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Who cares?  Communities
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Earth and Beyond (Electronic Arts, 2002-2004)



Closed Worlds

- PLATO games (late 1970s), e.g. Oubliette, Avatar 
- Aradath/Dragon’s Gate (Gamer’s World, Genie, AOL, 

1984-2007)
- Habitat (LucasArts, 1986-1988)
- Meridian 59 (3DO, 1995-2000) – revived 2002 by 

Near Death Studios, 2002
- Phantasy Star Online, Dreamcast version (Sega, 2000-

2007)
- Motor City Online (EA, 2001-2003)
- Earth and Beyond (EA, 2002-2004)
- EA-Land/The Sims Online (EA, 2002-2008)
- Tabula Rasa (2009)
- Hellgate: London (soon)
… and many more 

5 Oct 2009 4iPres2009



Virtual Worlds are History

- Many virtual worlds have already 
disappeared

- Servers shut down

- Software lost

- Data lost

- Communities dispersed
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Virtual Worlds: Presence



Who Killed Miss Norway?

Tracy Spaight, “Who Killed Miss Norway? Salon.com (14 April 2003)

“In March of this year, some of those friends started to notice 
that they hadn't seen Karyn in a while. You know how it goes in 
the online world--people don't leave, they just fail to show up, 
usually, and you never know what happened to them. But in this 
case there was her website to go to. So people went looking for 
Karyn. 

A day later the news filtered out across the bulletin boards, via 
emails, and eventually onto the welcome message when you first 
logged in: Karyn was dead. She had died in a head-on collision 
while test-driving a new car. And it had happened two months 
before, in January, and none of us had known. 

Her parents knew that she had friends on the Internet--they 
didn't quite understand what she did online, or who those friends 
were, but they knew that there were people out there somewhere 
who might want to learn the news. It took them some time to 
find her webpage, and to learn how to put a message up. But they
did it, and they attached news items about the car crash, in 
Norwegian.”
-- Raph Koster, “A Story about a Tree” (May 1998)

5 Oct 2009 8iPres2009



Your virtual world just closed.

What will be the first thing about it (or in it) 
that you will miss?
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Virtual Worlds are History

• Historically specific activities take place in 
virtual worlds

• Without documentation of events, 
communities, and activities, the history of 
virtual worlds is lost when worlds are lost.

• Historical documentation is a matter of 
archival curation, not software 
preservation alone.
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Perfect Capture
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Perfect Loss

“Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds” –
EA-Land shuts down, 31 July 2008
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Anti-Front National protests in Second Life, Jan. 2007
source: Wagner James Au, New World Notes blog
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Everquest, 12 Sept. 2001, reported on Everlore forum (defunct)
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Everlore forum, 12 Sept. 2001
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I think the one thing that *isn't* in the 
proprietary data is the history of unusual or 
defining episodes or events in the life of particular 
virtual worlds . . . The narrative history, the event 
history, of any given virtual world, may in fact be 
obscured by the kinds of god's-eye view data that 
developers have. After all, they often don't know 
what is happening at the subjective level of 
experience within communities, or have to react 
to it after it's happened. (Say, when players stage 
a protest.) 

- Timothy Burke, “The History of Virtual Worlds,” Terranova blog post and discussion thread.
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Asheron’s Call, Thistledown server, Nov. 2000 –
Protecting  the Shard of the Herald (above)
Shard Vigil Memorial (right)     
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Events

Everquest: The killing of The Sleeper (15 Nov. 2003)  --
screenshot taken by members of participating guilds
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Strange Company, “Ozymandias” (2001)
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World of Warcraft – what’s happening here? When? Why?
Answer: Serenity Now attacks Fayejin’s funeral procession (4 March 2006) 
Source: Archiving Virtual Worlds Collection 
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Anybody home?
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Preserving Virtual Worlds
Project Goals

Develop mechanisms and methods to preserve 
digital games and interactive fiction by
– Investigating preservation issues through a series of 

case studies;
– Developing basic standards for metadata and content 

representation;
– Archiving key representative content; and
– Building community awareness of issues.
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Mindwheel,  RDF metadata, by Jerome McDonough, PVW project
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What are we preserving?
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Tristan Pope, “Not Just Another Love Story” (2005)
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How we got game …
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Pals for Life, “Leeroy Jenkins” (2005)

5 Oct 2009 35iPres2009



DOOM, id Software, 1993
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Speedrun demo from the Quake done Quick project, 1996-
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The Rangers, “Diary of a Camper” (1996)
The first machinima project: a Quake demo movie
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WCReplays.com, Oct. 2004
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Grubby vs. Zacard (WelcomeTo), World Cyber Games, 2004
Screenshot from replay run in game engine
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Archiving Virtual Worlds
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"Lucasfilm's Habitat -- it's a wonderful new place that's simply out of this 
world. Coming to life only on QuantumLink."

Habitat,  1986

5 Oct 2009 42iPres2009



Archive-It collections: Digital Games & Virtual Worlds & MMOs
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…

Archiving Virtual Worlds, metadata editor
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Participants gather in the sewers of Undercity for session 2 of the first scientific conference 
in Azeroth. Two of characters of the conference organizer, Bill Bainbridge (NSF) are visible: 
Computabull (foreground) and Catullus (lip of the drainage pipe mounted on an ostrich).
CREDIT: Henry Lowood

Science (AAAS)
9-11 May 2008

cf. John Bohannon, “Slaying 
Monsters for Science.”
Science 320 (20 June 2008):
1592.

Bohannon’s reportage

A Use Case
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Office hours in the digital archives

What about access?
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Library in a box? Nice, but not the Ultimate Archive
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Stanford University Libraries
Second Life Open House,
31 July 2009
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An Animated Archive: Life-Squared

Documentation > Archives > Experiences 
(engagement)
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“Dinosaurs in Their Time,” Carnegie Museum 
of Natural History, Pittsburgh
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Sirikata

5 Oct 2009 51iPres2009



Quake 3, q3dm4  (Diesel Engine: OpenGL Quake 3 Arena map viewer)
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Quake 3, q3dm4 in wireframe view
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Museum of Natural History, New York
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Quake 2 Model Bump-Map Viewer (Intel, 2000)
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SDR – Collection Interface
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E1M1 2-d map from 
DOOM Wiki

Ian Albert, DOOM 
E1M1 (“Hangar”) 
rendering from WAD 
file, 3-d projection 
(Java program)
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DOOM E1M1, Hangar, in Quake
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As if that weren’t enough …
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Cave Quake III Arena, UC Davis
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Group performance in Lord of the Rings Online (2008)
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Henry Lowood, lowood@stanford.edu
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