
 

 

The Influence of Affect on Heritage 

The influence of affect on heritage, specifically on visitor experiences and the value and 

significance of heritage sites, will be explored. Through an examination of literature inclusive 

of topics regarding how affect influences heritage values and significance, visitor experiences 

of heritage sites and visitor experiences at house museums, a comparison will be made between 

the findings presented and an autoethnographical response to a heritage site in Canberra. 

Heritage values and significance are crucial to the conservation management of heritage sites 

as they provide reasons for why they should be conserved. However the influence of affect on 

heritage, particularly on visitor experiences of heritage sites, is not always primarily 

acknowledged as having influence or importance to heritage values and significance, nor to 

conservation management. In acknowledging the influence of affect, the meaning of heritage 

sites and the importance of their conservation would likely be increased. 

 

Heritage values and significance have major influence on the conservation of heritage sites. As 

stated in the Burra Charter, heritage significance is placed under five categories; aesthetic, 

historic, scientific, social and spiritual value (Australia ICOMOS, 2013). These values 

determine the reasons for conservation and why a heritage object or site may be important to 

an individual or community. Taking a values based approach to heritage has proven beneficial 

for societal and economic reasons, however it is increasingly being acknowledged that new 

tools are becoming sought after to assess these values (De La Torre, 2014). For example, the 

inclusion of methods from other disciplines such as ethnography and anthropology are 

becoming associated with heritage (De La Torre, 2014). As De La Torre states; “no single 

discipline or method yields a full or sufficient assessment of heritage values…” (as cited in De 

La Torre, 2014, p. 22). The sentimental value of heritage is increasingly being seen as an 

important aspect to consider when assessing heritage significance (Russell, 2010). Expressed 

as an association of dreams, desires, hopes and beliefs in regard to conservation, sentimental 

value is a complicated mixture of emotional and intellectual perceptions that people may or 

may not have about a heritage object or site (Russell, 2010). For example, as Russell (2010) 

states; “…heritage can be described not simply as a series of things to be managed, but also as 

a capricious coalescence of intellectual thought and emotional responses to the negotiation of 

our material and temporarily understood experiences.” (p. 30). The value placed upon heritage 

also contributes to the notion of identity, both for people individually and within local and 

global communities (Russell, 2010). The connection between heritage and identity has been 

described psychoanalytically by Volkan as transgenerational transmission, whereby through 

the passing on of shared identifications of aspects of heritage, the association between heritage 

and identity has been instilled within cultural groups (as cited in Russell, 2010, p. 33). To 

elaborate Bruning (2010) states that; “the notion of heritage invokes concepts of identity 

anchored in the past and continuing into the present.” (p. 221). Therefore, it is clear that a less 

theoretical approach to heritage is emerging.  

 

The influence of affect at heritage sites is often not (primarily) acknowledged in heritage 

significance, although research has shown that it plays a crucial role in visitor experiences. 

Affective responses to heritage can influence the value placed upon it and what it means to 



 

 

people. As discussed by Waterton (2014), powerful and at times overwhelming emotions can 

be evoked in visitors, as she states; “…I take heritage to encompass not only … sites and places 

but also the feelings of affinity we might have with them - the empathy and connection - as 

well as their counterparts: the alienation, boredom, anger and rejection.” (p. 824). Waterton 

(2014) also raises the concept of the connection between heritage and identity, however she 

discusses more specifically the connection between affect and identity regarding heritage sites. 

Taking the notions raised by Stuart Hall, she brings to light the feelings of inclusion and 

exclusion, marginalisation and difference, or more explicitly how heritage influences an 

individual’s sense of belonging (Waterton, 2014). This sense of belonging is primarily 

influenced by how an individual sees themselves fitting in or being reflected in the narrative of 

a particular heritage site, as an individual or as part of a group or community. For example, 

Holtorf (2010) suggests that; “the story people are perhaps most interested in when they choose 

to visit heritage sites is thus in part a story about themselves rather than one about the sites or 

objects they look at.” (p. 45). In regard to affect Waterton (2014) raises the notion of embodied 

memory, whereby heritage can evoke an emotional response experienced physically (in the 

body) but with no conscious reasoning. Embodied memory is something which is influenced 

by both past and present, as Waterton (2014) states;  

…a visitor’s capacity to be affected by heritage is qualified by the experiences 

inevitably and already encoded in their person, as well as their responses to its already 

circulating representations. These, in turn, will trigger a range of kinaesthetic senses 

and flows that act as entry points for the revival or (re)emergence of memories in a 

cycle of affective contagion. (p. 828).  

Waterton (2014) explains that affect is hard to provide representation for, as it is something 

which is simultaneously changing and is almost solely dependent on the individual. This may 

provide reason for why affect is not often acknowledged in assessments of heritage value and 

significance. 

 

It been shown that the way that heritage is presented, specifically at house museums, can 

dramatically alter visitors’ experiences. This has been investigated by Lawson (1995) and in 

an examination of the integrity of their presentation, she found that aspects of theatre have been 

used to re-create the past which therefore mislead visitors’ perceptions by creating a fabricated 

pretence. However it is important to note, as she explains, that it is incredibly difficult to present 

the past without some influence of the present context, especially as there are often conflicting 

objectives and diverse opinions about heritage (Lawson, 1995). Lawson (1995) argues that 

house museums should and are within the capability of presenting valuable, but more 

importantly, accurate information about the past and that they have a responsibility to do so. 

Gregory and Witcomb (2007) argue that the affective response visitors experience at house 

museums is intensified by the silence of the houses. They explain that the silence creates a 

presence and an absence, an atmosphere, a lingering awareness of those who once lived there 

(Gregory & Witcomb, 2007). It has been observed that “…historic houses invoke a particular 

type of mental and emotional reaction … a space in which the intangible past can be sensed.” 

(Gregory & Witcomb, 2007, p. 265). Gregory and Witcomb (2007) explain that it is the aim of 

house museums to make it seem as if the residents have just stepped outside for a moment, to 

engage visitors mnemonically and emotionally. It is through this that house museums intend to 



 

 

evoke an affective experience in visitors to both educate them about the past and engage them 

in heritage conservation (Gregory & Witcomb, 2007). Affective experiences at house museums 

are also influenced by identity and embodied memory, as well as family connections. For 

example, as Gregory and Witcomb (2007) state; “many visitors immediately empathised with 

the houses because they recognised objects and arrangements which were akin to their own 

middle-class family histories or, if not, the picture of gentility was one that they aspired to.” 

(p. 268). In regard to this, an examination of comments left in visitors’ books at house museums 

revealed that emotions such as pleasure and nostalgia were recorded as having been strongly 

experienced (Gregory & Witcomb, 2007). It is apparent that visitor experiences at heritage sites 

and the affective responses associated with them provide reason for and increase the 

importance of conservation management. 

 

Calthopes’ House is a house museum and a significant heritage site in Canberra. It was 

purchased in 1984 by the Commonwealth Government to be preserved as a house museum for 

future generations (Bickford, 1987). Mr and Mrs Harry and Dell Calthorpe moved into the 

house in July 1927, the year of its construction, along with their two young daughters Del and 

Dawn (Bickford, 1987). During their residence they employed two maids (subsequently) who 

also lived in the house (Bickford, 1987). Del and Dawn both married and left the family home 

during World War II (Bickford, 1987). Sadly in 1950 Harry died, which left Dell living mostly 

alone there until her death in 1979 (Bickford, 1987). The significance of Calthorpes’ House 

endures in its survival and the contents of the house along with the building are valued as a 

complete collection (Gibbney, 1986). It is the only known 1920s residence which exists 

remaining relatively unchanged in Australia (Lewis and Associates & Watts, 1984). 

Calthorpes’ House is held significant for its unchanged character, social and architectural 

significance and its potential for interpretation (Lewis and Associates & Watts, 1984). As 

Bickford (1987) states; “…it provides the visitor with an unusual opportunity to understand the 

material world of the family who lived there … it is a window into a lost world…” (p. 1). 

Calthorpes’ House encompasses a rare collection which represents and presents to visitors a 

significant social document of life in Canberra during the majority of the 20th Century 

(Bickford, 1987). However the influence of affect on visitor experiences at this particular 

heritage site has seemingly not been considered in its assessment of value and significance. 

 

Upon entering Calthorpes’ House, the way that the entrance hall is described makes it seem 

overly grand. Visitors can hear the Pianola from the living room adjacent, which gives a feeling 

of extravagance. This introductory experience seems to set the tone for the rest of the house. 

Stories told about the family in the living and dining rooms hint towards a lavish lifestyle of 

privilege and exclusivity, encouraging visitors to reminisce about what it must have been like. 

The stories told also allow visitors to feel a connection with the residents, and to be able to 

imagine them living in the house at present. Expensive ball gowns hanging in the wardrobes as 

well as jewellery and other treasures displayed on the vanity indicate glamour and prestige. 

These amongst other examples/visitor experiences at Calthorpes’ House are suggestive of a 

theatrical presentation of its heritage. However perhaps the objects within the house in their 

physicality are not reflective of this, but rather it is the explanation of narrative that makes it 

seem that way.  



 

 

There were multiple examples at Calthorpes’ House which reminded me of my own house and 

family. The vanity in the main bedroom, the trinkets displayed on it and the way in which Mrs. 

Calthorpe was described reminded me of my late grandmother. The Vulcan Heater in the 

breakfast room reminded me of the 1960s Vulcan heater in my own living room. The bathroom 

reminded me of the 1960s all white bathroom in my own house prior to its renovation. The 

shower screen reminded me of one of my relative’s bathrooms. Some of the photographs 

displayed throughout the house reminded me of my own family photographs from the same 

era. I was aware that I wasn’t the only visitor reminded of their family, as a comment was made 

about the ceiling light in one of the bedrooms; “that was like my grandma’s”.  

The guided tour at Calthorpes’ House is almost overwhelmingly informative, a constant 

commentary, which leaves little space for visitors’ own interpretations. Although while I do 

acknowledge that the tour is necessary for educational purposes and to encourage visitors to 

engage in cultural heritage, I believe that if visitors were left more to their own devices while 

exploring the house the seemingly theatrical interpretation would be dramatically decreased. 

 

In making a comparison between the literature examined regarding the influence of affect on 

heritage and visitor experiences, and my autoethnographical response to Calthorpes’ House, it 

is clear that they are very much reflective of one another. The idea raised by Holtorf (2010) 

suggesting that visitors reflect on a story about themselves when visiting heritage sites, rather 

than that of the site itself, is applicable to my experience at Calthorpes’ House. In associating 

the objects in the house with my own family, I was primarily reflecting on my own family 

history, rather than the history of the house itself. The notions discussed by Gregory and 

Witcomb (2007) regarding how affect influences visitor experiences at house museums are 

very much applicable to my experience at Calthorpes’ House. I feel the silence in the house did 

create a presence, as if the residents were present during my visit. My experience, as Gregory 

and Witcomb (2007) also suggest, was influenced by family connections as well as connections 

to my own home. I too experienced emotions of pleasure and nostalgia during my visit, 

especially in hearing the stories about the Calthorpe Family. Albeit a personal experience, it 

has made pertinent “…the importance of affect for the maintenance and production of memory 

as well as social and cultural understanding.” (Gregory & Witcomb, 2007, p. 263). 

Consequently, while it may not always be possible for affect to be considered in the assessment 

of heritage value and significance, its importance and influence should be acknowledged at the 

very least. 

 

The influence of affect on heritage is evidently significant. This essay demonstrates the 

importance of acknowledging the influence of affect on heritage, especially for its role in visitor 

experiences of heritage sites, as this is what alters the meaning of heritage through its value 

and significance. The information presented shows the momentous impact that affect can have 

not only on individuals and their communities, but to society and ultimately to how heritage is 

viewed. 
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