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fore¦word 

by Dr Michelle Dickinson (aka ‘Nanogirl’)

Technology has changed our lives. Permanently. 

Some would say it makes us more connected, some would say it makes us less social, but whatever your views there is no going back to the pre-device days.

Whether like me you live, eat and breathe new technology on a daily basis, or are a reluctant late adopter, there’s no doubt that technology – like a favourite old pair of flared jeans – is strongly tied to personal nostalgic memories of times when a particular technological fad captivated our interest. 

From your first online dating experience, first non-medicinal tablet, first drone selfie through to that new robot which is inevitably going to take your job, we are all only part way through our lifelong journey with technology.  

As software improves, hardware gets smaller and autonomous vehicles get smarter, we will always look back on yesterday’s craze as a clumsy, slower version of the obsolete gadget we are using today. 

This is where the incredible talents of technologist, communicator and cartoonist Brendan Boughen (a.k.a. Jim) come in.  

Over his decade-long career in communications working with some of the world’s biggest tech brands, and with a unique ability to craft images which highlight the humour behind some of the technology that we believed at the time was ‘game changing’, Jim has created screenshots of life in the digital age which get to the heart of our obsession with technology. 

My own first personal experience of Jim’s tech cartoons came via the comic strip on the opposite page. 

I had just left the stage after presenting at a Microsoft conference about the novel hardware inside their brand new Surface Pro 3 device (which at the time was carving out a whole new segment in the market for hybrid tablet/laptop devices) when a notification popped up on my Twitter feed saying @cartoonsbyjim had mentioned me in a tweet. 

This wasn’t any normal social media mention, but nine panels of silliness capturing me as my stage alter ego ‘Nanogirl’ sharing my passion for breaking into technology to show how it works. I was simultaneously stunned, thrilled and tickled to have been pictured this way, having grown up always wanting to be a superhero and dreaming of having my own comic strip.
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Looking deeper at this comic, I saw something else that features in many of Jim’s cartoons – it’s the bright eyed look of wonder as the guys in t-shirts gaze in awe at the new piece of technology they are holding in their hands. We all know that exact feeling when we pick up something new and shiny for the first time. 

It was Arthur C Clarke who wrote that “any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic” – and if we think back to where technology was at just ten years ago, it’s understandable that our reactions to the new, sometimes game-changing technology that has appeared around us every year since, are often reactions of such bedazzlement.  

So, as Jim holds your hand in his inky one and takes you for a walk down memory lane through this collection of insightful sketches about life with technology, you’ll laugh out loud, ponder deeply and maybe even shed a tear at its reminders of the familiar technology that has touched your life as it wanders amidst the magical gadgets, pop culture moments, viral trends and even the tough times in our world’s recent history.

This book isn’t just a fun jibe at how technology rules our lives; it’s a deep historical collection and thought provoking prediction of humanity’s relationships in the digital age.

I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.

Dr Michelle Dickinson (Nanogirl)

Senior Lecturer in the Department of Chemical and Materials Engineering at the University of Auckland, 
winner of the Prime Minister’s Science Media Communication Prize 
and the New Zealand Association of Scientists Science Communicators Award for 2014


INTRODUCTION

game chan¦ger

NOUN 

- an event, idea, or procedure that effects a significant shift in the current way of doing or thinking about something:

(Oxford English Dictionary) 

It boggles my mind to think how much technology has evolved since I first became a cartoonist.

The year was 1986. On the 27th of March that year, at the ripe young age of 13, my first comic strip was printed in a small, rural-based Australian newspaper.

It was quite possibly, one of the worst comic strips ever drawn. The paper I had chosen was glossy, which made it easy to smudge the ink coming out of the cheap pen I had found on my dad’s writing desk. I hadn’t even thought to do a pencil sketch, so the lines of the characters’ arms crossed over their bodies, and I had to squish the letters together to fit in all the words in the speech bubbles.

Still, when a friend on the bus to school read that first comic strip on the printed page and laughed – that moment was a game changer for me. Realising that I could create physical mirth in another person with a few scratchings of ink was nothing short of revolutionary for my young mind. After that experience, as far as I was concerned, pen and paper was the ultimate technology.

In the five years that followed, several new game-changing pieces of technology arrived in my household. My parents bought an electric typewriter which could save several pages of text in its circuits, and not long after this, our first PC – a clunky old machine with a CRT screen that glowed in bright orange and blue on a black background. I spent many hours playing games like ‘Zeliard’ and ‘Qbert’ on that old machine. I saved my school work on big black floppy disks and printed my essays on a noisy dot matrix printer. At the time, these things felt to me like giant leaps of modernity.

Most significantly however, on 6th August 1991, something happened that would go down in history as probably the most 

revolutionary, game-changing moment of the 20th Century. That day – a mere five years since my first cartoon appeared in print – the World Wide Web made its debut as a publicly available service on the Internet.

Skip forward almost 14 years to the day to 4th August, 2005. On this day, I received a phone call which would ultimately lead to the creation of the book that you now hold in your hands.

The call was from the director of a small PR agency offering me a job. I accepted, and from that day – as well as being a cartoonist – I became a public relations consultant.

Over the 10 years that followed, I worked for five different PR agencies, plus one year running my own one-person consultancy – and for reasons that were more luck than planning, the majority of clients I worked on during this time were technology brands.

At various times over the last decade, I have managed PR for consumer tech brands including Philips, Samsung, Panasonic, Huawei and Breville, as well as telecommunications providers Vodafone, Telecom, 2Degrees and Gen-I (now Spark Digital) – and a number of smaller specialist IT companies. Most recently, I have had the privilege of working on communications for one of the largest technology brands in the world – Microsoft.

Through it all – like the warm innards of a steak and cheese pie – the thought processes of my cartoonist’s brain and my tech PR consultant’s brain have frequently mushed together in my head and baked up a cartoon. The result of that long stewing of ideas is what you hold in your hands right now – a decade of cartoons tracking notable moments in the global game that is the human quest for better technology.

And what a game it is. The best analogy to describe it is Calvinball, the crazy, haphazard game in which Calvin and Hobbes (from Bill Watterson’s game-changing comic strip of the same name) make up the rules as they go along. It’s random, it’s chaotic, it’s confusing – but damn it’s fun.

Still, over these last 10 years, I must have heard the phrase “It’s a game changer” used at least once a day to describe some new piece of technology – be it hardware, software, service, appliance or app.

More often than not, when someone calls something out as a game changer, I’m reminded of what Spanish swordsman Inigo Montoya says in ‘The Princess Bride’: ... “You keep using that word; I do not think it means what you think it means.”

‘Game changer’ has become something of a cliché; a pseudonym for the latest thing a company has to sell; a disingenuous sales pitch or a cover for planned obsolescence. The reality is, most technology products are hardly game changing at all, with small incremental ‘improvements’ making way for something else new or different next week.

Don’t get me wrong; genuinely game changing moments happen, but they are rare, be they small or large. The iPod. The Mars Curiosity Rover. Smartphones. The Hadron Collider. HoloLens. SpaceX. When technology advances on that scale, it’s pretty much impossible to ignore, and it’s also pretty thrilling.

As of writing this, seven out of the top ten most valuable brands in the world are technology firms. Like it or not, our obsession with technology – and finding the next big thing – is clearly here to stay.

The cartoons in this book look at seven game changing aspects of technology: Innovation, Devices, Life Online, Tech at Work, Big Data, Sustainability and the Future. 

Over the last decade they have appeared in a variety of places – online, on social media, or published in New Zealand based tech magazines or other publications. Some are seeing the light for the first time in these pages.

Most are reflections on the global captivation with those genuinely game changing moments in humankind’s recent technological history. Most others are simply reflecting on the silliness of our infatuation with that same technology. It’s clear by now that I’m no Luddite, but I do think we have a problem when technology starts to take the place of genuine human interaction.

Amidst the laughs – which I hope these cartoons will indeed generate – you might just find some deeper reflection on the human yearning for meaning through technology.

If these cartoons make you think a little harder about why you cling to personal technology (like I’m well aware I do) then this book might have changed the game just a little bit as well.

Enjoy the game!
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