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ABSTRACT

The Popular Memory Archive is an online collaborative research portal for collecting and
exhibiting the production and reception of Australian and New Zealand micro-computer
games of the 1980s. Proposed as a resource for both historians of technology and media
and the public, the site provides the means to collect and share the memories of those
who lived and played their way through this period. We survey activity on the site and
offer some preliminary evaluation of the significance of the online contributions. From
this, we consider the discursive, inclusive and questioning practices of the portal as a
means of exhibiting historic games.
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INTRODUCTION

Play It Again is a game history and preservation project focused on locally-written digital
games in 1980s Australia and New Zealand. In October 2013 we launched the Popular
Memory Archive (PMA), an online collaborative research portal. The portal provides a
way to disseminate some of the team’s research, but importantly also, it provides a
mechanism for collecting information, resources and memories from the public about
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1980s computer games. The PMA begins from the premise that in the 1980s games were
often the first point of contact with micro-computers, and that in researching the reception
of 1980s digital games, the memories of players are key. The ambitions of the PMA are
to build resources for historians of technology and media, as well as the interested public,
for this significant moment in computing history. The site provides the means to collect
and share the memories of those who lived and played their way through this period.

The site features approximately fifty games selected from the 900 + locally-written titles
from the 1980s documented by the team’s research. These works were chosen to support
curatorial themes relating to the history of local games and the challenges of their
preservation. These include: the work of pioneering companies such as Beam Software;
the rise of the home coder; local scenes and local themes; legal issues for game archivists;
and a focus on the collector. This paper surveys the activity of the PMA over the eight
months since it went live. We reflect on the expectations of the project and discuss the
significance of the online contributions received. This includes some preliminary
evaluation of how the PMA attracts invested communities to contribute to the archive and
compares this ambition to the work and motivation of online fan communities.

The Popular Memory Archive is also conceived as a form of exhibition. Addressing
Henry Lowood’s question as whether videogames are artefacts or activity we reflect on
the exhibition of videogames and games culture by the museum. Briefly comparing the
PMA structure and curatorial narratives to those of recent exhibitions - Games Masters
(ACMI) and The Arts of Games (The Smithsonian) — we argue they occupy distinct
curatorial territories. We propose that online exhibitions -- such as the PMA and
MoMA’s online curatorial project Design and Violence -- are able to support more
discursive, inclusive and questioning practice than conventional museum displays. The
PMA utilises the possibilities of online space to develop an approach which addresses
and honours games’ dual natures as both text and performance.
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