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CHM collection – by the numbers

moving images    5,000 titles

objects     20,000

oral histories    77 titles

software    5,000 titles

still images    20,000 

text     4,000 linear feet 

**CHM collection grows approx. 1,000 SF per year



collecting criteria

1. The artifact is unique (i.e. one-of-a-kind). This includes: prototypes; significant 

development versions of software; rare items produced in low-production runs; 

odd products which never made it to market; or homemade items from someone 

who went on to contribute in a significant way.

2. The artifact was mass-produced but has a low serial number (for example, 

between 1 and 10) or is an early version of a commercial software product.  

3. Personal papers, documentation and media that support objects or software in 

the collection or that show the inception and development of an important idea 

in computing or its impact on human activity.

The Computer History Museum accepts a large variety of artifacts that reflect the 

diversity of approaches and techniques humans have used in their development 

of computing machinery, concepts, and software. Generally, however, the 

Computer History Museum looks for items which meet the following criteria:



database – one collection

dublin core
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author, designer, photographer, 

artist, architect, etc.

publisher, manufacturer, etc.



digital assets

digital assets have filenames that contain metadata, 

i.e. Google model

examples:

dec.pdp-1_printer.X126-84.jpg

dec.pdp-1.bell_kotok.1964.102525404.tif

dec.pdp-1.principles_of_operation.102535503.pdf



data approach

Database
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exhibitions

Visible Storage

- Opened Spring 2003

- 9,000 square feet

- Object-based display

- Chronological/thematic layout



exhibitions

MASTERING THE GAME: 
A History of Computer Chess

- Opened Fall 2005

- 1,000 square feet

- Narrative driven display



timeline exhibit

TIMELINE OF COMPUTING 

HISTORY

• Opening Fall 2009

• 14,000 square feet

• Narrative driven display



exhibition plans

Topical

Exhibits
Timeline of Computing History

Visible Storage

Storage

Software
Networking

Processors

Input/Output
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web – catalog search

http://archive.computerhistory.org/search/


web – catalog search

Search 25,000+ catalog records

Approx. 50% of the collection has 

been catalogued

Related media or digital assets are 

linked to the database an viewable 

online

www.computerhistory.org/search



online collections

The reading room provides 

access to special archival 

collections

www.computerhistory.org/c

ollections/readingroom



online collections

Selling the Computer Revolution

Launched March 2006

261 brochures or 2,800+ digitized 

pages

Visitors can view catalog record or 

launch PDF

www.computerhistory.org/brochures



online exhibitions

Complementary online version of 

chess exhibit with in-depth content; 

prototype for future online exhibits

www.computerhistory.org/chess



how do you exhibit software?

not like this



object display – low budget



object display – high budget



concept-based exhibits

Is this problem unique? There are plenty of narrative or concept-based 

exhibition topics that don’t rely on objects as the primary mode of 

communication, like….

• Ecology

• Pollution

• Human Biology

• Civil Rights

• News/Media

• Tolerance

• Einstein

Good exhibitions tell stories; we need to tell the story of software



graphics/context



recreated environments



hands-on interactives



multimedia



demonstrations
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community

CHM Mission: 

To preserve and present for posterity the artifacts and stories of the 

information age.

But for whom….specifically? Posterity is a vague sort of audience.

Our audience or community are people high-school age and above; this captures 

a broad range of people from the general public, some with little knowledge of 

computing history to experts and researchers with a deep and diverse 

understanding of our story.

However we can’t be all things to all people; my question today is how do we best 

serve our community given our resources are not unlimited? 

-

Finally, what does this mean specifically for software preservation and access? 

-
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