
3/19/24, 6:09 PM The Story of WebTV, the Smart TV of the 90s

https://www.vice.com/en/article/4xaqe9/why-webtvs-remote-controlled-internet-failed-to-take-off 1/21

FYI.
This story is over 5 years old.

The Story of WebTV, the Smart TV of the 90s

WebTV's dream of couchsurfing the internet on your TV with a remote never really took off... but it

never really died, either.

ES By Ernie Smith

September 16, 2016, 7:00am
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WEBTV CEO STEVE PERLMAN AT THE DEVICE'S LAUNCH IN 1996. IMAGE: MARK LENNIHAN/AP

A version of this post originally appeared on Tedium, a twice-weekly newsletter that

hunts for the end of the long tail.

Two decades ago, WebTV launched a bold idea into the mainstream… and caught
the fringes. What can we learn about the internet from this noble failure?

Terrible product ideas are a dime a dozen, but what about ideas that are
fascinating, and perhaps executionally sound, but conceptually flawed?
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How often do they come about? And how often is it that they stick around the

market for 17 years, despite fairly limited public interest?

Such is the case of WebTV, the set-top device that allowed you to surf a television-
optimized version of the web. On September 18, 1996—20 years ago this week—a
startup firm released a device that meant to bring the internet to the living room. It
was a bet that people didn't want to use a computer set up at a desk to get online—
a bet that turned out to be half-right, because ultimately people didn't want to be
tethered at all.

Here's what we learned from the late, great, expensive WebTV experiment.

"We won't tell you that TV will never be the

same, because it will. It's you who will be

different. Just watch."
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— An introductory line spoken during a media roadshow-style event ahead of the
launch of WebTV, on July 10, 1996. Roughly a year earlier, Steve Perlman and two
other co-founders launched the company. During the presentation, Perlman, a
onetime Apple employee who invented the firm's Quicktime technology that is still
in heavy use today, called the WebTV reveal historic. "We've repackaged the
internet to be designed for this type of medium," he said.

How hard was it to sell television-optimized internet to the public?

Despite being heavily hyped, WebTV struggled to gain traction during its early
years.

The technology itself, first conceptualized by a startup of the same name and
distributed by tech giants Sony and Philips, was impressive and forward-thinking at
the time, taking advantage of a budding mainstream interest in the web as well as
the fact that large swaths of the public (read: baby boomers and older) were not as
adept with computers as their kids.
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But the web was simply not designed for reading 10 feet away from the screen,
despite changes made by Perlman and other developers that specifically focused on
television readability. They made the text bigger, worked hard on the typography,
and made it easy to scroll through links with a remote control. But it was still a slog.

Usability expert Jakob Nielsen, while impressed at the level of readability WebTV's
developers got out of the device ("you have to see it to believe," Nielsen said of how
clear the text showed up on a high-quality TV of the era), ultimately found the
experience too limited for everyday use.

"WebTV achieves a very high level of usability given its design constraints," Nielsen
wrote in 1997. "Unfortunately, the constraints are so severe that even this great
design ultimately fails to provide an optimal Web user experience."
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Perhaps one telling sign of the challenges of selling the public on WebTV comes
from the roadshow clip. Cofounder Bruce Leak, as he showed off the capabilities of
the system while searching for the television show Friends, had to stall a bit when

the 1996-era website for NBC's Friends, a fairly primitive site by today's standards,
struggled to load. The issue was two-fold: Modems are slow, but the page,
additionally, was not optimized to work effectively on WebTV. There were a lot of
pages like that at the time.

The solution to this issue, of course, is not unlike what we see happening today on
mobile platforms: responsive websites, dedicated apps, and progressive approaches
designed to take advantage of the small screen so that content is readable

anywhere. But unlike mobile phones, where the user bases simply couldn't be
ignored, WebTV for much of its history was the only company doing any of this

WebTV Circa 1996: The Pain of Loading a PageWebTV Circa 1996: The Pain of Loading a Page
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stuff, and they didn't have enough subscribers to be taken seriously, so the idea of
selling developers on creating a television-formatted version of their website was a
nonstarter.

ADVERTISEMENT

"It was a walled-garden dream of developing a WebTV version of the internet, just
as AOL was doing at around the same time, and as Netscape attempted with its
proprietary browser extensions," recalled Brad Hill, a marketer of the service at the
time of its launch. "There was some uptake on the part of publishers, but most sites
in the exponentially expanding web simply allowed WebTV to reformat their pages
for better or worse. Sites were often ugly through the WebTV lens, and sometimes
unusable."

But those obvious weaknesses didn't stop Microsoft from spending $425 million to
purchase WebTV, less than eight months after its public launch. Maybe they saw
something the public didn't.

Replay
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BECAUSE I WAS CURIOUS, I TRIED OUT THE WEBTV DEVELOPER TOOLS TO SEE HOW THIS HORRIBLY PRIMITIVE SYSTEM
COULD HANDLE MOTHERBOARD'S HOMEPAGE. AS YOU CAN SEE ABOVE, THE RESULTS ARE SEXY.

Five interesting facts about WebTV

Thomas Dolby, he of "She Blinded Me With Science" early-MTV fame, was
involved in creating the notable blips for the WebTV through his company,
Headspace. Dolby's company at the time was pushing forth an early music-
streaming technology called RMF, meant to be complementary to MIDI and
MP3 formats. WebTV was one of the few devices that supported it natively.

For a brief period of time, WebTV's encryption was considered so tough that
the US government classified it as munitions, preventing the device from being
released in Europe and other countries because it was considered a weapon of
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sorts. The laws eventually were changed, because (as anyone could figure out
by using it) WebTV was not a weapon.

WebTV, as it turned out, had at least one virus. In 2002, a man named David
Jeansonne emailed WebTV users a malicious program that claimed to allow
users to change the on-screen colors, but in reality actually changed the
device's dial number to 911. Just 10 people were affected, but Jeansonne
received prison time for the malicious action.

Like the Prevue Channel, WebTV did have a community focused on hacking
the device. Among the sneakier users of the platform was Matt Squadere, who
has periodically been updating a site called HackTV since 1998. The site
features info about secret areas on the platform and hacks to get games to
work on a WebTV device. His actions actually got him banned from the service
back in 1999.

WebTV was not designed for video games, but at least one video game console
supported WebTV. While owned by Microsoft at the time, the WebTV team
helped get a Japanese version of the service on the Sega Dreamcast.

ADVERTISEMENT

VIZIO Ex. 1030, Page 9 of 21 
VIZIO v. MMT, IPR2024-00723 

http://www.pcworld.com/article/120050/article.html
http://www.pcworld.com/article/120050/article.html
http://www.pcworld.com/article/120050/article.html
http://www.pcworld.com/article/120050/article.html
http://tedium.co/2016/03/29/cable-prevue-channel-secret-amiga/
http://tedium.co/2016/03/29/cable-prevue-channel-secret-amiga/
http://turdinc.kicks-ass.net/Msntv/index.html
http://turdinc.kicks-ass.net/Msntv/index.html
http://turdinc.kicks-ass.net/Msntv/TOS2.htm
http://turdinc.kicks-ass.net/Msntv/TOS2.htm
http://segaretro.org/WebTV_for_Dreamcast
http://segaretro.org/WebTV_for_Dreamcast
http://segaretro.org/WebTV_for_Dreamcast
http://segaretro.org/WebTV_for_Dreamcast
https://www.vice.com/en
https://www.vice.com/en
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in


3/19/24, 6:09 PM The Story of WebTV, the Smart TV of the 90s

https://www.vice.com/en/article/4xaqe9/why-webtvs-remote-controlled-internet-failed-to-take-off 10/21

Why Microsoft mostly left WebTV (also known as MSN TV) alone for
16 years

There was a period of time when WebTV could be considered something of a hit, if
a modest one, and it was within the first year or two after Microsoft made its eye-
popping purchase of the firm, which in comparison to Yahoo's $3.57 billion
purchase of Geocities in 1999, wasn't too bad, considering.

(From a numbers perspective: In February 1998, the company had 250,000
subscribers. In comparison, AOL had 11 million subscribers at the end of that
March, according to CNN Money. By December 1999, CNN reported that WebTV
subscribers had topped 900,000.)

Replay
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But the thing is, the internet was moving too fast for a set-top device of this nature.
While WebTV got an upgrade soon after its purchase from Microsoft that added
some fairly interactive video features that predicted the launch of TiVo a few years
later—as highlighted by this William Shatner-starring WebTV commercial from 1998
—its web engine quickly found itself out of date, unable to keep up with the speedy
changes of browsers like Netscape, Internet Explorer, and later, Firefox.

WebTV's proprietary setup was part of the problem, as it was designed from the
ground up to offer a television-optimized experience. This meant that it couldn't
easily take advantage of the open-source offerings of the era, and that porting
Microsoft's comparably-better Internet Explorer would be a challenge. (It also
didn't help that screen resolutions were quickly improving on computers, making
the low resolution of TV sets even more of an issue.)

William Shatner for WEB TV!William Shatner for WEB TV!

VIZIO Ex. 1030, Page 11 of 21 
VIZIO v. MMT, IPR2024-00723 

http://www.nytimes.com/1997/11/17/business/technology-digital-commerce-webtv-microsoft-s-linchpin-its-drive-for-interactive.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1997/11/17/business/technology-digital-commerce-webtv-microsoft-s-linchpin-its-drive-for-interactive.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1997/11/17/business/technology-digital-commerce-webtv-microsoft-s-linchpin-its-drive-for-interactive.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1997/11/17/business/technology-digital-commerce-webtv-microsoft-s-linchpin-its-drive-for-interactive.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZ5C5lUqCEY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZ5C5lUqCEY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZ5C5lUqCEY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZ5C5lUqCEY
https://www.vice.com/en
https://www.vice.com/en
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in
https://www.vice.com/en/sign-in


3/19/24, 6:09 PM The Story of WebTV, the Smart TV of the 90s

https://www.vice.com/en/article/4xaqe9/why-webtvs-remote-controlled-internet-failed-to-take-off 12/21

ADVERTISEMENT

The Windows giant ultimately shifted the device's gears. They changed the name of
the platform to MSN TV in 2001 and started giving away the devices to MSN
members, convincing them to stay with the service (hey, they were desperate).
Then, when it came time for an upgrade in 2004, the company released the MSN TV
2 with innards that were closer to the original Xbox than to the original WebTV. It
had more robust media player features, along with an Intel Celeron processor. More
so than the WebTV was, it was essentially a computer that worked on your TV.

Ron Goldin, a designer for Microsoft during the era, considered the interface a
major upgrade from the WebTV.

"The complete overhaul of the design for a then 4:3 resolution TV was ground-
breaking in terms of its simplicity in navigating non-linear grids with no pointing
device, as well as a custom keyboard for more involved tasks like composing
emails," Goldin wrote on his website.

The new device utilized Internet Explorer, much closer to what people were
actually using on their desktops, but the device still wasn't ideal for surfing the web

Replay
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—in part because TV screens by this point still hadn't caught up with their desktop
competitors.
"The web browsing experience will depend on the sites that you visit," an

UberGizmo review from 2006 stated. "Because MSN TV is using a somewhat low
resolution, some websites won't look the way they were intended to. Problems can
go from scaled-down images to missing navigation."

ADVERTISEMENT

In a lot of ways, the MSN TV 2, which was distributed by RCA, set the stage for all
the devices we use on our TVs now. But it didn't get much in the way of upgrades
after 2004—it was left to die on the vine.

But in 2013, more than 15 years after originally purchasing WebTV in 1997, and nine
years after the release of the MSN TV 2, Microsoft said enough. That's when they
finally killed the a set-top device intended to take over the world. It only took over
a small part of it.
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This screenshot of an old MSN TV site shows how, towards the end of its life,
WebTV's pitch still hadn't evolved much past "the internet, from your couch!"

Don't shed any tears for WebTV. In a lot of ways, it's still with us.
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(Also: Don't shed any tears for Steve Perlman. He's a serial entrepreneur who
developed the also-defunct cloud-gaming service OnLive and an impressive-
sounding cellular technology called pCell. He's also at the center of a legal battle
around some face-scanning technology that has been used in some of your favorite
big-budget action movies. The latter issue is a headache, but he's doing OK, even if
WebTV didn't turn him into Steve Jobs 2.0.)

Ultimately, Microsoft found a better vessel for the WebTV idea in its Xbox console.
While web browsing was not a prominent part of the Xbox or the Xbox 360 (though
Internet Explorer was eventually installed on the 360), the Xbox One has stellar
web-browsing capabilities that actually sort of make sense on a 60-inch screen.

Part of the reason for this is that a number of members of the Xbox team were
alums of the WebTV service, and their fingerprints were all over the 360 in
particular. (It helped that those WebTV alums were also involved in another noble
experiment in interactive set-top boxes, the 3DO.)

ADVERTISEMENT

But a bigger shift may be in the television itself. While fast internet streams are
more common today, it's important to note that nearly every TV sold in stores
these days has a resolution that's generally good enough to work as a computer
monitor in a pinch. Sometimes, the screens are even better than HD.
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But ultimately, people don't primarily use the Xbox One to surf the web and check
their email, and they don't really use the Apple TV or Roku for those reasons, either.
These devices are built for apps—big apps focused on games, small apps focused on
video, but, no matter how you shake it, apps. And apps fully optimized for the
interface, ultimately, were what the public really wanted from their TV-based
online experiences.

The web is nice, but we prefer it within a foot or so of our faces.
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