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Using the Library of Congress' Web Cultures Web Archive:
Archiving Digital Expressive Culture and Building Collections
TREVOR OWENS, NICOLE SAYLOR, and JESSE A. JOHNSTON
U.S. Library of Congress

Abstract: The development of the Web brought with it a proliferation of new forms of
vernacular culture and folklife. In this context, it is essential for archives focused on
collecting, and preserving vernacular culture to archive web content. This essay introduces
the American Folklife Center's Web Culture's Web Archive as a case study for how
institutions working to ensure long-term access to records of folklife and vernacular culture
can make progress in this area. The essay provides context for the development of the
archive followed by examples of three research use cases supported by the archives. These
include an example of close reading across multiple sites to explore the mythic creature
Slender Man, analysis of change over time in trending topics on the homepage of Know
Your Meme, and an example of engaging in distant reading of data associated with fifty
thousand images archived from the site Memegenerator.net. The essay closes with
discussion of the value of further engagement and partnerships between researchers
studying vernacular culture online and archivists working to document that culture.

The U.S. Congress established the American Folklife Center (AFC) through
legislation in 1976 (P.L. 94-201) with the mission to "preserve and present" folklife. The
law defined folklife as expressive culture, generally shared among various groups, which
may manifest in a "wide range of creative and symbolic forms." This definition signaled a
departure from the widely-held view that the United States was a melting pot where
different ethnic groups would homogenize as "Americans," and instead celebrated the
diversity of traditions and cultural ideas. The law also affirmed that "the effort to conserve
folklife should not be seen simply as an attempt to preserve a vanishing way of life," but
rather to positively serve as recognition of "'the vitality of folklife' in America" (Hufford
1991).
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In light of its mandate and the changes in communication and culture over the last
forty years, the AFC realized that the preservation of twenty-first century folklife must
include preserving at least a sample of the vernacular culture of the World Wide Web. The
proliferation of smartphones, tablets, and wireless Internet connections has positioned
networked communication as a space where people increasingly develop and share folklife.
As folklorist Robert Howard (2008a) has observed, the proliferation of information and
communications technology and the advent of participatory media has created "powerful
new channels" for the expression of vernacular culture. Through this media, people make
and circulate memes, they deploy reaction gifs in dialog, and they participate in rolling
conversations and discussions across a range of forums and sites. Akin to the perceived
ephemerality of oral tales and "folklore" in the nineteenth century, this new avenue for
vernacular expression is subject to erasure and disappearance, widely underacknowledged in the institutions of our "epistemic infrastructure" (Hedstrom and King
2006) which undergirds and provides enduring access to our cultural artifacts and
knowledge of our society. In recognition of the importance of this expression as well as its
ephemerality, the AFC collects, preserves, and provides access to traces of these vernacular
cultural expressions in the Web Cultures Web Archive (WCWA).[1]
The WCWA represents a departure for the AFC, which is generally known for its vast
documentary holdings of recordings, field notes, photographs, and moving image materials
generated by professional documentarians. Other AFC notable digitally-focused collections
include the growing StoryCorps Collection, which preserves the world's largest oral
narratives project created in facilitated interview booths and through a free mobile
application, and the cantometrics data gathered by folklorist Alan Lomax. The WCWA,
complementary to those collections, further demonstrates how networked communication
enables individual cultural expression. Through the selection and preservation of the
vernacular Web, it is possible to reflect and steward a public record that reflects something
of the grassroots voices and expressions of our time.
This article offers a conceptual context for folklife web archiving and then describes
three example scenarios for how researchers exploring digital culture could work with the
archives to answer questions about vernacular culture.
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Folklife and the Web
Since the beginnings of the publicly accessible Web in the 1990s, scholars have
studied the culture of the Web and how online cultures have adapted and developed. There
are currently more than two decades of sociocultural research exploring online
communities (for a sampling, see Blank 2014; Blank and McNeill eds. 2018; Bos et al. 2007;
Boellstorff 2008; Butler 2001; Jones 1998; Owens 2015 a/b; Turkle 1995; Yew 2009).
Central to some of the earliest approaches was the realization, here captured by sociologist
Steve Jones, that this research would rely on linguistic and interpretive analysis that
required "artifactual textual traces of interaction created instantaneously, at the moment of
utterance" (1998, 13). Given the prevalence of close analysis and interpretation, it will be
increasingly difficult to conduct research on the utterances of the Web without a
moderately reliable resource to cite and consult. A longterm cultural and scholarly
resource for this type of research is the aim of the WCWA.
Various web platforms present themselves as participatory, creating a range of
areas where vernacular cultures form and are also documented in those systems. As
folklore scholar Robert Glenn Howard has explained: "From wikis, to social networking, to
photo sharing, to blogs, these new participatory forms of Web-use occur across network
locations where vernacular and institutional agencies hybridize into complex new
communication processes" (Howard 2008b p. 491 see also Blank, 2013). Folklore and
folklife scholars who engage in research on vernacular forms online are encountering a
"blurring of the barriers between the levels of culture, so that we get mass-media
techniques (film, photography, graphic editing, far-reaching broadcast, etc.) used in the
creation and sharing of folklore" (McNeill 2013, 85). Troves of cultural documentation can
be found on these expansive seemingly mass media online platforms.
These web-enabled digital cultural forms present significant challenges for scholars
who want to use them as primary sources in their research. Folklorist Trevor J. Blank, who
studies vernacular expression in digital contexts, acknowledges the challenges of keeping
up with the speed at which expressive materials appear online:
Folklore in the digital age constitutes a complex and, at times, disorienting array of
expressive materials. Nevertheless, it appears that we have entered an era of
ephemeral digital folk culture in which some genres of folklore and the traditional
forms of expressive material they generate (e.g., songs, stories, wordplay and
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wordsmithery, visual, and narrative humor, etc.) proliferate but often do not always
establish a refined, permanent niche within individual repertoires. To be sure, a
substantial portion of modern technologically-mediated folklore is comprised of
material that follows folkloric form and function, carrying unmistakable evidence of
repetition and variation, only to vanish or significantly dissipate after short periods
of circulation. This presents a difficult task for folklorists attempting to ascertain the
origins or document the evolution of ephemeral digital folk culture, but it also
highlights the importance of being on the intellectual frontlines when such
phenomena emerge (Blank 2018, 50).
Indeed, the breakneck speed in which expressive materials proliferate and then dissipate
make any hope of comprehensive archiving nearly impossible. A 2001 study of 10 million
webpages concluded that the average lifespan of a webpage is 1,132.1 days (Agata et al.
2014). Individuals conducting ethnographic research online often refer to the Internet
Archive, a non-profit that has engaged in Web archiving since 1996 (https://archive.org/),
as a source for further studying and exploring the textual traces of interaction preserved on
the Web (Kozinets 2010, 72). The Internet Archive crawls any site suggested by public
contributors, and it also conducts broad Web "crawls," which record static views of pages
at the time of the crawl for vast swaths of pages on the Web. For the most part, the Internet
Archive's infrastructure is highly useful when a user knows exactly what URL they are
looking for and if that resource has been archived. In contrast to the broad crawls that the
Internet Archive undertakes, the WCWA adopts a more curated, deeper collection approach
that relies on sites nominated by librarians and the public, to produce a more focused and
thematically coherent collection. The WCWA is created under the auspices of a larger
program, the Library of Congress Web Archives, which provides the tools to create specific
collections of curated Web content.

Library of Congress Web Archiving and the Web Cultures Web Archive
The Library of Congress began piloting its web archiving program in 2000 (Grotke,
2011). The collections initially focused on collecting and preserving election campaign
websites. Shortly after, the resources of the pilot program were used to preserve
documentation of responses to the aftermath of 9/11. Notably, the more than 2,000 sites
archived as part of the September 11th Web Archive contain considerable documentation
of vernacular culture. Over the next nearly two decades, the Web Archiving Program at the
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Library of Congress further developed to support event and topic-based collections for
nearly all the curatorial units of the Library of Congress. Staff on the Web Archiving Team
in the Digital Content Management unit now provide web archiving services to any of the
Library of Congress curatorial units that wish to propose and develop such collections.
Currently, the Library of Congress Web Archives makes available more than 17,000 web
archives, most of which are part of one of thirty thematic or event-based collections.
Altogether, more than 1.5 petabytes of archived web content, representing billions of
individual resources, is publicly available to users around the world.
The Web Cultures Web Archive is one of these thematic collections. As part of her
role as the Head of the American Folklife Archive, in 2014, Nicole Saylor engaged in
outreach to folklorists for input on potential sites to archive. After those initial
communications, she kicked off an open and public conversation through the American
Folklife Center's blog to generate and explore ideas for the development of a Web Cultures
Web Archive (Saylor, 2014). In parallel to this effort, we (Owens and Saylor) planned
CurateCamp Digital Culture to coincide with the 2014 digital preservation conference, in
Washington D.C. CurateCamp Digital Culture brought together a range of librarians,
archivists, folklorists, and other researchers exploring digital culture. This public input, and
input from event, helped inform selection of initial sites for the web archive. The initial
concept for the archive was formalized and the Library's Web Archiving Team began
collecting permission from the site owners to harvest, which is a requirement for all sites
archived by the Library unless a creative commons license is clearly applied. Later that
year, the Library began regularly capturing the targeted sites. Following a one-year
embargo period required by the Library and subsequent cataloging, the WCWA publicly
launched in late in 2017.
The Web Cultures Web Archive (WCWA) includes sites documenting the creation
and sharing of emergent cultural traditions on the web. The sites comprise a wide range of
everyday communication enacted by communities to create a shared sense of the world:
reaction GIFs, image macros and memes; online communities that have established, shaped
and disseminated communication tropes and themes; sites that document, establish and/or
define vernacular language, such as Leet and Lolspeak, or icon-based communications, such
as emoji; sites connected to DIY (do it yourself) movements of crafting and making; sites
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focused on documentation, development, proliferation, distribution and discussion of
digital "urban legends" and lore, such as creepypasta; and sites that focus on the
development and dissemination of vernacular creative forms, such as fan fiction. So far 34
archived sites have been made available as part of this collection and a series of additional
sites will become available once they pass the embargo date. The Web Cultures Web
Archive offers a representative sampling of the collective cultural creation and selfdocumentation characterizing vernacular spaces on the World Wide Web, and, like many of
those spaces, is in process.

Three Ways to Read the Web Archive
With the archive now publicly accessible, we wanted to articulate some ways that
this archive can serve research on vernacular cultural forms. In what follows, we discuss
three approaches to doing research in the collection.
First, as a source for close reading of archived sites in juxtaposition to each other
following an issue or topic across the collection. We demonstrate this aspect and give a tour
of some of the sites in the WCWA through an exploration of the mythical character of
Slender Man across various sites in the archive.
Second, by illustrating ways that looking at change over time on one individual site
can provide rich documentation of trends and issues emergent in web cultures. We support
this through analysis of change over time in the homepage for Know Your Meme.
Third, we suggest how approaching the content of the web archive as a dataset to
analyze in batch offers potential vectors for studying trends in web culture at larger scales.
In this case, we offer preliminary explorations of trends in thousands of meme images
archived from the site Memegenerator.net.
1. Close Reading and Cross-Site Intertextuality: The Case of Slender Man
Slender Man, a haunting long-limbed monster without facial features, has become a
modern horror legend. Originally created as part of a 2009 a Photoshop contest to create
fake paranormal images, the Slender Man figure has become a frequent figure in a range of
horror stories. The figure has been explored and studied by a range of researchers and
folklorists (Chess 2012; Curlew, 2017; Peckman 2015; Tolbert 2013). The study of this
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creature has grown enough to warrant an entire edited volume of essays from folklorists,
Slender Man Is Coming: Creepypasta and Contemporary Legends on the Internet (Blank &
McNeill, 2018). In short, the legend of Slender Man has become a significant subject of
research in digital culture. As such, it represents an valuable use case to explore how the
WCWA can be used as an evidence base and set of primary sources for current and future
scholarship on this, and any number of other, topics of interest relating to digital culture.
The Web Cultures Web Archive allows researchers to take a topic related to Internet
culture and explore how it is defined, enacted, and understood across the collection of sites.
That is, while each individual web archive in the collection provides a set of resources,
managing the individual archives as part of a broader collection provides an opportunity to
read the content of each web archive against the others in building an understanding of
various vernacular web cultural phenomena. To demonstrate this approach, we use the
example of the Slender Man phenomenon (see Blank and McNeill eds. 2018) to explore
how researchers can use the WCWA to triangulate, cross-reference, and explore a salient
Internet meme's development and change.
Identifying a Reference Source: Know Your Meme
When developing the Web Cultures Web Archive, one of the most consistent
requests from those working in digital folklore was to preserve the site Know Your Meme
(KYM). KYM is a crowdsourced and moderated online resource for documenting Internet
memes. The site is invaluable as both a secondary source for contextualizing and
understanding Internet memes and also as a vernacular form itself. KYM is not run by
folklorists or scholars but is itself a significant web culture phenomenon. The ever-growing
collection of crowdsourced and generally extensively referenced encyclopedia of memes
illustrates the extent to which many individuals participating in digital culture are excited
at the prospect of documenting that culture. In this sense, it can and should be approached
as a secondary source for documenting Internet culture and, where applicable, a primary
source considering that it is a locus of ongoing vernacular cultural production.
The Library of Congress currently makes available twenty-eight copies from
different moments in time of the Slender Man entry from KYM, and these go back to May of
2014 when the site began to be regularly crawled. The entry explains that "Slender Man
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(a.k.a Slenderman) is a mythical creature often depicted as a tall, thin figure wearing a
black suit and a blank face" (Slenderman, 2018). Significantly, another archived site in the
WCWA, the Urban Dictionary—a crowdsourced resource for understanding definitions of
vernacular terms—lists seven definitions of Slender Man that largely confirm the points
from KYM. From there, the KYM entry outlines the history and development of the meme.
In this explanation, it offers discussion of the origin of the meme in the Something Awful
forums.
Going to the Sources: The Something Awful Forums
There are few cases where it is possible to identify the exact date, time, and location
of the creation of a legendary creature. In the case of Slender Man, one can do exactly that.
Moreover, the WCWA provides a record of exactly this moment. A user can click the link to
the source from the KYM article (Fig. 1) and be transferred to the copy of the original forum
post, which is also archived in the collection. The original photos that began the legendary
life of Slender Man were created as part of a contest to produce fake "paranormal pictures."

Fig. 1. Information on the origins of Slender Man
from Know Your Meme as archived by the Library of Congress
Something Awful, a comedy website including blog entries, forums, feature articles,
digitally edited pictures, and humorous media reviews, was created by Richard "Lowtax"
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Kyanka in 1999. It began largely as a personal website, but as it grew, so did its
contributors. Since then, the website has helped to perpetuate various Internet
phenomena, and it has been cited as an influence on Internet culture. To this end, the site is
a logical fit for the WCWA.

Fig. 2. Screenshot of the original Something Awful Forum post in which the Slender
Man legendary creature was invented.
Significantly, by being able to view the original post on the forums (Fig. 2) we can
see all of the other posts created alongside it in their original context. In this case, it is
particularly significant that the post directly after user Victor Surge's post poignantly
observes, "You just know a couple of the good ones are going to eventually make it to
paranormal websites and be used as genuine." This is exactly what happened with Slender
Man. The character took on a life of its own appearing in a wide range of narratives, even
serving as motivation for a teen stabbing in 2014 in Waukesha, Wisconsin. Significantly, the
proliferation of Slender Man narratives is evident in additional archives in the WCWA.
Exploring Variation in Slender Man Narratives
Two sites in the Web Cultures Web Archive provide rich sites for exploring the
development and variation of stories about Slender Man: the Creepypasta Wikia and
Creepypasta.com.[2] Both of these sites publish and aggregate a form of new media horror
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folktale called "creepypasta," Creepypasta is the horror variant of "copypasta." Copypasta, a
pun on the terms "copy and paste," is used to describe blocks of text that are copied and
pasted verbatim in online forums and on social networking sites.
The Creepypasta Wikia provides its own essay on the development of the Slender
Man character and five tales featuring the character: "Follow the Leader," "The Blank Face,"
"The Slenderman Cometh," "The Tall Man," and "Tall, Thin, and Faceless."[3] Each of these
tales presents variations on the story of this character, and each opens with different leads
to assert their veracity in distinct ways. "The Blank Face" begins: "The following is a
witness's rencounter of their incident with The Slender Man." Each of these stories serve as
a site to explore how this character has emerged and developed and the variations that
have emerged around it. Similarly, the site Creepypasta.com, also archived in the WCWA,
provides a set of more than thirty tales about Slender Man. Together, these collections of
stories about the character offer a place for researchers to explore ways that this narrative
has evolved. Examples of use of Slender Man in archived copies of Meme Generator and
other areas of Know Your Meme provide further information about the evolution of
character into its own Internet meme.
The Intertextuality of Slender Man
A significant part of culture in the vernacular web is the combinatory nature of
characters and tropes into memes. Even something that emerges as a kind of horror story
can find itself integrated into a range of jokes circulated as part of Internet memes. In this
vein, the archived copy of Know Your Meme provides substantive documentation of the
Trenderman meme (Fig. 3). KYM describes Trenderman as "the sassy brother (sometimes
referred to as a cousin) of Slender Man with a passion for fashion and clothing, wearing
brown fashionable attire with a white shirt underneath" (Slender Man, Know Your Meme).
In this case, a 2012 photo of a mannequin became the basis of a meme for making jokes
about fashion. This meme, created on the site memegenerator.net, itself points to the
broader arena of Internet memes documented in the evolving set of nearly 18 million
meme images that exist as part of the Meme Generator platform for creating and sharing
image memes.
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Fig. 3. Meme image of Trender Man, a variant of Slender Man documented in a
memegenerator.net image included in the Slender Man Know Your Meme entry.
Moving to the archived copies of Meme Generator provides its own context for
exploring the further dissemination and combinations that have developed. Pictured below
are two examples of how Slender Man is used intertextually in image macro memes (Fig 4.)
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Fig. 4. Intertextual references to Slender Man in a Courage Wolf Meme and a David
Caruso CSI Meme. Both images from archived copies of Memegenerator.net
In keeping with the way image macro memes function, each of these images
establish a set up in the text at the top of the image and a punch line in the text at the
bottom of the image (Milner 2016, 28). In the example of Courage Wolf, the break between
the text at the top of the image and the bottom is based on demonstrating an act of strength
or courage. In this case, demonstrating courage by engaging in a staring contest with
Slender Man, a creature which has no eyes. In the David Caruso CSI meme, the break
between the text at the top and the bottom of the image present a corny play on words.
Caruso's character in the CSI television show often opens the show by stating the set up for
a pun before putting on his sunglasses as the show's theme song plays. In both the Courage
Wolf and David Caruso memes, characteristics of Slender Man are drawn upon not so much
to connect or extend the Slender Man narrative, but as an intertextual reference included a
punchline as part of the play, humor, and joking involved in producing and sharing image
macros.
2. Change Over Time: Trends on the Know Your Meme Homepage
We have already suggested ways to work with Know Your Meme as both a primary
and secondary source. Moving away from the specifics of the cross site analysis of a subject
like Slender Man which WCWA can support, sites in the collection can also be useful as
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resources for understanding change over time in digital culture. As of 2019, 136 instances
of the homepage of KYM were archived by the Library of Congress and are currently
publicly available. The result is that, since 2014, the homepage of the site has been
captured on at least a monthly basis. Significantly, the home page of this site, like many
sites in the archive, provides information about trending topics and parts of the site that
are being more extensively engaged with.
The table below displays the list of the eight memes identified as trending from
September of 2014 to September 2015. The information on trending memes by month is
itself a point of entry to studying shifts and changes in the various cultures of the web
which connect and intersect through Know Your Meme.

Table of Trending Know Your Meme Entries from August of 2014 to September of 2015
1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

14Aug

Ruined
Childhood

Retard

Jezebel

Tumblr

Pokemon

Let's Play

My Little
Pony

14Sep

GamerGate

WHO IS THIS

4 CHAN/ I
Am 4
CHAN

YeeBoogie29
88

Super Smash
Bros

Internet
Death
Hoaxes

14Oct

GamerGate

Windows

Hon Hon
Hon

2014 Ebola
Outbreak

No Fap
September

Coldsteel
The
Hedgeheg

Guardians
of the
Galaxy
Daniel
Pierce
Coming
Out Video
Hide The
Pain
Harold

14Nov

GamerGate

Mitochondri
a Is the
Powerhouse
…

Shock Sites

Blogger's
Code of
Conduct

Mystery Skulls Ghost

#IAmPerfect

You See
Ivan…

Hark! A
Vagrant

14Dec

GamerGate

Hands Up,
Don't Shoot

There Are
Two Types
of People

Devil May
Cry

#BlackStormtro
oper

Sea-Lioning

Good Knee
High Socks
Day

Push
Button,
Receive
Bacon

15Jan

GamerGate

2015 Charlie
Hebdo
Terrorist
Attack

Expansion
/ Inflation

Le Wrong
Generation

Leelah Alcorn's
Suicide

Lost
Episodes

Sarah
Palin's Dog

Step Stool

15Feb

GamerGate

Super Smash
Bros

I Wish I
Could Talk
to Ponies

Sarcastic
Bear

Green Dam Girl
(绿坝娘)

My Little
Pony

Panty and
Stocking

No Fap
September

15Mar

GamerGate

Toddler
Cyberbullyin
g
Controversy

Semen
Demon

Monsoon

Five Nights at
Freddy's

This Is a
Flammenwe
rfer

Jada's
Sexual
Assault
Case

The
Amazing
World Of
Gumball

The
Fappening
/ Celebgate
Synonm
Rolls
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15May

Don

15Jun
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Lisa
Lombardo
GamerGate

Hootershy

Caitlyn
Jenner's
Vanity Fair
Cover

Fallout

15Jul

AntiVaccination
Movement

15Aug

15Sep
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Cringeworth
y KYM
Yooka-Laylee

Mod

Twenty-One

Borderlands

Smogon
University

GamerGate

Legend of X,
Skyward Y

Towergirls

Pokémon

#WhoIsBurni
ngBlackChur
ches

Aryanne

GamerGate

Epic Meal Time

Ipo-chan

Five Nights
at Freddy's

Desktop
Ponies

Lil Wayne

Conrad Roy
III's Death

Oh Look It's
A Pony!

A Hideo
Kojima
Game

My Pain Is
Greater Than
Yours

Kill The
F**got

Down With
Cis

2015 April
Fool's Day
Sarah
Jessica
Parker's
Met Gala
Hat
Ahorita No
Joven

Slime Cap

Shabani the
Gorilla

My Little
Pony

Norm
Macdonald

Donald Trump

HitchBOT

GamerGate

"Planned
Parenthood
Sells Parts"
Cont...

GamerGate

Steven
Universe

Same
Voice Actor

Kanye
West

Goth

Sonic For
Real Justice

The list includes a mixture of entries about video games (like Undertale, Super
Smash Brothers and Pokemon), films (like Guardians of the Galaxy), and celebrities (Lil,
Wayne, Donald Trump, Kanye West) with significant social and political events and
movements (Hands up Don't Shoot, 2015 Charlie Hebdo Terrorist/Attack) and Internet
inside jokes ("Ok Look it's a Pony," "Sonic for Real Justice"). Into the future, these trending
links can serve as a point of entry for researchers trying to understand vernacular web
culture at a given moment of time.
The trends themselves maybe also be of potential interest. Notably, the only subject
with any particular staying power on this list is GamerGate, which appears in the top slot
for seven months and stays around for another four months after that. For context,
GamerGate was a confusing web phenomena anchored in right-wing conspiracies and
misogyny in which an extensive web based harassment campaign was waged against
videogame developers Zoë Quinn and Brianna Wu. The trending lists from Know Your
Meme offer a significant temporal index to how subjects like GamerGate have played out as
web culture phenomena.
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3. Distant Readings of Web Archive Data: The Memegenerator Corpus
So far, we have discussed ways of working with the Web Archive that focus on
exploring the archived websites through the site structures and references based on
specific captures of the site at moments in time. To find these sites, researchers can use the
online research frameworks from the Library of Congress or navigate to them using the
original URLs. Going forward, it is clear that it will become increasingly valuable to
approach the content of web archives as data sets and individual collections of digital
resources in their own right. In addition to viewing the sites through the Library's instance
of the Wayback Machine, the current access software that displays these archived websites,
we expect that researchers will view these analytically using a computer. Such "distant
reading" of web archives has up to this point only been limited by the lack of datasets and
access resources (Lin, Kraus, and Punzalan 2014; Lin et al. 2017).
Recent work focusing on the idea of treating digital collections as data that can be
analyzed and queried in the aggregate (see Mears 2017; Padilla 2016). The Library of
Congress has engaged in a series of pilot efforts supporting exploration deriving data sets
from web archives and providing them to researchers, and those pilots have been
identified as having significant potential in advancing the capabilities of the institution to
enable deeper use of collections (Chudnov and Gallinger 2016). Beyond the Library of
Congress, a range of organizations are working with researchers to establish practices and
methods in these areas (see: Bailey and Taylor 2017).
Data Mining Memes in the Digital Culture Web Archive
The Library's Web archiving process is highly automated. As part of an effort to
review the coverage of web crawls of GIPHY and Meme Generator, it was possible to create
a small structured data set for these two resources that allow us to identify trends and
features in the archived content (Owens, 2018). The GIPHY dataset includes 14,787 total
GIFs, of which 10,972 are unique. The Meme Generator dataset includes 86,310 total
memes images which represent 57,652 unique memes. These two data sets have been
subsequently published as digital resources in their own right so that any researchers
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interested in using them can be sure that they can have canonical references for them to
enable reproducibility of research. The data sets include some minimal metadata for each
individual meme and GIFs, as well as links to where you can access their web archive
copies.
Memes by the Numbers
This data set view of the web archive content provides an alternate point of entry to
studying and surfacing trends and issues. The table below presents the 10 most frequently
appearing memes. Again, demonstrating the value of the archive as a collection, the
archived copies of each entries in Know Your Meme provide enduring contextual
information about each of these trending memes. When the data set was created in 2018,
KYM captures included 5,391 meme instances derived from these 10 memes templates,
which means that these top 10 memes templates represent 9% of the 57,652 distinct meme
instances in this dataset.

Top 10 Meme Templates by Count

Meme Instances

Y U No

766

Futurama Fry

660

Insanity Wolf

610

Philosoraptor

530

Success Kid

510

The Most Interesting Man In The

507

World
willy wonka

474

Foul Bachelor Frog

469

Socially Awkward Penguin

446

Advice Yoda Gives

419
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One can also look at this meme data set from another perspective. If you wanted to
find every meme template that has generated at least five distinct meme instances you end
up with 1,165 distinct meme templates. This accounts for 56,636 distinct meme instances,
which represents 98% of the 57,652 distinct meme instances in the dataset.
With these data sets, it is possible to explore trends in the frequency of different
memes, and also the variances in the text and use text analysis tools to compare sentiment
across different memes, look at differences in languages (many of the memes are in nonEnglish languages). This data set view of the collection content presents significant
opportunities to engage in emerging digital humanities research practices which
increasingly involve pivoting back and forth from distant reading and interpreting overall
trends in the corpus of digital content to close reading of the contextual information on the
individual digital resources (Gibbs and Owens 2013).

Implications for Collecting and Studying Online Vernacular Culture
The practices for collecting and preserving web content have matured and
developed in tandem with the development of the Web as a site for vernacular expression
and cultural space. In this essay, we have attempted to illustrate the ways that scholars
interested in studying and preserving the Web from a cultural perspective may begin to
make use of collections like the WCWA. The research behind this project reflects the
Library's continuing effort to encourage engagement and access to digital collections,
which are beginning to develop into the kinds of collections that researchers will
increasingly request and use. In this spirit, we sketch a few more suggestions for the
ongoing collection and study of vernacular culture of the Web.
Scale of web archiving offers unprecedented opportunities for documenting culture
The possibility to locate and return to the post in which the Slender Man
phenomena from the Something Awful forums took shape, represents the critical nature of
the WCWA as a source and a research reference. There is no telling how many similar kinds
of origins of various vernacular forms are documented in the massive set of individual
resources in this collection. The collection already contains millions of individual URLs and
files. This scale is likely to continue to grow and we hope that this continues to increase the
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value and comprehensiveness of the WCWA as a resource. Going forward it is clear that
connecting with scholars and other potential users will play a key role in enhancing the
collection. To that end we have identified two key needs for further partnerships:
1. Need for partnerships with scholars identifying sites to preserve
Web content is surprisingly ephemeral and when sites are taken offline they may be
removed without warning. Many of the scholars studying Internet culture are approaching
and studying online content as if the web itself was an archive. The web is not an archive. In
keeping with the genesis of the Web Cultures Web Archive, the American Folklife Center
would like to hear from, partner with, and support folklorists and others interested in
studying vernacular culture in building this collection. We are eager to partner with
researchers working on ongoing projects so that our growing web archive collections can
serve as the basis of enabling citations and references to online resources through
persistent URLs provided from our archived sites. To that end, we would encourage anyone
working on related topics to consider nominating sites of interest for the collection.
Suggestions may be directed to the AFC via email or Web form
(http://www.loc.gov/rr/askalib/ask-folklife.html).
2. Need for partnerships with scholars on modes of using the collection
We have attempted to model ways that scholars can work with web archives in this
collection, but this is only the beginning. The more that researchers work with this content
and share how they would best like to be able to interact with it, the better we can begin to
develop improved tools, including additional derivative data sets or tools to enable access.
Furthermore, as we continue to harvest and crawl Web content for this collection, we
appreciate input on what is and is not captured on any individual site. This provides
opportunities for the Web Archiving Team to improve the completeness of captures. In
short, the more used the collection can become now the more usable it will be into the
future.
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In conclusion, we invite greater participation from researchers in using the WCWA
to encourage further development of the resource, and we invite greater feedback from
users regarding the completeness and quality of the existing captures to improve its
comprehensiveness. As the WCWA continues, it will become a larger part of the AFC's
collections that document the richness and uniqueness of American vernacular culture. As
tools continue to develop for accessing Web archives, we aim to support folklorists and
others in conducting more useful and insightful studies of the vernacular culture of the
Web.

Notes
[1] Sites in the collection can be accessed at:
https://www.loc.gov/collections/web-cultures-web-archive/about-this-collection/
[2] Accessed at: https://creepypasta.fandom.com/wiki/Creepypasta_Wiki;
http://Creepypasta.com
[3] Accessed at: http://creepypasta.wikia.com/wiki/Follow_the_Leader;
http://creepypasta.wikia.com/wiki/The_Blank_Face;
http://creepypasta.wikia.com/wiki/The_Slenderman_Cometh;
http://creepypasta.wikia.com/wiki/The_Tall_Man;
http://creepypasta.wikia.com/wiki/Tall,_Thin,_and_Faceless.
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