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FROM VISIONS OF TECHNOLOGICAL PROGRESS TO TECHNOLOGICAL
RUINS: THE SWEDISH MILLENNIUM MONUMENT AND THE

CHALLENGES OF PRESERVATION OF DIGITAL PUBLIC ART
Anna Orrghen

On December 20, 1999, the Swedish national monument, celebrating the turn of the
millennium, was inaugurated by His Majesty King Carl XVI Gustaf (Fig. 1).* The
monument was a collaboration between artists, architects, and engineers, and it was erected
on behalf of the Millennium Committee set up by the Swedish government. The
commission to realize the monument was given to Chalmers University of Technology
along with a request to create something “permanent with an everlasting value.”” The
committee paid particular attention to the university’s outstanding research in digital
technology and, over the course of one year, artists, scientists, architects, and engineers
collaborated in constructing the monument. The vice-chancellor of Chalmers implied that
the working process represented an ideal example of how to conduct research in the future.
He particularly emphasized the project’s interdisciplinary art, science, and technology
collaborations, conducted in close cooperation with both the City of Gothenburg and
industry.®

The commission was characterized by a ubiquitous intention to create a new public
place, “forever” associated with the commemoration of the turn of the millennium.* The
final result of this prestigious project was called The Time Document (Tidsdokumentet),
an installation consisting of three large interactive objects situated in central Gothenburg:
The Cone, The Cube, and The Mast, along with an associated website. However, despite
the intention of it lasting forever, the use of cutting-edge technology, multimillion Swedish
kronor investments by the City of Gothenburg and Chalmers, more than five million
Swedish kronor (490,000Euro) in external funding, as well as an inauguration ceremony
hosted by the king, the monument did not endure.
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Figure 1. Peter Ullmark (to the left) and the king (to the right). Photo credit H. Yxell och L. Hakansson.
Courtesy of Chalmers University of Technology.

Eventually, the monument was shut down. In 2005, it was reinaugurated, then, once again,
shut down shortly afterward. Years of debate followed concerning the whereabouts and
the future of The Time Document. In 2011, the final decision was reached to dismantle the
monument and, in 2012, it was deconstructed and piled up outside a warehouse in an
industrial area on the outskirts of Gothenburg (Fig. 2). Thus, within a few years, the
monument that was supposed to epitomize visions of technological progress had literally
turned into a ruin of technology.

Analyzing The Time Document from the origin of the idea until it was dismantled
prompts various questions. What did the production process look like? What were the
prevailing sociocultural, political, and technical conditions? How was it possible to carry
out the project at all? And why did it end in the way it did? This article is based on archival
research and, methodologically, | have examined when, where, how, why, and by whom
the monument was commissioned, built, received, and dismantled. Thus, by studying the
course of events from the origin of the idea until the monument was dismantled, I
contribute new insights into how to address the challenges of preservation related to digital
public art.

The Time Document was a physical monument consisting of three large objects made
of steel, glass, stone, and cast iron erected in a public place. It was interactive and included
digital technology in the form of sound, light, and video projection (Figs. 3 and 4).
Consisting of both durable and ephemeral material, the monument thus differed from other
forms of digital public art that is made and presented in a digital (virtual) public place,
projected onto



Figure 2. The dismantled Swedish millennium monument. Photo credit Jim Alexandersson. Courtesy of
Chalmers University of Technology.

already existing physical objects, places or buildings, or shown on screens in physical
public settings.® The challenges of preservation are profoundly different when it comes to
digital art compared to art made of more enduring materials.® For digital art, technological
and organizational challenges are the most crucial.” Due to the rapid pace of technological
development, the technology used in digital art is prone to becoming obsolete. The
implication of this is a matter of whether there is a sustainable technical, economic, and
sociocultural infrastructure surrounding the artwork. If not, the preservation of digital art
is at risk.2 Although The Time Document was partially made of the same kind of enduring
material as conventional public art, its story shows that this may indeed be the case.

Like digital art, digital public art is created at the intersection of art and technology.
In other words, it has a dual history. Therefore, | argue, there are many and various
understandings associated with digital public art. That, in turn, has implications on how
preservation is dealt with. First of all, it is a question of the extent to which preservation is
considered relevant at all.



Figure 3. The Swedish Millennium Project, The Time Document, 1999. Mixed media. Photo credit Rolf Hallin.
Courtesy of Chalmers University of Technology.

Second, it is a question of what to preserve. Should we preserve, for example, artistic,
technological, or symbolic values; the physical object or place where it is erected (if
applicable); or technological software systems or devices?

In this article, | argue that the Millennium Committee, Chalmers University of
Technology, and the City of Gothenburg had different interpretations of the role of The
Time Document. The monument thus had diverse meanings for the various actors
involved, and this, in turn, contributed to the dismantling of the monument. None of them
really looked on it as an object of art, hence the challenges of preservation were
overlooked. To put it simply, the Millennium Committee considered it as a way to manifest
knowledge transfer, Chalmers as a technical artifact, and the City of Gothenburg as a
political symbol. This does not mean that the artistic aspects were entirely overlooked.
From the artists’ perspective, the monument was indeed considered—and treated—as
public art.’ But, as examined below, artistic aspects were not the dominating ones. Hence,
there appeared to be what Trevor J. Pinch and Wiebe E. Bijker call an “interpretative
flexibility” regarding the Swedish millennium monument.*



Figure 4. The Swedish Millennium Project, The Time Document (detail), 1999. Mixed media. Photo credit
Jan-Olof Yxell. Courtesy of Chalmers University of Technology.

Today, The Time Document is considered as an example of failed digital public art.**
Such a description could be challenged by looking at the context in which it was
commissioned; namely, in the midst of the dotcom bubble. This era was characterized by
fundamental transformations, let alone visionary ideas of what might be possible, related
to the rise and rapid development of information and communication technologies. As hnew
technologies, these became a source of political imaginings of the emergent, international
information society. This also applied in Sweden. During the 1990s, Swedish policy was
permeated by ideas of being at the international forefront of information and
communication technologies.*® Sweden has further been described as one of the most
developed countries in terms of access and use of information and communication
technologies during this time.** Thus, the Swedish policy was not too far from the reality.



Nevertheless, as political scientists have pointed out, once the visions were to be
implemented, they crashed into reality— simply because they were too utopian.*

From a historical perspective, these visions follow a similar pattern to those of new
technologies in general. As argued by Marita Sturken and Douglas Thomas, technologies
gain a particular social significance when they are new. As such, they become a projection
site for manifestations of a specific social and historical context, and because it is
impossible for new technologies to fulfill all the expectations, they also turn into a source
of disappointment.® The Time Document encompasses this clash between visions and
reality. During its short-lived existence, the monument transformed from being a promise
of the future to become a reminder of the ephemerality of digital technologies. It had turned
into an issue of which no one really wanted to be in charge, or “the Old Maid,” as it was
referred to in the media.'®

COLLABORATION BETWEEN STATE, UNIVERSITY, AND CITY

On April 6, 1998, the Swedish government made a public decision to set up a committee
to organize activities for the approaching turn of the millennium.'” Similar committees
were set up in several countries around the world. The Swedish Millennium Committee
consisted of fifteen members active in business, the public sector, nongovernmental
organizations, and science and culture. The Social Democratic cabinet minister, Lars
Engqvist, was appointed as its chairman.*®

Initially, the Millennium Committee had made a clear stance toward not creating a
monument. As a matter of fact, when the work of the committee was launched at a press
conference on November 5, 1998, it was not without a glimpse of irony that Engqvist
poked fun at the countries who planned to erect monuments. He clearly stated that Sweden
aligned itself with the countries who took a more low-key approach: “This committee is
therefore not responsible for the computers that night, not responsible for the public
celebration. Nor to build the monuments.”*® The very clear stance toward not creating a
monument did, however, change slightly afterward. In autumn 1998, Engquvist briefed the
Swedish Royal Court about the Millennium Committee. During the meeting, the king
proposed a national “memorial or monument” celebrating the turn of the millennium.?
Engqvist presented the proposition at the Millennium Committee’s next meeting, on
November 18, 1998. Five days later, the committee had written a memorandum on “some
kind of monument to the turn of the millennium in Sweden.”?! It was suggested that it be a
monument about time.

In early January 1999, the Millennium Committee approached Chalmers University
of Technology with a request to create the monument.? At the time, research in
information technology and design had gained priority at the university and various
interdisciplinary collaborations had been launched, in line with current Swedish research
policy. Overall, this was a period when interdisciplinarity, digital technology, and artistic
research gained ground in Swedish research policies.”® For Chalmers, The Time Document



thus became an excellent opportunity to conduct research at the intersection of these
areas.?

A few weeks later, Chalmers presented an idea for a monument, including technical,
humanistic, and artistic knowledge.”® They emphasized the importance of “trying to
develop cooperation across borders” as the main reason for accepting the request.”® The
project’s interdisciplinary character was thus deemed important. The Millennium
Committee was in favor of the idea and, by the end of January, Chalmers made a first draft
of a project plan, stating that “a physical installation” would be erected in “a designated
public place somewhere in Stockholm or Gothenburg.”?” Shortly afterward the City of
Gothenburg was introduced as part of the project and, by the end of February, Chalmers
announced that they were willing to undertake the assignment.?® So, following the first
meeting between Chalmers and the Millennium Committee, the City of Gothenburg had
already been approached and seemingly agreed to participate.*

Gothenburg’s engagement in the Swedish millennium monument coincided with the
city undergoing significant urban renewal.*® During the 1990s, the endeavor to market
Gothenburg as an attractive city for events and shopping gained momentum.®* The
chairman of the Municipal Executive Committee, the Social Democrat Goran Johansson,
was a driving force in these€ transformations.®® Johansson held several municipal
appointments in the areas of housing companies, events and culture, as well as growth and
employment, and he was known for getting things done—the so-called Strong Man of
Gothenburg.®

The development of Gothenburg was in line with the emerging global transformation
where cities developed new economic strategies to achieve growth and competitiveness.*
Hence, it is reasonable to assume that The Time Document would fit well into the ongoing
development of the city.*® Given Gothenburg’s position as the second largest city in
Sweden, this also meant an opportunity for putting the city on the map ahead of Stockholm,
the Swedish capital.®*® An official statement from the City Management Office of
Gothenburg emphasizes that The Time Document was indeed considered an important
political symbol, stating that “the government’s Millennium Committee [has] decided that
the only permanent national manifestation in the country will be located in Gothenburg.”*’

THE COMING INTO BEING OF THE SWEDISH MILLENNIUM MONUMENT

The account of The Time Document reveals a lavish venture, carried out under significant
time pressure. Decisions were made at short notice, sometimes seemingly in an informal
way, and, compared to public art projects in general, the monument was made and
completed in a notably short period of time. Thus, it went completely contrary to the
regular process in the erection of public art. In the following section, | will show how
Chalmers’s and the City of Gothenburg’s differing interpretations of The Time Document
came to the fore in the realization of the monument.



As indicated above, the construction of the monument was carried out within an
interdisciplinary setting including new ventures on information technology and design at
Chalmers. The project gathered architects, artists, technicians, engineers, and senior
researchers, as well as PhD students who all collaborated in creating the monument.* Peter
Ullmark, a professor and architect experienced in developing interdisciplinary research
environments at the intersection of art, design, and technology, was appointed project
manager; theoretical physician Mats Nordahl the chief technical leader; and the dean of
the School of Architecture, Hans Bjur, the chief project leader. The artistic work was
headed by the artist Graham Stacy, by then senior lecturer in design and media at Chalmers.
Furthermore, a project group, consisting of approximately forty people, was affiliated.*

On March 29, 1999, the first press conference on The Time Document was held in
Gothenburg. The line-up was impressive.*’ Except for the chairman of the Millennium
Committee, the chairmen of all major partners participated. By that date, the collaborating
partners had been introduced, along with a detailed project plan.** According to the press
release, the purpose of the project was to “increase the awareness” of time concepts of
various cultures.* In other words, The Time Document was not launched primarily as an
artistic project, but rather as a project aimed at knowledge transfer. Nor was it described
as a monument, which was the word used in the initial memorandum, but as a “national
installation.”*® As suggested above, this focus on knowledge transfer was in line with the
goal of the Millennium Committee.

The spring and summer of 1999 was an intense period for the project. In addition to
the actual monument, the project entailed much construction work,




Figure 5. The engine room underneath the Cube. Photo credit the Swedish Millennium Project. Courtesy of
Chalmers University of Technology.

including the design of the site as well as the building of engine rooms underground (Fig.
5). Hence, during the spring of 1999, a number of municipal committees and departments,
as well as other concerned parties, were approached. On July 1, 1999, the Gothenburg
Urban Planning Department decided to carry through the project and a time plan was
settled.* And on July 2, 1999, Johansson, on behalf of the Municipal Executive
Committee, mandated the Traffic Committee to begin work on preparing the ground at the
site where the monument would be erected.*

However, the question of whether the monument was to be erected or not was not
dealt with in the usual procedure by the Municipal Executive Committee. As a matter of
fact, the mandate to the Traffic Committee to start the groundwork was given by Johansson
himself, by delegation, during the summer break of the Municipal Executive Committee.
This means that the issue was neither discussed in the Municipal Executive Committee nor
referred to the Culture Committee, the usual procedure when proposing the construction
of public art.*® The tight schedule of erecting the monument in time ahead of the turn of
the millennium is probably one of the main reasons for this rather unconventional
procedure for decisions on a matter of public art. There was simply no time to proceed in
the usual way. Nevertheless, it may also be related to the different meanings the monument
had for the different actors.

Construction work started in September 1999.*" In parallel, Chalmers approached a
number of manufacturers to order equipment as well as seeking additional funding for the
implementation of the project. Thus, the autumn continued to be an intense period marked
by work carried out under extreme time constraints.*® When the excavators accidentally
destroyed a relic from the seventeenth century, the time pressure was evident.*® For the
City of Gothenburg, the inauguration in December was a sharp deadline. For Chalmers, on
the other hand, the inauguration date itself was not as crucial. According to Ullmark, the
project could just as well be inaugurated after the turn of the millennium.* The varying
emphasis that Chalmers and the City of Gothenburg placed on the actual opening date
shows their different interpretations of what The Time Document was. As a technological
artefact, that is, an opportunity for interdisciplinary research, the inauguration date was not
decisive. As a political symbol, the inauguration date was, on the contrary, indeed crucial.
And, as stated above, they managed to meet the deadline. On December 20, 1999, the
monument was inaugurated by the king.

TECHNOLOGICAL CHALLENGES

In early 2000, further adjustments to the monument were made and, in
January 2001, the project was officially finished.> The technological challenges were not
long in coming. During the next few years, the monument was partially running and



partially out of order. The technology was claimed to “often [be] out of order,” the
project’s Uniform Resource Locator no longer pointed to its website, but to an organization
offering pornography,> and, after spring 2004, it had actually become impossible for the
monument to work since its control room had been closed down and the technical
equipment removed.> This sudden lack of technical equipment clearly changed the
prerequisites for the monument to function.

Although the monument faced several setbacks after the inauguration, new attempts
to use the monument were made. In December 2005, The Time Document was temporarily
reinaugurated, and, in autumn 2008, a suggestion that the monument should be used as an
interactive bulletin board was launched.*® In April 2010, the question of the dismantling of
the monument was raised in the Municipal Executive Committee.> Five months later, both
the City of Gothenburg and Chalmers had agreed to move the monument to a warehouse.*’
Another six months later, the process of reaching an official agreement on how to
dismantle The Time Document started, and on May 4, 2011, the final decision was reached
to disassemble the monument.*® In early 2012, it was dismantled and the remaining parts
were moved to a warehouse on the outskirts of Gothenburg.

ORGANIZATIONAL CHALLENGES

The ephemerality of digital technology was one reason for the challenges of preservation
faced by The Time Document. It may, however, not only be due to the technology, but
also to the lack of necessary infrastructural support of that technology—that is, someone
in charge of the maintenance of the technological hardware and software. In other words,
The Time Document also faced organizational challenges—no one actually knew who was
in charge of the monument, and that, of course, played a prominent part in its history.
Initially, The Time Document was launched as a gift from the Millennium Committee
to the City of Gothenburg. The task of Chalmers was to design and build the monument in
collaboration with the City of Gothenburg. Once the monument was erected, it was
supposed to be handed over to the City of Gothenburg. Nevertheless, although the
monument was intended to become permanent, no formal agreement had been made
between the Millennium Committee, Chalmers, and the City of Gothenburg by the time it
was finished with regard to the allocation of responsibilities and ownership and the
maintenance of the monument.®® However, that does not mean that these issues had been
omitted from the discussions. On the contrary, the allocation of responsibilities had been
suggested since the beginning of the project, and the need for an agreement was raised on
a number of occasions. The way in which issues regarding an agreement and the allocation
of responsibilities were dealt with by the Millennium Committee, Chalmers, and the City
of Gothenburg conveys their different views on what The Time Document actually was.
According to the revised project plan from February 1999, the allocation of
responsibilities was clear: “The responsibility for the physical installation will be taken



over by the City of Gothenburg after the turn of the millennium. The knowledge base [the
website] is [to be] maintained and further developed by Chalmers and the University of
Gothenburg.”®® After that date, the allocation of responsibilities was mentioned in various
contexts, such as in correspondence with external funders, the prime minister, and the king;
in official documents to the assurance company; an internal memorandum within the
Municipality of Gothenburg; and a press release.®® In these documents, the allocation of
responsibilities varied. Nevertheless, the principal question seemed to concern
responsibility  for the monument once it had been inaugurated.

When Chalmers accepted the assignment in February 1999, they required that “a
formal contract can be drawn up as soon as possible.”®? During the months to come, the
need for setting up a contract regarding the maintenance of The Time Document was a
recurrent issue.®® Nevertheless, after the inauguration, such an agreement had yet to be
made. This is confirmed by a letter Enggvist sent to the City of Gothenburg, Chalmers,
and the main external funders of the project the day after the inauguration ceremony. “The
Millennium Committee’s engagement in the project is hereby considered terminated,” he
stated, adding, “We look forward to the City of Gothenburg and Chalmers now jointly
taking continued responsibility for The Time Document in its various parts.”*

Although the need for an agreement had been argued for since the beginning of the
project, it was not until almost six months after the inauguration that one was signed.
However, this was not an agreement between the Millennium Committee, Chalmers, and
the City of Gothenburg, nor was it an agreement regarding maintenance of the monument
as a public art work. Instead, the agreement focused on the site where it was erected.®
Moreover, it was an agreement on an administrative, not a political, level. This is why the
issues regarding ownership and maintenance continued to be unsolved. In 2003, Chalmers
sent a letter to the City of Gothenburg in which they stated that Chalmers donated The
Time Document to Gothenburg Municipality as a gift: “To begin with, we want to hand
over the monument to Gothenburg
Municipality, which also includes the responsibility for operation, coordination and
decisions on the use of the monument in the future.”®® This aligned with the initial idea but
did not solve the issue regarding ownership and maintenance. Meanwhile, the monument
gradually decayed. Thus, the allocation of responsibilities remained an unresolved issue
until the final agreement to dismantle the monument was reached.

Although the suggested allocations of responsibilities differ regarding who should be
responsible for what, they do share a common denominator as they, by and large, regard
technical issues. The artistic elements, on the other hand, are not dealt with. As shown
above, artistic aspects were part of The Time Document since the very first meeting
between Chalmers University of Technology and the Millennium Committee. And, again
as stated above, from the artists’ perspective, the monument was indeed understood as
public art. Nevertheless, in the discussion concerning maintenance, the work’s artistic
nature was not part of the dominating views. Hence, it was overlooked.



THE SWEDISH MILLENNIUM MONUMENT AS NEW TECHNOLOGY

The account of the creation of the Swedish millennium monument reveals a lavish venture,
carried out with considerable time pressure by a number of researchers, artists, scientists,
technicians, and politicians. It was made by using cutting-edge technology, located in a
public place, and was intended to be enduring. The construction of the monument did not
follow conventional procedures regarding the commissioning of public art. Decisions were
made at short notice, sometimes in an informal way, and there was no agreement regarding
ownership or maintenance. How is it possible to understand that the project was still carried
through? And why did it end the way it did?

Due to its dual history and collaborative nature, digital public art is associated with
competing views on what it actually is, and this, in its turn, challenges the preservation of
digital public art. How various actors approach digital public art is crucial for
understanding the challenges of preservation. The Swedish millennium monument was not
primarily viewed as public art, therefore issues related to its preservation were overlooked.

The request to build the monument came at an opportune time for Chalmers
University of Technology as well as for the City of Gothenburg. Both were eager to
participate, albeit for different reasons. In other words, they had different views on what
the Swedish millennium monument was and consequently acted accordingly. This was also
reflected by the shifting terminology used to characterize the monument. Following the
initial memorandum from late autumn 1998 that characterized it as a monument, a variety
of terms was used, including memorial, public art, installation, gift, and project. Given that
with different terms come different expectations, the shifting terminology emphasizes that
it was not entirely clear what the monument actually was. What I have shed light on is that
the uncertainty surrounding the monument from the very beginning made it possible for
the participating actors to approach it from their various perspectives and allowed for what
Pinch and
Bijker phrased as an interpretative flexibility.®’

On the other hand, had the monument not been viewed as a technological artefact or
as a political symbol, it is unlikely that it would have been carried out in less than a year.
From a public art perspective alone, the building of The Time Document thus seems almost
unlikely. Viewed as technology, more precisely as new technology, it makes more sense.
Moreover, from a wider political perspective, the request to erect the monument coincided
with the rise and rapid development of information and communication technologies
during the 1990s. As new technology, the Swedish millennium monument aligns with the
history of new technologies in general. When the vice chancellor of Chalmers
enthusiastically emphasized that the monument illustrated the future way of conducting
research and, further, that it contributed to an eternal change for the City of Gothenburg,68
he expressed exactly the type of visionary beliefs Sturken and Thomas argue come with
new technology.®® In other words, the initial rhetoric—as well as the story of the rise and
fall of the monument—was strikingly similar to the rhetoric surrounding new technologies



in general. Because, as they further point out, as much as new technologies are about
expectations, they are, inevitably, also linked to disappointments.

Thus, although the Swedish millennium monument was permeated by technological
visions and an intention to symbolize technological progress, it turned into a technological
ruin. The challenges of preservation were crucial in this development. The decision to
deconstruct the Swedish millennium monument is a striking example of this shift in
meaning. Roughly ten years after the inauguration ceremony, the Municipal Executive
Committee of Gothenburg described the monument as “a particularly good idea when it
was created, but that unfortunately has become a part of the past.””
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