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A Real Snail Mail baby hatchling, 2009

Page 5

- [T o [EH - S

Each time my computer sends an email, it makes a triumphant whooshing
noise that sounds like a sports car zipping round a racetrack, or a cartoon
character dashing off in a cloud of dust. The message is clear: Email is

fast. And speed is good.

But is it always?

These days, we worship at the altar of speed. We eat fast, drive fast, talk
fast, think fast, write fast, work fast, read fast. Of course, acceleration
can be wonderful, but too much speed is now burning us out.

Email is a perfect example. By making the written word faster and easier
to send than ever before, it has turned itself into a nuisance. Look at the
time wasted on unruly inboxes, the constant distraction from incoming
messages, the misunderstandings and embarrassment caused by emails

written or forwarded in haste.
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The send message page on the Real Snail Mail website, 2008

The good news is that our roadrunner culture is coming under review.
Everywhere, and in every walk of life, people are putting on the brakes.
This burgeoning Slow Movement is not about doing everything at tortoise
pace; it is about working, playing and living better by doing things at the
right speed - sometimes fast, sometimes slow, and sometimes choosing
not to do them at all. And that includes email.

A senior executive at IBM has launched a Slow Email Movement which
recommends checking your inbox no more than twice a day. Other
companies, such as Intel and Deloitte & Touche, have imposed email-
free days. Like a drug rehabilitation clinic, the Sheraton hotel in Chicago
offers to lock smartphones in a safe to help guests conquer their email
addiction.

Real Snail Mail adds a fresh twist. It challenges the assumption that
everything we write must reach its destination as fast as possible, and
opens up the possibility that some missives might benefit from slower
delivery.
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AND NOW AWAITS COLLECTION
BY THE NEXT AVAILABLE SNAIL.
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The message you receive once you have submitted an email on the Real Snail Mail website

In a world where everything is available instantly all the time, when nothing
is left to chance and every moment is scheduled, not knowing exactly
when a snail will deliver a message can be a sweet liberation. It can help
us rediscover the lost art of waiting and the joy of serendipity.

Clearly, Real Snail Mail is not designed to replace email. You wouldn’t
use it to file your tax return or pay a parking fine. It is a call to arms, a
wise and witty reminder that even the information superhighway needs
a slow lane.

Carl Honoré
Writer, works & lives in London
July 2009
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In response to our question 'Is there space in our speed obsessed world
for a service that takes time?' we have developed a time delayed alternative
to email to challenge the notion faster is better.

The importance of conveying messages rapidly across vast distances
has encouraged human endeavour, to invent ever improved communication
systems, culminating in the ubiquitous light speed technology known as
email. Traveling through fibre optic cables at 436 million miles per hour,
emails can travel the 3,461 miles between London and New York in a
blistering 0.0286 seconds. Comfortable with near light speed
communication, we forget the person at the other end, who may have
other ideas about the importance of our message. Never mind that you
rushed it to them, in less than point one of a second, they seem to respond
at a snail's pace. Even the world’s fastest snail Archie owned by Carl
Branhorn of Pott Row, England and featured in the 1997 Guinness Book
of World Records, only managed a humble 0.03 mph.
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Snails being logged onto the Real Snail Mail database using a handheld RFID reader, 2008

If you have ever been made to feel sluggish by any of the countless
speed junkies urgently demanding your immediate attention, consider
that a snail traveling at a more typical snail’s pace of 0.0023 mph would
take 171 years 40 weeks and 2 days to travel a land bridge across the
Atlantic from London to New York. The speed of light may mark the limits
of our universe but you no longer have to be limited by light speed
technology.

Our technology obsessed generation is spending more and more leisure
time online, communicating to friends and family through social networking
tools and webmail services. Real Snail Mail (www.realsnailmail.net) takes
a form of 'everyday-life' communication and creates a physical and
biological interruption to the data transportation, interrupting for one small
moment our understanding of communication. Interacting with Real Snail
Mail allows us to explore notions of time; promoting innovative and
divergent thinking to explore alternatives to our technologically fraught
lives.
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We launched Real Snail Mail the world’s first webmail service using live
snails in June 2008. Originally, we housed three Helix Aspersa snails
(aka Cecil, Austin & Muriel) in a glass enclosure. Each snail had a
miniaturised electronic circuit and antenna in the form of a Radio Frequency
Identification (RFID) tag attached to its shell. We first used glass capsule
tags like those injected into dogs and cats for pet passports. At the sides
of the glass enclosure were located two purpose built interrogators,
providing a link between the snails and the server allowing the snails to
collect and forward messages. Messages were collected from a despatch
centre at one end of their enclosure. Once associated with the tiny
electronic chip on the snail's shell, messages are carried around until the
snail chances by the drop off point. When, or if, the snail ever makes it
here, it is identified by another interrogator, which then forwards the
relevant message to the recipients email address. At each stage the
sender is updated with the messages progress and when the email finally
arrives at its destination it is appended with details of its carrier and a log
of its journey.
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One of the first snail recruits to receive a RFID glass capsule, 2008
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The first custom built interrogator in the glass enclosure at Bournemouth University, 2008
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Within two weeks of launching Real Snail Mail we had over 50,000 unique visits to the website and 5,962 messages waiting for delivery. With the
original hardware the snails had to sit directly on the centre of the interrogators. The snail’s reluctance to do this left us with a service that took

slowness to the threshold of stillness. This is when we asked ourselves ‘How slow should we go?’
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The eight new recruits being equipped with larger RFID tags Isley logging the new eight snails into the database
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Before Real Snail Mail was shown in the Slow Art exhibition at SIGGRAPH, Los Angeles (11"-15" August 2008) we realised we may have to ‘slightly’
optimize the system. We added eight new recruits from our garden, equipping them with bigger tags. These enabled the snails (aka Fred, Agatha,
Sean, Penelope, Francis, Beatrice, Walter, Reginald) to collect and forward messages up to 5cm away from new more powerful RFID interrogators.
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Francis by the RFID collection reader in the glass enclosure at Bournemouth University 2008
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Beatrice & Fred play together in the glass enclosure, Bournemouth University 2008
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The profile page on the Real Snail Mail website, 2009

Even though our eight snails were very active over 2008 we came to the conclusion that we would either have to increase the snail population or
allow them to carry more than one message at a time. At this point our desire to make new work was far greater than our desire to feed, mist and
water snails so from March 2009 our eight snails have been carrying postbags of 10 messages. This latest optimisation leaves us with a system
that averages 81 deliveries a month. We hope this is the right kind of slow.
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Fred

59
CARRYING
2.00 days

Agatha

61
CARRYING
3.59 days

Sean

34
CARRYING
4.35 days

Penelope

52
AVAILABLE
1.86 days

Francis

88
AVAILABLE
1.12 days

2
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The first open air enclosure, 2009

The Real Snail Mail installation in the Chasing Stillness exhibition contains a new community of garden snails. These snails are housed in an open
air enclosure where you can see them going about their work. If you send an email during the exhibition it may be years before a snail gets to pick
it up and carry it to its destination so please choose your words carefully and consider the efforts of our hard working snails.
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Collaborating as boredomresearch, Vicky Isley and Paul Smith are both
Research Fellows in Computer Animation & Computer Art at the National
Centre for Computer Animation, Bournemouth University, UK (2005-
2009). boredomresearch have gained an international reputation for
interrogating the creative role of computing. Their enthusiasm for scientific
modelling techniques and fascination with natural systems inspires them
to produce beautifully crafted software art that presents an exciting
alternative to our technologically fraught lives.
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Press coverage since launch in June 2008 includes: TIME Magazine,
BBC World Service, Daily Planet Discovery Channel Canada, National
Public Radio NY, NTV Russia, BBC Click, The New Scientist, BBC News,
Slashdot and BBC Newsround. Real Snail Mail has captured imaginations
all around the world and boredomresearch have given radio interviews
in New Zealand, America, Ireland, UK and Australia.

Real Snail Mail development system on exhibition in TAGGED, Space Media Arts, London 2006

Chasing Stillness, [DAM]Berlin

British Science Festival, Guildford London

Slow Art exhibition, SIGGRAPHO08, Los Angeles

Engage, 20th BCS, Human Computer Interaction Group conference
Queen Mary University, London

Tagged Exhibition, Space Media Arts London
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BBC Newsround interview Smith about Real Snail Mail, 2008

[DAM]Berlin 2009. http://www.dam-berlin.de
Carl Honoré 2009. http://www.carlhonore.com
Hoffmann Druck GmbH, Wolgast, Auflage: 400.
Vicky Isley & Paul Smith, boredomresearch
Vicky Isley & Paul Smith, boredomresearch 2009.

http://www.boredomresearch.net

Wolf Lieser, Director [DAM] Berlin

National Centre for Computer Animation, Bournemouth University UK
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