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What is Digital Archaeology?

On an immediate level, it’s a celebration of the golden era of the website but more importantly, it’s about documenting the formative years of modern culture.

The web is just 20 years old, but has transformed our lives utterly. We do almost everything differently. Things will never be the same again. Over this short time, technological change was so fast that the groundbreaking work of the early creative pioneers, produced on now defunct hardware and software, disappeared almost as soon as they appeared. Very few of the websites of the First Web Age, the pre-social web ('91 - '06) can be seen. 

Concerned that the evidence of this culturally significant period may be lost, I set out to harvest and restore landmark websites and present them in an exhibition, “Digital Archaeology”, as part of Internet Week both in London and New York.  


http://www.digital-archaeology.org
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It all started with a beer...

…with my friend and mentor Nik Roope, co-founder of Antirom, one of London's first digital agencies (1994) and one of my tutors at the Hypermedia Research Centre (dubbed Britain's answer to MIT by The Guardian).

The Antirom art collective was formed in London in 1994 as a protest against multi-mediocrity - ill-conceived point-and-click interfaces grafted onto repurposed old content repackaged as multimedia. Led by interactive pioneer, Andy Cameron, they had the radical vision to explore interaction as a media in its own right, rather than as simply an interface to existing content.  

Developed rapidly by multiple authors, Antirom’s interactive experiments often revolved around a single idea, such as sound mixing or scrolling. Although always entertaining, these playful, interactive toys could deliberately confound, forcing the user into an active relationship with the media. 
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Hypermedia Vs Multimedia

Antirom taught the practical side of the course, the theoretical side was taught by Dr Richard Barbrook.

What's the difference between multimedia and hypermedia? 

"Multimedia is computer science, hypermedia is rock 'n roll" Dr Richard Barbrook , 1997.








jimboulton
Sticky Note
The story of the web is incomplete

The story of the engineers who invented the web has been told, as has the story of the entrepreneurs that exploited it but the story of the artists and designers that shaped the web, and in doing so shaped modern culture, has not been told.

In 1993, Marc Andreessen and Eric Bina, created the world’s first graphical browser, Mosaic. This changed everything. Suddenly, the web was no longer the exclusive domain of academics and geeks. 

The early years of the web, post-Mosaic, were a period of experimentation. Nothing came before; there were no best practices; there were no rules. This rich period of creative expression was dominated by nonconformists, very few of whom were computer scientists. Writers, sculptors, illustrators, filmmakers, musicians and even gardeners dived into the unknown without inhibition. Aptly described by Marisa Bowe of Word.com (more on Word.com later) as “underachieving sub-geniuses,” agencies like Antirom, Firstborn and Razorfish defined the way we now see, hear, share, sell, buy, interact, and participate in society.

At the turn of the century, dot-com hysteria was in full force. The web was largely about commercial gain and had begun to lose its original spirit. However, a second generation of independent thinkers, inspired and often taught by the pioneers of the ’90s, started to emerge from institutions like MIT’s Media Lab, London’s Hypermedia Research Centre and Sweden’s Hyper Island. Agencies like The Barbarian Group, Hi-Res!, Kioken, and North Kingdom led the way, offering more polished and immersive user experiences that recognised the commercial demands of their paymasters but still stayed true to the DIY ethos of their predecessors.

Tragically, many of these formative sites from the 90’s and early 2000’s, built by these pioneering creatives, can no longer be seen. 
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The Project

It all began at the European Organisation for Nuclear Research (CERN) in March 1989. Tim Berners-Lee recognised that although CERN was nominally organized into a traditional hierarchical management structure, it was in fact a “multiply connected web” and needed an information system to match. His proposal was to use hypertext (coined by Ted Nelson in 1963) to connect and share documents on personal computers (invented by H. Edward Roberts in 1974) via the Internet (described by Vinton Cerf and Robert Kahn in 1974).  

The first website, describing The Project, was published in August  year in 1991.  The story of this first web page is typical. Tragically, it was over written by the second web page in March ’92 and no copy of the original web page, not even a screenshot is available. A record of that monumental point in history has been lost forever.
 
As the Gutenberg bible signifies the end of the middle-ages and the start of modernity, the first web page signifies the start of the post-modern age – the information age. And just as Gutenberg’s printing press allowed the accumulated knowledge of the human race to reach every person who could read,  the web extends this knowledge to everyone with access to a PC.
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Word.com

Launched in 1995 by Carey Earle, Tom Livaccari and Dan Pelson, Word Magazine was one of the earliest and most influential ezines. 

Unlike many web publications of the time, which simply re-created the print magazine format online, Word.com was a true multimedia experience, incorporating games, audio, and chat. Its DIY ethos and first-person conversational style immediately appealed to its audience, described by Editor Marisa Bowe as “underachieving sub-geniuses,” and the site was soon receiving 95,000 page views a day. 

Its authentic content  (notably the Shockwave game SiSSYFiGHT, often cited as one of the earliest examples of massively multiplayer online games) and Yoshi Sodeoka’s icon-driven design influenced hundreds of other sites. 

Although never a commercial success, Word.com was far from naïve — a pioneer in the use of online advertising, it was the first website to integrate paid for branded microsites.
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The Blue Dot

Razorfish became one of the worlds most established digital agencies partly because of a bouncing blue dot.

Created out of an apartment in the East Village, its homepage utilised the server-push GIF-animation capabilities of Netscape Navigator 1.1 to create the first animated website — crashing many a browser in the process. 

Razorfish founders Jeffrey Dachis and Craig Kanarick followed this milestone with one of the first online art galleries, The Blue Dot. Created “for our souls” rather than commercial gain, The Blue Dot was a playground of art, design, photography, and provocation, showcasing work by artists like Ryan McGinness, Spencer Tunick, and Jill Greenberg. It notoriously included such delights as “The Society for the Recapture of Virginity” and “Dick for a Day.” 
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Modern Living

Starting as a comic strip in 1996, Dutchman Han Hoogerbrugge began publishing his Modern Living / Neurotica animations to his website as a series of looping GIFs in ’98. Soon afterward, he progressed to Flash, which introduced an interactive element to his art. 

Describing his work as an ongoing self-portrait, the central theme of Hoogerbrugge’s work is his battle with modern life. The repetitive, jerky nature of his animations that so accurately reflect his neurosis are actually a result of the bandwidth restrictions of 1998. A 28k modem necessitates the short, low-frame-rate animations he has become famous for. The series concluded in 2001 when the 100th episode was published. 
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The Web Stalker

Webby Award-winner and “the first internet application designed by artists,” The Web Stalker is an experimental browser developed by British web-art activists I/O/D. Working on the principle that the browsers of the day (Navigator 4.01 and Explorer 3.0) were built to fulfill commercial imperatives determined by advertisers and software corporations rather than the information needs of the individual, The Web Stalker browser strips out the superfluous, so only the raw text, links, meta data remain. 

The Web Stalker gives the user control to define how he views a page instead of passively absorb a layout where style is prioritized over substance. A map function plots hyperlinks and pages using circles to represent URLs and lines to represent links. Text is viewed in a separate window. Graphics, JavaScript, applets, plugins, and just about everything else are defiantly ignored.
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Jonni Nitro

In 1999, Jonni Nitro, one of the first mad-for-web films, was the most exciting thing happening in interactive design. 

Centered around a female secret agent on a quest against an unnamed terrorist threat, Jonni Nitro, G-Woman took its visual cues from graphic novels like Frank Miller’s Sin City. 

Using a highly stylized video-to-vector process, the animated series pushed Flash way beyond its apparent capabilities and exposed Kansas-based Tubatomic to a global audience.
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Subservient Chicken

In 2004, when ad agency Crispin Porter + Bogusky wanted its creation for Burger King brought to life online, it turned to long-term collaborator The Barbarian Group. Its response was to create an interactive video-based site that allowed visitors to control the chicken via their keyboards. 

Playing on transgressive webcam culture, more than 300 different clips were tagged with all manner of commands, and, a year before YouTube existed and six years before the Tipp-Ex bear, a much-imitated format was born.

With 25 million visits in the first 48 hours and, crucially, before the above-the-line campaign had launched, this was the site that signified the rupture in marketing. The game had changed, the balance of power had shifted permanently toward digital.
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The Wayback Machine

Of course, some of these sites are available on the Wayback Machine, which is an amazing resource but it’s an imperfect one. It does not archive any site pre-October 1996 and suffers from missing media and broken links.

More importantly, as it’s a web based archive, by necessity the websites are seen within today’s browsers, on today’s monitors, at today’s processing speeds and therefore are not a true reflection of the original sites. They are not authentic. To truly appreciate them, they have to seen in their true environment, on the hardware and software of the day.
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Context is everything / K10k

What I wanted to see brought together was a collection of groundbreaking websites, showcased on the hardware and software they were designed on and for.

The site shown here is K10k from 1997, also known as “The Designers’ Lunchbox,” the K10k site was the result of a chance meeting online between Toke Nygaard and Michael Schmidt. Inspired by sites like DigitalThread.com and Shift.jp.org, the Danes decided to create a similar space but “fresher and funkier, and updated every single day.” 

Launched two-years before Blogger, this exercise in citizen journalism was way ahead of its time. 

A clear homage to Apple’s iconic ’80s interface designed by Susan Kare, Nygaard and Schmidt’s iconic pixelated design, together with their commitment to content, non-profit ethos, not to mention sheer stamina, led K10k to become one of the web-design industry’s most beloved sites. 
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How difficult can it be?

Nik was bringing Internet Week to London later that year and asked me if I was interested in putting on the exhibition. At first I declined but several beers later I'd committed to the project.

15 websites, 15 browsers, 15 machines - how difficult could it be?
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Archaeology

During the following weeks, as I thought about what the exhibition might look like I came to the opinion that it’s not just about reuniting the website with the hardware and software they were built on and for, it’s about what we were reading, the music we were listening to, how we worked, what we thought - how we lived our lives, which is when I realised the exhibition was an exercise in archaeology and the name of the event was born.
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Now where is that code?

The first thing to do was to get hold of the code, so I contacted friends and acquaintances from some of the seminal agencies of the 90's.

They didn’t have the code (except the Swedes, the Swedes are organised). Agencies had been acquired or gone out of business, people had moved on, records were poor, files had been lost or was stored on redundant media. There was also concern about the legal ownership of the code where brands where involved. 

The creatives, technologists and entrepreneurs that formed this culture are all forward looking people, interested in what’s next, not what’s been. This is typified by an exchange I had with Ajaz Ahmed, founder of AKQA. When I asked him to put forward an exhibit for the show he declined, saying AKQA was inspired by the future and had a policy of not celebrating the past. 

Where I could get to the individuals who created the sites, at least they cared and helped me hunt down the code.

I concluded that there are three types of ownership, legal, physical and emotional, the latter being the most important where web archiving is concerned. As Bram van der Werf of the Open Planets Foundation says, when you are dealing with immature organisations, it always comes back to motivated people.
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Adventures on eBay

It wasn't as difficult to get hold of the machines, other than the NeXTcube, the machine TBL invented the web on. And of course, when TBL created the first web page, he also had to create the first browser, which he called the Word Wide Web (later to be renamed the Nexus browser when he realized that the web was much more than a browser). As part of the Digital Archaeology exhibition, we re-united the second ever webpage, with the Nexus  Browser and the NeXTcube for what we believe is the first time since TBL left CERN.

I bought a classic Bondi Blue iMac off Ebay for £1, when it arrived it had not been wiped and had all the owners emails, photos and files on it. True archaeology, a time capsule from 1998.
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Sutton Hoo Helmet

The only known working version of the early Antirom experiments, existed on a single, delicate 18-year-old Mac, the first colour laptop, the Powerbook 165c. This was the only known machine with the required OS and browser combination in which the interactive experiments worked.

My colleague likened it to the extraordinarily rare Sutton Hoo Helmet.

I had to borrow a Scuzzy drive to grab the code and then migrate it up through several OS systems and back down again to get it into a format that could be both accessed and used.
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Internet Week Europe 2010

The show came together and was put on in my old studio space in Shoreditch, where I founded and ran a web design agency called Large Design from ’98 to ’07.
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18 exhibits

We exhibited 18 groundbreaking websites on the hardware and software of the day - Operating Systems, Browsers and PlugIns - alongside a magazine, CD, consumer electronic product and toy from the year.
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Mass appeal

The exhibition had widespread appeal. It wasn't just people involved in the industry who were interested, it was accessible to anyone who had owned a computer or accessed the web over the last twenty-years.
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The British Library

Helen Hockx-Yu, Web Archiving Programme Manager at The British Library showed her support, giving an insightful talk on the challenges of web archiving.
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Global Press Coverage

And the exhibition achieved a flattering amount of coverage from the global press, including The BBC, The Guardian, The Daily Mirror, The Discovery Channel, Reuters, Wired, Fox News, The Wall Street Journal and around a hundred more news organisations.
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Internet Week New York 2011

Such was it’s success, that I was asked to deliver the exhibition again as a central part of Internet Week New York 2011, where it attracted 12,000 visitors.
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Google 

Google were kind enough to sponsor the show.
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Mousemats

Information about the exhibits was displayed on custom-made giant mouse mats, both an in joke and a practical solution to get the roller ball mice to work. 
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Artefacts

Like the UK show, each exhibit featured a relevant piece of media...
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...and a consumer electronic product from the year alongside each machine.
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Interviews

We interviewed the people who had developed the featured websites and asked them about their inspirations, the challenges and the process they went through.

The featured interviewee is Toke Nygaard of K10k, also designer of the Facebook logo (he insisted on being paid in cash rather than shares).

These video interviews now live on YouTube http://www.youtube.com/user/DigitalArchaeology



http://www.youtube.com/user/DigitalArchaeology
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The Library of Congress

This event featured a keynote presentation by Abigail Grotke, Web Archiving Team Lead at the Library of Congress. Opening the New York event, Abbie detailed the Library's accomplishments, challenges, and collaborations to date.
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More global press

The event again attracted a huge amount of press from news organisations including CNN, NPR, The Daily News, CBC,  Slashdot, The Next Web, ReadWriteWeb and over 200 other news organisations.
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Building Blocks of Modern Culture

More importantly, when almost a quarter of the earth's population is online, the exhibition exposed this artistic, commercial and social digital history, the building blocks of modern culture, to a young audience who can't imagine a world without the web.
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Call to Arms

The Digital Archaeology event is not just a nostalgic trip into our recent digital past, it seeks to raise the profile of web archiving and motivate individuals to rescue and restore the code of those early websites while they still can.
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Muybridge / Epic of Gilgamesh

Just because it's recent history, doesn’t make the early web experiments any less important than Muybridge’s first experiments with the moving image or the first works of literature, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, created by the Sumerians in the 18th century BC.
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Thanks

The show has been more successful than I could of ever imagined, 12,000 visitors, 90,000 mentions online, global press coverage and support from The British Library, The Library of Congress and Google. If it raises the profile of web archiving just a bit then it will have done its job.

So what have I learned?  Technological advancements are not necessarily the result of rigorous scientific application but can often be a result of creativity, playfulness and serendipity. And if you want something archived, ask a Swede.

Lastly, none of this would be possible without the support of my colleagues at Story Worldwide, who kindly donated their time to the project.

Thank you very much, if you'd like to hear more please get in touch. 

@jim_boulton

jim.boulton@storyworldwide.com

www.storyworldwide.com/digital-archaeology


http://www.storyworldwide.com/digital-archaeology

