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30 Years of Browsers: A Quick History

Thirty years ago, Tim Berners-Lee released the WorldWideWeb browser, unleashing the power of

the internet and creating a race among the day's tech giants to dominate how people accessed the

web.

February 26, 2021

By Chandra Steele

You’re likely reading this story on a browser. You might take how you access the web for granted, or you might

get into passionate Safari vs. Chrome arguments. Either way, the interface has now been with us for 30 years,

and its life has not been without controversy. 

There are five widely used browsers right now (Google Chrome, Apple’s Safari, Microsoft Edge, Mozilla

Firefox, and Opera) and they emerged from a long, litigious war. But in the beginning, there was only one. It
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was created by Tim Berners-Lee, who envisioned a public way to access the internet, which he also happened

to have had a tremendous part in building. 

A NeXT Computer and a Vision

When the internet was confined to a small group of people, Berners-Lee, who was working at CERN, sat down

at a NeXT computer, wrote up a browser, and called it WorldWideWeb. To not confuse it with the information it

was the gateway to, it was later renamed Nexus. 

When it was time for a browser to make its public debut, Nexus posed a problem: it could only be used on

NeXT computers. So the browser was rewritten by several of Berners-Lee’s CERN colleagues, with most of the

input coming from intern Nicola Pellow, to work on a broader array of computers. The browser came to be

known as a Line Mode Browser because of the line-by-line text input method it used. It was first available

across CERN and then was introduced on the alt.hypertext Usenet newsgroup.

Putting the Pieces Together

The Line Mode Browser could only handle text and where would the web be if it was just that? Enter Mosaic, a

browser that could handle graphics and text, from the National Center for Supercomputing Applications

(NCSA) at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign.

ADVERTISEMENT

Mosaic Netscape version 0.9 beta in 1994Mosaic Netscape version 0.9 beta in 1994
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While Mosaic wasn’t open-source, it was free for non-commercial use. As PC Magazine wrote in 1994,

"Mosaic has probably done more to popularize the internet than any other single piece of software has,"

thanks to its "snazzy combination of slick design and solid code." It competed with Cello out of the Legal

Information Institute at Cornell Law School, but in 1994, Mosaic was "becoming the most widespread internet

browser," we wrote, pointing to its domination of the Unix internet world.

But while Mosaic was supported and developed further by the National Science Foundation until 1997, it had

some competition from its own creators. Marc Andreessen and Eric Bina left the NCSA in 1994, and went on

to found a company they (eventually) called Netscape. 

Marc Andreessen in 1998 (Photo by Bromberger Hoover Photo/Getty Images)

Netscape was the beginning of the name-brand browser, but the company originally bore the name Mosaic

Communications, and its first product was Mosaic Netscape 0.9. A lawsuit settlement with the NCSA resulted

in a name change for the company and the browser. 

Netscape Navigator took over the market almost immediately, and continued to dominate it throughout most

of the 1990s, peaking at 90% in 1995, according to Visual Capitalist.
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ADVERTISEMENT

The Browser Wars

Meanwhile, Microsoft realized that it had a huge advantage when it came to browsers since most of the world

was using machines that ran on the Windows operating system. In 1995, Microsoft bundled a browser called

Internet Explorer with Microsoft Plus for Windows 95. 
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Windows 95 launch in 1995 (Photo credit: TORSTEN BLACKWOOD/AFP via Getty Images)

It didn’t take long for Internet Explorer (IE) to win over most internet users, but that did attract the attention of

the US government, which brought antitrust charges against Microsoft for its practice of preventing computer

manufacturers from uninstalling IE and installing other browsers. The case was finally settled in 2001, but IE

had three more years of being the preeminent browser ahead of it, peaking at 95% of the market in 2003. 
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Sea c g o So et g e

Google was founded in 1998, and though it dedicated its early years to search, in 2008, it developed a

browser with some hires from Mozilla. Google Chrome had a slow rollout in its initial year, with about 1% of

the market, but now it has the largest share, with about 64% of internet users. 

ADVERTISEMENT

Doesn't Fall Far From the Tree

10/14/24, 11:49 AM 30 Years of Browsers: A Quick History | PCMag

https://www.pcmag.com/news/30-years-of-browsers-a-quick-history 6/10Launch Labs EX1035 Page 6

https://gs.statcounter.com/browser-market-share
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstRfUC8VV4apFw6Zu9cMGLF1ZnPnQaXninwN4B6CR_5jTRkYLWkxCVQETiytCPaB2mN3wYN_HO4SWegGg3vNMBzWjA-sQ3hJIfxFXmhTAu0EFQAZpy2fkFy99oHodLi2nCw3f9-Dd06ZLLGUv46tPjRAkl6OoJnjCR6q6pyfdRJQ5ZnH9kEQvP5jLyuf903-0WNL2VpNib03_BWLRK-QwqR5olTB650858ZHBtfngD2GZ4zbcqGrielhSDd5vD2aNRKgzDIfhOUBnHymB9T_RApPxdin4hgwZGoYr9Q4Y6F9AYykoPpAGuqnUFb_BB0yBbhCF_ineXimLYFY2GKXX7EifEJpQ5o_6Od8-N7cKXWPzF5pLrPIPYmQUcwkHd7R7CyZt99OKsP_hjtbwyXaRfZkON7sGqOKqrtdmiogV2kEYc&sai=AMfl-YR7HJc_XvTwyBwlvlUU6qZVpA3JSGi3ASAEMdDs4r00V3Wrkh1eRbQbdWtQXYPVTAjaJ5h34pkQz_k-T3lacO4akiLe4wn9G2y9Lnoc7vmu3SvTHOVzi5Wnvpy7uMbI_mvKnkey24e31XaLDiQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzBts8B1sF3zDEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N3671.2053704ZIFFDAVIS/B32652417.404116316%3Bdc_trk_aid%3D596965314%3Bdc_trk_cid%3D223513362%3Bdc_lat%3D%3Bdc_rdid%3D%3Btag_for_child_directed_treatment%3D%3Btfua%3D%3Bgdpr%3D%3Bgdpr_consent%3D%3Bltd%3D%3Bdc_tdv%3D1
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstRfUC8VV4apFw6Zu9cMGLF1ZnPnQaXninwN4B6CR_5jTRkYLWkxCVQETiytCPaB2mN3wYN_HO4SWegGg3vNMBzWjA-sQ3hJIfxFXmhTAu0EFQAZpy2fkFy99oHodLi2nCw3f9-Dd06ZLLGUv46tPjRAkl6OoJnjCR6q6pyfdRJQ5ZnH9kEQvP5jLyuf903-0WNL2VpNib03_BWLRK-QwqR5olTB650858ZHBtfngD2GZ4zbcqGrielhSDd5vD2aNRKgzDIfhOUBnHymB9T_RApPxdin4hgwZGoYr9Q4Y6F9AYykoPpAGuqnUFb_BB0yBbhCF_ineXimLYFY2GKXX7EifEJpQ5o_6Od8-N7cKXWPzF5pLrPIPYmQUcwkHd7R7CyZt99OKsP_hjtbwyXaRfZkON7sGqOKqrtdmiogV2kEYc&sai=AMfl-YR7HJc_XvTwyBwlvlUU6qZVpA3JSGi3ASAEMdDs4r00V3Wrkh1eRbQbdWtQXYPVTAjaJ5h34pkQz_k-T3lacO4akiLe4wn9G2y9Lnoc7vmu3SvTHOVzi5Wnvpy7uMbI_mvKnkey24e31XaLDiQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzBts8B1sF3zDEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N3671.2053704ZIFFDAVIS/B32652417.404116316%3Bdc_trk_aid%3D596965314%3Bdc_trk_cid%3D223513362%3Bdc_lat%3D%3Bdc_rdid%3D%3Btag_for_child_directed_treatment%3D%3Btfua%3D%3Bgdpr%3D%3Bgdpr_consent%3D%3Bltd%3D%3Bdc_tdv%3D1


Of course a look at the history of web browsers would not be complete without that other major OS maker,

Apple. In 2003, the company released Safari for Macs. While it gave Mac users something proprietary, the

browser really came into its own in 2007 with the introduction of the iPhone, when it went mobile. Safari has a

quarter of the mobile browser market overall.

Modern Times

Thirty years on, it's a relatively quiet time in browser history. At Microsoft, IE gave way to Edge, which now

runs Google's Chromium engine, and there are a number of alternative browsers for those with specific needs.

Apps compete with browsers for eyeballs, but the five major browsers exist in relative peace, for now.
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