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Greetings from Canada! !



I am not a:
librarian 
archivist 
academic

I am a:
software engineer 
data hoarder
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Part 2
My version of a Memex



History of the 
Memex

Part 1:



Vannevar Bush
(van-NEE-var)

















“Our libraries are filled to overflowing, and 
their growth is exponential. Yet in this vast 
and ever-increasing store of knowledge we 
still hunt for particular items with horse and 
buggy methods. As a result there is much 
duplication and repetition of research. We 
are being smothered in our own product.” 
— from a speech by Vannevar Bush in 1955. Quoted in Endless Frontier, G. Pascal Zachary, 1999



Microforms:





felt crushed by information 
overload  

was unsatisfied by contemporary 
indexing schemes

Vannevar Bush:



“As We May Think” 
Essay by Vannevar Bush, published 
in The Atlantic Magazine, July 1945



“Consider a future device for individual use, 
which is a sort of mechanized private file and 
library. It needs a name, and, to coin one at 
random, "memex" will do. A memex is a device 
in which an individual stores all their books, 
records, and communications, and which is 
mechanized so that it may be consulted with 
exceeding speed and flexibility.”



“Our ineptitude in getting at the record is 
largely caused by the artificiality of systems 
of indexing. When data of any sort are placed 
in storage, they are filed alphabetically or 
numerically, and information is found (when it 
is) by tracing it down from subclass to 
subclass. … The human mind does not work 
that way. It operates by association.”





http://trevor.smith.name/memex/









Number of Memex 
devices built:

0



“The Memex was a fantasy machine 
that was never built and thus never 
actually existed. Yet history has 
proceeded as if had and did.” 
— Rebecca Lemov describing the Memex in Database of Dreams, p216



Further reading:



The Memex 
characterized as a:
• the beginning of a new historical era 
• specimen of hardware engineering 
• an innovative information store 
• precursor to hypertext 
• a personal information system

Linda Smith’s citation analysis from 1991:



My version of 
a Memex

Part 2:



Some early artifacts in 
my personal archive:















Overwhelming amounts of 
personal data to archive ☹



“I should just build 
my own Memex,”
I said,  
naively, 
many, many years ago.



Data sources:
• Reading and browsing from browser 

history, ebook reader, twitter, RSS reader 
• Digital consumptions like photos viewed, 

videos watched, music/podcasts listened to 
• Location history from phone 
• Messaging and social interactions  
• Journalling, personal photography, notes



My personal archive:
• encompasses the majority of my 

digital and offline activities 
• is mostly automated 
• stores copies, not references 
• designed to be interactive 
• is a long-running personal experiment





















More complicated 
searches:



























View of my trip to 
#PDA18 in my Memex:

















Other features:













The future



Hard problems I need to 
solve:
• a security model that balances 

ease-of-use and privacy 
• a sustainable business model 
• an approach to long-term 

preservation



I’d love help with with 
questions such as:
• Which individuals, groups, conferences 

should I be speaking to? 
• How should approach long-term 

preservation? 
• How should I be thinking about 

metadata, ontologies, provenance, etc.?



Thank you!
I have a newsletter! Subscribe if you want to read about 
computing history, get project updates or be notified when 
a beta version becomes available: https://hyfen.net/
memex 

Andrew Louis (@hyfen)

http://hyfen.net/memex
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