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Abstract

An Archival Commons is a framework for a globally distributed digital repository for self-archiving and annotation.  This pervasive but socially connected space is organised into a virtual topography by the use of tools that are geospatially and temporally aware. 

Preconditions for an Archival Commons are developing rapidly - but are yet to converge. An Archival Commons will transform our understanding of the archive from being an official space for institutionally controlled recollection (necrotic in character), to being a non-official space for individual aspiration and intent. 

The tensions and anxieties in this transformation arise from the potential for oppositions between public access to private actions, authoritarian rigidity over flexible spontaneity, and between malevolent surveillance and benevolent nurture.

The imaginative and propositional practice of the arts suggest that this sector is better positioned than the technology or engineering sectors to explore the kinds of principles and mutual obligations that would allow for digital expressions of cultural values to flourish in a socially connected space.

Archiving in context

Several weeks ago, a colleague
 and I attempted to develop this paper collaboratively in the iterative, public space of the Wikipedia. It seemed an appropriate action, given the reference to ‘commons’ in the title. We began with little more than a four line outline. Within hours it was declared to be a ‘Nonsensical, hypothetical proposal’ and in spite of our intention to expand the idea, it was summarily deleted. As a space for public annotation, the Wikipedia is remarkable, not just for its self-cleansing progress towards authoritative precision but for its process of resistance to unformed ideas. A residual trace of the deletion process remains
 and an understanding of the Wiki phenomenon is a good place to being to discuss a possible future for digital archives.

The practice of digital archiving is inextricably linked to continuity of access or ‘liveness’. In the arts, archiving is often compromised by a mismatch of values.
 From an institutional standpoint, curators and artists do not often share the kinds of values inherently residing in the proliferation and reuse of the kind of metadata that needs to be collected to provide some semblance of the event that is (or was) the work. In part, this is a consequence of the curatorial need to control the exhibition evironment. Artists often work across the borders of intellectual domains. By disregarding these borders, their work frequently suggest new perspectives that can be denied by their curators. At worst, new media art is squeezed into the frameworks of the stories curators want to tell; at best, the work can be experienced and better understood within a context that facilitates revelation. Such is the tightly controlled custodial environment of the institution. 

In many respects the creation of digital art work has been characterised by a pandemic of loss. Corporate, government and even private archives have failed to contain the sheer volume of important digital works being created. Back stage, many organisations are struggling to support the digital works they have acquired. Too many collections are rarely used or even understood by the people who care for them.

The skills of sifting, sorting and selecting have always been at the heart of the process of categorising and defining the constraints and scope of collections in custody. In order to put current practices to one side we can describe the institutional practice of digital archiving as juggling with two hands. One hand tries to grasp the problems associated with technical obsolescence.  This prompts strategies such as preserving hardware and software, emulation, and migration as responses to:

· Dependencies of machine/platform  – e.g. Acorns, PCs, Macs, 

· Unstable carrier media  - e.g. floppies, CD_ROM, DVD, Flash drives

· Redundant versions of proprietary applications – e.g. MS Word, Macromedia

The other hand tries to smooth over problems associated with the ecologies of the organisations themselves. Here we find narcisism, memory loss, ineptitude, severely constrained budgets, unresolved significance assessment criteria, messy rights anxieties, privacy restrictions, poorly implemented naming conventions, and hardest of all – caustic politics. 

‘Political’ events, rather than technical redundancies, have been the cause of several life threatening shocks to my own work (now old media). ‘The Flight of Ducks’ is a self-archiving, spatially and temporally layered, online documentary about intercultural contact in central Australia.
 The chart below shows the impact of deletion from the servers of two organisations and demonstrates the value of third party archives and of proliferation as a preservation strategy.
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Figure 1. Impact on visitation figures when the site was removed from servers by its hosts. 

Note: access statistics have only been available intermittently. Consequently, Figure 1 is an approximate schematic (no statistics available for PANDORA or the Web Archive).

The self-archiving individual

Fragility and loss is only part of the picture. The growing trend towards self-archiving and the use of proliferation as the preservation strategy of choice also means that there is a glut of digital material that is hard to erase. In a recent study of the digital practices of academics at Deakin University, more than 60% of academics stored duplicate files in at least 3 different locations. A significant proportion of documents and images have more than one version. There are at least 6 MB stored for every 1MB of original content. 

Personal archive services such as ourmedia.org are readily available and free. Open access models are responsible for a revolution in scholarly publishing.  By self-archiving to Open Access repositories, academics are beginning to expand access to their research, reassert control over scholarship, reduce the monopoly power of journals, and lift the profile of the institutions that support them.

There are numerous projects attempting to federate institutional repositories of digital material. Many of these are developing metadata schema to facilitate the seamless discovery of digital content across these repositories. One of the main challenges is how to preserve meaning when combining information from different sources. 

One view of this problem is based on the principle that meaning can be derived from events that happen at the intersection of time and place.
  An awareness of time and location is critical to an understanding of context. Context is associated with an act of creation, modification, discovery, or use. The automatic generation of spatial and temporal metadata by embedding clocks and geospatial sensors into tools like cameras, phones, cars, and laptops is no longer the fanciful speculation that it might have been ten years ago. Add some user provenance and you have enough metadata to create a unique and persistent identifier.

From here, it is not a huge leap to imagine a globally distributed repository for the public self-archiving, access, and annotation of digital material.  This Archival Commons would be a socially connected environment, where digital objects would be located and accessed within a virtual topography by tools that are geospatially and temporally aware. 
Preconditions for a Common Archive

In the (deleted) Wikipedia article we outlined four convergent preconditions necessary to support an Archival Commons. All are generally understood and uncontested in their own domains – there may be other forces at work arising from the convergence of nano and bio technologies that have the potential to take archival issues directly into the human brain but some people might consider this too fanciful.

1. Adequate storage

Although Moore's Law
 may have been pushed far beyond its original scope and available evidence, we can reasonably expect the trends that show ever increasing capacity and lower costs in data storage to continue. The trend towards larger, cheaper and more publicly accessible storage capacity shows little or no sign of abating. 

2. Ubiquitous computing networks

Ubiquitous or pervasive computing relates to the development of a form of computing that has been described as mobile or wireless computing and sometimes as wearable computing. This is part of a so called 'third wave of computing' when technology recedes into the background of our activities. It also relates to the development of technologies such as RSS and Atom that allow digital information to be self-describing and consequently self-aware.

3. Global digital mapping

The Archival Commons has an architecture that is structurally latent in the new schema for Internet Protocol addressing, IPv6.
 This 128-bit address space provides some 6.5 x 1023 addresses for every square metre on the surface of the earth. Current trends in this field are increasingly dynamic, interactive maps (such as Google Earth
) that can access data sets and live feeds from satellites and even traffic cameras.

4. Communal communications

The development and growth of social software has dramatically altered the way in which individuals interact with the network. Although the World Wide Web has always been a social space, prior to the widespread adoption and use of blogs, wikis and other community management tools, effective 'write' access was limited. The web has managed to resist its commercial exploitation as a space in which to consume mass media - in a similar fashion to predominant print, radio and television models. With these tools in place we are already able to digitally annotate sectors of our intellectual environment as if it were part of a form of collective intelligence.

The Archival Commons in action

For the purpose of this discussion, let’s imagine an Archival Commons as a socially connected space with unrestricted capacity where anyone can choose to keep, find, use, and annotate anything. Another way of thinking of an Archival Commons is as a space quite like the Wikipedia – but moved into topographically structured world.

There are obvious parallels with the ways in which many Indigenous Australian communities have associated their cultural memories with the physical characteristics of the landscape. In this framework the datascape or datasphere acts as a topographic keeping place for all digital material. 

The City of Melbourne has linked hundreds of data sets and aerial photographs to the geospatial co-ordinates of almost every physical feature of the city including sculptures, trees, property values, pipes, conduits and even termite nests. 

By way of a simple, local example: 

You're in Melbourne, standing in a city lane. Life is going on around you and you fancy the idea of knowing a little more about where you are. Using your phone, whatever it might become or be called, you uncover snippets of information from the datascape around you. You point to a cafe and a wealth of information is available. Some items contain video and audio links to personal stories. You learn that the cafe was frequented by poets. You're interested in live poetry so you poll the area and find that there's actually a recital that afternoon. Out of curiosity, you look up how much the cafe would be worth, what council rates are. You see a rating of what the coffee is like. You note that a nearby alley was a particularly bloodly crime scene. 

Moving on, you see a street sculpture, you discover that it is on the site of another sculpture which was moved to a diferent location due to public disapproval. You are intrigued by the images of it and your phone produces a map and guides you to it.

Preparing for an Archival Commons

If it does become a pervasive reality, an Archival Commons will probably be given a better name. It is likely to have profound impact not only on our sense of place, but on how we see ourselves as either empowered or disempowered by the extent of the data surrounding us. 

In an Archival Commons everything we may say, write, or do will leave some trace on the network - in the datascape. Although we often tend to look for traces of our own achievements, we may find ourselves permanently reminded of our failures and mistakes, or the many half completed actions, drafts and gestures that are almost an unconscious component of our daily activities.

One of the significant advantages of physical objects is that we can get rid of them. Perhaps when space and time are encrusted with data with a provenance, the prospect of getting rid of anything will become more difficult. 

What happens when our phones know more than who we have called but what was said; when our glasses know what we’ve seen and our shoes know where we’ve been?

Cultural archivists may be addressing the wrong problem. Perhaps we should be inverting the usual question about how to keep things and asking how we might get rid of things. It is important to investigate what principles we might be able to apply to this kind of unrestrained archive in order to ensure that material can be removed, deleted or forgotten. There are equally important questions concerning what a public archive might become:

· Will privacy or controlled access be possible? 

· Will archiving and surveillance be inherently connected? 

· Will we be able to align our values with global connectivity?

Another illustrative story comes from the Flight of Ducks where all contacts become part of its fabric but are not all shown in the browser display. Several years ago an abusive message arrived from a woman in Queensland. I responded and we exchanged messages for a few days. Her responses became more spiteful. Although she initiated contact with me, the frustration in her parting words was evident, “Now... just piss off will ya!”

Several months later a message arrived from her husband asking for her messages to be removed from display. It is my practice to always comply with these requests within 24 hours. However, while the display is turned off, nothing is removed from the deeper archive where private messages travel into the future unseen. Even if these messages had been completely removed, it would have made no difference. Her words had been harvested, along with the rest of the conversation, and were accessible to anyone; first, through the National Library of Australia’s Pandora archive and second through the Web Archive.
 There may be other captures that I am unaware of.

This story illustrates not just that the archive is a space to fill (like a box) but that there can be tensions when it acts as an agent within a network of social connectivity. We can see the clash of values where, on the one hand, the network protects its continuity, but on the other hand forbids the erasure or undoing of a regretted action. There is no ‘back button’ no ‘undo’ function. 

The story also shows us that to share information is not necessarily to collaborate. In order to collaborate, it is necessary to have a common or shared interpretation of what the information is about. The kind of provenance necessary to be able to distinguish our ownership of digital material when it resides in a common pool, inevitably leads back to the ways in which we can assert our separate identities. For this reason, all digital material is at once as much a part of its creator as of its subject.

There is a sense in which the digital archive is a site of aspiration rather than recollection. The rise of the museum has associated the archive in many people’s minds with the institution. In many respects this has turned the archive (collections) into a kind of dusty necropolis rather than as a living space for anticipation, intent and desire. 

The social connectivity of an Archival Commons returns the notion of an archive to our collected ‘non-official’ memory - outside the control of the governing institution. Even though social connectivity is disorderly and unreliable, a digital archive needs to be considered as a conscious space for the imagination where we can enjoy a capacity to aspire rather than be anxious about it being a bureaucratic instrument of control. 

Anxiety about surveillance, which may ultimately translate into a fear of exclusion, is too easily invoked as an inevitable consequence of a socially networked world. While an Archival Commons could lead to a redefinition of the extent to which surveillance could be imagined, for many people evidence (video cameras on trains) that they under surveillance offers them reassurance that they are being looked after or even cared for. 

Although the imagined world of authoritarian control can be subverted by introducing unreliable data, the arts have an important role to play in subjecting the concept of an Archival Commons to the kind of scrutiny that might prepare us for the kinds of relationships we have with the topography of our datascapes. The insinuative world of video surveillance has already been the propositional subject of a whole genre of new media art work since the introduction of closed circuit television. A deceptively simple, but illustrative example is Miranda July’s video surveillance piece The Amateurist (1998).
 In this work the viewer is positioned as the observer of a co-dependent relationship between the observer and the observed (who happens to be the same person). Few may admit to it, but people, whose work sits in a repository, are fascinated by who is looking at their work. They regularly and consistently search the repository for themselves. 

Conclusion

The ideas explored here are not novel or even radical. Digital archives will have a powerful impact on how we think and validate our experiences. There is time before the preconditions of an Archival Commons are fully realised; time to explore the kinds of principles and mutual obligations that would allow the digital arts to flourish in a socially connected space. There are some large questions to explore:

· What will be the relationships between the institutional archives of galleries, museums, universities, and an Archival Commons?

· By what mechanisms will we be able to engage with our cultural expressions when they are outside the influence of custodial control?

· How will we be able to align our values with initiatives such as the Creative Commons?
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� The concept of the ‘common archive’ arose from discussions with James Farmer. Without his expert advice on the social connectivity of blogs and wikis, this paper would never have been written.





� See [� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Votes_for_deletion/Common_Archive" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Votes_for_deletion/Common_Archive�]


� For an analysis of the mismatch of values see Pockley, S. (2003) Metadata and the Arts - the art of metadata. Chapter 4 in International Yearbook of Library and Information Management 2003/2004. Facet, 2004. 


Available online as preprint [� HYPERLINK "http://www.duckdigital.net/Research/Metadata-arts.doc" ��http://www.duckdigital.net/Research/Metadata-arts.doc�]


� See 4. Museum Association 2005: Collections for the Future [� HYPERLINK "http://www.museumsassociation.org/asset_arena/text/ns/policy_collections.pdf" ��http://www.museumsassociation.org/asset_arena/text/ns/policy_collections.pdf�]





� The Flight of Ducks can be accessed at [� HYPERLINK "http://www.duckdigital.net/FOD/" ��http://www.duckdigital.net/FOD/�]





� Godfrey Rust, Ontologyx (PPT: 460 KB/57 slides) FRBR Workshop Ohio May 4, 2005 [� HYPERLINK "http://www.oclc.org/research/events/frbrworkshop/presentations/rust/050502_Godfrey_Rust_FRBR_presentation.ppt" ��http://www.oclc.org/research/events/frbrworkshop/presentations/rust/050502_Godfrey_Rust_FRBR_presentation.ppt�]





�  Tuomi, Ilkka. The Lives and Death of Moore's Law [� HYPERLINK "http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue7_11/tuomi/" ��http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue7_11/tuomi/�]





�  IPv6 Forum [� HYPERLINK "http://www.ipv6forum.org/" ��http://www.ipv6forum.org/�]





� Google Earth [� HYPERLINK "http://earth.google.com/" ��http://earth.google.com/�]





� For the request for deletion (2nd September 2001) 


See � HYPERLINK "http://www.duckdigital.net/FOD/FOD0989.html#Hart1" ��http://www.duckdigital.net/FOD/FOD0989.html#Hart1�


The conversation begun on August 7th 2000 was harvested by the Web Archive


� HYPERLINK "http://web.archive.org/web/20010116185100/www.cinemedia.net/FOD/FOD0953.html#Downey1" ��http://web.archive.org/web/20010116185100/www.cinemedia.net/FOD/FOD0953.html#Downey1�


and by The National Library of Australia’s Pandora web archive


� HYPERLINK "http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/10245/20020529/www.acmi.net.au/FOD/FOD0953.html#Downey1" ��http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/10245/20020529/www.acmi.net.au/FOD/FOD0953.html#Downey1�





�  See moving image sample at  � HYPERLINK "http://www.mirandajuly.com/movie/amateurist.php" ��http://www.mirandajuly.com/movie/amateurist.php�





�  Creative Commons [� HYPERLINK "http://creativecommons.org/" ��http://creativecommons.org/�]











Archival Commons by Simon Pockley 31/01/2006                page 1 of 1

