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Abstract: The Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media has developed a number of free
online tools to facilitate new digital studies in the humanities, one of which is the Timeline
Builder. A visual and interactive timeline allows for greater clarity in understanding relationships
between events through time, and the patterns that emerge offer valuable insight. This tool
allows users to create timelines without the technical knowledge of how to build websites,
manage database event entries, or any programming languages. The user simply enters the
desired time period into a blank form and adds events to the form one by one.

Evolution of the 20" Century Dystopian Novel Timeline Url:

<http://chnm.gmu.edu/tools/timelines/yourtimelines/?timelines|D=6274>

Description: In the few clicks of a mouse, a user of the CHNM Timeline Builder can add items to
timeline merely by filling in the blank fields for event name, starting date, ending date, and the

text description of the event. The blank form is shown below:

Diverse categories of events can be color-coded to display differently on the final timeline. This
allows for the dystopian novel researcher, for example, to correlate historical events like the
Cuban Missile Crisis with the publication date of specific novels depicting themes pertinent to

atomic warfare and international tension. The images below show first: the final product of the


http://chnm.gmu.edu/tools/timelines/yourtimelines/?timelinesID=6274

timeline with its clickable scrollbar at the bottom of the page and second: the box that appears

when you click on an event to obtain more information.

Evolution of the 20th Century Dystopian Novel

1907 Years on screen = 20 years 1993

The Iron Heel, by Jack London 1908

A soft Science~fiction novel that portrays a futuristic, oligarchical, and tyrannical America.
The oligarchy bankrupts small businesses, reduces small farmers to serfs, and maintains
power through labor caste system and mercenaries. It is cited by George Orwell's
biographer Michael Shelden as having influenced Nineteen Eighty~Four. It accurately
predicted the time when international tensions would reach their peak (1913 in "The Iron
Heel", 1914 in actual history). The whole book is based on Marx's view that capitalism
was inherently unsustainable. CONTEXT: The increasing prominence of Marxist socialism

and its conflict with capitalism.
Close this window: .

1907 Years on screen = 29 years 1993
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In this example timeline, red items correspond to specific dystopian novels, blue items denote
historical events like the third wave feminist movement or the Vietnam War, and green boxes
represent a summary of the themes extracted from the novel each box is paired with. The green
theme boxes are the most important, since they allow a viewer to most easily see connections

between their content and the historical events located nearby on the visualization.

Commentary: This tool served a definite purpose for the dystopian novel research group, but in
essence it is very simplistic, and the end result is aesthetically unpleasant as well as being
unwieldy. The value of such a timeline is extremely impacted by the fact that if the span of time
of an event is too brief, the full title will not be visible unless the box is clicked. From a cursory
overview of this timeline, one cannot tell which colors indicate a historical event, work of
literature, or list of emerging themes. The only visible pattern one can discern is the clumping of
novels around the height of the Cold War, the Vietnam War, and the beginning of the third wave
of the feminist movement.

The value of this undertaking lay in the simplicity of its creation. The CHNM timeline was
able to serve as a serve as a quick beta test of the fruits of prior research. The most time-
consuming part of the dystopian literature research project was cross-referencing various lists of
the most influential novels of the 20" century, choosing around twenty-five to investigate, and
then summarizing each book’s content, historical context, and themes. The end document listing
all this information was approximately 5,500 words long. Before investing hours of time into
coding a more complicated and visually appealing timeline using the “simile widget” or another
platform, it was beneficial to quickly copy and paste the content into this Timeline Builder to

obtain a general idea of what the outcome would look like.



This tool is the starting point from which this research group can progress to a more nuanced
and informative format. There are many options like chronozoom, xtimline, viewzi, and dipity
available for displaying the timeline data, but it is likely the SIMILE will be the final format
chosen. By using html to code the specifics of the display layout (colors, border width, bands
that scroll with synchrony at a predetermined prompt), the user has greater control over the
specifics of the timeline. This will greatly enhance researcher’s ability to display the correlations
they wish to emphasize.

An example SIMILE timeline is pictured below:
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Kennedy shot

V' president Kennedy shot in Dallas.
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filiams left 6th floor ‘I«enn-:-:;s shot @ White male seen running from TSBD @ Office Tippit calls HQ @ Oswald seen at bus stop @ Palice says Tippit shot @ Police find white jacket @ Palice
e radio for ambulance @ JFK arrives at Parkland Hospital ~ @ Homicide Chief calls @ JFK pronounced dead @ Tippit's body discovered @ Rifle found on 6th floor of TSBD @ TSBD decl|
h seizure in front of TSBD @ Witness pinpoints window @ TSBD ordered cut off @ Police car outside Oswald’s home @ Oswald inside Texas theatre @ Jack Ruby at Parkiand hg
jng lunch @ Oswald leaves TSBD and boards bus @ Pdlice radio assassin's location @ Officer Tippit calls HQ twice @ Palice radio describing Tippit's killer
smpty @ Officers ordered to north of Elm St. @ Suspect’s description on police radio @ Fake secret service agent pulled over @ TV reports shots heard from Knoll
en in TSBD @ Oswald gets off bus and boards taxi @ Bullet 399 discovered @ Hulls found on 6th floor of TSBD
rea S hOt @ Washington D.C.'s phone system breakdown @ Oslald seen entering Texas Theater
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