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This teaching aid is meant to guide you through 
the interface and the various features offered 
by the Waybackmachine to retrieve archived 
websites and webpages. It is part of the lesson 
‘Websites as historical sources’, offered on the 
Ranke.2 teaching platform for digital source
criticism. See: https://ranke2.uni.lu
We hope it can encourage you to use the WBM.

The present Ranke2 team: Stefania Scagliola, 
Jordan Ricker, Ilaria Comes and Emmanuel 
Decker

https://ranke2.uni.lu/


URL:https://archive.org/web/The Homepage of the Wayback Machine
The Internet Archive (IA) 
is the name of an non-
profit organization 
whose goal is to 
provide free access to 
anyone in the world to 
a wide range of books, 
movies, audio files, and 
web pages, among 
others.

The Wayback Machine 
(WBM) is a searchable 
repository of snapshots 
of past web pages that 
have been collected by 
the IA and by other 
actors* that have a 
policy of preserving 
websites.

*How the different people, organizations, and bots contribute snapshots to the WM is a complex process.
For more detailed information, see; ‘The Internet Archive and the socio-technical construction of historical facts’ (Ben-David and Amram, 2018)

https://archive.org/web/
https://doi.org/10.1080/24701475.2018.1455412


This is the search bar 
to access the web 
archives of the 
Wayback Machine 

You can search either 
with keywords or 
with a specific URL 

The keyword function 
is quite limited and 
does not work like 
most search engines

Various other media 
branches of the 
Internet Archive

This feature lets you enter a 
URL that you would like 
saved and added to the 
Wayback Machine’s archive

URL: https://archive.org/web/

https://archive.org/web/


URL: https://web.archive.org/web/2019*/google
If you search for a 
keyword like ‘google’,
you will get a list of 
results in which the 
keyword appears in the  
URLs collected by the 
WBM

Clicking on one of the 
URLs will bring you to 
the most recent 
snapshot of that URL 

The different icons tell 
you how many different 
types of media (or 
formats) have been 
archived by the IA 

Clicking on the number 
of captures will take you 
to the overall Calendar
view of that

https://web.archive.org/web/2019*/google


Sometimes when you try to 
search for a URL or click on a 
hyperlink, the WBM servers 
can be quite busy and you will 
get an endless ‘loading’ icon 
(lasting longer than 30 
seconds).

Other times, you may 
get an error message 
instead

If either of these 
happen, be patient. 
The WBM has nearly 
half a trillion web 
pages in its servers, 
so either refresh the 
page or try again later



URL: https://web.archive.org/web/*/https://google.com

If you search for a URL 
like ‘https://google.com’, 
or select the number of 
captures from a 
keyword search, a menu 
will appear in which you 
are automatically 
directed to the  default 
feature of the WBM: the 
Calendar feature

The other features are:
● Collections 
● Changes
● Summary
● Site Map

https://web.archive.org/web/*/https:/google.com
https://google.com




URL: https://web.archive.org/web/*/https://google.com

The Calendar feature of 
the Wayback Machine 
shows you a graph of 
the coverage of the 
website throughout the 
years from the first to 
the last snapshot

This indicates the 
number of times the 
searched URL has been 
saved by the WBM and 
the dates of the oldest 
and newest snapshot

We are currently 
looking at the 
saved snapshots 
from the year 2020

https://web.archive.org/web/*/https:/google.com


URL: https://web.archive.org/web/*/https://google.com

Below, you can see a 
traditional calendar view 
with the specific dates 
and times a snapshot 
has been saved in a 
particular year

If a link or dot is blue it 
means that the web 
server result code the 
crawler got for the 
related capture was 
good. Green means the 
crawlers got a redirect, 
orange means the 
crawler got a client 
error, and red means 
the crawler saw a 
server error. Most of 
the time you will 
probably want to select 
the blue options

https://web.archive.org/web/*/https:/google.com


URL: https://web.archive.org/web/20000901000000*/https://google.comLocation of the searched
URL:‘http://www.google.com

Within Calendar we are 
now looking at 
snapshots saved from 
the year 2000. You will 
notice there are far 
fewer saved snapshots 
in this year.

Hovering over a 
particular date (in this 
case, May 20, 2000) 
makes a small pop-up 
appear with a detailed 
listing of the date and 
times that a snapshot 
has been saved 

Clicking on the specific 
time will bring you to 
that saved snapshot. 
(see next page)

https://web.archive.org/web/20000901000000*/https:/google.com
https://google.com


URL:https://web.archive.org/web/20000520032820/http://www.google.com/This is a snapshot of 
the URL ‘google.com’ 
from May 20, 2000 at 
03:28:20 GMT.
The date and time of 
the capture are shown 
in the URL: the date is 
listed first (2000) 
followed by the month 
(05) and the day (20). 
The time—always in 
GMT—is then listed, 
with hours (03) 
followed by minutes 
(28) then seconds (20). 

You can see a mini 
version of the Calendar
view and the relative 
location of your 
snapshot here in yellow,
along with searched 
URL.

Date Time

https://web.archive.org/web/20000520032820/http://www.google.com/


URL:https://web.archive.org/web/20000520032820/http://www.google.com/

Date Time

This is what the 
homepage of Google 
looked like on May 20, 
2000

Sometimes, some of the 
hyperlinks from the snapshot 
are also archived. See for the 
result page 15

You can click on the 
button ‘About this 
capture’ to get more 
information about this 
snapshot (see next page)

https://web.archive.org/web/20000520032820/http:/www.google.com/


Under the COLLECTED BY
heading, you will see 
information about the 
organisation(s) that collected 
the snapshot

If you click on ‘About this 
capture’, a field opens below 
the mini-calendar with 
information about who 
collected the snapshot of the 
webpage and at what time

Under the TIMESTAMPS heading, 
you will see when different 
aspects of the page were 
crawled (collected) relative to 
the date of the snapshot itself

We can see in this case that 
the crawl was performed by 
the INA (Institut national de 
l'audiovisuel), a French 
archive organisation that 
focuses on audio-visual 
information



URL: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20000619111644/http://www.google.com/googlequiz.html

If you click on the 
hyperlink indicated on 
page 11, it takes you to a 
snapshot of a completely 
different URL: 
‘http://www.google.com/g
ooglequiz.html’ 

However, it is important to 
note that this snapshot is not
from the same date as the 
previous one, May 20, 2000 
but instead from June 19, 
2020, almost an entire month later

You can click on all the 
hyperlinks from a snapshot 
in the WBM, but the archived 
pages they will take you too 
will not all be preserved at 
the same time or even the 
same date as the original one 
you found (and sometimes 
they’re not archived at all)

https://web.archive.org/web/20000619111644/http:/www.google.com/googlequiz.html
http://www.google.com/googlequiz.html
http://www.google.com/googlequiz.html




URL: https://web.archive.org/web/collections/2020*/http://google.com/

Arranged by date like 
the Calendar feature, 
Collections shows the 
frequency with which 
this URL has been 
saved in various 
different collections 
over a selected year. 
The default view is the 
current year.

This is the Collections 
(beta) feature of the 
Wayback Machine

The more marks, the 
more it was crawled and 
archived.

https://web.archive.org/web/collections/2020*/http:/google.com/


URL: https://web.archive.org/web/collections/2008*/http://google.com/This is now a view of the
snapshots archived in 2008

On the left the names of 
the various collections 
that these snapshots are 
a part of, starting with 
those that archived the 
most snapshots of the 
searched URL. By clicking 
on one you are directed 
to a page with more 
information about that 
particular collection

Whereas the Calendar 
feature gives an overview 
of all the snapshots 
archived, Collections lets 
you sort and differentiate 
by the collection the 
snapshot belongs to

You can also find and click
on a specific snapshot
from Collections, just like
from the Calendar feature

https://web.archive.org/web/collections/2008*/http://google.com/


URL: https://archive.org/details/top_news

Clicking on one of the 
links on the left in 
Collections brings you 
to a short information 
page about that 
Collection. 

Different contributors to 
the Collections are 
shown here

A short description and 
image of the Collection 
can be found here

Note from the URL that 
this page no longer 
focuses on archived 
snapshots of Google

https://archive.org/details/top_news




URL: https://web.archive.org/web/changes/http://google.com/

With this feature you 
can identify the changes 
in different archived 
versions of the same 
web page side-by-side

This is the Changes
feature of the Wayback
Machine

You start by selecting 
two snapshots, either 
from different years, 
months, days, or even 
within the same day, 
noting that the color 
of the snapshot 
indicates the degree of 
relative change from 
one to another

This scale indicates the
level of variation, from
light yellow being minor
variation up to dark blue
being major variation

https://web.archive.org/web/changes/http:/google.com/


URL: https://web.archive.org/web/changes/http://google.com/

The two snapshots 
selected in this example 
are:

Thu, 02 Jul 2020 at 
20:00:54 GMT

After selecting the 
two snapshots 
press the 
‘Compare’ button in 
the middle

Fri, 20 Dec 2019 at
10:05:04 GMT

and

https://web.archive.org/web/changes/http:/google.com/


URL: 
https://web.archive.org/web/diff/20200702200054/20191220100504/http://google.com/

Changes allows us to see 
the changes from one 
version of the snapshot to 
the other. Note the 
linguistic differences with 
the English language 
interface on the left and 
the German on the right, 
as well as the tab running 
along the top with other 
Google applications on the 
left while this feature is 
absent from the 2019 
snapshot on the right

Clicking on the ‘Compare’ 
button displays the 
differences between the 
snapshot from Thu, 02 Jul 
2020 20:00:54 GMT on the 
left and Fri, 20 Dec 2019 
10:05:04 GMT on the right

As indicated at the bottom, 
Yellow indicates content 
deletion while Blue indicates 
content addition.

https://web.archive.org/web/diff/20200702200054/20191220100504/http://google.com/




URL: https://web.archive.org/details/http://google.com/The Summary feature shows 
which parts of the web page 
were archived in the given 
year range. The default is 
the entire range possible.

The first section gives you a 
list of the MIME-types of all 
the different parts of the web 
page saved and how many 
captures the types have been 
saved in. The most saved 
appear at the top. 

MIME-type (Multipurpose 
Internet Mail Extension) is a way 
of classifying the content of files 
on the internet. It consists of two 
parts: ‘type’ and ‘sub-type’; 
image/png. After text/html  the 
second-most common MIME-type 
for ‘www.google.com’ is 
image/png. You can see from the 
list that sub-type image/jpeg, is 
far less frequently captured.

https://web.archive.org/details/http:/google.com/
http://www.google.com/


URL: https://web.archive.org/details/http://google.com/

When hovering over the 
different sections of this 
pie chart, the percentage 
breakdown of the 
different MIME-types 
that have been archived 
for the searched URL is 
shown. Currently 
‘text/html’ is being 
hovered over.

https://web.archive.org/details/http:/google.com/


URL: https://web.archive.org/details/http://google.com/
The second section of 
Summary shows two bar 
graphs. While ‘Captures’ 
refers to the number of 
snapshots that were 
conducted in the selected 
date range, ‘URLs’ refers to 
the number of elements that 
were identified within these 
captures. ‘New URLS’ refers 
to the number of new 
elements added to these 
captures.

With regard to the term 
‘URL’ , note that it is 
commonly known as the 
definition of a web 
address, yet in web 
archiving, ‘URL’ also stands 
for a single element on a 
webpage that was captured.

https://web.archive.org/details/http:/google.com/


URL: https://web.archive.org/details/http://google.com/
The first graph, 
shows the 
comparison 
between the 
number of 
captures, URLs, 
and new URLs 
for each year in 
the date range. 

The second 
graph shows 
the comparison 
in absolute 
terms between 
the total 
number of 
captures made 
and the number 
of new 
elements added 
to those 
captures over 
the date range. 

When hovering 
over the 
different bars 
in the graph, 
the numbers of 
the three 
categories for 
that year are 
shown

https://web.archive.org/details/http:/google.com/




URL: https://web.archive.org/web/sitemap/http://google.com/

This “Site Map” is a visualization 
of the captured data. It groups 
all the archives we have for a 
particular website by year, and
represents them in the form of 
a radial-tree graph. 

This is the Site Map
feature of the Wayback
Machine

The center circle is the “root” of the 
website and the successive colored rings 
represent pages from the site. Moving from 
the center to the outer edge of the circle 
this visualization offers an overview of the 
whole website and the evolution of its 
architecture, deepness, entries, etc.
It is also an entry point. As you hover over 
the rings and cells the corresponding URLs 
show at the top. By clicking on any of the 
individual pages you are directed to the  
archive of that URL.

https://web.archive.org/web/sitemap/http:/google.com/
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We hope this was useful for your 
understanding of the Waybackmachine. 
If you have any comments on the content 
do contact us at 
https://ranke2.uni.lu/contact-us/

The present Ranke2 team 
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