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Archived memory – 

content (information) and support
!e challenges of new technologies are forcing the 

archivists, ethnologists, and experts from di"erent #elds to 
rethink their priorities and strategies, to work closer with the 
experts from the #eld of digital technologies.

!is context of acceleration of history calls for a di"erent 
questioning of the relation with time. !e metamorphosis 
undergone by the archived memory nowadays, in the digital and 
post-digital age,1  will be brie$y analyzed. Correlative to the 
analysis, the suggested perspective will be mainly a technical one, 
focused on the basic technical and technological elements that 
the archive implies, as a realm of memory, and the archiving 
process, as a process applied to the memory. One of this basic 
facts is that all the documents contained in any archive hold a bit 
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1  So far the term postdigital was used from a cultural perspective. “!e term 
‘Postdigital’ is intended to acknowledge the current state of technology whilst 
rejecting the implied conceptual shi% of the ‘digital revolution’ & a shi% 
apparently as abrupt as the ‘on/o" ’, ‘zero/one’ logic of the machines now 
pervading our daily lives.” Robert Pepperell, Michael Punt, !e Postdigital 
Membrane (Intellect Books, Bristol, 2000), 2. Another announcement of the 
postdigital age is given by Nicholas Negroponte in an iconic phrase “Face it – 
the Digital Revolution is over.” “Beyond Digital”, Wired, 6 (1998) h'p://
web.media.mit.edu/~nicholas/Wired/WIRED6-12.html. We shall approach 
this term from a technical perspective, focusing on the relation between the 
content and the support of the archived memory.



of information, – either related to history, ethnology or other 
disciplines, – embedded in a physical support.

!ree forms of physical support can be observed, or, put in 
another way, three forms of memory incarnation: analog, digital 
and post-digital. !e analog format2  involves various ways of 
memory preservation: handwriting, sound imprinted on wax 
cylinders or magnetic tapes, video recording or photography on 
celluloid, and many others. !e digital format3  involves 
memories translated into the binary code and preserved on 
physical supports such as $oppy disks, CDs, DVDs, or HDDs. In 
the post-digital environment, the physical support of the 
encrypted binary memories becomes invisible and intangible. 
!e memories are invoked from places inaccessible directly, from 
unknown, remote locations, where any hints to the physical 
support are hidden. !e server farms are condensing into clouds4 
from where memories descend ephemerally onto the surfaces of 
the displays.

!ese transformations are marking successive transitions 
from the material to the immaterial: if in the 19th century the 
archives were mainly kept on paper, the 20th century brings a 
diversi#cation of memory supports, but they still remain 
physically accessible. !e last decade, the beginning of the 21st 
century, introduces new forms of memory preservations that 
have the tendency to return more and more to immaterial forms.
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2  “!e analog format describes a device or system that represents changing 
values as continuously variable physical quantities.” “Webopedia”, h'p://
wi#planet.webopedia.com/- TERM/A/analog.html
3  “!e digital format describes any system based on discontinuous data or 
events. Computers are digital machines because at their most basic level they 
can distinguish between just two values, 0 and 1, or o" and on.” “Webopedia”, 
h'p://wi-#planet.webopedia.com/TERM/D/digital.html
4  “Cloud computing enables users and developers to utilize services without 
knowledge of, expertise with, nor control over the technology infrastructure 
that supports them.” Krissi Danielson interview with Barry X Lynn, 
“Distinguishing Cloud Computing from Utility Computing”, Ebiz, h'p://
www.ebizq.net/blogs/saasweek/2008/03/distinguishing_cloud_computing/



If we were to use a metaphor to describe concisely the 
metamorphosis of the digital memory supports or the evolution 
of archived documents from one format to another, this would be 
the slide from one state of aggregation to another. In the analog 
stage, the memories were strongly embedded in the physical 
support, creating a solid document.5  !e document was 
simultaneously the information and the physical support. !en 
the binary code, the basic form of translating any information 
into digital language, started to be implemented, in the beginning 
of the ‘50s, imitating the analog ways of preserving the 
information. !e binary data was imprinted into huge magnetic 
disks6  or magnetic tapes in an analog manner. With the 
widespread of cheap digital support (CDs, DVDs, HDDs), the 
information became more independent from the storage support, 
more $uid, but still tangible, at hand. We are now witnessing the 
process of data evaporation, its hiding on remote, unknown 
locations. !e preserved digital records are streamed from 
clouds, from distant servers, and any direct connection between 
information and physical support is lost.

!ose techniques and technologies caught our interest due 
to their interaction with time, more precisely they are creating the 
opportunity for conserving the corpus of documents over time 
and for activating the memory in the present and in the future. 
!ose are modern, contemporary ways of passing the heritage, 
equal to the main way of passing the tradition forward in the past 
that was the orality.
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5 De#ning the document raises some debates. One of them can be found in the 
article of Roger T. Pédauque, “Document: forme, signe et médium, les re-
formulations du numérique”, Archive Ouverte en Sciences de l’Information et de la 
Communication, h'p://archivesic.ccsd.cnrs.fr/docs/00/06/21/99/HTML/
index.html
6  “In the 1950s, magnetic drums were used as non-volatile primary data 
storage and were replaced with magnetic core memory. Magnetic core 
memory used thousands of tiny doughnut- shaped ferric toroids arrayed into 
bits and words. !ey were magnetised clockwise or anti- clockwise to store a 1 
or a 0.” BBC, “!e History of Magnetic Recording”, BBC h2g2, h'p://
www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A3224936



1. !e "rst age: analog memory. 

!e organic link between content and its support. 
Analyzing the analog method of memory conservation 

(handwriting, light imprinting, magnetic tape recording), we can 
easily notice that information is deeply inscribed into the 
support, creating an organic unity. !e document consists not 
only of the memory preserved, but also of its material support.7 
!is way of memory imprinting does not allow the perfect 
reproduction of the document. In the analog state of aggregation 
of memory, there is always an original, a #rst imprinting of 
memory. An analog copy is plagued by errors and distortions that 
are ampli#ed in following reproductions. For example, a 
document that was typewri'en could be reproduced using a 
photocopier. Unlike the original, small spots or uneven colour 
intensity may appear on the copy. If we were to repeat the process 
always recopying the last copy, a%er several steps we would end 
up with an unrecognizable copy of the original.8  Another 
particularity of analog documents is the direct access to the 
information and the physical interface. Direct physical contact 
with the analog sources of memory are common: you have to 
take a vinyl disk, feeling the #ne grooves engraved on it with your 
#ngers, put it on the turntable, turn it on. !e physical dimension 
of the analog document is extremely present and important.
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7  “A document is a bounded physical or digital representation of a body of 
information designed with the capacity (and usually intent) to communicate.” 
Wikipedia, “Document-Wikipedia”, h'p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Document
8  “!e de#ciencies of analog signals do not ma'er too much, as long as they 
are not copied repeatedly. A tape recording may have so li'le hiss on it that you 
hardly notice it & unless you amplify the sound, in which case you amplify 
the hiss and introduce some new noise too. But if you make a tape of the tape, 
then a tape of the tape of the tape, and so on and on, a%er a hundred 
“generations” a horrible hiss will be all that remains.” Richard Dawkins, River 
out of Eden, (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 16.



2. !e second age: digital memory. 

Content and support – a precarious relation
!e digital method of capturing memory is radically 

di"erent to the analog one. First of all, there is no privileged 
original, especially when it comes to from the start digitally 
created documents.9  Also the information is independent from 
its support, this resulting in the perfect reproduction of the same 
document even a%er an unde#ned number of recopies. !e 
document becomes the information, the recorded memory, and 
it becomes $uid. Any copy is identical to the original and even 
more, the original disappears. If the digital devices work properly, 
no errors interfere in the copying process. !e information 
support remains locally accessible, at hand, and it is binary 
encoded. A processor must be used to decode the data and to 
access the information. !e digital encoded information becomes 
ubiquitous and the devices to access it are widespread.10 It can be 
said that the digital memory is in a liquid state, $owing from one 
support to another easily (from $oppy disk to paper or display, 
printer or scanner). !e typewri'en document from the previous 
example can be easily scanned. !e obtained image can be 
transformed into a proper digital text using OCR (optical 
character recognition) so%ware and in#nite copies of it can be 
made without any quality loss. !e access to the same memory 
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9 “Digital materials which are not intended to have an analog equivalent, either 
as the originating source or as a result of conversion to analog form. !is term 
has been used in the handbook to di"erentiate them from 1) digital materials 
which have been created as a result of converting analog originals; and 2) 
digital materials, which may have originated from a digital source but have 
been printed to paper, e.g. some electronic records.” Digital Preservation 
Coalition, “!e Preservation Management of Digital Material Handbook” 24, 
h'p://www.dpconline.org/pdf/advice/digital-preservation-handbook.pdf
10  “Worldwide semiconductor industry sales have grown from US $21 billion 
in 1985 to $227 billion in 2005, and microprocessors are a major segment of 
these sales.” David Money Harris, Sarah L. Harris, Digital Design and Computer 
Architecture, (San Francisco: Elsevier, 2007), 3.



can take di"erent forms: the text can be printed again, projected 
on a surface or read from a display. !e information $ows easily 
from one type of support into another, from an electronic form 
into a physical, tangible, but optional one.

3. !e third age: post-digital memory. 

!e reign of the content and the dismissal 

of the tangible support 
At this stage, the information exists strictly in a binary form 

and the support is no longer accessible. !e DVDs or the HDDs 
are obsolete by now, anything being directly accessible from the 
“clouds”, an unde#ned virtual space from where all the 
information descends on the multi-touch displays.11 Even though 
the information exists in analog and digital forms, kept in the 
initial, original archives, those forms are not currently used. !e 
originals can still be consulted by researchers, but only according 
to speci#c rules, meant to preserve the integrity of the physical 
documents. !e #rst digital transcriptions may also be preserved 
on local supports (HDDs, servers, personal computers), but only 
as a second backup of the initial digitization process. !e main 
content is available from a remote server and it can be accessed 
only online. From now on, the archive is permanently accessible 
without any technical restrictions. With the physical support out 
of the way the precautions related to the integrity of the 
documents can be eliminated. Once digitized, an archived 
document can be easily accessed, read, studied, researched, 
interpreted via Internet, regardless of its initial material form. !e 
support becomes invisible, even though the encoding is still 
digital. !is allows anyone to access a document on a personal 
computer, mobile phone, body or clothes, invoked from a server 
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11 “On touchscreen displays, multi-touch refers to the ability to simultaneously 
register three or more distinct positions of input touches.” Wikipedia, “Multi-
touch – Wikipedia”, h'p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multi-touch



that we know nothing about. !e access to the information is 
deeply mediated and simultaneously ubiquitous: we are 
surrounded by display-portals12 that are o"ering us instant access 
to information. !e processors, the decoders of this highly 
encoded information are becoming also smaller and less visible, 
spreading rapidly in our pockets and in the devices around us.13  
!e information is in a constant $ux and its ubiquity becomes the 
main feature. !e state of aggregation corresponding to this stage 
is the gaseous one, immaterial and unstable.

Paradoxically, the memory returns to the initial state, 
having an augmented immaterial form. !e access to information 
becomes local, each individual can access it alone in front of a 
screen, but the information itself is a-local, living in the clouds, 
on remote servers, becoming available only through an online 
connection. !e data is spread in our surrounding environment, 
in a wireless, permeable and perforating form: we pass through it 
and it is passing through our bodies at the same time, becoming 
super$uous, always ready to display itself. It becomes 
polymorphous, taking form as a search result or as an answer to 
our inquiries, but always ephemeral, hiding again once our 
a'ention moves away. !e classic operating systems (OS), 
Windows, Linux or Mac OS X, are now becoming obsolete. !e 
new generation OS, like Google Chrome, are nothing more than 
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12  “Shipments of this advanced strain of touch screens are projected to jump 
from fewer than 200,000 units in 2006 to more than 21 million units by 2012, 
with the bulk of the components going to mobile phones, according to a 
forecast by iSuppli Corp., a market research company.” May Wong, “Touch-
screen phones poised for growth”, USA Today, h'p://www.usatoday.com/
tech/products/2007-06-21-1895245927_x.htm
13  !e number of transistors of a microprocessor grew according to the 
Moore’s law from a few thousands in 1970 to 1,000,000,000, as it can bee seen 
in this graphic: h'p://www.edumax.com/assets/images/hardware_#les/
image010.jpg. Also, the number of microprocessors sold grew spectacularly in 
the same period, as it can be seen in the evolution of the shares of the Intel, 
AMD and IBM companies: h'p://bit.ly/cRPsMB



a browser,14  a minimal framework that allows direct access not 
only to documents online, but also to so%ware. No more local 
installation of the so%ware, the servers will run any programs we 
need from now on. !e interface also faces a paradigm shi% – the 
mouse, keyboard, monitor paradigm is the past, and multi-touch 
is the future.

Conclusions
We could ask ourselves which form of memory 

preservation will win the ba'le with time, what is the best way to 
maintain the memory in the long term. !e modern technology 
is – apparently – the right answer. But at a closer look, we notice 
that the answer is not so easy: paper, the original support for 
documents can last for at least 500 years,15  while the digital 
technologies are in a constant change, created for short term use 
and with a low lifespan. Paper is more suitable for the long term 
preservation of memory, while the digital technologies are 
working with a short term memory. Having a history of just a few 
decades, the digital technologies still have to #nd solutions for 
long term preservation.
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14  “We’re designing the OS to be fast and lightweight, to start up and get you 
onto the web in a few seconds. !e user interface is minimal to stay out of your 
way, and most of the user experience takes place on the web.” O(cial Google 
Blog , “Introducing the Google Chrome OS”, Google, h'p://
googleblog.blogspot.com/2009/07/introducing-google-chrome-os.html
15  “!ere is still nothing in the digital world like acid-free paper. Former 
University of California, Berkeley librarian Peter Layman points out, “When 
we know a book is important, we... tell a publisher: print it on acid-free paper. 
And with decent library air-conditioning it will last 500 years.” Stewart Brand, 
“Escaping !e Digital Dark Age”, Library Journal 124 (1999), 46–49, h'p://
www.rense.com/general38/escap.htm


