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“…neglect can sometimes be an artifact’s 
best friend.”

- G. Thomas Tanselle

“Statement on the Significance of Primary Records”



Multiple 
copies of a 
rare vinyl 
record

reel-to-reel 
tape used to 
archive the 
rare vinyl 
record...



but 30 years later…
• no reel-to-reel deck & media is decaying (wrong strategy)
• LP is readily available (long tail) (wrong policy)
• wrong about projected personal value (wrong assessment)







but that’s just the tip of the iceberg…
Facebook has AT LEAST three times that many (>15B/60B)

and Image Shack has AT LEAST four times that many (>20B)

# 2,626,042,804

Quicktake #26



When asked when he ever got rid of digital 
stuff, one person answered,

“Yes, but not in any systematic manner. ... It’s 
more like, I have things littering the desktop 
and at some point it becomes unnavigable... 

A bunch of [the files] would get tossed out. A 
bunch of them would get put in some 
semblance of order on the hard drive. And 
some of them would go to various 
miscellaneous nooks and corners, never to be 
seen again.”

“[when I buy a new computer] I transfer 
everything. … [The computer] is the same 
[except] it’s faster. I should take the time to 
clean it up at that point, but I don’t.”

accumulation



Loss as a means of culling collections

“If [my email] were totally lost it wouldn’t be the end 
of the world. I guess that I don’t consider anything 
tangible, like, so important as an emotion or an 
experience, I guess I’m kinda of like a Buddhist.”

“If my hard drive was gone, it really wouldn’t bother 
me all that much, because it’s not something I need, 
need.  I just thought it would be nice to keep it 
around.”

“I mean, if we would’ve had a fire, you just move 
on.”[re: 13,000 email messages that participant has 
saved intentionally] “And they’re all stored in here. On 
the computer... Never have [backed them up]”

[from researcher interviews] “Unfortunately I use a lot 
of data that is very very big, gigabytes of stuff… and it's 
not backed up. It's a bad situation. But what can you 
do?”

value









…or (2) safe storage and self-describing digital objects
(the Felix Unger approach)
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 catalogs, catalogs, catalogs

 think about your
dental xrays

 now think about your
high school yearbook

 new institutions/
cultural expectations





[11:09:24 PM] g says: [There are] 6 [online 
places where I store things] in all. 1.) school 
website, 2.) blogspot, 3.) wordpress.com 
(free blog host, different from 
wordpress.org), 4.) flickr, 5.) zooomr (for 
pictures, they offer free "pro" accounts for 
bloggers, but even for non-pros, they don't 
limit you to showing your most recent 200 
pics only unlike flickr), 6.) archive.org

[11:10:42 PM] Cathy Marshall says: I ask just 
because you seem to have stuff in a lot of 
different places (so far two different blog 
sites, flickr, youtube, msnspaces, ... maybe 
yahoo?)...

[11:11:07 PM] g says: oh right.. youtube
because people always tell me that they 
don't feel like downloading my quicktime
files from archive.org 

people put copies of their
stuff in different places for
different reasons.

data safety is a side effect!



We think of the local copy as archival
(and it is in the sense that it’s highest fidelity) 

“The good thing about the photos is that there’s 
always an intermediary step. I mean, like the 
photos go off of my camera onto my computer 
before they go up to Flickr. So I always have master 
copies on my PC. So that’s why I don’t care so much 
about Flickr evaporating.”

But… the web copies have been augmented 
with useful organization and metadata (e.g. 
tags and possibly comments)

“I didn’t lose the pictures, but I was sorry that I had 
lost the collections and the organization, and you 
know. I’m sure I have the pictures somewhere still. 
But fishing them out and recreating it was not 
feasible.”
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Photo of a 

Giant Catfish

The Secrets 

of Catching 

Giant Catfish

it's not an 

American 

catfish

140 lb. catfish

caught in 

Lake Texoma.

A BIG Wels 

Catfish (187lbs)

caught by Lucas 

Van Der Geest

in rphou’s

personal

ftp directory

A Vietnamese 

catfish

187.4 pounds

Wels catfish,

a breed which

can get larger

“that certainly 

is a big fish!”

Catfish from

Mississippi, 

just shy of 

646 lbs

from the 

Johnson Family 

Photo Album

World 

Record 

Catfish

“It's called a 

Wel's Catfish. 

They get bigger

than this!!!”

“Fishermen with 

Giant Catfish:

real image”

“Two men catch 

catfish by sticking 

their hand elbow 

deep into the 

mouth of the fish.”

Mekong catfish 

caught in the 

Mekong river 

(424 pounds)





downloaded 387 times 3,869 views,  45 views, no “likes”

viewed 245 times “really nice vid here, i enjoyed this one a lot.”







we might have forgotten it 
altogether: re-encounter

we’ve got some context and a 
rough idea of what we want: 
faceted browsing

we’ve got a good idea of what we 
want (even though it might not 
exist): visualizations and desktop 
search

and then there’s the whoops
factor
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