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SURROGATE MEMORY

Download your life
Into this computer

ITWILL comeasno surpriseto
Microsoft’s criticsto learnthat the
software companywants full
controlof everybody’s life. New
Scientistcan reveal that Bill Gates’s
softwareengineersareworking on
waysto load every photoyou take,
every letteryou write-in fact
your every memory and
experience-intoasurrogate
brain that never forgetsanything.

It's part of acuriousventure
dubbedthe MyL ifeBitsproject, in
which engineersat Microsoft‘s
Media Presence lab in San
Franciscoare aimingto build
multimediadatabasesthat
chroniclepeople’slifeeventsand
make them searchable.“Imagine
being ableto run a Google-like
searchonyour life,”says Gordon
Bell, one of the developers.

The motivation?Microsoft
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argues that our memories often
deceiveus: experiencesget
exaggerated, we muddlethe
timing of eventsand simplyforget
stuff.Muchbetter, saysthe firm,
to junk suchunreliable
interpretationsand instead build
afaithfulmemory onthat most
reliable of entities,the PC,

Bell and his colleagues
developed MyL ifeBits as a
surrogate brain to solvewhat they
call the “giantshoebox problem”.
“Inagiantshoeboxfull of photos,
it’s hard to find what you are
lookingfor,”says Microsoft’slim
Gemmell. Add to this the reels of
home movies, videotapes,
bundles of lettersand documents
we fileaway,and remembering
what we have, letalonefindingit,
becomesa major headache.

By the time he speaksat next

When she's forgotten his name her back-up brain will be there to help out

month’s Associationfor
ComputingMachinery
MultimediaconferenceinJuan
Les Pins, France, Bell says he will
have logged everythinghe
possibly can onto his MyL ifeBits
database. Apart from official
documentslike his passport, he’ll
posteverythingfrom letters and
photosto home videos and work
documents. All hisemail is
automaticallysavedonthe
system,asisanythinghereadsor
buysonline. He’s also started
recordingphone conversations
and meetingsto storeasaudio
files. The privacy and corporate
securityrisksare clear.

Of coursethe systemtakesup a
huge amount of memory. But
Bell’sgroup calculatesthat within
5 years,aiooo-gigabytehard
drivewill cost less than $300 -and
that’senoughto storefourhours
of video everyday for a year.

Each mediafilesavedin
MyL ifeBits can be tagged with a
written or spaken commentary
and linked to otherfiles. Spoken
annotationsarealso converted
intotext, sothe speechis
searchable, too.

Torecallaperiodinhis past,
Bell just typesinthe dateshe’s
interestedin. MyL ifeBits then calls
up atimeline of phone and email
conversations, thingshe has read
and any images he recorded. The
systemcan alsobe used tobuild
narrativesinvolvingother people,
eventsor places. Searchingforthe
name of afriendwould bring
togethera chronological set of
filesdescribingwhenyou both did
thingstogether, forinstance.

Although MyL ifeBitsis
essentiallya large database,
it could graduallybecome a
repository for many of our
experiences.Now that many
mobile devices contain
photomessaging cameras,you
could saveeverydayeventsonto
the system.“Userswill eventually
be ableto keep every document
they read, every picture they
view, all the audiothey hear and
agood portion of whatthey see,”
says Gemmell.

Bell believes that for some
people, especiallythose with
memory problems, MyL ifeBits
will becomea surrogatememory
that’sableto recall past
experiencesin away not possible
withthe familiarbut disparate
recordslike photo albumsand
scrapbooks.“You’llbeginto rely
onit more and more,” he believes.

Areallyaccurate,searchable
storeof eventscould also help us
preserveour experiencesmore
vividly for posterity. Doug de
Groot, whoworks on computet-
generatedbeings called avatars
and othertypesof digital “life”
at LeidenUniversityinthe
Netherlands,says Bell’ssystem
could eventuallyformthe basis
for “meetthe ancestor”style
educationaltools, where people
will quiztheir ancestorsonwhat
happened intheir lifetimes.

A system like MyL ifeBitswas
firstsuggestedini94s, when
presidentialtechnologyadviser
Vannevar Bush hatched the then
farsightedidea of aninfinite
personal archivebased onthe
emergingdigitalcomputer.His
ideasalsoinspired the Intemet
archivewebsite (seelnterview,
thisissue,p 46). lan Sample @
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