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Exhibiting history
The digital future

by Paul Arthur

Abstract

This paper surveys the digital history 
field, highlighting trends across historical, 
cultural and literary studies, heritage, 
archaeology and geography, as well as 
library information, screen and media 

studies, multimedia production and 
interaction design. This broad field is 
increasingly relevant to museum practice 
as museums experiment with digital modes 
of  presentation and communication, 
including virtual exhibitions and other online 
extensions of  the physical visitor experience.
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Introduction

Ultimate history we cannot have in 
this generation; but we can dispose of  
conventional history, and show the point we 
have reached from one to the other, now 
that all information is within reach, and every 
problem has become capable of  solution. 
(Lord Acton, from his 1896 report to the 
Syndics of  Cambridge University Press, 
in The Cambridge Modern History: Its Origin, 
Authorship and Production, 1907)1 

Readers of  Lord Acton’s words in The 
Cambridge Modern History at the time of  its 
publication were living at the end of  an era 
of  great optimism and confidence in the 
power of  new ways of  understanding the 
world in all its grandeur and complexity.  
The ‘great exhibitions’ of  the late nineteenth 
century offered the promise of  rendering 
the world fully knowable through large-
scale systems for cataloguing, classifying 
and displaying information based on the 
discoveries of  science and exploration — 
providing a moving spectacle that aimed to 
showcase the sum of  accumulated human 
knowledge of  the world and its people.2 Like 
the major history texts, museums were also 
key agents for presenting and disseminating 
information in ways that created a sense of  
universal connectedness and order.3 

Now, one hundred years later, with the 
rise of  the internet, information is again 
being displayed in ways that are new and 
spectacular, but without any suggestion 
that this might eventually lead to complete 
knowledge or final answers. Nevertheless, 
for history, heritage, museum studies and 
related disciplines, the new capacity to 
display and organise material digitally has 
clear parallels with the great exhibitions, 
whose power to attract the wider public, 
capture the imagination and inspire wonder 
came not only from the exotic nature of  

their content, but also from their use of   
new technologies of  preservation, simulation 
and representation.4 

While technology has always influenced 
how the past is studied and portrayed, the 
technological revolution of  interactive, 
networked digital media represents a 
massive change — greater than any other 
since the invention of  the printing press. 
The effects of  this have only been felt for 
the most part over the last decade. In the 
arena of  historical studies, a major effect 
has been to dramatically enhance public 
access to, and appreciation of, stories of  
the past. We live in an age when there is far 
less confidence than there was a century 
ago in our ability to know the world and 
its history or our capacity to record any 
historical events ‘completely’, even though 
(or perhaps because) we have access to such 
vast stores of  information. Faced with such 
a wide choice of  information we can plainly 
see the contradictions, inconsistencies, 
silences and gaps, which have been long 
the subject of  critical and cultural theories 
including, for example, poststructuralist and 
postcolonial approaches.5 In the last decades 
of  the twentieth century these new critical 
perspectives had a major impact on how 
history was written in books or shown on 
film. They also influenced how history would 
be displayed in museums and galleries and, 
more broadly, the role it now plays in society. 

‘Digital history’ is a term used to 
delineate all aspects of  the study and 
appreciation of  history, heritage and 
material culture that involve digital rather 
than conventional media in its presentation, 
storage and access. It can also refer to a 
stand-alone text, in the sense of  ‘a digital 
history of ’ a particular topic. In this sense 
it does not refer to a genre but to the digital 
means of  delivery itself. Digital history can 
be found in physical settings, including in 
museums or galleries as interactive displays. 
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Digital history can also be found on fixed 
media such as CD-ROM or DVD or online 
via the internet, most commonly in the form 
of  databases of  historical information and 
digitised material. Digital history comes 
in different sizes, from large institutional 
projects aimed at giving worldwide access 
to resources for the study of  history, for 
example, right down to personal histories, 
self-published on YouTube.6

This paper surveys the digital history 
field, highlighting trends across diverse 
areas of  specialised activity that are 
increasingly relevant to museum practice 
as museums experiment with digital modes 
of  presentation and communication 
including virtual exhibitions and other 
online extensions of  the physical visitor 
experience. The increasingly visual, dynamic 
and multi-textual character of  history in 
the digital history environment is aligning it 
more closely with the idea of  the museum as 
a place of   ‘visual technology’ where objects 
are exhibited in such a way that they can tell 
stories that transport the viewer into other 
worlds, and into the past.7 

Two key trends are particularly relevant. 
The first is the growing spatial emphasis 
across all manner of  digital history projects. 
The second and related trend is the new 
emphasis on the framing context in digital 
environments, providing a ‘situation’ for 
reception and interpretation. Space and 
context, respectively, are basic organisational 
and conceptual considerations in museum 
environments. While both can be translated 
into the physical setting of  the museum, 
they are also increasingly impacting upon 
the virtual world as components of  interface 
design for digital environments. As Luigina 
and Liam J Bannon Ciolifi explain, ‘Bringing 
technologies beyond the desktop and 
into the world requires an ever-increasing 
interest in the physical environment where 
interaction occurs’.8

Museums and interactive media

The museum offers the viewer a particular 
spacialization of  knowledge — a storage 
device — that stems from the ancient art of  
memory. Since classical times … the art of  
memory depended on developing a mental 
construction that formed a series of  places or 
‘topoi’ in which a set of  images were stored: 
images that made striking impressions on 
the mind. Using this device, an orator trying 
to remember a speech, for example, located 
specific images as cues to parts of  his speech 
in the rooms of  his imaginary place system … 
By the nineteenth century, the museum had 
become such a memory device: its rooms or 
‘topoi’ were places to stop or look around, to 
visually observe the contrasting features, the 
arbitrary analogical relationships that arranged 
the history … into self-enclosed periods, 
schools, and styles. The path through the 
sequence of  rooms narrated the evolutionary 
development of  history, and simultaneously 
walled in the heterogeneity of  time.9

It is well-known that museums were quick 
to take up the opportunities presented 
by digital technology and were pioneers 
and innovators in developing interactive 
installations to engage visitors. Today, in 
the digital environment, museums arguably 
stand out as more relevant and important 
than ever. There are various reasons for this. 
Firstly, museums continue to be innovators, 
embracing new modes of  digital delivery 
and display (both in the physical settings 
of  museums and online). They are the only 
setting for digital history that provides 
a dedicated physical context for public 
reception and interpretation.10 As museum 
practice continues to evolve and formats 
for digital display of  history in museum 
settings change, the core responsibility 
for ensuring accuracy, relevance, clarity 
and quality remains. Secondly, museum 
historians and curators tend to have a better 
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understanding of  the creative potential of  
multimedia than do other historians, both 
because of  the visual emphasis of  museums, 
and due to their experience with presenting 
history through interactive installations 
and increasingly through online offerings. 
Thirdly, the physical setting of  museums 
and their core role of  providing public 
access to material culture is becoming 
increasingly relevant in the design of  digital 
environments for exhibiting history in 
other settings. As I will show in the next 
section, there is a trend towards an increased 
emphasis on spatialisation of  digital 
environments for historical information.

Many of  the principles underlying 
the processes of  designing exhibits for 
displaying history in physical settings are 
being applied in the virtual arena. A spatial 
theme runs across the digital history field in 
a variety of  ways: it may be through linking 
historical information directly with places 
on maps; in other cases the user is required 
to investigate an interactive information 
space by choosing pathways through links 
rather than by using search queries; or the 
user may be ‘placed’ in a simulated physical 
environment to roam free and explore 
the space, as in a computer game. In fact, 
the World Wide Web itself  is a spatialised 
concept, where users discover information 
in ways that require them to depart from 
the habits and expectations instilled by 
traditional, linear, uni-directional narrative 
structures. Taking an even broader view, 
many of  the decisions and strategies used 
by museum professionals to engage and lead 
the visitor (aiming at discovery, accessibility, 
usability, education, and appreciation of  
a story about the past that reaches across 
generations) are the same principles as those 
being embraced for digital history. 

As museums began to experiment 
with digital technologies there was an 
accompanying change of  emphasis and 

policy. Museums aimed to more consciously 
connect themselves with popular culture 
by experimenting with the presentation 
of  their collections in ways that would 
result in increased public appreciation and 
accessibility.11 There was a general shift 
from privileging the display of  objects 
in collections to a new expectation that 
museums would also provide contextual 
information about museum objects. In this 
way museum practice started to be linked 
closely with the goals of  practitioners in the 
broader digital history field even though 
this connection was rarely articulated at the 
time.12 In a pattern mirrored in the wider 
digital history field, the new emphasis on 
interactivity and engagement as a way of  
reaching and sustaining the interest of  
audiences brought with it an uneasy sense 
that the traditional role of  museums was 
being unsettled. However, other aspects of  
the new digital approaches were so clearly 
positive that ‘museum policy and marketing 
rhetoric in many parts of  the globe began 
to trade heavily on the arrival of  new media 
as a sign of  museum democratisation, 
accessibility and excitement’.13 

Nevertheless, many continue to feel a 
sense of  loss of  control as a result — that 
technology is exerting too heavy a hand on 
museum policy and practice. Certainly it is 
true that the new duality — of  museums 
being physical as well as virtual environments 
— has posed challenges as well as presenting 
new opportunities. The physical and virtual 
were once thought of  as very separate spaces, 
with different and even opposite concerns. 
The traditional view is that museums should 
primarily be physical places to display material 
culture, fostering a direct engagement 
between visitors and history. According to 
this view, the online digital environment at 
best offers a simulation, and at worst, an 
unordered and uncontextualised mish-mash 
of  information fragments. 
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However, it is precisely through the 
move towards offering online services as 
extensions of  their physical environments 
that museums are now making the most 
significant contribution to the broader 
field of  digital history. A decade and more 
after the beginnings of  widespread public 
access to the internet, the physical museum 
environment certainly shows no signs of  
being left behind in favour of  the online 
presence. If  museums feared that online 
visitation would discourage actual visitors 
through the door, this has not proved to be 
the case. Far from discouraging ‘through 
the door’ visitation, research is showing 
that online visitation is actually increasing 
interest in physical collections. In the most 
successful cases the online presence is 
building a cyclical relationship, with visitors 
going online before and after the physical 
visit and so extending their contact and 
engagement.14 The time is coming when 
virtual visitors can no longer be thought of  
as secondary to visitors through the door.15 

In the fast-evolving Web 2.0 
environment — by way of  which social 
media applications allow for dynamic user 
participation, information exchange and 
other sorts of  user-generated content 
and collaborative authorship — arguably 
the most important factor in designing a 
successful online strategy and presence is to 
respond directly to the needs and wants of  
target communities.16 For museum practice, 
Web 2.0 is enabling new communities to 
be formed around, and also contribute to, 
museum identity and collections. Museums 
are trialling various strategies, ranging from 
‘colonising’ existing social networking 
applications such as Face Book and MySpace or 
starting Flickr collections to encourage public 
input, through to designing applications 
for dedicated online communities around 
museum content through their websites. 
Users are now commenting on museum 

holdings, including through tagging, and this 
is starting to influence the way museums 
think about their own cataloguing systems. 
People’s patterns of  searching online are 
offering museums new insights into what 
visitors perceive as most important and 
interesting and it can also show that visitors 
see connections existing between material 
that are not recognised in the more rigid 
formal classification schemes.17 In the digital 
history field more broadly there are also 
other uses of  Web 2.0 and these are referred 
to later in this paper.

The experience of  museums in building 
online communities, and the rationale 
and  logistics of  extending their services 
beyond established goals, were discussed 
in-depth at the conference, Social Media 
and Cultural Communication, held at the 
Museum of  Sydney in February 2008. There 
was a strong message from representatives 
of  various organisations including the 
Powerhouse Museum (Sydney), the Cooper 
Hewitt National Design Museum (USA) 
and the Ontario Science Centre, that it is a 
mistake to use online materials to initially 
attempt to reach audiences who are not 
already engaged and interested in aspects of  
a museum even though this would appear to 
offer the obvious benefit of  expanding an 
online community. Because these potential 
audiences are difficult to identify and 
‘capture’ through random, scatter-gun online 
contact, this approach does not tend to form 
long-lasting communities of  interest.18

The case of  the Cooper Hewitt National 
Design Museum is a lesson in how to turn 
the challenge of  a lack of  digitised content 
into an opportunity to expand the remit 
of  the museum in entirely new directions. 
This museum has undertaken very limited 
digitisation of  its collection and so was 
not able to offer a virtual experience that 
mirrored the physical holdings. Instead, 
through its online strategy, it has focused on 
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being an institution that foregrounds design 
as a process, with various activities such as 
online competitions and public voting for 
the best submitted design work taking the 
place of  access to digitised material online. 
This museum has also tailored its online 
offerings to meet directly the needs of  the 
secondary education community, including 
working with teachers to develop and make 
freely available lesson plans mapped to 
the national school curriculum. This has 
resulted in an ongoing program whereby 
teachers are even paid a small stipend to 
attend the museum for workshops with the 
requirement that they in turn develop related 
lesson plan content and also blog regularly 
on the Cooper Hewitt Museum website. 
This program has been so successful that 
there is now a community of  teachers 
across all the states of  the United States that 
utilises the website as a resource and point 
of  collaboration and communication. Partly 
because of  this strategy, online visitors now 
account for 12 times the number of  through 
the door visitors.19

Underlying all recent innovations 
in the online presentation of  historical 
material and information is the fact that the 
enabling technology has greatly improved, 
allowing new sorts of  collaboration and 
communication through the Web 2.0 
environment. Until very recently, the 
technology itself  tended to limit and 
so direct the kinds of  user experience 
and digital structures that were possible. 
Computers used to have very clunky 
interfaces, especially in the era of  the early 
internet and CD-ROM. The user also needed 
to put up with the frustration of  taking 
many wrong turns leading to dead ends, 
simply because of  software or network bugs 
and faults. There was simply not the same 
creative freedom to design for the visitor 
as was possible in the physical setting of  a 
museum. Web 2.0 has dramatically increased 

the range of  possibilities for how network 
media can be used, and this in turn is freeing 
up interface design and expanding the 
conceptual horizons of  new media designers 
and producers. The days have gone when 
all you could expect from websites was a 
frustratingly slow and unreliable one-way 
experience to worlds locked away behind 
glass screens in beige boxes.

Even so, it is important to recognise 
that some museums have been criticised 
for relying upon new technologies simply 
because they are available.20 This has been 
referred to as the ‘technology trap’ — that 
is, technological possibilities directing 
museum practice and so tending to supplant 
core priorities and policies.21 There is no 
doubt that while interactivity can encourage 
engagement and learning, it can also 
become an end in itself, where the activity 
eclipses the goal of  using the technology. 
Those accessing information in the online 
environment want the very same things that 
people have always expected of  museums: 
imaginative presentation and creatively 
contextualised materials that inspire and 
invite interpretation and learning. 

The scope of the field of  
digital history

The machine, said Ruskin, could only make 
inauthentic things, dead things. And the dead 
things communicated their deadness to those 
who used them.22

The digital presentation of  history has 
become a growing area of  activity in 
academic disciplines ranging from those 
traditionally concerned with the study of  
the past (such as history and archaeology) 
through to disciplines concerned less with 
history than with creative reflections on the 
past (such as literary studies, media arts, and 
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even portraiture). With its dependence on 
diverse kinds of  information and evidence, 
history — in its broadest interdisciplinary 
sense — is perfectly positioned to be 
a major beneficiary of  advances in the 
networked media environment. That is 
because history’s own progression over two 
centuries from authoritarian to democratic 
approaches, from a focus on ‘big’ history 
(Carlyle’s ‘history is the biography of  great 
men’) to multiple and partial histories, and 
from trusted high authority to participant 
and processor, has attuned history to the 
multiple, fragmentary and deterritorialised 
world of  digital media.23 Against the vision 
of  Ruskin’s ‘dead machines’ communicating 
their deadness, computer technology is 
ensuring that people’s appreciation of  and 
participation in creating history is alive and 
well — but it is taking shape in new and 
sometimes unforeseen forms. In the digital 
history field, the promise of  digital media 
for the presentation of  history is twofold: 
it offers greater access to information (for 
specialists and non-specialists); and it offers 
newly flexible structures to present the 
plurality of  voices and historical experiences. 

There is no doubt that some of  the 
most important work in the digital history 
field has been in the digitisation of  primary 
sources, allowing worldwide access to 
collections that would otherwise have been 
hidden and inaccessible except through 
physical visits. This generic activity of  
preservation and migration to new formats 
crosses disciplinary and institutional 
boundaries and is forming a growing digital 
information commons that will be the basis 
of  learning for future generations. We are 
only just starting to see the benefits of  
long-term, large-scale digitisation projects, 
particularly those that have been supported 
for more than a decade.

Alongside the worldwide effort to 
create easily accessible collections of  digital 

publications and resources is a plethora 
of  experimental formats for recording, 
interpreting, communicating and sharing 
history in digital forms. At this stage they 
do not represent a coherent set of  genres 
and formats and cross multiple disciplinary 
boundaries. Before the widespread uptake 
of  digital media, the representation of  
history took a variety of  discrete forms such 
as the book, documentary, photographic 
archive, oral history interview and museum 
exhibition or display. Individually, each 
of  these modes of  delivery has been 
understood as a specific format for 
displaying and communicating historical 
information and interpretation, with its own 
conventions and expectations. Multimedia 
allows these formats to be brought together 
in various combinations, with differing 
degrees of  emphasis, within a single 
framework. This convergence is allowing 
new scope for experimentation in ways of  
narrating history. It is also complicating 
the reception of  the resultant hybrid texts 
because this is no longer a simple matter 
of  understanding and evaluating them 
within an established critical trajectory 
related to a given mode of  delivery or 
genre.24 Indeed, the situation is further 
complicated by the fact that these digital 
forms cannot be seen in isolation; they are 
intimately connected with the earlier genres 
and media from which they developed, and 
need to be considered in terms of  their 
own relationship with former modes of  
representation. 

With this come various risks, including 
that readers or audiences will be uncertain 
about how to respond to established 
genres, or even that the quality of  historical 
research may be compromised because the 
conventional benchmarks are no longer 
applicable. One of  the related general 
criticisms of  digital publication forms is that 
‘deep’ reading is being abandoned because 
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digital textuality privileges ‘chunking’ 
and summarising. The sheer variety of  
new forms of  expression presents these 
and other challenges for history. But the 
potential benefits arguably far outweigh the 
difficulties and losses.

It is very difficult to draw a line around 
the range of  work that constitutes the 
digital history field because it spans so 
many disciplines and also because new 
opportunities are opening up all the time. 
Digital history utilises and embraces the 
flexibility and open-endedness of  digital 
textuality in a variety of  ways and to 
varying degrees. If  we look back to the late 
nineteenth century, to the ‘grand narratives’ 
and the dream of  ‘ultimate history’ that was 
still pursued by some historians, then what 
we can see in digital history is the antithesis 
of  that model. The goal of  closure and 
completeness has long been replaced by a 
concept of  history as open, unfinished, and 
unfixed. As Victor Burgin wrote, in 1996, 
‘the ‘grand narrative’ of  human existence … 
is now encountered in a very different  
way … Today’s puzzle pieces … could never 
be reunited in a coherent picture’.25 Fredric 
Jameson, writing in the 1980s, believed that 
history, as it entered the last quarter of  the 
twentieth century, ‘had crumbled into a 
rubble of  distinct and unrelated signifiers’.26

There are at least four areas of  major, 
institutionally funded digital history. These 
are discussed below. In practice, many 
projects in the field combine elements of  
some or all of  these areas. I refer to a range 
of  Australian and international examples. 
While the focus here is on institutionally 
funded projects, another paper could equally 
sketch the field of  digital history from the 
perspective of  ‘ordinary’ people contributing 
their stories to non-institutional, community-
based websites and using digital tools to 
share their histories as digital stories, on 
blogs, and through social networking sites. 

All are part of  the expanding field of   
digital history.27

(1) Virtual heritage, spatial 
representation and GIS

Virtual heritage includes reconstructions 
and visualisations of  cultural heritage, using 
3-D rendering, modelling and animation. It 
also includes digital restoration of  objects. 
Quickly recognised by museums as having 
remarkable potential, 3-D visualisation 
has had one of  the greatest impacts on 
the broad field of  historical enquiry over 
the past decade. An example of  a major 
United States-based project is the digital 
model of  the Roman Forum (as it may have 
appeared in late antiquity) created by the 
UCLA Cultural Virtual Reality Laboratory 
from 1997 to 2003.28 The promise of  
historical simulation is that it can produce 
alternative visions of  the past, based on 
and extrapolating possible scenarios from 
existing evidence. It also clearly expands the 
possibilities for historical re-enactment.

A related area of  digital history 
involves advanced spatial representation 
and layering of  historical information on 
maps using GIS (geographical information 
systems) technology. This is another kind 
of  visualisation but it goes further than 
3-D rendering (it often includes 3-D 
modelling) by allowing links between spatial 
information to be traced and represented 
graphically. The recently launched Texas 
Slavery Project (based at the Virginia Center 
for Digital History) is an example of  how 
GIS can be incorporated into a multifaceted 
database resource aimed at encouraging 
a richer understanding of  the history of  
slavery. The user can view layers of  a map 
of  Texas that show total populations of  
slaves and slaveholders in any or all the 
Texas counties over time at any point 
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from 1837 to 1845.29 As a research and 
educational tool this has the capacity 
to quickly show historical patterns and 
correlations that would otherwise have been 
extremely difficult to identify and illustrate.

At the heart of  the drive towards 
embracing digital media for history is the 
power of  the database, the aesthetic and 
functional form of  our era. The database 
in its very basic form is open-ended, unlike 
a book. The database can change, update 
and shift. Most crucially for historical 
information, as for any information, it 
can be corrected — new editions no 
longer need be published. The database 
is endlessly open to revision and renewal, 
and as micro adjustments are made within 
the system databases tend to keep on 
growing — especially if  they store a record 
of  adjustments and improvements rather 
than only preserving the latest version. The 
database has had a profound effect on how 
information is presented and collected, even 
for the old media in their digitised forms. 

The magic of  database forms is 
precisely that they offer a way of  making 
links and relationships between disparate 
pieces of  information, creating new kinds 
of  order within a system, at the request 
of  a user. They provide a remarkable 
vehicle for history to capture some of  the 
fragmentariness and multiplicity of  the 
world in which we live without seeking to fit 
all the pieces of  the jigsaw together. Digital 
history is more about creating pathways 
through information and interpretation 
than about achieving a whole picture or a 
final product. Database-driven history can 
reflect both the impossibility of  historical 
‘completeness’ and also be true to the 
fragmentation that is the mark of  our own 
time in history.30 

While the database is commonly valued 
for its capacity to store and organise 
information, database-driven history projects 

range from being purely informational (such 
as compilations of  digitised material) to 
highly interpretative, combining a mixture 
of  primary sources, historical outlines 
and critical commentary. Historians have 
kept a fairly clear-cut distinction between 
the evidence — in the form of  primary 
sources, the bits and pieces that make up 
the historical record — and the process 
of  interpretation. With print media there 
were clearer distinctions between primary 
and secondary sources, that is, between the 
evidence or documentation, and the activity 
of  interpretation by a writer or editor. 
In the digital environment this is being 
increasingly muddled by the combinatory 
impulses of  multimedia. This is not because 
the idea of  evidence has changed but rather 
because multimedia allows the evidence in 
its rawest form (interviews, photographs, 
digitised document extracts, location points 
on maps, oral histories) to be presented 
alongside the expert framing of  that material. 
The compilation of  information is an 
increasingly creative activity that involves 
contextual framing that itself  performs 
a quasi-interpretative function. This is 
especially the case in thematic collections of  
digitised materials. Although arrangement 
into themes may not be as complex a form 
of  interpretation as that required for writing 
a critical study in the shape of  a book, it is 
nevertheless a process that requires expert 
guidance to ensure scholarly value and an 
appropriate reading context, as museum 
curators know through their long experience 
of  thematic approaches to collections. We are 
at a stage now where we need to start to have 
a more sophisticated discussion about these 
various forms so that different genres can be 
identified and start their own traditions.
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(2) Online encyclopaedias, 
atlases and dictionaries

The large-scale online information 
resources that are widely known as online 
encyclopaedias, atlases or dictionaries 
represent a suite of  hybrid forms that are 
entirely reliant on the database but are much 
more than simple collections or collations 
of  information. TeAra: Encyclopaedia of  New 
Zealand (sponsored by the New Zealand 
Ministry for Culture and Heritage) is a 
world-leading example of  this emerging 
genre.31 These resources bear some 
resemblance to their nineteenth-century 
counterparts, which gestured towards the 
possibility of  universal knowledge, and 
yet they are very different. Their databases 
are open, extendible and changeable. They 
do not claim complete or indisputable 
knowledge. In fact, the impossibility of  
completeness is reflected and expressed in 
their infinitely open structure.

Even the most respected print-based 
reference works are moving to digital 
form and experimenting with the use 
of  hypermedia formats for presenting 
information in more creative ways. The 
Australian Dictionary of  Biography and the 
Oxford Dictionary of  National Biography have 
launched their online versions in recent 
years.32 It is remarkable that in such a short 
time, the online versions of  works such as 
these have become the most authoritative 
and up-to-date versions of  the information, 
even in cases where print counterparts 
continue to be published. Many online 
institutional resources, conscious of  the 
need to protect their status as authoritative 
resources, are interlinking their websites and 
even their databases with other trustworthy 
sites with which they are building data 
sharing agreements. The Oxford DNB has 
recently begun to experiment with creative 
interfaces for interlinking the holdings of  

the Oxford DNB and the American National 
Biography.33 In one special project, part of  
a celebration of  the 40-year anniversary of  
the ‘Summer of  Love’, the iconic Sergeant 
Pepper’s Beatles’ album cover is reconceived 
in online form as a hypermedia mosaic.34 By 
clicking on the ‘heads’ of  celebrities of  the 
era, that are featured on the album cover, 
the user is taken to relevant biographical 
entries on each database. TeAra: Encyclopaedia 
of  New Zealand similarly has links to relevant 
holdings and entries at related New Zealand 
cultural institutions. In the museum sector 
a bold and ambitious British project, to be 
launched in 2009 — the National Museums 
Online Learning Project — is creating a 
portal, set of  blogs and federated search 
facilities across nine British museums 
ranging from large institutions such as the 
Victoria & Albert and the Tate to very small 
institutions.35

By the interlinking of  websites, age-old 
institutional barriers are being deliberately 
breached. While each institution retains 
control over its material, the links provide 
new ‘back roads’ to verified information. 
This represents a backlash and also a 
solution to the ‘free-for-all’ of  search 
engines. For users, it is certainly valuable 
to be presented with seven million links 
relevant to a search, but being faced with too 
many alternatives is also a problem that can 
dilute serious study of  a topic. Increasingly, 
institutional databases will be able to link 
and communicate with one another in much 
more sophisticated ways than this so that 
the user will not need to effectively leave the 
domain of  one resource to be able to search 
and import information from another. With 
this improved access will also come other 
challenges, including the need to protect the 
identity and sometimes the reputation of  
individual resources.



43Paul Arthur

(3) Interactive narrative formats

A third, large category of  digital history 
includes a full range of  experimental formats 
for presenting history in new ways that 
require user interaction to piece together the 
historical story or creatively test alternative 
formats. Apart from enabling greater access 
to historical information, one of  the main 
motivations for experimenting with digital 
formats for history is to investigate whether 
knowledge of  the past can be recorded and 
passed on in richer ways than through the 
linear narratives of  books or films. The term 
‘narrate’ continues to be used with reference 
to interactive narrative texts and yet, used 
in the context of  digital history, this is not 
the traditional narrating that may have led a 
reader through a work. 

What identifies these kinds of  
experimental interactive narrative works 
is that rather than being designed for 
greatest usability in terms of  facilitating 
free-flowing information access, they 
require investigative user participation 
and navigation. The user is guided more 
strictly down certain routes than they are 
when seeking information through online 
encyclopaedias, atlases or dictionaries. It 
is one of  the celebrated powers that come 
with the democratisation of  digital media 
that the activity of  putting together meaning 
to be drawn from the text is now far more 
in the hands of  the user. Using the same 
principle as educational software, by seeking 
out information and putting together the 
information piece by piece, the user has 
the chance to learn more than they would 
by having access to all the information at 
once. One of  the foundational tools for the 
range of  experimental, interactive narrative 
forms is hypertext narrative, where the 
traditional linear form of  narration was 
challenged, initially in a textual format, and 
then increasingly in hypermedia formats 
(combining audio, video and images).36

In the broad area of  interactive narrative, 
one of  the most recognised forms of  digital 
history is the multimedia documentary. 
While these experimental histories have 
developed out of  genres of  hypertext 
narrative, they have become increasingly 
visual, rather than only textual. In their 
most sophisticated form, multimedia 
documentaries are highly filmic. In other 
instances they take the form of  well 
researched informational websites. Major 
national broadcasters such as the ABC and 
BBC, for example, have produced some 
excellent websites that have been referred 
to as multimedia documentaries. Until 
recently, however, multimedia documentaries 
have tended to be presented on CD-ROM 
and DVD. With fast broadband they will 
increasingly be designed for online delivery.37 
The highly visual multimedia documentaries 
can be seen as a continuation of  the film 
documentary tradition, married with the best 
of  hypermedia navigation structures.

The Labyrinth Project at the Annenberg 
Center for Communication, University 
of  Southern California, is a recognised 
leader in the multimedia documentary and 
‘database narrative’ genre.38 Over more 
than a decade this project has produced 
a series of  documentary works, many of  
them biographical. They are visually rich, 
navigable environments that include 3D 
rendering as well as map interfaces. In all 
these, the database features as the underlying 
mechanism for information retrieval, but 
this time as a structure that allows for a 
non-linear exploration of  historical material 
determined by the user as they navigate 
through the work. As in other similar 
examples of  multimedia documentaries, the 
virtual environment is designed to give the 
user the impression that they are navigating 
through a simulated space with familiar 
spatial coordinates and relationships, and 
that the space is extensive.
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These kinds of  experimental texts are 
particularly interesting because of  their 
hybridity. While they are not information 
resources, they include information and are 
sometimes archives in their own right. We 
may not want to call these works history, 
since they come out of  areas as diverse as 
interactive cinema and media arts, and yet 
they are undoubtedly important to history 
because they are presenting historical 
experience and information in new creative 
formats.39 Similarly, while they are often 
focused on individual lives, these works 
are not adequately described by the term 
‘biography’. 

The user participation and navigation 
required in multimedia documentaries 
is closely related to games. Games make 
particularly good use of  the possibilities 

offered by virtual reality technology and 
are an essential element in any discussion 
of  digital narrative. Many games contain 
historical content as a background to a game 
narrative, and the use of  historical context as 
a background for games is worthy of  a study 
in its own right. Importantly, interactive 
narrative has been explored with the 
greatest sophistication in a dialogue between 
literary studies and game studies.40 This is 
an indication of  the new and unexpected 
interdisciplinary alliances that the digital 
media environment is encouraging. The 
Digital Songlines project of  the Australian 
Centre for Interaction Design, Queensland 
University of  Technology, is a remarkable 
example of  computer game design 
brought together with virtual heritage. The 
project is intended as an educational tool, 

Screenshot of  the Digital Songlines project 
songlines.interactiondesign.com.au 
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developed in partnership with Indigenous 
communities and other collaborators 
including the Queensland Museum. The 
user navigates a virtual environment in 
which Aboriginal traditions and objects are 
depicted in lifelike high-resolution scenes. 
Photographed objects from the Queensland 
Museum, including spears and other 
tools, are embedded seamlessly in the 3-D 
rendered world.41 This approach to creating 
immersive, engaging and educational 
experiences has clear potential for museums 
as they move into virtual worlds such as 
Second Life. 

(4) Social media, collaborative 
authorship, mashups and  
Web 2.0

The final category of  digital history includes 
various kinds of  information sharing, 
collaborative authorship and what are 
known as ‘mashups’. These diverse activities 
and formats are enabled by the Web 2.0 
environment, discussed in the museum 
context earlier in this paper. This new 
environment is having an impact across the 
digital history field. Web 2.0 represents not 
so much another form of  digital history 
as an environment that allows for new 
combinations of  existing resources and for 
user input into those resources. 

User-generated content can make a 
valuable contribution to collections across 
the cultural sector. The National Library 
of  Australia, for example, is encouraging 
public input into its collections through the 
PictureAustralia portal, the long-established 
database of  visual material that already 
aggregates material from a range of  
institutions.42 For the past two years Picture 
Australia has featured the popular Flickr 
photo-sharing service to invite the public 
to contribute directly to the collection. 

Public input can have obvious benefits. 
Although not all the photographs posted 
will make it into the collection, some will be 
very important additions. Moreover, since 
introducing this service Picture Australia has 
recorded a 43 per cent increase in use of  the 
web portal.43

At the other extreme, public input can 
lead to misinformation and misattribution, 
as is regularly reported in the case of  
Wikipedia, a fascinating resource that also 
gravely worries many historians because 
of  its inaccuracies and routine illegal 
borrowings from more authoritative works.44 
Much like the old-fashioned history texts 
that had no identified authors and presented 
an apparently indisputable version of  world 
events, Wikipedia is open to the danger 
of  being accepted as authoritative, when 
in fact it is written by people who are not 
necessarily qualified to speak about the 
material they are posting. In other words, 
it represents the full democratisation of  
telling about the world and its history: we 
once complained about the experts not even 
lending their names to the great works they 
produced, and manipulating knowledge to 
fit their own vision of  the world. Now that 
power is being devolved to ordinary people 
whose identity can never be known, in some 
cases not even through legal mechanisms.45 
It may be that in the future historians and 
museum professionals will see it as their 
professional obligation to add their input to 
resources such as Wikipedia in an attempt to 
make them as accurate as possible. However, 
for many this is seen as a further layer of  
responsibility that takes up valuable staff  
time and cannot as this stage be considered a 
core activity.46

‘Mashups’ are at the most experimental 
technical end of  the digital history field. 
A mashup can be defined as ‘a website or 
application that combines content from 
more than one source into an integrated 
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experience’.47 Locations on maps, for 
example, can be linked with photographic 
archives that in turn can be linked with 
historical commentary. And yet the various 
parts of  this composite ‘mashup’ exist 
on a separate server and in a stand-alone 
form that is valuable in its own right even 
before it is brought into connection with the 
other parts. At this stage mashups give an 
enticing glimpse of  how future history texts 
may look in tomorrow’s distributed online 
information environment. An example that 
shows how useful this approach can be 
for presenting oral histories is the recently 
launched project Oral Histories of  Route 
66 (History of  Science Department and 
Center for Educational Resources, The 
Johns Hopkins University).48 The mashup 
documents a journey made by Jay Crim and 
Shekar Davarya in 2002 along the route 
of  the now decommissioned highway — 
recording stories and collecting images and 
videos that shed light on its history. The 
mashup brings together a photographic 
archive, text of  interview questions with 
answers provided in raw form as segments 
of  video interviews, and external links  
to websites relevant to places along the  
route — with all entries brought together  
by being located by markers on a map of  the 
route (using the Google Maps application, and 
also including links to satellite imagery using 
the Google Earth application).

In the future it is conceivable that 
larger networks of  ‘mashed up’, interlinked 
digital histories could start to map localities 
culturally as well as spatially, with entry 
portals giving access to a vast array of  
stories of  places, features, objects and lives 
of  communities. 

Conclusion

The many new digital tools and resources 
that people now have for communicating, 
storing, retrieving and sharing information 
are having a major impact on the traditional 
patterns of  doing research and disseminating 
research across all academic disciplines 
and in professional settings, including in 
museums. In the digital history field there is 
a pattern whereby the emphasis is shifting 
from the fixed final publication towards 
seeing new value in research-in-progress and 
harnessing that information in databases. 
The nature of  the database as an open-
ended, updatable, ever-changing form is 
set against the finality of  the printed book 
and, in the museum context, the relatively 
static nature of  conventional exhibitions. In 
that shift there is also a new emphasis being 
placed on dynamic user-initiated collation 
and relational positioning of  historical 
information. If  it were not for the advanced 
search and retrieve facilities built into 
modern search engines and modelling and 
simulation programs, then the information 
would stand idle and inactivated. Somewhere 
between information and interpretation — 
and between what were once called primary 
and secondary sources in the study of  
history — is the newly active user, initiating 
processes that rearrange data and show new 
patterns in that information. This is certainly 
a kind of  interpretation — but it is not the 
kind traditionally associated with academic 
historical enquiry. This kind of  discovery 
based learning and interpretation — where 
the activity of  finding and making sense of  
the material puts the user centre stage rather 
than being a passive receiver of  information 
— has long been a goal of  museums. And 
yet acknowledging this trend also requires a 
long-term reconsideration of  the status of  
the online museum visitor, who now needs 
to be thought of  as an active collaborator 
rather than as a guest or client.49
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The future of  digital history will not be 
reliant on databases working in isolation in 
the same way that the future of  museums 
cannot only be in the physical setting. What 
this means is that the era of  ‘walled in’ 
knowledge is over.50 The global development 
of  a cyberinfrastructure for the sharing 
of  complex information is adding a newly 
secure layer of  interconnectedness between 
information resources that bypasses some 
of  the haphazard and anarchic information 
spaces of  the World Wide Web. It is also 
forcing the development of  new standards 
that aim at a seamless integration of  and 
access to information stored across the 
world on different servers; this is a set of  
new platforms, languages, and protocols 
that is starting to offer a glimpse into a new 
future of  interconnected, even automated, 
information sharing and linkages. New 
standards are already helping to formalise 
digital preservation policies and processes 
and this will be a growing responsibility 
of  museums and other cultural collecting 
institutions. 

Future digital history texts will not be 
stand-alone products, although some will 
continue to take a physical form as museum 
installations; they will increasingly recombine 
information available through any number 
of  online services to create new forms 
and new portals to information. Museums 
will need to embrace the new ‘messiness 
and complexity around the new ways of  
communicating and the use of  collections’.51 
This recombination of  information across 
online services will help to frame history 
in new ways. It may no longer be possible 
to simply call these texts: they will be 
composite, shifting, information resources 
that are defined by their very distributed 
nature rather than by their location within a 
particular institution, discipline or domain. 

At its best, digital history represents a 
new kind of  historical aesthetic, a new means 

of  conveying historical experience, and a new 
way of  recording and remembering. At its 
worst, digital history generates projects that 
create barriers to historical understanding. 
Evaluating the success or otherwise of  such 
works is a highly subjective activity that is 
complicated by the fact that these are hybrid 
works that must be considered from many 
perspectives including usability, design, 
production, data management, as well as 
in terms of  their historical content. Should 
the same standards be applied as would be 
for traditional historical interpretation and 
presentation? Or should interface design 
and usability issues be the main concerns, 
since content is more easily changed in the 
digital environment? What other dilemmas 
does history need to confront in this 
environment? Museums have taken the lead 
in utilising new technologies and they have 
been willing to experiment and take risks. 
As evolving technologies offer ever greater 
possibilities, other branches of  history are 
taking up new digital opportunities. With the 
increasing emphasis on the kinds of  spatial 
multiplicity and connectedness required by 
innovative forms of  digital representation 
it is likely that the ways we understand and 
imagine the past, and temporality itself, will 
also change. Historical time will be less linear, 
more spatialised. With so much happening 
already, there is no doubt that the field of  
historical enquiry and criticism needs to be 
further opened up to include discussion of  
these experimental approaches so that those 
concerned with the presentation of  the 
past can be at the forefront of  determining 
history’s digital future.

This paper has been independently  
peer-reviewed.
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