Hyper-G and Hyperwave

The origins of Hyperwave go back to two visionaries. The first, Ted Nelson,

was dreaming of a world- wide network of interlinked documents called "Xanadu": he was the one to coin terms such as "hypertext" and "hyperlink" already in 1965. The second, Sam Fedida from the UK,  a few years later and independent of Nelson, saw the possibility to connect the omnipresent TV  via telephone to a network of computers: this would provide all the services we now know from the WWW. His concept was later called "Videotex". Xanadu was never fully implemented as system, yet inspired generations of followers. In contrast, Videotex was implemented in various versions in many countries in the world. The most determined push was in France, where the number of so-called "Minitel" users exceeded 8 million at some stage. However, with the PC starting its success story in the early eighties, Videotex started to look dated. In the US, videotex never took off on a large scale. Rather, systems such as Gopher developed under Mark McCahill at the University of Minnesota started to spread. It was replaced by WWW,  a system developed by a group of physicists under Tim Berners Lee and Robert Cailliau. This was not due to new functionalities but just to a simple graphic user interface called Mosaic: Mosaic was the first real WWW browser. It was originally developed by the Center for Super Computer Applications in Illinois and later commercialized as Netscape. The rest is recent WWW history that need not be repeated here.

It is remarkable that the albeit limited success of Videotex with some 10 million users in Europe had far reaching consequences: those not familiar with the problems of Videotex re-invented the wheel with newer technology but all the old shortcomings; those who had started to see the emerging chaos in large videotex systems were more wary:  a group around Maurer in Graz/ Austria that had been involved in Videotex started to systematically examine some of the shortcomings of Videotex and the emerging Gopher and WWW systems. It became apparent that it was not just hardware and telecommunication technology that would be crucial but how data could be handled to prevent chaos when tens of thousands of "information providers" would offer services on a hugely distributed net. The development of the (sadly) just experimental Intermedia system at Brown University in the US, the visions of Ted Nelson, and research in data- bases made one point crystal clear: a large set of documents just connected by links would invariably lead to confusion, difficulty in maintenance, and information recall. Even before the real WWW boom started, the scientific community dealing with Hypermedia (as it was called by then) realized that the link- paradigm on which ordinary WWW is based would not be sufficiently powerful when confronted with huge amounts of documents. We all witness this today on the WWW: it is both one of the most valuable resource mankind ever had, and at the same time the most chaotic one. It is worth to quote Kappe, one of the Hyperwave pioneers in Maurer's group that "increasing quantity often sadly leads to decreasing quality": in the same way as the proliferation of cars has brought problems such as noise, pollution, etc., simple information systems (like early Gopher or WWW) tend to collapse with expanding volume. 

Based on this observation investigations on how to prevent chaos in large networked information systems were started around 1989, slowly developing into a first prototype system called Hyper- G. The "Hyper" seemed a necessary ingredient in any name dealing with Hypermedia systems, and the G just stood for the first letter of Graz, the city where Hyper- G was developed. It started with a tiny team of 2 persons; as more and more organizations discovered the value of a system that ended the "broken link" problem, a system that would automatically remove obsolete documents, provide version control and much more, the development team grew to some 30 persons. In 1997 Hyperwave turned into a company. At the time of writing (spring 2000) it has well over 100 employees, headquarters in Munich, a research and development laboratory in Graz, Austria, and offices in a number of places including of course the USA. Hyperwave as "Intranet Portal", "Training Portal" and "Knowledge Management System" is in a way combining the best elements of the WWW, with those of relational databases, full-text archives, menu driven access and automated data- and link management; it includes features essential for large applications such as access control, distributed authoring, support of multi-linguality and multi-modality, and tools for customization. Based on the principle of open architecture and using recognized standards like HTTP, HTML, SGML, XML and their variants, Hyperwave is the prototype of what future “intelligent” information handling systems will look like.

