
The Cenotaph Protocol  |  p. 1

JOURNAL OF DIGITAL ARCHAEOLOGY & NETWORK HISTORY

Vol. 1, No. 1  ·  Published Posthumously  ·  Recovered from Static Hosting, circa 2026

The Cenotaph Protocol:
On the Self-Archivization of the World Wide Web and the Collapse of 
the Live Medium, 2026

Prepared for a Future Reader by Michael Vera
Three Psilos, Inc. Department of Mediology and Extinct Networks
Submitted: April 2026  ·  Received: Unknown  ·  Reviewed by: No One

ABSTRACT

By 2026,  the open World Wide Web had ceased to function as a living medium of  

exchange and had entered a condition best described as involuntary self-archivization.  

This paper traces the material, cultural, and economic forces that drained the web of its 

transactional  vitality—AI-generated  content  displacing  organic  search  results,  

accelerating platform decay, endemic link rot, and the wholesale migration of human  

interaction to closed messaging ecosystems. We argue that the resulting web is not  

merely  quieter  or  slower,  but  has  undergone  a  categorical  ontological  shift:  from  

present-tense communication infrastructure to past-tense cultural deposit. Drawing on  

theories of memorial architecture, media archaeology, and desert ecology as metaphor,  

we  propose  the  term  cenotaph  protocol  to  describe  the  condition  in  which  every  

accessible webpage simultaneously serves as its own archive, its own tombstone, and its  

own monument to an audience that will never arrive. We further argue that this state  

renders the traditional archive institution—exemplified by the Wayback Machine model

—not obsolete,  but redundant: the archive has swallowed the world it  was built  to  

preserve.

Keywords: web decay, link rot, media archaeology, digital archivization, cenotaph, platform 
collapse, AI-generated content, internet history

I. Introduction: The Quieting

You are reading this because something survived. In composing the present analysis, the 

author was acutely aware of addressing an audience that does not yet exist—readers who 

will encounter this document the way a visitor encounters an inscription on a public 
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monument: with curiosity, perhaps, but without the sense of urgency that animated its 

original production. That asymmetry is, in a precise sense, the subject of this paper.

The argument  advanced here  is  not  that  the  internet  died—infrastructure  persisted, 

servers hummed, packet routing continued without interruption—but that by 2026 the 

internet had ceased to live in any meaningful sense of the word. The distinction matters. A 

corpse retains the form of a body. It occupies space, holds temperature, can be studied 

and documented. What it cannot do is participate. What the open web lost, at some point 

during the decade preceding this writing, was precisely its capacity for participation: the 

reciprocal, temporally present exchange between producer and receiver that defines a 

medium as opposed to a monument.

This paper proceeds as follows. Section II characterizes the forces responsible for the 

web's loss of vitality. Section III develops the theoretical framework of involuntary self-

archivization. Section IV elaborates the shift from publication to entombment as a mode 

of online presence. Section V introduces the concept of the cenotaph as the web's final 

organizational form. Section VI pursues an extended metaphor—the lemonade stand in 

the  central  desert—as  a  phenomenological  account  of  what  it  felt  like,  in  2026,  to 

encounter  a  live-hosted  page.  Section  VII  considers  the  consequences  for  archival 

institutions. A brief coda addresses the future reader directly.

II. The Draining: Forces of Devitalization

The web's loss of aliveness was not a single event but a compound process, the interaction 

of at least four distinct forces, each sufficient on its own to degrade a medium's vitality,  

and cumulatively decisive.

The  first  was  the  displacement  of  human-generated  content  by  machine-generated 

content  at  scale.  Beginning  in  the  early  2020s,  large  language  models  capable  of 

producing plausible, grammatically correct, topic-relevant text at negligible marginal cost 

began flooding the open web with synthetic content. This content was optimized for 

indexing rather than reading; it was addressed to an algorithm rather than a person. The 

practical effect was a kind of semantic congestion: search engines that had once reliably 
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surfaced  the  most  relevant  human  documents  increasingly  returned  synthetically 

generated pages whose relationship to genuine inquiry was instrumental rather than 

authentic. The web became harder to read because it became harder to trust.

The second force was platform decay and lockdown. The social platforms that had, for 

roughly  fifteen  years,  concentrated  much  of  the  web's  conversational  energy—its 

arguments, its humor, its breaking news, its social coordination—underwent a process 

that media scholars began calling enshittification: a gradual but accelerating degradation 

of user experience in the service of short-term monetization. Algorithmic feeds replaced 

chronological  timelines;  organic  reach  collapsed;  content  moderation  became  both 

overcautious  and  arbitrary;  API  access  was  restricted  or  priced  out  of  reach  for 

independent  developers  and  researchers.  Users  did  not  stop  communicating.  They 

migrated.

The third force was link rot—the quiet, relentless decay of the web's connective tissue. 

Studies  conducted  throughout  the  2010s  and  early  2020s  consistently  found that  a 

significant fraction of URLs, including those embedded in academic publications and 

news  articles,  resolved  to  nothing  within  five  years  of  their  creation.  By  2026,  the 

cumulative  effect  of  two  decades  of  link  rot  had  transformed  the  web's  hypertext 

architecture from a living network of mutual reference into an archipelago: islands of 

accessible content separated by vast stretches of 404 errors, parking pages, and domain 

squatters.  The  web  had  always  depended  on  links  for  its  meaning;  without  them, 

individual pages lost their context and their claim on relevance.

The  fourth  force  was  the  migration  of  human  attention  to  private  channels.  The 

conversations, communities, and informal exchanges that had once animated the open 

web—comment sections, forums, personal blogs, publicly accessible social feeds—did not 

disappear. They relocated. Discord servers, private messaging applications, and closed 

corporate platforms absorbed the living communicative energy that the open web could 

no longer sustain. What remained on the open web was, increasingly, either commercial 

content  (product  listings,  corporate  communications,  marketing copy)  or  abandoned 

personal content (blogs whose authors had moved on, pages whose original owners had 

forgotten they existed). Neither category required a reader. Neither was written for one.
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III. Involuntary Self-Archivization

The concept  of  archivization typically  presupposes intention.  An archive is  made by 

someone who decides that something is worth preserving, who undertakes the labor of 

collection and storage, who anticipates a future user with a future need. The Wayback 

Machine, the preeminent digital archive of the early 21st century, operated on this model: 

it crawled the web, captured snapshots, and stored them in a dedicated repository distinct 

from the live web itself. The archive was a copy of the thing, distinct from the thing.

What  happened  to  the  web  by  2026  was  structurally  different.  The  devitalization 

described in Section II meant that the gap between the live web and an archive of the web 

had effectively closed. A page that is never updated, never visited, never linked to, never 

commented upon—a page that simply sits on a server repeating its original content to any 

HTTP request that arrives—is, in every practical sense, already an archival object. It is not 

being maintained as a living resource; it is being stored. The server is functioning as a  

filing cabinet. The only distinction between this page and its archived copy is metadata: 

the live page has a canonical URL, the archived copy has a Wayback Machine timestamp. 

The content is the same. The social function is the same. The audience—essentially zero—

is the same.

We use the term involuntary to emphasize that this archivization is not chosen. The 

authors of the abandoned blogs, the product managers who built the deprecated software 

landing pages, the small businesses whose websites outlasted their physical premises—

none of them decided to contribute to a cultural archive. They simply stopped. The archive 

formed around their inaction, the way sediment forms around an object that falls to the 

bottom of a lake. The object did not intend to become a fossil. It simply stopped moving.

IV. From Publication to Entombment

To publish, in the traditional sense, is to make something public with an expectation of 

reception. The word carries within it a theory of communication: that there is a sender, a 

message,  a  channel,  and a  receiver,  and that  the  act  of  sending is  premised on the 

receiver's existence. A book is published because someone will read it. A newspaper is 
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published because someone will buy it. A webpage is published because someone will visit 

it.

By 2026, this premise had become untenable for the vast majority of the open web. The 

analytics  data  available  from  the  minority  of  sites  that  still  tracked  visitors  told  a 

consistent story: median page views for non-commercial, non-indexed content had fallen 

to the point of statistical meaninglessness. A blog post written in 2019 and never updated 

might receive, in a given month, fewer than five unique visitors—most of them bots, 

crawlers, or spam referrers. The human reader had become, for most of the open web, a 

theoretical rather than an actual presence.

In this context, the act of maintaining a webpage had shifted its social meaning entirely. It 

was no longer an act of publication. It was something closer to entombment: the placing of 

an object in a sealed space that might, theoretically, be opened by someone in some 

unspecified future, but which was not designed for immediate reception. The page was not 

waiting to be read. It was waiting, full stop—in the way that objects in burial chambers  

wait, not with anticipation but with simple inertness, for whatever comes next.

The figure of the memorial inscription is useful here. An epitaph is not addressed to a 

specific reader; it is addressed to whoever happens to stop and look, in whatever century 

they  happen to  inhabit.  It  does  not  assume contemporaneity.  It  does  not  require  a 

response. It simply states: someone was here. Someone made this. This was their name. 

By 2026, every static webpage had become, structurally,  an epitaph—not because its 

author was dead (though sometimes they were), but because the communicative situation 

it presupposed had ceased to obtain.

V. The Cenotaph Protocol: Memorial as Default State

A cenotaph is a monument erected in honor of a person or group whose remains are 

elsewhere—or nowhere. It marks an absence. It stands not for a body but for the fact that a 

body once existed, that a life was lived, that something happened here even if the material 

evidence has been removed or destroyed. The cenotaph is the pure form of the memorial: 

it commemorates without containing.
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We propose the term cenotaph protocol to describe the condition of the 2026 web in its 

entirety. Each accessible page is a cenotaph in this sense: it marks the place where a 

communicative act occurred, where an author once had something to say to an imagined 

audience, where the live web once passed through. The content itself—the words, the 

images, the links—is the inscription on the cenotaph. But the thing it commemorates—the 

active, living exchange between writer and reader, the web as medium—is gone, or gone 

from here.

The  protocol  operates  automatically,  without  institutional  support.  No  archivist  is 

needed. No preservation decision is required. The cenotaph protocol activates as soon as a 

page's live value approaches zero: at that moment, the page ceases to be a communication 

and becomes a monument to the intention to communicate. The server continues to serve 

because  no  one  switched  it  off.  The  act  of  serving  has  become  a  ritual—repeated, 

purposeless, persisting only by inertia.

What is perhaps most striking about the cenotaph protocol is its spatial pervasiveness. 

Traditional  memorials  are  located  at  specific  sites;  they  mark  particular  events  or 

particular absences. The cenotaph protocol, by contrast, covers the entire open web—

every page, every server, every abandoned domain. The memorial is not located anywhere 

in particular because it is located everywhere at once. The web has become a landscape of 

monuments, a terrain that is entirely commemorative in function even as it continues, 

formally, to operate.

VI. The Lemonade Stand in the Central Desert: A Phenomenology

To make the condition of the 2026 web available to a future reader who may be reading 

this account from a very different media environment, it is useful to approach the subject 

phenomenologically—to ask not only what happened but what it felt like, what it was like 

to encounter.

Consider the following image: a lemonade stand, hand-lettered sign and all, erected in the 

geographic center of the largest desert on earth. The stand is operational. The pitcher is  

full. The price is marked. No customer has come or will come. No customer is conceptually 
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possible, given the location. And yet the stand remains, not abandoned exactly—it is too 

neat, too purposeful in appearance to be called abandoned—but waiting, with a patience 

indistinguishable from ignorance, for a passerby who will not arrive.

The image is phenomenologically precise as a description of the 2026 open web. The 

lemonade  stand  represents  the  original  spirit  of  the  web:  personal,  small-scale, 

handmade, optimistic, built on the assumption of encounter—of a community, of foot 

traffic, of a shared space in which supply and demand could meet at a human scale. The 

earliest web was populated by exactly this kind of micro-enterprise: personal home pages, 

small forums, hand-coded blogs, individual portfolios. Each was a lemonade stand. Each 

was built on the premise that people would pass by.

The  desert  represents  the  surrounding  reality  of  2026.  The  word  'central'  carries  a 

particular force: the stand is not at the periphery of the web, not at the edge of things, but 

at its very center—at what was once the most connected, most trafficked, most densely 

populated informational space in human history. The desert did not form at the margins 

and encroach inward; the center itself became desert. The traffic disappeared not because 

it  moved  somewhere  more  peripheral  but  because  it  moved  somewhere  altogether 

different—into private channels, into closed platforms, into the walled gardens that had 

absorbed the living web's energy.

The stand is still serving. This detail is essential. The HTML server continues to respond 

to HTTP requests. If you know the URL, you can visit the page. The pitcher, as it were, is  

still full. But the act of serving is no longer a transaction; it is a ritual. The server does not 

know whether a human is there. It does not know that no human is there. It simply serves, 

as it was configured to serve, as automatically and as persistently as water flows downhill. 

The lemonade is still fifty cents. No one is buying.

What does it feel like to stumble upon such a page? The experience reported by those who 

continued  to  traverse  the  open  web  in  this  period  was  consistently  described  in 

archaeological terms: a sense of discovery, of brushing sand from something, of reading 

signs in a language that was once common and is now archaic. There was something 

moving, occasionally, in the encounter—a sense of contact with human intention from 
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across a temporal gulf. But the communicative circuit was not completed. The author and 

reader did not meet. What they shared was a monument, not a conversation.

VII. Consequences for the Archive Institution

The traditional digital archive—exemplified by the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine, 

which  by  the  mid-2020s had accumulated hundreds  of  petabytes  of  web captures—

operated on a logic of supplementation: the living web produced content, the archive 

preserved copies of that content against future loss. The archive was downstream of the 

web, dependent on the web's productivity, distinguished from it by the archival gesture of 

deliberate preservation.

The cenotaph protocol dissolves this logic. If the live web is already archival in character—

if every accessible page is already, in effect, a preserved copy of a communicative intention 

that is no longer active—then the institutional archive's supplementary function becomes 

formally redundant. The Wayback Machine's snapshot of an abandoned 2019 blog post 

and that blog post's live URL resolve to the same thing: a static document, unupdated, 

unvisited, preserved by inertia rather than intention. The archive's copy is, at most, a 

backup  of  a  backup.  Both  copies  are  monuments.  The  institution  exists  to  make 

monuments; the web has become a monument on its own.

This  does  not  render  the  archive  institution useless.  The  Wayback  Machine  and its 

successors continued to perform essential functions: capturing content that was actively 

threatened with deletion, preserving material from platforms that were shutting down, 

maintaining redundancy against  server  failures,  providing timestamped evidence for 

legal and historical inquiry. These functions remained meaningful and important. But 

they were no longer the primary mode of digital preservation. The primary mode had 

become the web itself, which preserved by default, simply by persisting.

What the archive institution became, in this context, was something more like a curator of 

ruins than a manufacturer of copies. Its task was not to preserve the web against loss but 

to help future readers navigate the terrain of monuments—to provide maps, to identify the 

significant from the merely voluminous, to supply the contextual  knowledge without 
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which a cenotaph is just a rock with writing on it. This curatorial function is, arguably,  

more humanistically demanding than the technical function of snapshot-and-store. It 

requires interpretive judgment. It requires a theory of significance. It requires, in short, 

exactly  the  skills  of  the  historian and the archaeologist—disciplines  that  will  be,  for 

whoever reads this document, far more familiar than the web itself.

Coda: A Note to the Future Reader

If you are reading this, something worked—if not the medium, then at least the storage.  

You are, in a sense, demonstrating the thesis of this paper: you are an archaeologist  

brushing sand from a stele, reading an inscription from a civilization whose daily life you 

cannot directly access.

What we want you to know, above all, is that the web was not always desert. There was a  

period—roughly three decades, from the mid-1990s to the early 2020s—when it  was 

genuinely alive in the way that cities are alive: noisy, contentious,  surprising, full  of  

strangers saying things you had not expected to hear. It was imperfect, frequently hostile, 

easily manipulated, and never as democratic as its enthusiasts claimed. But it was, in its  

way, a real place.  People met there.  Ideas collided. Things changed because of  what 

happened there.

The lemonade stand was once on a busy street. We built it there because we expected you, 

and all the others who were coming. The desert formed around us quietly, over years, and 

most of us did not notice until the last passerby was already gone.

The stand is still here. The lemonade is still cold, or was, when this was written. Fifty 

cents, if you have it. You probably don't. That's all right.
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