESTIMONY AND AUTHENTICITY: KEY DEBATES

The definitional debate within the ‘cultural approach’ extends to consider not only what form the testimony should take, but also who is allowed to occupy the position of ‘witness’. While this is largely irrelevant to the ‘discursive’ approach (although the identity of the speaker may impact on whether or not the audience can be justified in accepting their account), it is essential in the ‘cultural approach’ and is deeply entwined with notions of truth, authenticity and social acknowledgement. For some scholars, it is the survivors of traumatic experiences alone who can be considered witnesses, or more precisely what Avishai Margalit (2002: 148) describes as ‘moral witnesses’. The ‘moral witness’ testifies on the basis of their experience of ‘suffering inflicted by an unmitigated evil regime’ and should have as their motive for testifying a ‘moral’ (rather than e.g. political) purpose. Other accounts do not place such idealized demands on the survivor of mass or political violence; however, they nonetheless tend to exclude bystanders and, especially, perpetrators from their accounts of who can bear witness (Schmidt 2017).

The discussion around who can witness thus brings us to the issue of authenticity and its relationship to historical truth and accuracy. Berel Lang (in Greenspan et al. 2014: 197) argues in reference to testimony that ‘the term’s connotation, whatever the context, suggests authenticity, accuracy, precision’. However, it is not always clear what is meant by ‘authenticity’ in this regard. Achim Saupe (2017: 9) notes a shift in the eighteenth century towards a use of the term ‘authentic’ with regard to historical facts and sources, including eyewitness reports. According to the Deutsches Fremdwörterbuch, it came to mean: ‘historisch, quellenkundlich, wissenschaftlich nachgeprüft, bezeugt, verbürgt, (ab)gesichert, verlässlich, korrekt; nachvollziehbar, glaubhaft, -würdig’ (historical, source-based, scientifically verified, attested, vouched for, secure/d, reliable, correct; comprehensible, believable and worthy of being believed). The citation by Lang suggests that this continues to apply to testimony both in terms of historical accuracy and believability. Nonetheless, engagements with (in particular) Holocaust testimony following a cultural approach have stressed that testimony is not the place to seek a reliable reconstruction of detail. Geoffrey Hartman (2002: 8–9) takes issue with the demands placed on testimony by historians, that is, that it demonstrate reliability where that ‘means that witnessing should furnish, despite small, contingent variations, one and only one version of what was experienced’. For Hartman, the question of precision does not ‘exhaust the issue of authenticity’ as it pertains to testimony. Instead, a testimony can be considered authentic if the witness enters into a ‘testimonial compact’ (Hartman 2002: 11), which – following Philippe Lejeune’s (1975) concept of an ‘autobiographical pact’ – would mean that the witness gives an account of something that happened to them as they believe it to have occurred.

Saupe (2017: 5) notes that in the historiographical discourse of the 1980s the distinction between ‘Objektauthentizität’ (object authenticity) and ‘Subjektauthentizität’ (subject authenticity) became important: that is, ‘zwischen einerseits personalen und kollektiven Authentizitätsvorstellungen sowie andererseits empirischen und materiellen Authentizitätsfeststellungen’ (between, on the one hand, personal and collective notions of authenticity and, on the other, empirical and material determinations of authenticity). With reference to testimony, we see a further differentiation of ‘subject authenticity’: authentic testimony has come to mean testimony that is both believable (glaubhaft) and worthy of being believed (glaubwürdig). However, this believability is founded on the identity of the speaker, or on what Krämer (2023: 28) describes as ‘existential truth’. The speaker must have actually had the experiences of which they speak; discovery that this is not the case disqualifies the account as testimony and causes moral outrage on the part of the audience who feel themselves to have been deceived. With reference to Binjamin Wilkomirski’s Bruchstücke. Aus einer Kindheit 1939–1948 (1995; Fragments: Memories of a Wartime Childhood, 1997), Hartman (2002: 13) describes such texts as ‘authentic fakes’ highlighting the complexity of works that are received as authentic, but – by this definition – are not. Secondly, the speaker him- or herself must be worthy of being believed. It is here that we see the epistemological and cultural approaches coming closer to one another. In both, if testimony is to be accepted as knowledge at all, the speaker must possess certain features that make it defensible for the audience to believe their account to be true. In this way, believing an individual’s testimony becomes a form of social recognition. This is one reason why perpetrator accounts are so rarely accepted unproblematically as testimony (Schmidt 2017; Jones 2019).

The socially constructed nature of authenticity as it relates to testimony also points towards the central role of the audience – the reader, listener, visitor or viewer. This brings us closer to the more complex understandings of authenticity seen in recent work in the field, in which it is considered ‘ein performanzabhängiges Kommunikationssignal, das zur Zuschreibung von Authentizität durch Rezipierende führt’ (a performance-dependent communication signal that leads to the attribution of authenticity by recipients) (Saupe 2017: 14). Scholars have thus explored how the producers of testimony construct narratives that are likely to be accepted by audiences as ‘authentic’; for example, deploying what Smith and Watson (2012) describe as the ‘metrics of authenticity’. Research in this direction has also begun to address the role of the medium in producing authenticity. This has included consideration of how institutions such as archives and museums structure the production and reception of testimonies (de Jong 2018) and work that considers more broadly the mechanisms that producers of culture use to authenticate the stories they tell (Classen 2012: 300–319; Jones 2014).

The discussion of mediation and the question of who can witness connects to a further debate in the field around ‘secondary witnesses’. Secondary witnesses are individuals who are said to bear witness to an event which they did not directly experience, but about which they are considered to have deep (and affective) knowledge. Secondary witnesses might be the children of survivors, in which case their ability to ‘remember’ is often constructed around concepts of ‘postmemory’ (Hirsch 2012) in which traumatic experience inflects inter-, and transgenerational transmission of memory. The members of the second generation testify to the experiences of their parents, but also to their own experience of growing up in such close proximity to someone who lived through mass violence and persecution. However, it is not only the direct descendants of Holocaust survivors who have been conceptualized as secondary witnesses. In early work on the testimonies gathered in the Fortunoff Video Archive in Yale, scholars such as Dori Laub (Felman and Laub 1992: 85) began to conceptualize the interviewer as witness as they take on ‘the responsibility for bearing witness that previously the narrator felt [s/]he bore alone’.

The idea that the burden of witnessing could be transferred to a sympathetic listener has been extended to incorporate much broader communities of potential secondary witnesses. Hartman (2000: 9) describes the ‘provisional community’ that is created by all those involved in the collection of survivor testimonies on film. In this way, he suggests an expanding outwards of the community of remembrance. Such an expansion also underpins the concepts of ‘affiliative postmemory’ (Hirsch 2012) and ‘prosthetic memory’ (Landsberg 2004). While these two terms are quite different in the ways in which they conceptualize the relationship between an individual and traumatic histories, what they share is a sense that through engagement with media representations (film, museums, photographs etc.) we can in some sense have ‘memory’ of pasts of which we in fact have no direct experience. Related to testimony, this sense of ‘remembering’ a traumatic event at which one was not present might also be understood as in some way being able to bear witness to that past. More recently scholars have considered how different media, in particular memorial museums, work to extend the remembering community of witnesses even further through strategies of mediation that incorporate audiences through constructing experiences of authenticity and fostering empathy (Jones 2014; Jones and Woods 2023; de Jong 2018).

RESEARCH OVERVIEW AND DESIDERATA

The final section of this article will bring together the historical development of testimony as a term with the key debates in the field and thereby provide an overview of the trajectory of research. The two distinct roots of testimony in the legal and religious sphere can be viewed as underpinning the two distinct perspectives on testimony in epistemological and cultural approaches respectively. It can be argued that it was the rupture of the Holocaust that began a process of blurring the divide between the two spheres. The placing of Holocaust survivors on the witness stand in the Eichmann trial is often credited as being the beginning of the era of the witness (Wieviorka 1998). The trial allowed single, private stories to stand for the collective experience of those persecuted and murdered by the Nazis and complicated our understanding of legal evidence (Felman 2002). The collapse of concentration camp survivor K-Zetnik as he gave evidence made clear that there was no language available to the witnesses in which they could testify to ‘planet Auschwitz’ (Felman 2002: 125). In this way, it was the placing of Holocaust survivors in the courtroom – a place in which the focus is on the value of testimony as knowledge – that brought into the spotlight both the impact of trauma on the possibility of giving an account of that trauma, and the value of testimony beyond its ability (or otherwise) to convey an accurate account of the past (see also Weigel 2023). The emphasis in subsequent efforts to collect testimonies (e.g. at Yale) on the presence of a secondary witness who listens, acknowledges and transmits to future generations the witness’s account, shows how these efforts drew in turn on the paradigms of religious witnessing.

While debates continued in the epistemological model regarding the value of testimony as knowledge, the large-scale collection of Holocaust testimonies formed the focus in the cultural model of an analysis of testimony as text, intersubjective praxis and as a ‘political-ethical impulse and appeal aimed at the future’ (Krämer and Weigel 2017: xvi). This shift had important consequences for the conceptualization of authenticity as it relates to testimony. In historiography, as Sabrow (2012: 22) argues, there has been a move from a generally sceptical view of the value of ‘Zeitzeugen’ in the writing of the past, through an emphasis on the accounts of such ‘contemporary witnesses’ as a form of ‘Gegenerzählung’ (counter-narrative), to a position of ‘Hegemonie’ (hegemony) in popular representations of history (although this is not always reflected in academic history). With the shift in the valuing of the witness comes a shift in the perception of authenticity. We see a movement away from concepts of accuracy and towards a focus on the body of the witness and an (unachievable) ideal of immediacy: unmediated experience (of the witness) and unmediated contact with that experience (through the testimony).

The interest of those who take a cultural approach to the study of testimony in aspects of language has also meant an interest in the other ways in which testimony is mediated: through video, museums, film, theatre, literature, educational praxis etc. (Jones and Woods 2023). This has resulted in a sensitivity not only to the impact of the medium on the message, but also to the ways in which the mediation can construct testimony as (in)authentic (e.g. Jones 2014; Wake 2013). In moving towards a focus on media, this scholarship has tended to move away from the origins of the cultural approach in psychologically focused analyses of the impact of trauma on testimony (e.g. Langer 1991; Felman and Laub 1992) and towards a focus on how the story is conveyed through what we can call the ‘technologies of testimony’. In this sense, we see in more recent scholarship a third approach to testimony: alongside the epistemological and cultural, we can add the medial.

One avenue for future research is to find ways to bring these three approaches together, so that we might approach witnessing from both what Paul Frosh (2009: 56) describes as the ‘wrong end’, that is, from the point of view of the audience, and from the point of view of the individual giving testimony. Such an approach would combine questions of what it means to ‘know’ a (traumatic) event, what it means to speak an event that is marked by trauma, and what it means to mediate those accounts for a wider audience across space and time. We are moving into what has been called the ‘post-witness era’ (Schult and Popescu 2015), that is, when there are ever fewer survivors of the Holocaust able to tell their stories. At the same time, the category of testimony has been broadened to include the memory of other genocides, mass violence and authoritarian regimes, of which there are many witnesses willing and able to speak. Our understanding of what testimony is, how it is transmitted through multiple media, and how it is received by different audiences is thus of central importance not only to sustaining across time the remembrance of the past, but also to how we approach the collection, mediation and reception of witnessing texts in the future.
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Tradition

SUSANNE KLIEN

While ‘tradition’ is a key concept in the social sciences, it has been examined from a wide variety of perspectives. What do various actors perceive as ‘tradition’, and how is a given phenomenon determined to be ‘traditional’? Furthermore, to what extent can tradition change over time, without jeopardizing its status as such? While authenticity is a core criterion for assessing whether a given practice can be deemed ‘traditional’, authenticity as a concept has spurred heated scholarly debate.

Across various disciplines, postmodern epistemologies are concerned with deconstructing the dividing line between reality and perception, as well as with elucidating the ‘authentic’, including its construction and appropriation. The British historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger turned their attention to this topic in their seminal work The Invention of Tradition (1983), which implicitly takes the view that there is a dividing line between traditions that are ‘genuine’ and ‘invented’. Regardless of what we may think of ‘invented tradition’ in this era of cultural hybridity, Hobsbawm and Ranger show that tradition and traditionalism are strongly mediated by power relations. In a similar vein, the Austrian anthropologist Hermann Mückler argues that our preoccupation with tradition often leads us to succumb to illusion and projection (2012: 7).

According to postmodern epistemologies, the very symbols that are considered insignia of tradition and national identity often turn out to be constructed. Sushi, for example, is frequently viewed as the quintessential culinary dish of the Japanese nation. Yet Indian curries and German Baumkuchen are more widespread and popular in daily Japanese life than this putative ‘national dish’. Similarly, various folklore practices – such as festivals, dances, and religious customs – often prove to be non-local in origin, even though they are strongly associated with local identities and traditions. Many such practices are transplanted to new regions by traders, migrants, and nomads. Furthermore, many practitioners of local customs know little or nothing about their origins and development; over time, the non-local origin of a given custom frequently recedes to the background or is forgotten entirely.

NEGOTIATING THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION: AGENCY, FAKENESS, AUTHENTICITY

Despite the obvious points of divergence between the two examples provided above, they both represent cases in which tradition is projected and constructed. The etymological meaning of ‘tradition’ – literally, something that has been handed down – already implies a kind of conceptual transmission, and, by extension, partial transformation over time. Nevertheless, tradition is still often associated with notions of the ‘essential’ and ‘unchanging’. Tradition is typically defined as the passing down of customs or habits from one generation to the next. Mückler distinguishes between a superficial understanding of tradition as the ‘passing on of patterns of behaviour, convictions, and beliefs’ and, more profoundly, as the ‘transmission of the totality of knowledge, skills, customs, and practices of a culture or group’ (2012: 9).

As individuals play a critical role in the transmission process, tradition invariably entails agency. Marx, Weber, Mannheim, Habermas, and other philosophers of science have argued that the emergence and shaping of knowledge is always characterized by the practical interests of a society or group at a particular point in time (Kolig 2005: 295). In this respect, tradition does not differ significantly from knowledge. Yet the agency of the practitioners of each tradition should not be underestimated: Numerous studies illustrate that practitioners of traditions adapt them to their individual needs, despite respect for their historical heritage and an often strong sense of responsibility to pass this heritage on to the next generation (Bubandt 2005; Klien 2020). Agency thus goes hand in hand with the transmission process: individuals influence and modify traditions as they pass through time.

This dynamic understanding of tradition is far from novel, for it can already be found in the writings of the German philosopher Hans Blumenberg: ‘Tradition does not consist of relics – that is, of historical remnants – but rather of testaments and legacies’ (Blumenberg 1981: 375). The American cultural anthropologist Christopher S. Thompson advocates for a similar understanding. In his analysis of a traditional ‘deer dance’ in north-eastern Japan, Thompson describes how the dance is not preserved because it symbolizes the past, but rather because it helps to construct the present and provide a structure whose context lies in the past; this, in turn, allows the future to be predicted (2006: 145). This statement aptly expresses how a tradition may embrace various temporal levels. In a similar vein, the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze asserted in his debate with Augustine that the past, present, and future are an inseparable temporal complex. Furthermore, he contends that the actual present accompanied by a virtual present that is characterized by a ‘time-image’. According to Deleuze, there is a ‘present of the future, a present of the present and a present of the past, all of which are inherent and therefore simultaneous and inexplicable’ (Neveling and Klien 2010: 36; Deleuze 1985: 82). While Augustine understands time as something internal, Deleuze argues in his analysis of film that the time-image enables the external visualization and collective experience of time (Günzel 2015: 216).

Deleuze’s understanding of an inseparable past, present, and future necessarily entails a permanent metamorphosis of tradition, as the various temporary dimensions are subject to constant change as they interact (Neveling and Klien 2010: 37). This entanglement of multiple temporal levels implies a generative understanding of tradition, because memory – that is, selective tradition, be it individual or collective – always encompasses choice, fluidity, and change.

To be sure, traditions are strongly marked by the values of the respective age in which they are cultivated. For a long time, traditions were considered respectable and rationally comprehensible due to the fact that they were associated with aspects of the past. However, this evaluation changed with postmodernism, as the existence (and coherence) of traditions was questioned per se (AlSayyad 2004).

The American urbanist Nezar AlSayyad argues in favour of the relevance of tradition, yet under different conditions: ‘Tradition is not dead either. What is dying is tradition revered as authenticity. Tradition is no longer found only in “real” places; it lives on in the most fake of all places, where it is reborn every day in the social practice of those who inhabit what used to be the space of fakery’ (AlSayyad 2004: 23). However, the fact that even postmodern cultural scholars such as AlSayyad continue to use adjectives such as ‘fake’ reminds us of the persistence of Hobsbawm’s and Ranger’s categories of tradition as an ontological norm, as described above. Nevertheless, AlSayyad’s understanding of tradition points to a need to prioritize the context in which a tradition is practiced, thus paving the way for a more flexible interpretation of authenticity.

In postmodernism, traditions have been critically reflected upon in terms of their authenticity. Previously, traditions were treated as an authentic cultural phenomenon (as can still be seen in the thinking of Hobsbawm and Ranger). However, postmodernism brought forth the view that the authenticity of an immaterial cultural asset is founded on subjective perception (Hashimoto 2003). In other words, the authenticity of a tradition is established if the actors involved consider their appropriation meaningful. The German social anthropologist Arnd Schneider deploys such a postmodern interpretation when analysing processes of appropriation. For Schneider, aspects such as authenticity or originality are irrelevant, for ‘in most cases there is no absolute “original”, rather only a context in which something was produced for the first time and about which knowledge exists’(Schneider 2003: 221). This statement also serves as a good example of the ‘reflexive turn’ that is increasingly evident in the general and academic approach to tradition, with postmodern scientists from various disciplines arguing that tradition and fakeness are not necessarily contradictory.

POSTMODERN INTERPRETATIONS OF TRADITION

The Israeli sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt argued that there are two basic connotations to tradition: tradition implies notions of ‘activity’ and ‘creativity’, yet also suggests that something is ‘static’ and ‘fixed’ (Eisenstadt 1973: 120). Similarly, the Israeli cultural scientist Hizky Shoham distinguishes between schools of thought that see tradition as the ontological basis of society and schools of ‘detraditionalisation’ that see the death of various forms of tradition as an inevitable aspect of modernization (Shoham 2011: 3013f.).

The American folklorist and ethnologist Simon Bronner recognizes that the ambivalence of tradition as concept is a problem, but remains optimistic: ‘One problem with tradition is its multiple meanings and conceptual softness. Because the term tradition is often used in emotionally charged contexts, it can seem imprecise, inconsistent, and frustratingly ephemeral’ (Bronner 1998: 10). The tension between change and continuity analysed by Eisenstadt (1973) and many other scholars is an important aspect of the study of tradition as a concept.

It should also be noted that tradition has evolved considerably as a concept over time: while tradition was burdened with negative connotations of the 1940s (when it was seen as a roadblock to change), perceptions of the concept have become much more positive since the 1970s (Thomas 1992; Otto and Pedersen 2005: 30). The theme of change crucially informed the work of the French philosopher Bruno Latour, who examined how individuals engage with tradition, noting that ‘[o]ne is not born traditional; one chooses to become traditional by constant innovation’ (1994: 103). The American anthropologist Jonathan Friedman, by contrast, focused on the selective interpretation of tradition, spotlighting it as a strategic instrument for organizing the present: ‘The construction of a past […] is a project that selectively organizes events in a relation of continuity with a contemporary subject, thereby creating an appropriated representation of a life leading up to the present […]’ (1992: 837). In his ground-breaking article ‘The Past in the Future: History and the Politics of Identity’, Friedman shows that traditions and the construction of the past are inextricably linked to individual interests in the present and future.

Furthermore, he asserts that the gap between the ostensible historical authenticity of a tradition and its historical role models is often bridged performatively. In a similar vein, the American historian Stephen Vlastos notes the performative power of invented tradition as a convincing sensory spectacle that establishes a link to an ‘age-old’ past, even if the actual connection to the past is tenuous or non-existent (Vlastos 1998: 7f.).

Numerous examples can be drawn upon to illustrate this last point. The kimono, for example, which is seen as a symbol of Japanese culture, actually has a relatively short history, only dating back to the eighteenth century, and it was originally reserved for the upper social classes. Ofra Goldstein-Gidoni speaks of a ‘reinvention’ of the kimono in the Meiji period in the mid-nineteenth century as part of a project to construct a national identity (Goldstein-Gidoni 2005: 154). In fact, the traditional-looking garment only has significance in contemporary Japan on a few select ceremonial occasions, such as the coming of age ceremony (seijinshiki). The fact that the kimono nevertheless has such a strong influence as a national costume can be seen precisely as a process by which tradition is continuously constructed in the Latourian sense described above. Indeed, tradition is necessarily subject to permanent change, as socio-cultural and political conditions undergo transformation over time.

The Japanese tea ceremony can also be seen as a multi-layered performative act for staging historical continuity: The kimono and numerous other expensive utensils and gifts are essential for taking part in the ceremony. It is therefore hardly surprising that the tea ceremony in contemporary Japan is associated with exclusivity and luxury that is beyond the average person. As the American political scientist Kristin Surak argues in her study ‘Making Tea, Making Japan’ (2012), the tea ceremony is full of contradictions: While one aim of the tea ceremony is to foster a sense of openness and equality between participants, it is often used by its organizers to demonstrate power and wealth.

Another excellent example in this regard is the Ise Shrine, an important symbol of cultural identity that is dedicated to the sun goddess Amaterasu Omikami. The practice of dismantling and rebuilding the shrine down to the last detail has been carried out every twenty years since the seventh century. This example of the systematic renewal of a material cultural good is in perfect accordance with Latour’s understanding of the essence of tradition as a form of ‘permanent innovation’. It also demonstrates the complex and hybrid nature of tradition as a practice at the intersection of the material and immaterial, the contemporary and historical, and the permanent and ephemeral.

TRADITIONS, NORMS, AND POWER

Another paradigm that has been discussed with particular frequency as of late concerns the interests of involved actors and associated power dynamics. The fact that traditions not only represent repetitive behaviour, but also express an endorsement of certain values, ideologies, and norms, distinguishes them from individual habits. The fluidity of tradition necessarily means that the definition and construction of what is considered authentic and historically valuable depends on the political and personal interests of the parties who instrumentalize tradition for their own purposes. The Australian anthropologist Robert Tonkinson argued in favour of conceptualizing traditions as ‘strategic resources used by certain (but not all) members of a community to pursue individual or collective goals’ (Tonkinson 2000: 169). Tonkinson’s argument is of far-reaching importance, as it brings into focus the influence exerted by actors who play a role in the transmission of tradition, thus relativizing the view that traditions are ‘fixed’ paradigms. The agency enjoyed by stakeholders was also emphasized by the American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins as he spoke of the ‘inventiveness of tradition’ (1999: 408). For Sahlins, traditions were creatively invented and shaped by relevant actors. He also drew attention to structural factors that mediated their appropriation. Similarly, in their analysis of the social construction of reality, the German sociologists Berger and Luckmann described tradition as a domain of action for the reciprocal generation of meaning that was crucially bound up with institutional processes (Berger and Luckmann 1985: 208).

The American anthropologist Jennifer Robertson states that the ‘traditional’ is not a descriptive term, but rather an interpretative one, as tradition is an expression of the relationship between past and present representations of reality (Robertson 1998: 111). By contrast, the American cultural anthropologists Richard Handler and Jocelyn Linnekin paved the way for postmodern arguments concerning ‘hybrid traditions’ by arguing that decisions concerning what is to be considered traditional and authentic usually takes place in the present and not in the past (Handler and Linnekin 1984). This interpretative level may be one reason for the multi-layered and therefore ambivalent meaning of the concept of ‘tradition’.

OUTLOOK: TRADITIONS AT THE INTERSECTION OF REALITY, PERCEPTION, AND INTERPRETATION

The foregoing survey of various research perspectives shows that scholars in numerous fields are concerned with clarifying the extent to which it is possible for tradition to undergo change without threatening its status as such. The view that tradition represents an ontological basis for society has been increasingly marginalized, in part because it leads scholars to a discursive dead end, as Shoham aptly observes (2011: 333). Accordingly, one must laud Shoham’s call for the continuation of the ‘interpretive paradigm’ in the study of tradition, which he defines as ‘practice in which temporal meaning is ascribed – that is, a symbolic activity in which different social groups ascribe traditional qualities to certain areas of life that are understood as having a connection with different times’ (2011: 313). Yet this attribution of traditional qualities is mediated by subjective perception and interpretation, meaning it hinges on the agency of the parties involved.

The foregoing considerations with regard to the role played by tradition as a concept – which was illuminated with reference to various temporal and cultural contexts – demonstrate the fluid nature of tradition at the intersection of reality, perception, and interpretation. In keeping with the spirit of the reflexive turn, this discussion additionally showed how tradition is no longer understood as an ontologically antithesis to modernity, but rather as a paradigm for interpreting the present and future.
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Types

WILLI XYLANDER

Some seven to twenty million species inhabit Earth today, of which just 1.25 million are known to science. Describing the ‘true’ biodiversity of our planet thus remains a tremendous challenge for taxonomists – that is, for the researchers concerned with the theory and practice of describing morphological, genetic, and other specific characteristics and of formally naming and categorizing biological organisms, both by differentiating between species and by grouping species into higher ranks.

The large gaps in our taxonomical knowledge are compounded not only by human-driven biodiversity loss but also by the dwindling number of skilled taxonomists capable of adequately characterizing new species and of harnessing the constantly growing arsenal of new and competing methods for differentiating, categorizing, and ranking organisms into taxa.

The formal description of new species is typically based on a sample of specimens (not infrequently including materials collected in the past that may have languished in collections for significant periods of time without being scientifically assessed). Researchers compare samples as comprehensively as possible with other known related species and describe specific morphological, genetic, physiological, reproductive, and behavioural differences, including details such as regional or seasonal ranges. If a specimen appears to differ from previously known species, the taxonomist may suspect a species nova and can describe it as such in a journal article, book chapter, or monograph, and give it a binomial scientific name. This name must follow Latin grammatical forms, must consist of two parts, and must be unique; however, the first part of the name – the name of the genus – is taken to imply an evolutionary relationship to other species of the same genus.

TYPES – THE TOUCHSTONE OF TAXONOMY

Whenever possible, taxonomists aim to use a number of specimens known as a ‘series’ when describing a new species for the first time rather than relying on a single specimen. This allows the comparison of individual specimens and the description of intra-species variability. The individual specimens in a series are usually taken from a single location or from a defined region, the terra typica or locus typicus, which is given in the published description of the new species. Taxonomists refer to all individuals that form the basis of the initial description as ‘types’ or ‘type specimens’, from the Greek τύπος (typos) – that is, the type, example, or archetype, Latinized with the ending -us. They then serve as the touchstone – usually in perpetuity – for the set of characteristics typical of and unique to that species. In this way, they physically guarantee the authenticity of the description and its clear, unmistakable denomination in a verifiable manner.

The taxonomists who first describe a species select a single individual from the series which they believe demonstrates the characteristics of the species particularly clearly and designates that specimen as the organism of reference or ‘holotype’ for the new species. All other individuals in the series are labelled ‘paratypes’. As a rule, this distinction is marked using colour-coded labels; type specimens are usually singled out in red. The number of paratypes is also given in the first description of the species.

Ideally, type specimens are deposited in a museum collection, thus ensuring that the reference materials are preserved and available for subsequent research (e.g. Leinfelder and Xylander 2012; Mayr 1975). The institution or institutions in which the types are deposited are named in the first publication. Given the taxonomic significance of type specimens, many scientists counter the potential risk of the loss or destruction of types (see below) by electing to give selected specimens (normally paratypes) to an additional museum or several different museums.

While (at least for the past hundred years or so) the type specimens of a species are individual specimens deposited as holo- and paratypes in scientific collections, supraspecific taxa – that is, taxonomic groups higher than the species – are defined in reference to a lower taxonomic unit that forms part of it: a representative species stands for a genus, a genus for a family, and so on. The taxonomist thus takes the reference taxon as a definitive example of its rank but does not need to provide a physical example as evidence. For example, the species Passer domesticus, the house sparrow, is the type species for the genus Passer, and the genus Passer is the type genus for the family Passeridae.

In contrast to most first descriptions of new species in biology, palaeontology descriptions are often based on individual finds – indeed, typically consisting only of body parts of a single incomplete specimen – which must be sufficiently clearly distinguishable from other species to be classified as a new species.

Type materials can be deposited in collections in various different ways: as a ‘full body specimen’ (e.g. arthropods, fish, squid); as a selection of body parts (e.g. in cases where the fur, skull, and perhaps other skeletal parts of a mammal are recorded, or where the genitalia typical of the species are removed from an insect for description and the body plus genitalia become the type); as a series of histological sections (e.g. in the case of free-living Platyhelminthes); as a shell (for many molluscs); or as a combination of materials such as a full body specimen, plus a gene sequence and audio files (e.g. where a recording of the croak specific to a species of frog is published as ‘supplementary digital material’ alongside the species description). An example of a complex species description featuring a combination of morphological features and species-specific vocalizations is given by Köhler et al. (2019).

Methods of preservation and storage can also differ significantly. Specimens may be dried (e.g. bird skins, skulls, or skeletons, but also lichens and fungi), glued to sheets, as in herbaria, or in the case of insects, pinned on needles. Such dry collections may be stored in drawers, folders, boxes, or mounted in cases. Representatives of other animal taxa are stored as ‘wet collections’ (i.e. preserved in fluids such as alcohol or formalin), in glass or plastic jars or other containers (e.g. fish, crustaceans, echinoderms), in special embedding media on microscope slides (e.g. certain mites or plankton crustaceans), or sometimes as a series of histological sections.

Regardless of the storage method, specimens should be labelled in red as ‘objects of special scientific interest’. This is because types are highly important elements of any museum collection and are of very high scientific value and relevance, being frequently used for comparisons. Curators and scientists often regard them as high points of a collection; being a ‘type-rich collection’ is considered a benchmark of a collection’s scientific relevance, drawing interest from researchers from all over the world.

The practice of depositing types in collections to ensure the ‘verifiability of species’, i.e. as a reference for delimiting other species, developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was not until 1956, for example, that the deposition of reference specimens was made mandatory when describing species new to science. The taxonomists of the eighteenth century did not describe and deposit individual specimens for comparison; rather, they undertook to survey the spectrum of the species of ‘their time’ (including the regional and seasonal heterogeneity within a species) as well as written descriptions and illustrations, and to compile a comprehensive but ‘imaginary’ picture of a species on that basis (constituting something like a ‘virtual type’; see Daston 2004: 168ff. and 2008: 103; Schuchert 1897).

The late nineteenth century saw a sharp increase in the number of known species as well as attempts to describe them, coupled with ambiguous naming practices and a move away from Eurocentrism in science. Taken together, these factors convinced scientists of the need to substantiate taxonomic statements with physical evidence and to establish a standardized system for the unambiguous and verifiable correlation of names and evidence: ‘Species names are based on type specimens’ as Ernst Mayr pointed out (1975: 103). Before this time, however, detailed drawings of individual specimens or anatomical diagrams were also accepted as references (Daston 2004: 170). The use of the term ‘type’ in this early phase of the establishment of the taxonomy of organisms thus differed significantly from our current understanding. Sets of rules for zoological and botanical nomenclature did not emerge until the middle of the nineteenth century; over the course of the next hundred years individual specimens in collections were defined and established as references. A de facto ‘type’ that comes close to our current understanding thus began to emerge.

TYPES – THE RELEVANCE OF THE REFERENCE

Through the physical manifestation of their unique species-specific characteristics and the combination of object and name, types become the reference for that specific unit of the natural inventory of our planet. They allow direct comparison with other individuals and thus the verification or falsification of identity hypotheses when species are identified or newly described. Taxonomists borrow type specimens from museum collections to compare characteristics when they think they may have discovered a new species and usually do not rely on the description or illustrations alone; loans are therefore an important part of museum curators’ work. Recently, high-quality digital copies have made some physical loans unnecessary, helping to protect valuable collection materials from damage during shipping. In every case in which there is doubt, however, the original will have to be consulted for clarification. Although modern technology protects the collections, it by no means renders them superfluous.

Yet types are not only needed for describing unknown species. The ‘reclassification’ of higher taxonomic groups also often requires comparisons between types in order to justifiably demonstrate phylogenetic relationships with complex combinations of features (not all of which were included in the initial descriptions of the species and their pictorial characterization) and to substantiate these with names (see e.g. Ax 1987). Such revisions often lead to the ‘regrouping’ of species into new taxonomic units such as genera, subfamilies or families.

It is not uncommon for such revisions to result in name changes; following Carl Linnaeus’ nomenclature, a species name is a binomen composed of two parts: the genus name and an epithet. If a species was assigned to another genus than that of its closest relatives by the first describer and this is recognized by a specialist, the latter can write a taxonomic revision and the species is renamed – gaining the genus name of its closest relatives – or a new genus with a new name is established uniting several species sharing a closer phylogenetic relationship. The original species’ epithet, however, remains the same in the vast majority of cases. As a result of genetic research, the Goblet-marked Damselfly (formerly named Cercion lindenii) became Erythromma lindenii, as it is closer to the Red-eyed Damselflies (genus Erythromma) than to the genus Cercion. This reassignment has no effect on the relevance of type specimens. They are and remain the reference for the unit of nature that the species designation Erythromma lindenii aims to represent.

However, the features that can be used to distinguish species are sometimes difficult to recognize (e.g. visually because they are very small) or are epistemologically ambiguous because only a set of features allows differentiation and only the fulfilment of a complex series of characteristics ensures unambiguous identification. Species which are extremely similar and therefore difficult to distinguish are called ‘cryptic species’; they are often closely phylogenetically related. Differentiating between them requires extensive taxonomic experience with the respective systematic group as well as the use of the correct methodological approaches. For example, the ant researcher Bernhard Seifert succeeded in distinguishing closely related species using mathematical methods based on statistical analysis of various morphometric measurements of different body parts taken from a large number of individual specimens (e.g. Steiner et al. 2010). Molecular methods may also be used for species differentiation; depending on the methods applied, more or less clear-cut statements on species affiliation can be obtained. Without types serving as the ‘touchstone of systematic taxonomy’ the results of such comparative studies could not be correlated beyond doubt with the species (and its name as a scientific identity).

When comparing characteristics, ‘intermediate’ states that prove to be stable may be found. Occasionally, these are hybrids, i.e. ‘reproductive accidents’ that result from the crossbreeding of individuals of different, closely related (but reproductively not entirely separate) species (see e.g. Seifert et al. 2010). It is often necessary to compare the types of the two original species and the supposed hybrids using a specifically adapted methodological approach to be certain that these are not in fact new species.

TYPE SPECIMENS, AUTHENTICITY, AND THE ‘RELATIVITY OF THE GENUINE’

Something that at first glance seems so clear and straightforward – namely, the authentication of a species through ‘physical evidence’ – sometimes proves to be much more difficult in practice. One challenge for all future taxonomic work begins with the ‘determination of the single holotype’ – that is, with the subjective selection of a single individual as ‘the representative of the species’ by the scientist who first describes the species. As a result, only one sex can be selected as the holotype for dioecious organisms. Specimens of the other sex – if as it was even known and found among the individual specimens sampled at the time the description was established – can only be represented among the paratypes. The species’ sexual dimorphism or characteristics of the larvae can be documented in the first descriptions, however, and corresponding material can be deposited as part of the type series (see also Mayr 1975: 98; Köhler and Vargas 2019).

In the past, both the opposite sex and larval stages were sometimes not recognized as members of an already described species and were initially considered to be a distinct species. In such cases, once the identity of the type specimen with other, different-looking individuals of the same species (e.g. due to sexual dimorphism or pronounced larval characteristics) was established, ‘incorrectly’ described species (and their scientific names) were withdrawn by later taxonomic revisions.

Particularly in the early days of taxonomy, when the diversity of species and the intra- and interspecific heterogeneity of characteristics were not yet known, comprehensive descriptions with differential characteristics covering the specificities of all similar and related species were not possible. Species descriptions were often so imprecise that they would also apply to species other than the one ‘intended’. Where type specimens are missing (either because they were not deposited in a collection or have been lost), the assignment of the species name may therefore be ambiguous. A name handed down in this way may be accepted as conventional despite the fact that verifying the species in question is no longer possible. For example, specimens to which Linnaeus, the creator of taxonomy and modern biological nomenclature, refers in his descriptions of species are almost always unavailable (see the literature in Mayr 1975); it is therefore sometimes difficult (or even impossible) to clearly assign his descriptions to a species (as a unit in nature). Linnaeus did not base his descriptions on a reference collection in the modern sense; he saw the ‘idealizations’ in the ‘characteristic exemplars’ he described and viewed variability within the species as deviations from this abstracted ideal.

As a result, some of the species described by Linnaeus are ‘traditionally’ ascribed to specimens considered as belonging to a well-known species, but full verification is impossible. His description of the common red wood ant, Formica rufa, for example (‘thorace compresso toto ferrugineo, capite abdomineque nigris’, Linnaeus 1767) is unsuitable for a differentiated diagnosis and applies to various representatives of the genus (and beyond). Nowadays, Formica rufa is categorized as the most common anthill-building species in our coniferous forests; and it is extremely likely that it was also the most abundant ant in Linnaeus’ homeland and thus the ant that he ‘meant’ in his description. However, it is not possible to truly authenticate this historical statement without reference to evidence from a collection (which in Linnaeus’ case does not exist).

In order to create a suitable reference for authentication in cases such as these, a specimen of the species can be collected a posteriori at the place of origin (provided it is known), described as a ‘lectotype’, deposited in an accessible scientific collection in a museum and thus made available as a reference.

Another example of the relativity of type materials concerns the world-famous ‘protobird’ Archaeopteryx lithographicus, the ‘Fossil of the Year 2020’. The species was first described – and thus named – in 1861 on the basis of a single feather found in the Solnhofen slate in 1860. A complete fossil (the ‘London specimen’) was subsequently found and retrospectively associated with the feather, the species, and the name. However, the feather remained the holotype for the species for a long time. With the publication of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution (1859), Archaeopteryx became the epitome of the ‘missing link’ and a prime example of the evolutionary transition from ‘reptiles’ to birds: Archaeopteryx is also known to non-biologists as ‘the proto bird’. In 2011, the International Commission for Zoological Nomenclature decided to replace the feather with the London specimen of Archaeopteryx lithographicus as a neotype. This took place just in time, as in 2019 a study came to the conclusion that the feather may not have belonged to a prehistoric bird, but rather to one of the feathered theracopod dinosaurs that lived at the same time (Kaye et al. 2019). This would have meant that its scientific name would no longer have been valid for the protobird, and a new scientific name would have had to be assigned to the species and the corresponding fossils. But as the 2011 decision replaced the object of reference, the protobird will continue to be called Archaeopteryx lithographicus.

Given the importance of type specimens as a taxonomic reference and as representatives of verifiable evidence for the occurrence of species in space and time, any loss of collections is tragic. If the holotype is destroyed or otherwise lost (e.g. through fire, war, theft, etc.), it is possible to select a paratype, define it as the (new) holotype and thus create a verifiable physical reference again; this procedure has to be documented in the corresponding collection’s register (and is often accompanied by the publication of an article).

Nevertheless, catastrophic losses of collections and types are by no means uncommon; examples include the catastrophic fires at the Natural History Museum in Berlin and at the Brazilian National Museum. But losses may also result from other causes, such as the disposal of emeritus collections at universities when a chair retires and their successor, unaware of the contents and significance of the predecessor’s collections, consigns it all to the dustbin; the disposal of a private collector’s samples by their descendants after their death; or deterioration in the embedding media (e.g. shrinkage, crystallization, etc.) in objects kept on slides, which may obscure or destroy species-specific characteristics (see Decker et al. 2018; Xylander 2020).

The loss of any collection, especially those containing type specimens, not only destroys a piece of cultural heritage but also represents a loss of knowledge that future generations will need to describe the Earth’s biodiversity. To minimize the risk of such losses, type collections – whether from private collectors or from university-affiliated or non-affliated research institutions – must be offered to museums with a suitable profile where specialists can curate, store, and develop them (a demand also made by Mayr 1975: 103f.). Taxonomists, meanwhile, should also provide type specimens to multiple museums and institutions.
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Victimization

ULRIKE JUREIT

In the contexts of fighting crime, establishing guilt, and prosecution, victimization is primarily understood as the process of becoming a victim, a concept that had not been the subject of sustained reflection until well into the 1960s. Criminological theory distinguishes between three forms: ‘Primary victimization’ refers to the process of victimization itself, i.e. the direct victim-related causes and effects of a crime, taking into account victim typologies. ‘Secondary victimization’, by contrast, denotes the indirect negative consequences caused by law enforcement, social control mechanisms, and the victim’s social environment. ‘Tertiary victimization’ encompasses all attributes resulting from the adoption and consolidation of a victim identity influenced by the quality of primary and secondary victimization (Kerner 1991; Kölbel 2012; Landwehr 2015). With this typology, criminology on the one hand differentiates the individual levels of a crime’s impact and manifestation, and on the other hand marks victimization as a multidimensional social process that extends beyond the injured party. This social process is not only based on the relationship between perpetrator and victim as defined by criminal law; it is also associated with the attributions of becoming a victim and being a victim, which are ascriptions that originate from within the individual or are applied by external forces.

In addition to the aspect of crime prevention and the associated consideration of individual and group-specific risk factors, victimization in the narrower sense refers to experiences of injustice that render the injured parties legally blameless victims and thus into claimants within the context of victim compensation legislation. In addition to this view focused on victims of crime, however, people are also harmed by war, displacement, political persecution, natural disasters, accidents, and acts of discrimination. They can also see themselves as victims of a deterioration in their living conditions through no fault of their own as a result of social hardship and political and economic crises. The transformation of juridical victim attributions into other contexts of life and experience remains associated with perpetrator–victim coding and consequently with questions of guilt, atonement, and claims for compensation. Nevertheless, in such cases it is often no longer a matter of individual references; rather, responsibilities that can still be specifically named in criminal law (or at least the efforts to establish them) prove to be extremely diffuse due to general political, economic, social or other causes that are perceived as anonymous. In cases of doubt, it is then the ruling class, the system, or fate that are blamed for making people victims – or perceiving themselves as such.

If we examine the various transfer and translation processes of victim-related self- and external attributions, we can also identify significant changes in political constructions of victimhood since the middle of the twentieth century. Although these constructions cannot be strictly separated from the legal system, it is clear in retrospect that the criteria for who is considered a victim and who can claim this attribution have shifted. While the timing of this transformation varies internationally, and in many countries the heroic victim remained a convincing figure for many years (and in some places still is), the understanding that sees victims of violence and war as passive and innocent is associated not just with the First World War in Germany, but primarily with the Second World War. The hero was appreciated, honoured, and admired for his sacrifice, while the victim was seen as passive, innocent, and vulnerable. This shift was due not only to superordinate processes of individualization and the legal codification of war, but also to the examinations that began after 1945 of what at the time was called ‘concentration camp syndrome’, along with the later recognition of trauma in the fields of science, politics, and law (Keilson 1979; Niederland 1980; Kogan 1990). The establishment of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as a symptom complex bound together with compensation and health care law in the 1980s marked a significant change in the perception of victims of violence. Here, too, the direct and indirect links to legal concepts of victimization, which are now also anchored in international law, are obvious (Walklate 2007; Shoham and Knepper 2010).

However, the reproduction and revaluation of the concept of the victim over the past fifty years goes far beyond the aforementioned policies governing recognition and compensation. This is because, on the one hand, the concept revolved around the self-image of the victims and the recognition of their suffering, which was granted or denied by the state; at the same time, society developed a special appreciation of those who had become victims, for very different reasons. Historically, this pronounced and comprehensive appreciation of victims is a relatively new phenomenon, as the status of the victim was long suspected to have contributed in some way to the victim’s precarious situation; this meant that, in the broadest sense, victims were held partly responsible for the material and/or health-related damage caused. In recent decades, such assumptions have receded into the background; instead, the role of the victim is now connoted with the notion that such persons are blameless victims of injustice.

The dramatic revaluation of the victim (a status that is not particularly attractive, as it is preceded by a negative, sometimes traumatizing experience) in recent decades is also reflected in the focused attention paid to victim narratives. Anyone who credibly presents themselves to the public as an innocent victim of war, violence, crime, accident, natural disaster, or other serious harm can expect his or her story to receive special attention. The testimony of victims has attained a narrative and interpretative authority that sometimes goes far beyond the experience being discussed and can turn the person into a moral authority in public discourse. In a ‘strange way’, Winfried Hassemer and Jan Philipp Reemtsma write, ‘it has become honourable to have been the victim of an act of violence’ (Hassemer and Reemtsma 2002: 31).

There has been much discussion about the reasons for the change. Individualization processes and human rights discourse have undoubtedly played a decisive role, and it seems no coincidence that the boom accompanied the academic, social, and legal reappraisal of the Holocaust that began in the 1970s. The millions who were imprisoned by the Gestapo and placed in ghettos, who were sent to concentration camps and murdered by the hundreds of thousands, were not only victims of a violent dictatorial regime; they were victims par excellence (Levy and Sznaider 2005). As Hannah Arendt wrote to Karl Jaspers on August 17, 1946: ‘Just as inhuman as their guilt is the innocence of the victims. Human beings simply can’t be as innocent as they all were in the face of the gas chambers (the most repulsive usurer was as innocent as the newborn child because no crime deserves such a punishment). We are simply not equipped to deal, on a human, political level, with a guilt that is beyond crime and an innocence that is beyond goodness or virtue.’ Arendt saw both the victims who were killed and those who survived to be free of guilt in an almost elemental sense, while the extent of guilt on the part of the perpetrators exceeded the framework of criminally sanctioned acts and broke ‘all legal systems’ (Arendt and Jaspers 1992: 54).

In any case, the Holocaust and the way it was appraised historically gave rise to a global figure – the victim – that had never existed in this form before. Since then, the victims and their stories have accrued an authority of authentication, which in the 1960s was initially aimed at attesting to the mass crimes of the Nazis, which until then had been mostly denied, concealed, and ignored. It was only much later that aspects of mediation, remembrance, and transmission – the focus today – began to play a role. The survivors gave public testimony about what had happened in the camps, ghettos, and detention sites. By doing so, they did more than just corroborate the locations where countless crimes had taken place; through their court testimonies, reports, lectures, and memoirs they also shaped how the Holocaust was talked about. In face of the denials, cover-up, and concealment of the crimes done to them, their documented suffering stood for historical authenticity. Their narratives were considered genuine because in our culture ‘pain in particular is perceived as a sure indicator of authentic expression’ (Lethen 1996: 221). When scepticism about an authenticity entangled in Eigentlichkeit and the parlance of morality is confronted with the ostensible immediacy of past suffering or trauma, these apprehensive doubts tend to lose their persuasive power. In pain, the human being appears ‘as a maskless being, not bound by any rules of staging’ (ibid.). Suffering becomes a marker of historical credibility; it stands for the real and the true in politically turbulent, confusing times (Knaller 2007; Sabrow and Saupe 2016; Saupe 2016).

It soon became clear that the figure of the blameless victim would not remain limited to the historical context of its emergence (Elias 1986; Münkler and Fischer 2000; Bonacker 2012; Goltermann 2024). Indeed, the prospect of such a self- or external attribution of victimhood has since come to seem almost magical, provided that one ignores the causal – often violent – experiences that made them victims in the first place. The victimhood of Holocaust survivors has become a universal reference point for other (and not only political) victim constructs, which often compete for social prestige, material compensation, and political recognition. There is no other explanation for cases such as that of Bruno Dössekker, a Swiss man who published a memoir in 1995 under the pseudonym Binjamin Wilkomirski, claiming that he had survived the Holocaust as a child. Posing as an Auschwitz victim succeeded only because it drew on social mechanisms of recognition, authentication, and identification that had already been practised for decades, not only but especially in Germany (Diekmann and Schoeps 2002).

The figure of the blameless victim also functions as a paradigm of memory culture. While in the years immediately after the end of the Second World War there was still a complex debate about National Socialism, in the 1950s a view of history emerged that engaged in self-victimization by focusing primarily on the fate of Germans and ignoring specifically German guilt for the mass atrocities committed by the Nazis. The recognition of German refugees, displaced persons, war returnees, and those who lost their homes in air raids as eligible for compensation was at the heart of a politics of the past that had long since completed the paradigm shift in the culture of remembrance from hero to victim. Tendencies to generalize the concept of victimhood had already become evident at this time. With a formula such as ‘In remembrance of the victims of war and violence’, West German post-war society hoped to make peace with the past from the increasingly comfortable refuge of its economic miracle (Schmitz 2007; Jureit and Schneider 2010). However, the potential for denial inherent in the process provoked opposition, especially among those born after the war. The resulting controversies produced interpretations of the past that proved pivotal for the time. They were shaped initially by fundamental criticisms of the West German system and only later by the desire to shed light on the crimes committed during the Nazi era, and not only to show the victims of Nazi extermination policy the compassion and recognition they had been denied, but also to grant them appropriate compensation. Since the 1980s, turning to victims and empathizing with their suffering has been an indispensable step in coming to terms with Nazi crimes. This primarily emotional appropriation of Nazi history made it possible for those born in the post-war years to understand Nazi atrocities as historically unprecedented crimes, and to identify those involved as being both criminally and morally responsible.

As a result of this generational conflict, a culture of remembrance developed across a large variety of projects, initiatives, and publications. Although this culture initially lacked a larger institutional structure, it formed the foundation for what would become the consensus view in the Federal Republic of Germany until the mid-2010s: National Socialism, the Holocaust, and the war of extermination became the decisive historical events, and thus were definitive for the country’s collective self-image. Over the years, empathy and compassion for the victims of National Socialist persecution intensified into a desire for identification, which soon facilitated an imagined closeness that included all victims of war, exploitation, and injustice; meanwhile, the perpetrators and their deeds often remained anonymous, or else they became figures of scandal in the media or they were considered pathological. Until the 1990s, and in some cases far beyond, a generationally charged and widely distributed pattern of remembrance emerged that can be encapsulated by the figure of the gefühltes Opfer, i.e. of felt or perceived victimhood (Jureit and Schneider 2010). It went hand in hand with the idea – at times with the demand – of being granted the relief one deserved at some point for the insistent work of coping and mourning. Speaking as a generation proved to be extremely powerful, for it represented a moral break with the parents’ generation and carried the hope that the generation-specific interpretation of the Holocaust could be passed down to their descendants through commemorative rituals, educational programmes, and days of remembrance, among other things.

The identification and alignment with victims are still central points of reference in our present which remains caught up in the memory of the past. The ‘phasing out of the hero’, as Martin Sabrow (2012: 39) has aptly put it, has not been as successful worldwide as it has in many Western societies (see Hansen et al. 2021). Since Auschwitz, however, a universal paradigm shift from heroization to victimization has taken place, and this one-dimensional and normative perspective has become an ambivalent signature of the times. One of its core elements is to legitimize one’s own interpretation of history, and the world, as a truth authentificated by victim narratives. It remains to be seen, however, how long this cultural model can continue to prevail.
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Virtual Reality

STEPHAN SCHWAN

As humans we have the special ability to transcend the immediate present. We can clearly recall past circumstances and events, as well as vividly imagine possible futures (Suddendorf and Corballis 2007). Yet this power of visualization is not limited by personal experience. The cognitive tools of language and media allow us to comprehend situations and circumstances that elude direct experience; our power of imagination frees us from temporal and spatial restraints. As a natural extension of this power of imagination, we find throughout history artistic media that simulate direct experience: from the illusionistic wall paintings of the Romans and the Baroque ceiling frescoes of the seventeenth century to the panoramic paintings of the nineteenth century and the movie theatres of the twentieth century, man has long striven to create simulacra in his artistic productions (Grau 2001).

This aspiration of man continues today, yet with a digital palette. Virtual reality (VR) now makes it possible to comprehensively mimic the stimulus provided by an environment. Augmented reality (AR), by contrast, superimposes computer-generated imagery on a user’s field of vision, thus creating a composite picture. In the following, I first define and describe the function of virtual and augmented reality. I then discuss how VR and AR can be used in the domain of history, and explore attendant implications for concepts of authenticity. The article concludes by pointing to prospects for future research.

VIRTUAL REALITY: DEFINITION AND TECHNICAL FUNDAMENTALS

According to Girvan (2018: 1098), virtual reality is a technical system that allows one or more users to experience a simulated environment. While older technologies such as panoramic paintings or films can also be subsumed under this categorization, Quesnel and Riecke (2018: 2) limit their definition to computer-based simulations: ‘VR consists of a computer-generated immersive virtual environment, where the user may interactively act upon the environment and objects within it’. Sherman and Craig (2018: 10) provide a more nuanced definition while considering the underlying technical processes: ‘[Virtual reality is a] medium composed of interactive computer simulations that sense the participant’s position and actions and replace or augment the feedback to one or more senses, giving the feeling of being mentally immersed or present in the simulation (a virtual world)’. Hence, virtual reality goes beyond simple 3D representations, as viewers are not presented with a sharply circumscribed image, but are placed in the centre of an immersive three-dimensional scene. Furthermore, the user is not presented with a fixed viewpoint or static perspective, but rather a rich environment that can be explored and even manipulated (e.g. by opening doors or moving objects).

In essence, virtual reality is a digital, three-dimensional model of a real or fictitious environment (Bekele et al. 2018). All of the objects contained in the environment (buildings, objects, living beings) are described in the form of digital code, which defines their positional coordinates, three-dimensional shape, and visual properties (e.g. texture and colour). In most cases, light sources are also simulated, creating shadows and reflections. Furthermore, the environment can be programmed to evolve over time or to be reactive, with creatures moving, people acting, and objects responding to changes in a manner that mimics physical forces.

Different output devices are used to visualize this digital model of an environment (Sherman and Craig 2018). In the simplest case of desktop VR, the virtual world appears similar to a television image on a display, and users can navigate through the environment using a mouse and keyboard. When this virtual world is viewed on a mobile device such as tablet or smartphone, normally the user can survey the virtual space by physically moving the device. Two additional forms of implementation shield the user from the visual stimuli of the real world to create a fully immersive experience: the Cave Automatic Virtual Environment (CAVE) is a hermetically sealed space whose walls consist of large projection surfaces; alternatively, a user may wear a helmet known as a head-mounted display (HMD). The impression of full immersion can be augmented through stereoscopic imagery (such that each eye is presented with a custom image) and appropriate acoustic stimuli. Technically advanced systems also supplement visual and acoustic information with haptic stimuli that give the user the impression of being able to interact with material objects.

Users are integrated into the simulation by being assigned a position within the VR model, which allows them to actively move through the virtual world with a constantly updated artificial perspective. The computer system calculates the momentary changes in user’s point of view and adapts the visualization in real time. Viewers are not necessarily bound by the restrictions that govern the physical world, but can, for example, hover over terrain like a bird. In advanced systems, users can also interact with other virtual objects – for example, by picking up objects or using tools. In multi-user VR, several users can occupy the same simulation, each embodied by an ‘avatar’.

Virtual reality can thus transport the user to an environment of any nature, regardless of his or her current whereabouts. This representational freedom makes it possible to visualize factual or fictional environments, the microscopically small or the colossally large, as well as the past, present, and future.

AUGMENTED REALITIES: DEFINITION AND TECHNICAL FUNDAMENTALS

While virtual realities present a self-contained world that is distinct from immediate reality, augmented realities optically merge immediate reality with a digital simulation. Craig (2013: 20) describes augmented reality as ‘a medium in which digital information is overlaid on the physical world that is in both spatial and temporal registration with the physical world and that is interactive in real time’. One common AR implementation is to overlay the image displayed by the camera of a smartphone or tablet with digital embellishments. Alternatively, a user can wear ‘augmented reality glasses’, which supplement the user’s view of the surrounding environment with additional digital imagery. Thus, the directly perceived scene is enriched with digital features. Like virtual reality, augmented reality is adaptive, meaning the current viewing perspective is updated in real time. However, for this to occur, the AR system must have at least a rudimentary spatial model of the real situation, upon which the additional digital elements can be superimposed in accordance with the correct perspective. Such spatial information can be fed to the system through explicit markings (e.g. QR codes). Alternatively, the system can conduct its own analysis of the optical properties of a space (e.g. using Simultaneous Localisation and Mapping, or SLAM). Finally, holographic techniques are used to project digital elements into real spaces, leading to the visual merging of both sources of information. In contrast to virtual reality, which transports users to novel places, augmented reality and holograms are thus fundamentally based on the user’s current physical location.

VR AND AR AS TOOLS FOR REPRESENTING HISTORICAL CIRCUMSTANCES

When it comes to the visualization of historical circumstances, AR and VR are building upon a long tradition (Redknap 2002). Archaeology and the historical sciences have always relied on drawings, scale models, material replicas of objects, and true-to-scale architectural reproductions. Compared to material reconstructions, VR and AR are characterized by their ease of modification, which makes it possible to compare and contrast reconstruction alternatives. VR and AR also expand traditional graphic visualizations in terms of their dynamics and explorability. Accordingly, various techniques for using AR and VR have been developed within the broader field of cultural heritage studies; the corresponding usage contexts can be subdivided into the categories of research, education, and entertainment (Bekele et al. 2018).

Virtual reality is increasingly being used in research to document historical places regardless of location, thus making such places accessible to scientific analysis. This is particularly true of endangered or inaccessible places, such as cave systems or ancient burial chambers. Moreover, virtual reality is being harnessed to create virtual reconstructions, which allows the vivid depiction of research findings. The visualization of a place that is obtained in this manner can be presented as a virtual reality that is accessible to the user regardless of his or her current location. In site-specific contexts, AR allows one to shed light on traces of the past and historical circumstances; it can also be used to present supplementary insights, such as metallurgical or botanical information.

In the field of education, VR and AR are used to bring historical periods, places, or events to life in a vivid way (Challenor and Ma 2019). Examples range from historical sites in the Roman Empire to concentration camps under the Nazi regime. The academic documentation or analysis mentioned above may also represent a starting point for the creation of AR and VR models. However, such visualizations are often developed specifically for educational purposes. VR representations are frequently found in museums and exhibitions, while AR representations are increasingly being used at historical sites, to illuminate historical circumstances with the help of digital overlays (Challenor and Ma 2019).

While older VR and AR applications are usually limited to the depiction of historical situations (such as architecture or interior design), newer VR/AR applications increasingly integrate virtual characters that can act, speak, and interact with users in a manner that, thanks to artificial intelligence, is flexible and appropriate to the situation (Karuzaki et al. 2021). In history-related VR/AR applications, these virtual characters can embody different roles, such as a historical person, a narrator, or a personal guide through the virtual world.

With the increasing integration of VR and AR in mobile devices and the development of affordable virtual reality glasses, this technology is also finding its way into households and schools. This opens up possibilities for further applications: For example, augmented reality can be used to bring contemporary witnesses to the classroom. Alternatively, scale models of historical situations can be projected onto the surface of a table.

Finally, the entertainment industry has also discovered the fascination of historical settings and developed a variety of computer games that transport players back in time (Kapell and Elliot 2013). While the majority of these games have only been played to date as ‘desktop VR’ on conventional displays, we can anticipate that immersive historical VR game worlds will be increasingly developed in the future. The best-known series of historical computer games – Assassin’s Creed – explicitly advertises the accuracy of the historical scenery depicted, be it Paris of 1789, the year of the French Revolution, or Ancient Egypt.

In the field of education, representations of historical facts in virtual realities can also be supplemented with gaming elements (i.e. ‘gamified’). Puzzles and quests offer structured forms of interaction that allow learners to engage more deeply with what is being presented (Alatrash, Arnab and Antlej 2023). This, in turn, promises to stimulate an increased sense of presence and enhance the cognitive processing of the imparted educational content. The above examples illustrate that when presenting historical facts in the format of virtual reality, the distinction between conveying information and recreational entertainment is often blurred.

AUTHENTICITY IN VIRTUAL AND AUGMENTED REALITY

The concept of authenticity can only be applied in a conditional sense to virtual or augmented reality. This is because VR and AR representations never represent the ‘genuine’ or ‘original’ substance of a situation, but rather a digitally mediated immaterial visualization. Nevertheless, virtual reality – as mediated through the subjective impression of presence on the part of the user – is closely linked to aspects of authenticity.

A wide array of authors (e.g. Lee 2004; Steuer 1992; Wirth et al. 2007) agree that the aim of virtual reality is to provide users with an impression of ‘presence’ in an environment that is not governed by media: ‘[Presence is] a psychological state in which the virtuality of experience is unnoticed’ (Lee 2004: 32). The circumstances presented in virtual reality can be products of the imagination that have no relation to reality (that is, they can take the form of ‘artificial objects’) or, alternatively, these circumstances may reflect actual objects that have been more or less adequately reproduced from the real world. The latter are described by Lee (2004) as ‘para-authentic’, and he defines presence as ‘… a psychological state in which virtual (para-authentic or artificial) objects are experienced as actual objects in either sensory or non-sensory ways’ (Lee 2004: 44).

According to Wirth et al. (2007), for the experience of presence to occur, the user must cease attending to the actual situation and instead fully accept the situation being simulated. As a first step, the user of a VR system forms a ‘spatial mental model’ (SMM) of the situation. This SMM can then serve as the ‘primary ego reference frame’ (PERF): ‘Spatial presence is a binary experience, during which perceived self-location and, in most cases, perceived action possibilities are connected to a mediated spatial environment, and mental capacities are bound by the mediated environment instead of reality’ (Wirth et al. 2007: 497).

The strength by which presence is felt – which can be measured using standardized questionnaires (such as the International Presence Questionnaire, IPQ; see Schubert 2003) – is significantly influenced by the ‘immersive properties’ of the underlying technical system (Cummings and Bailenson 2016). According to Steuer (1992), these properties include the number and quality of the sensory impressions conveyed (‘vividness’); the number of possible actions; and the delay-free naturalness of execution (‘interactivity’). In a meta-analysis of 115 studies, Cummings and Bailenson (2016) found that a wide field of vision, stereoscopic imagery, and the close coupling of the user’s actions with consistent visual changes have a particularly strong positive effect on the lived experience of presence. The experience of presence is therefore based on the conformity of virtual reality with the principles of natural perception. Insofar as authenticity is understood as a construct that is subjectively generated, but considered objective in a way that reflects how ‘real’ a representation appears, then we can expect immersive virtual reality to be attributed a much higher degree of authenticity than other forms of representation. For ultimately, virtual reality strongly corresponds to sensory impressions that are familiar from the everyday experience of reality.

However, the act of imparting historical facts within virtual reality involves much more than the generation of presence based on a high degree of immersion and situational coherence, as these criteria also apply to purely fictional representations. In the domain of history, Bruner (1994) has shown that the concept of ‘authentic reproduction’, which at first glance seems paradoxical, allows media representations to be assessed in terms of their conformity to underlying historical facts. Bruner (1994) distinguishes between four variants of the concept of authenticity, two of which can be applied to virtual reality.

A visualization of a historical situation will be deemed authentic first and foremost if it is convincing and credible. To be sure, judgement formation in this regard presupposes that users have pre-existing knowledge of the historical circumstances in question, as well as awareness of the technical capabilities of virtual reality. The more closely a representation corresponds to this pre-existing knowledge, the greater the authenticity that will be attributed to it. However, here we encounter a problem: Users may accept a virtual or augmented reality as authentic by virtue of the fact that they possess little pre-existing knowledge. In addition, a user’s pre-existing knowledge may be incompatible with the scientific record, or it may be inaccurate due to exposure to flawed fictional representations (e.g. costume films). In such cases, a given virtual reality could appear credible and convincing, even when historically incorrect or inaccurate from a scientific point of view, because the user’s primary point of reference is fictional.

According to Bruner (1994), a stricter criterion of authenticity applies when the representation is assessed according to whether it reproduces a historical fact as genuinely as possible (this is the criterion of ‘genuineness’). Here the criterion for rendering an assessment changes, because the ideas and expectations of the user are no longer the relevant touchstone, but rather the correspondence of the representation to available historical evidence. Different standards are applied depending on the function of virtual reality as a scientific tool, educational vehicle, or entertainment medium. Virtual realities that serve scientific documentation purposes are typically based on modern technical processes such as 3D scans or lidar measurements, in order to meet the highest standards of unadulterated representation. Given automated data acquisition, the status of a virtual reality as an authentic reproduction depends primarily on the technical quality and bandwidth of the gathered data.

By contrast, when a virtual reality seeks to reconstruct a historical situation based on historical research, one does not merely generate images based on automated data acquisition. Rather, various data sources (e.g. excavation findings, contemporary illustrations and texts, comparable reference sites, etc.) must be integrated into a scientifically rigorous digital model. In both cases – documentation and reconstruction – the assessment of authenticity depends on the coherence and transparency of the scientific processes by which the digital model was generated. In recent years, a number of procedures have been developed in this regard. These procedures document the individual steps taken to develop a historical reconstruction and link them to underlying empirical evidence. This renders the reconstruction transparent for scientific use (Kolenda and Markievicz 2017; Pfarr-Harfst 2016).

The individual elements that make up a reconstruction are often based on varying degrees of empirical evidence (Glaser and Schwan 2019). This ‘gradation in certainty’, which may also be discussed in terms of the ‘fragility’ of the reconstruction, should be clearly disclosed, yet not only in the underlying documentation. Specifically, it can also be signalled graphically within the VR model – e.g. by means of colour codes, lines of divergent thickness, or resolutions of varying granularity (Strothotte et al. 1999). However, the ‘fragility’ of the evidence may also be emphasized by other means – for example, by displaying multiple possible reconstructions.

Particularly in the education sector, AR and VR reconstructions are informed by widely divergent levels of scientific certainty. To be sure, such reconstructions are not only seeking to convey history with scientific accuracy, but also wish to arouse interest, spark curiosity, and motivate users to explore by placing them in an historical environment that is as comprehensive and detailed as possible (Challenor and Ma 2019). However, the presentation of a ‘complete’ representation may come at the expense of genuineness. Specifically, missing details are ‘filled in’ in a plausible but scientifically unverified manner, in order to enhance the experience of presence. Yet the more virtual reality is harnessed as a form of entertainment at the expense of scientific accuracy, ‘incomplete authenticity’ is supplanted by ‘idealized completeness’. The limit case of this trend is the video game whose claim to historical accuracy rest solely on the prototypical graphic elements that festoon the world in which the user experiences wholly fictional adventures.

When using VR and AR to reproduce eyewitness conversations and memories, it is also important to weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of imparting history in this manner (Knoch 2019). Such recordings allow contemporary witnesses to be experienced in a profoundly immersive way by a wide range of recipients, with an unrivalled wealth of nuance in demeanour and gesture. However, such depictions suggest to recipients that they are in a situation of shared and authentic communication with a contemporary witness, thereby disguising their status as a fixed, unalterable recording. Similar to the problem that emerges with fragile reconstructions, there is a danger that viewers will accept the eyewitness memory as an established fact, without appreciating the highly conditioned nature of its cognitive, social, and communicative aspects.

OUTLOOK

The concept of authenticity plays an important role in the assessment of historical sources, findings, and artefacts. Yet technical systems for the visual simulation of historical situations are usually assessed in terms of their immersive properties and ability to generate an experience of presence. Indeed, both concepts – the experience of presence and the attribution of authenticity – only partially overlap, as the impression of presence is measured by means of a comparison with natural, unmediated perception, while the attribution of authenticity is based on either conformance with pre-existing knowledge or concurrence with historical fact. The lived experience of presence can therefore occur with completely fictitious content, while historically accurate VR or AR representations may only create a weak sense of presence due to their incompleteness or technically limited realization.

Empirical research into the reception of VR and AR representations of history is still in its infancy. In particular, there is a dearth of systematic studies on the tension between experienced presence and historical authenticity. For example, it is conceivable that very vividly designed but historically inaccurate VR representations can exert a strong influence on a recipient’s understanding of history. This applies in particular to the increasing number of virtual and augmented reality depictions that are not limited to the reconstruction of places, buildings, and objects, but also animate such places with people and events, thereby deepening the impression that the user is being transported into the (putatively) authentic life of a historical epoch. Another open question in research concerns the extent to which supplemental ‘illusion-breaking’ references to the uncertain status of certain elements in VR-based reconstruction can aid recipients in forming an appropriate mental representation of historical realities.

Finally, various conceptual issues remain unresolved. For example, the term ‘presence’ has thus far referred to the impression of being spatially transported to a different situation. It remains to be discussed whether this is also accompanied by the feeling of being transported in time to a historical epoch. Furthermore, presence can only be meaningfully applied to the lived experience in virtual realities. In augmented realities, on the other hand, the aspect of changing location plays no role, as AR aims to merge the immediate perception of the situation with digital elements. While this may be associated with an impression of being transported to a past time, scholars have yet to theoretically map the ‘seamlessness’ of an AR representation and its relationship to historical authenticity.
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