Videotex / BTX 

Sam Fedida,  an engineer with British Telecom  was not the first to propose an information and communication network for anyone (this honour goes to Ted Nelson with his Xanadu concept), but the first one to implement such a system on a large scale. When it started in the early seventies it was not called Videotex yet, but Prestel. It was based on a simple observation: most families have a TV set and a telephone; why not use the telephone to access services in a network of computers and use the TV set as display? The only additional components one would need would be a "decoder" (built in or sitting on the TV as set-top box) to display the information transmitted ; a modem to send the analogue telephone signals in digital form from the telephone  to the decoder; and the remote control keypad of the TV set as minimalistic keyboard. 

Prestel provided 24 lines of 40 characters on the TV screen. Using 16 colours and  a large set of special "mosaic" characters consisting of little coloured rectangles Prestel allowed the display of  surprisingly appealing textual and grafical information. Although primitive compared with todays high resolution graphics it was infinitely better than what we see now, some 20 years later, on WAP handys (cellular telephones) for WWW browsing. And the inputting of information for e.g. short textual messages with a handy is as complicated as  with a remote TV control. Prestel did have limitations, yet it had also features that are still missing in todays WWW. Three examples may suffice: (1) Quality of servive was guaranteed: with the original asymetric 1200/75 baud modems a Prestel page would appear  line by line in a total of 6 seconds, with faster modems later reducing this to 0.75 seconds; (2) micro payments through page charges collected with the phone bill were part of the system from the very start; and (3) information was structured according to a general classification scheme.

It is amusing to read the visions associated with Prestel: they are similar to what we now see in WWW!

Prestel was adopted in many countries, most notably in Europe. Other comparable systems were introduced in Japan,  Canada (with its "Telidon" then leading as far as graphics are concerend) or NAPLPS in the US. The graphic limitations of Prestel lead to the proposal of a new European standard "CEPT Videotex" that included  features unusual for the early eighties such as e.g. 4096 colours, redefinable charactersets and (optional) "geometric graphics" as we now have it in all advanced graphic systems. Some of the elements in the CEPT standard that sound odd (like 32 flashing frequencies of different intensity) were introduced as an attempt to make sure that non-European computers like the then popular Commodore64 or the Apple II would not be able to handle Videotex, hence allowing European IT industry to catch up behind the "shield" of the standard. This attempt failed: a number of countries  kept sticking to the original Prestel standard, and the French introduced their own version "Minitel". Germany was quite succesful with its "Bildschirmtext" (BTX) version,  but eventually had to gracefully merge it  with the WWW.

Two developments of Videotex are particularly worth mentioning.

The French Minitel was pushed very agressively. Many Minitel terminals (usually black and white but with full keyboard) were distributed free to millions of households instead of  printed telephone directories. This was partially successful: at some stage in the early nineties over 7 million Minitel users had the feeling that living without Minitel was gettting difficult. However, even Minitel could not withstand the pressure from PCs and the WWW.

The Austrian telecommunication authority followed the advice of                                                                              a research study: Videotex should not be seen as mainly information system, but as a network for CEPT- compatible computers. Since no such computers existed, a Z80 based colour graphics computer MUPID was developed: it handled all the features of CEPT including geometric graphics. More interesting, it was useable as full-fledged personal computer since it allowed to download what was then called "telesoftware", and what we now would call "JAVA Applets". Telesoftware was written in a Basic dialect, and the Basic engine integrated in MUPID. Together with the then popular CP/M operating system MUPID was a genuine networked  personal computer with wordprocessing and the like, at a time when the first (IBM) PC had not appeared  yet. Some 50.000 MUPIDs were produced in the eighties (a sensation for the then low-tech country Austria) but acceptance was not sufficient to withstand the onslaught of the now omnipresent PC connected to the WWW.

In summary, Videotex should be seen  an early version of the WWW. WWW is still lacking some features of some Videotex systems, but is superior in many other aspects and has turned out to be the winner. 

