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This Norwegian show was not the first of its kind. The Deutsche Bahn operated a TV
channel called Bahn TV from 2001-2010. One of the programs, “Bahn TV in Fahrt,” showed
the view from the cab of a moving train, following the regular train lines between cities in
Germany, Austria, and France. Initially started as an internal staff television channel, it
expanded into a niche channel that some cable subscribers could get from 2005-2006. After
2008, the channel shifted to a pure webcast. The NRK Bergensbanen program was similar in
scope in that it did not significantly augment this plain video feed with digital content. An
audio signal and superimposed text notified viewers of train station and tunnel names, but
beyond that, the slowly changing landscape penetrated by the railroad tracks took center stage.

This was to change in a later iteration of the slow railroad travel TV idea, which
thoroughly embedded born-digital perspectives on place and mobility in the show. The
Nordlandsbanen— minutt for minutt program first aired in late December 2012, following the
train from Trondheim to Bodg, over almost ten hours, through 729 kilometers, 42 stations, 156
tunnels and 361 bridges. The new element added here was that NRK recorded the journey four
times, one for each season. The four video feeds were then synchronized using GPS data
recorded during the journey. The website gave viewers the option to watch the seasons
individually or all at once, as we see in Figure 2. The NRK editors pointed out that this was an
incredibly time-consuming and intricate process. Microphones mounted on the train recorded
sound both inside and outside of the train, adding to the mediated experience of the journey.
Viewers got a bit more feeling of speed as a result of the forward-facing camera, but the overall
impression is still one of slowness, of painstakingly making your way through a landscape.

Figure 2 Four seasons in sync. Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, Nordlandsbanen: Minutt for minutt, 2012.
Creative Commons License, CC BY-SA 3.0.
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Watching and exploring this train ride becomes strangely hypnotic, with the clackety
clack sound of the train on the tracks (I keep it on in my office when writing sometimes, as a
kind of white noise). But the experience we get is not the compression of time and space that
Schivelbusch describes. Instead, time is drawn out, stretched over distance, highlighting the
slowness of train travel instead. The four seasons give the viewer a peculiar sense of time
passing, but more important is the way new media and geospatial technologies are profoundly
intertwined in the presentation of the railway journey from Trondheim to Bode. The absolute
location information enabled by the synchronized GPS data links the four different train rides
to each other. When presented as four video feeds on one screen, the train becomes one
machine moving through four seasons, four different versions of one place, at the same time.

The accompanying website allowed viewers to choose between the original broadcast,
with music, interviews, and some video material from other cameras outside and on the side of
the train; the four seasons as individual feeds; and the synchronized version with all four feeds
at the same time.”® A dynamically updated map displays the train’s position and allows viewers
to click to skip ahead to particular locations. In addition, the website had information about
the history of Nordlandsbanen, the playlist for the 77 songs with local artists that played during
the broadcast, and a interactive video mixer (in beta), where visitors can create their own video
mix between two of the seasons. A link to a very technical write-up about the production
documented the actual and time-consuming work that went into creating the show.”’

As Slow As It Gets? Hurtigruten.

As interesting and popular as the two railroad shows were, they cannot compare to what we
can only describe as the high point of the NRK slow travel series, an 8048-minute (five and a
half days) live broadcast of Hurtigruten, the Coastal Express, sailing from Bergen on the
southwest coast of Norway to Kirkenes in the far north, a total distance of 2703 km or 1460
nautical miles. As you might expect, the show was very slow—viewers could see the view from
the ship, mixed in with interviews and commentaries onboard the ship, all in real-time. NRK
showed everything live and a website showed the video stream, paired with a map where you
could see the ship move in real-time and other information. Furthermore, NRK made
downloads of the stream available in full HD as BitTorrent downloads while the show was still
on.

The show was a big hit in Norway when it ran in June 2011—when the show peaked,
half of Norway’s roughly five million people had watched it. Furthermore, the show was also
transmitted live on the Internet, where 46% of the viewers came from outside of Norway. Even
more interesting were all the people that showed up along the coast, waving from land,
cruising around in boats, and also the huge crowds at all the stops. The small places were
generally the ones with the most people. My hometown Sortland (with 10,000 inhabitants), for
instance, had more people show up at 3:30 at night (although the sun was out since it's above

*% Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, “Nordlandsbanen: Minutt for minutt,” accessed 22 January
2014, http://www.nrk.no/nordlandsbanen/.

3! Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, “Arstider i sync: produksjonen av Nordlandsbanen minutt for
minutt,” accessed 22 January 2014, http:/nrkbeta.no/2012/12/29/arstider-i-sync-produksjonen-av-

nordlandsbanen-minutt-for-minutt/.
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the Arctic circle, as shown in Figure 3) than Trondheim (with 175,000 people) had in the
middle of day. It seems like the experience of watching the show took people somewhat by
surprise. The premise sounds quite ludicrous, like watching paint dry on live TV, but people
initially looked out of pure curiosity and then found it hard to stop. Twitter was full of people
who seemed unable to turn off the TV and go to bed at night as Hurtigruten sailed through
Vesteralen in the midnight sun. The #Hurtigruten hashtag trended in Norway during the entire
week of the show, and many place names would also appear on the top list of Twitter topics as
Hurtigruten sailed into those places. In other words, this was a mediated representation of the
coast of an entire nation that really interfaced with people’s daily lives. During both the train
shows and the Hurtigruten one, the Twitter discussion backchannel was critical to the
popularity of the show. This was not a form of armchair travel undertaken alone and in
isolation, but rather a deeply social event, extended and augmented by digital media.

Figure 3 Hurtigruten sailing into Sortland in the midnight sun. Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, Hurtigruten:
Minutt for minutt, 2011. Creative Commons License, CC BY-SA 3.0.

The popularity took NRK completely by surprise, even knowing how well the
Bergensbanen show had gone. The producers spent a fair amount of time before the show
launched justifying the expenditure of taxpayer money, arguing that “it is probably
considerably cheaper than many large sports events, and it may perhaps also connect with
people in a deeper way. After all, we are the license-funded Norwegian Broadcasting
Corporation. We need to do things like this, because if we don’t, no one else will.”** | think

> Anders Hofseth, “Hurtigruten: FAQ — Ofte stilte sparsmal,” accessed 22 January 2014,
http://nrkbeta.no/2011/06/22/hurtigruten-fag/.
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there are many reasons why the Hurtigruten show struck a chord in Norway. One of them has
to do with history and nature. The infrastructural role of Hurtigruten as a critical means of
transportation is long past. Once upon a time it was essential for transporting people, mail, and
goods in a reliable way along the coast. It still brings cargo and people, of course, but today
there are many other options available. Like many old technologies, Hurtigruten has found
new life in new roles.

More than anything else, Hurtigruten is a tourist ship now. But the show also
demonstrates how Hurtigruten has become a part of the cultural landscape of coastal Norway
and a way of experiencing and taking part in nature. The old infrastructures of travel live on as
narratives of bodies in motion through landscapes, but not just any landscape. In the same way
that the early trekkers and the Norwegian Trekking Association explored the Norwegian
countryside as a way of constructing a new national identity in the 1800s, the tourist
experience of sailing along the coast in Hurtigruten is one of experiencing an iconic national
landscape. We find similar sentiments expressed in the Norwegian tourist railroads; traveling
with these particular transportation infrastructures becomes a way of seeing the best that
Norway has to offer as a tourist destination. Both written and digital armchair travel media
build upon such interpretations of national landscapes.

The website that NRK made for the show represents a great model for visualizing travel
in digital media. As we see in Figure 4, the site has three main elements: 1) a zoomable map
with a red line marking the progress of Hurtigruten and markers for all the stops along the
way;” 2) a video window showing a live or archived video stream in which clicking anywhere
along the red line on the map will show you the video for that spot; 3) an information window
that shows you the Hurtigruten, radar data, links to torrent downloads of raw video data in full
HD (CC-licensed), and a link to a 3D view in Google Earth. Some of this content clearly targets
what we can only describe as enthusiast viewers rather than the mainstream viewer, who
would probably be unlikely to download and explore the radar data file.

The Hurtigruten show is not just a successful example of new media armchair travel,
but also how rich this media can be. It was a slow, but deeply mediated experience. When
planning the show, NRK tested various ways of integrating place data in augmented reality-like
approaches such as floating text bubbles that would move with the camera onscreen. They
asked people for input on the NRK website—what would they like to see? Suggestions included
water temperature, air temperature, humidity, air pressure, accelerometer, compass data, radar
and sonar live feed, underwater cameras, engine room sound, GPS coordinates, raw video files
with time stamps, and so on. The combination of suggestions hinted at a desire to use various
types of sensors and recorders to blend the technology of the ship with the outside landscapes
that Hurtigruten sailed through, all presented to the viewer through a digital interface. After the
show was over, NRK did not end up releasing all the data they recorded, but made the GPS
data available in JSON format, as well as around 600 GB of high-quality video files for free
download under a Creative Commons license.

3 The map recently broke, most likely as a result of a Google Maps APl update. NRK notified me that
they are trying to fix the problem, but this illustrates well the challenges of sustaining digital projects
over time.
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Figure 4 The Hurtigruten: Minutt for minutt interactive website. Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, Hurtigruten:
Minutt for minutt, 2011. Creative Commons License, CC BY-SA 3.0.

NRK announced a competition for the best remixes and mash-ups created with the
Creative Commons-licensed material. The perhaps most obvious entries fast-forwarded the
video, compressing the 134 hour long journey all the way down to a five-minute speed run of

the Norwegian coast.’

Other entries took screen captures at regular intervals and organized
them into gorgeous, high-resolution posters that look like they are sorted by color, but that
actually visualized the slowly changing light of the Norwegian summer.”> Going to the other
extreme, one viewer extracted the 9,486,520 frames where Hurtigruten was moving and used
these to generate one composite image of the “average” view—a blurred gray and flat sea
separated from a slightly lighter gray sky by a dark gray horizon—with the white bow of the
ship sharply in focus.’® The winner was probably the most time-consuming and meticulous of
all the entries—a massive timetable index of the entire journey, listing events and points of
interest, time, location, and a direct link to the location in the archived stream on the NRK
website. This indexing job took a total of eight months to complete. While the winner did not

use the Creative Commons-licensed video at all, the NRK jury thought that his entry added so

** Andreas Doppelmayr, “Hurtigruten In 5 Minutes,” accessed 7 May 2014, https://vimeo.com/26214090

%> Jon Olav Eikenes, “Hurtigruten minutt for minutt” Flickr set, accessed 7 May 2014
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jonolave/sets/72157626928644711/with/5873571817/

3¢ Geir Bjerke, ““Hurtigruten: Minutt for minutt’ in one frame,” accessed 7 May 2014,

https://www.flickr.com/photos/neonstz/5899253694/in/set-72157627109390926/
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much value to the project that they found him a clear winner of the competition.”” The grand
prize was (obviously) a free trip with Hurtigruten.

In the full Hurtigruten show, viewers are presented with what we can describe as an
annotated landscape, including both recorded geospatial information and highly manual
annotations such as those of the remix competition winner. If we think about how we often
navigate landscapes now, accessing these invisible digital layers of information about the
landscape as we move through it, using a handheld GPS-enabled device (finding out our
direction, speed, altitude, routes, weather forecasts, notable attractions and their history, the
location of the nearest Starbucks, etc.), we are simultaneously moving in two types of
landscapes at once, both the immediate and physical on the one hand, and the digital and
distributed on the other. Experiencing and navigating the world around us requires us to
circulate between these two categories of knowing.

The Hurtigruten show was an experiment in geospatial visualization that successfully
managed to blend these two views of the world in an appealing and popular manner. It is a
fantastic experience, culturally immersive and able to bring the entire country together in a
way that few other TV programs have. But it is important to note that it is without the instant
gratification of so much contemporary entertainment. In a way, it can be compared to the slow
food movement. It is slow entertainment, meant to be stretched out and savored.

Conclusion
Armchair travel directs our attention to the mediated character of location and of nature itself.
Schivelbusch has been criticized, and in some ways rightly so, for focusing almost exclusively
on the phenomenology of train travel, being more concerned with “the making and remaking
of world views rather than the contested qualities of world views as modes of reception and
representation, with implications for politics and sectional interests,” as George Revill writes.*®
The ways in which we experience, navigate, and ultimately know natural environments and
landscapes today have become suffused with digital information structures, making armchair
travel as dependent on technology as physical travel is. Our mode of transportation as we
travel—in body or in armchair—influences the way we view the landscapes we travel through.
This insight is one of the broader contributions of Schivelbusch’s work beyond transport history.
The slow digital travel programs developed by the Norwegian Broadcasting
Corporation point to a convergence of mediating strategies: texts, images, maps, GPS data,
video, sound, even integrating social media in the experience. The result is simultaneously an
extension and an update of traditional travel narratives. Highlighting the processes of
mediation that take place in the relationship between the experience of being aboard
Hurtigruten or a train, experiencing nature first-hand, and watching it on TV is very much in
line with Schivelbusch’s goal to understand the subjective experience of new technologies. In

7 Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, “Hurtigrute-vinneren,” accessed 7 May 2014,
http://nrkbeta.no/2013/07/05/hurtigrute-vinneren/.
3% George Revill, “Perception, Reception and Representation: Wolfgang Schivelbusch and the Cultural

History of Travel and Transport,” in Peter Norton, Gijs Mom, Liz Millward, Mathieu Flonneau eds.,
Mobility in History. Reviews and Reflections (Neuchdtel: Editions Alphil-Presses universitaires suisses,
2012), 43.
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this sense, mediation is about more than simple representation. As in Schivelbusch’s machine
ensemble, we have seen how digital media forms a layer between (virtual) traveler and
landscape. On the one hand, these mediated relationships create a response from the viewer,
evoking and shaping a new experience; on the other, they deepen our understanding of the act
of moving through the landscapes they open up for us.

Environmental historians and nature writers alike have to a large degree been
concerned with close readings of the relationships between particular groups of people and
particular places. The nature we meet in these narratives is very often a nature that is
experienced through the body, a very physical relationship. Yet our idea of what nature is has
expanded quite dramatically as a result of both new scientific instruments and new nature
management regimes. The natural world becomes both bigger and smaller at the same time,
extending out in space and down into our own bodies. We know from science studies that we
generally can’t know this “nature” directly.’” This idea of nature is becoming very hard to
separate from the digital tools and media we use to observe, interpret, and manage it. Our
ideas, our standards, for what is natural are distributed and maintained in digital tools and
media like databases, computer models, geographical information systems, and so on. Paul
Edwards” massive and prize-winning book on computer modeling and climate change, A Vast
Machine: Computer Models, Climate Data, and the Politics of Global Warming, is one recent
example of studies highlighting this perspective.” Such a perspective on nature pulls us in a
few different directions. Up, towards abstraction and global management systems, like Edwards
and his vast machines. But also down, out into the field, to the bodily experience of nature.
We can call these distant and close natures, directly borrowing from Franco Moretti’s ways of
reading literature on different scales.*' Distant natures, those that are not experienced through
the body but distributed through data and media, need different modes of analysis and
storytelling. Human interpretation and experience is still relevant, but we need to understand
how it is mediated through machines and technologies, models and database structures.

If we think of technology as a set of relations—social, economic, even
epistemological—the digital turn certainly embodies the same kind of relations. Animal-based
travel carries a set of relations between bodies: of struggling, tired horses and humans jostled
about in carriages or on horseback. The locomotive took away the animal, converting coal and
water into steam, smoke, power, and motion. What happens with these relations in the digital?
Things never remain the same as we move between media; something is lost and something is
gained. Still, if we think of the mediation process as primarily one of representation, then
something is definitely lost in translation. Instead, we should think of mediation as the making
of connections. Travel narratives demonstrate this clearly—as John Urry argues, “multiple
forms of actual and imagined presence that carry connections across and into various kinds of

%% For example, Sara B. Pritchard, “Joining Environmental History with Science and Technology Studies:
Promises, Challenges, and Contributions,” in New Natures: Joining Environmental History with Science
and Technology Studies, ed. Dolly Jargensen, Finn Arne Jargensen, and Sara B. Pritchard (Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2013), 1-18.

*Paul N. Edwards, A Vast Machine: Computer Models, Climate Data, and the Politics of Global
Warming (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2010).

*1 Franco Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for Literary History (London: Verso, 2007).
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"#1f we focus on the experiential aspect that Schivelbusch was out to capture in

social space.
his book, we can see how something new is created in this process. New media technologies
enable particular relationships between people and the world, and this act of mediation is by
no means neutral, in the same way that Schivelbusch’s machine ensemble is not neutral. In
that sense, mediation is an important way we are in the world. Mediation is how we interface
with the world, with all that it implies, including the fact that we have always been mediated.*
And if we have always been mediated, we can’t assume that the shape and content of this
mediation has remained constant over time. But this fact also means that forms of media, old
and new alike, are fundamentally entangled with both historical and present human
experiences of the world. The forms of digital armchair travel discussed in this article are both
mediated and augmented, a communal experience that adds to the physical experience. There
is something profound and tremendously powerful at work in the slow travel programs: the
articulation of authenticity and meaning.

The railroad that Schivelbusch describes as “the annihilator of time and space” is no
longer as fast as it once seemed. Now that the railroad is increasingly framed and portrayed as
a technology for slow, contemplative travel—for observing landscapes slowly change as we
travel through them—we must ask what is the difference between our experience of the
journey and the subjective experience that Schivelbusch was out to capture. While armchair
travel as a genre has become updated and brought into new digital media, the search for
meaning in a changing world continues to be a key theme in this genre. This is a place where
history of technology, the environmental humanities, and the digital humanities can and
should work with each other. Rich and deep digital media can enable new forms of storytelling
and presentation that we can’t afford to ignore.
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*2 John Urry, “Social Networks, Travel and Talk,” The British Journal of Sociology 54, no. 2 (2003): 156.
* Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska, Life after New Media: Mediation as a Vital Process (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2012).
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