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Bridging the gap with old tech to create  
alternative interaction paradigms and workflows

Practical retrofitting  
for obsolete devices



What is “retrofit“?



“Retrofit“

“To outfit (a device, vehicle, 
building, or system) with 
newly developed or 
previously unavailable parts 
or equipment.“
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What is “obsolete“?



Connectivity as modernity
Obsolete?

Modern devices: 

• The“universal device“ thanks to apps 

• Can always be patched later 

• Smart clients supported by huge infrastructures 

• Actually lose functionality over time 

Older devices: 

• Designed for a specific use case 

• Autonomous, stable, reliable



What we lost to the smartphone
Obsolete?

Vintage hardware has genuinely desirable 
features that all but disappeared: 

• Physical buttons and media 

• User-serviceable design 

• Offline and autonomous 

• Single purpose 

• Cool style



What makes a device feel obsolete?
Obsolete?

Lack of connectivity: 

• Unpatchable 

• Unable to use cloud services 

Too much friction: 

• Physical media based workflows are slow 

• Single-task devices are inherently limiting



Obsolete?

• Software issues:  
undocumented, proprietary file formats 

• Hardware issues:  
repair and reliability issues, impractical 
physical media, proprietary connectors 

• Connectivity issues:  
outdated communication protocols and 
hardware

What makes a device actually unusable?



Obsolete?

• Keeping it in working condition: 
replacing batteries, finding spare parts 

• Finding a way to exchange data:  
storage media, syncing with a host 
computer, gaining network connectivity 

• Embracing friction:  
what if limits were actually liberating? 
what if slowing down made us more 
focused? 
what if friction gave us purpose?

Making an older device useful again



Common obstacles & solutions



Deprecated media 

Possible solutions: 

• Adapters 

• External readers 

• Hardware emulators



Proprietary files

Possible solutions: 

• File converters 

• Reverse-engineering



Possible solutions: 

• Old stock 

• Salvaged parts 

• Adapters

Proprietary ports



Possible solutions: 

• Old stock 

• Salvaged parts 

• 3D-printed parts or adapters  

• 3rd party provided parts

Lack of spare parts



Lack of support

Possible solutions: 

• User-provided documentation (tutorials, 
videos, forums) 

• User-archived official documentation 

• User-provided software archives



Success factors



The importance of niche communities
Finding fellow nerds

• Community-maintained software and 
documentation archives are crucial 

• Reddit is the first stop for most 
retrofitting efforts 

• Huge user base 

• Clearly organised & searchable 

• Available on the open web



Following the lead of the Global South
The retrofitting ethos is very similar to the 
way tech is used, maintained and repaired 
in developing countries. 

• Maximizing the useful life of devices 

• Repairing beyond what the service 
manual advises 

• Producing video tutorials enabling users 
to repair their own devices 

• Creating “Frankenstein laptops“ from 
discarded devices and e-waste



Resilient design goals

Designing durable devices

• Clarity of purpose 

• Device autonomy 

• Intermittent connectivity 

• Durable materials 

• Long-term manufacturer support

Successful retrofit factors

• Open file formats 

• Standard ports 

• Standard comm. protocols 

• Modular, user-serviceable design 

• Devoted fan base



The result



Tools for another future
Hybrid devices

• Retrofitted devices go beyond what was 
originally possible, sometimes even 
overcoming initial design flaws 

• They become hybrids that maintain 
earlier affordances but can be used 
again in a connected world 

• Like tools out of a alternate timeline — 
looking back at the past to find a way 
towards a different future



mail: m.lafrechoux@gmail.com 
mastodon: martin@boitam.eu 

homepage: nologos.net

Thank you!
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• Is there a device you have fond memories of? 

• Where is it now? Do you still have it? 

• What keeps you from using it?

Reverse panel
Three questions I want to ask you


