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The Museum of Dating 

Online dating has only recently become a culturally and socially acceptable phenomenon, but the use 
of technology to match singles has a long history. In the 1960s, computerized dating systems appeared 
in the Anglo-American world, which worked through questionnaires and customized algorithms.
The early stages of computer dating are shared between the USA and the UK. In the mainstream 
history of dating, the first instance of the use of computers to match singles dates back to 1965, with 
the invention of Operation Match by two students at Harvard. In a development very similar to that 
of Facebook, a service initially intended for students (then separated by gender in campus) was later 
extended to the general population.

But before Operation Match launched its first match-up program, a woman running a marriage bureau 
in London had come to the conclusion that computers were the future of dating. Joan Ball founded a 
computer dating service as an extension of her matchmaking business in Piccadilly Circus, London, in 
1964. The movie «The Lady of Computer Dating”, directed by curator Valentina Peri, allows visitors to 
follow the incredible story of this entrepreneur woman through an interview and archival material about 
the St James Computer Dating Service, later to become Com-Pat, and its main competitor, Dateline.

The aim of the exhibition “The Museum of Dating” is to place the contemporary phenomenon of online 
dating within a spectrum of older technologies, practices, narratives, cultural and media artifacts.

Curator Valentina Peri presents an ongoing timeline of the history of dating with a focus on England 
and the emergence of dating mediated by computerized technology in the 60’s. It traces the path from 
the family-monitored courtship of the 50’s (“calling”), to the subsequent boom of the personal ads in 
the press, from the development of marriage bureaus to the emergence of the first computer dating 
services of the 1960s, from the introductory videotapes of the 1970s to the bulletin board systems of 
the 1980s and it ends with the creation of the first online dating site in the mid 90s.

The timeline is enriched by cultural, social and political facts and processes, both official and niche, that 
have contributed to shape the dating phenomenon and the idea of singleness until today.
Part of the exhibition is also a selection of cultural artifacts and mass culture productions, board games, 
movies, sit-coms, television programmes, books and old technologies, that are put into perspective 
through this chronological reconstruction.

The work of artist Lordess Foudre resonates with the content and the topics of the exhibition. Her digital 
collages and drawings interrogate the technological infrastructure of normativity, the social derives of 
the misuse of social networks, and contribute to a growing body of conversations about transhumanism 
in the past, present and speculative futures.

According to Zoe Strimpel, who has extensively studied the way people used to seek love in 
Modern Britain, digital technology has completely changed the appurtenances and affordances of 
matchmaking via a third party. But the assumption of total rupture on a social level hides how digital 
matchmaking fits within a longer history of mediated dating, in which the methods of matching have 
constantly interacted with social dynamics both new and old.

“The Museum of Dating” makes it possible to shed new light on key categories of historical 
understanding such as gender, generation, class, race and social status, through analysis of the 
power dynamics at play in partner selection within the context of the couple, the family, and the 
community beyond. This historical study of dating can also help to better understand the ability of 
seemingly neutral technologies to extend the power and belief systems of particular groups, replicate 
heteronormative categories and create new social needs.

Valentina Peri, 2023
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JOAN BALL. THE LADY OF COMPUTER DATING

Film, 2023

Written, Directed and Produced by Valentina Peri
DOP, Creative Direction and Edit by Jhenyfy Muller
Starring Joan Ball
Running Time: 35 min

LINK

In 1964 Joan Ball, a woman running a marriage bureau in London, had come to the conclusion that 
computers were the future of dating and matchmaking. Joan Ball founded and run the first computer 
dating company in the UK: The St James Computer Dating Service, later to become COM-PAT.

Curator Valentina Peri contacted Joan Ball in 2021 and finally met in London in 2022, to access her 
archive and document the amazing stories she had to tell.

This film by Valentina Peri in collaboration with filmmaker Jhenyfy Muller will be premiered at the 
occasion of the exhibition. 

Valentina Peri’s curatorial research is supported by Fluxus Art Projects.

https://www.valentinaperi.com/the-lady-of-computer-dating
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TIMELINE

XVI century
First known dating agency in 
England

It was run by parish priests in 
sixteenth-century England. 
Vicars assembled lists of 
candidates and paired 
them based on supposed 
compatibility on practical 
considerations such as wealth, 
politics, and property.

1897
The Adult
 
Short-lived magazine of 
socialist free love which 
carried lonely hearts 
advertising and encouraged 
men and woman to break the 
bonds of custom and meet 
better partners from outside 
thier class. 

1898
Wedding Ring Circle
 
First Social Network for 
urban middle-class marriage. 
Renamed Correspondance 
Club. Each member filled in a 
form in which they described 
their personality and their 
requirements. Then they 
received the WRC’s monthly 
magazine, Round About.

1915
The Link

The Link is the first magazine 
entirely devoted to lonely 
hearts advertising. Founded 
by Albert Barrett, it was 
suppressed in 1921 for 
“corrupting public morals and 
of aiding his advertisers in a 
conspiracy to procure acts of 
gross indecency”.
The magazine was addressed 
not only to those looking for 
marriage, but also to those 
who were simply looking for 
companionship.

20’s
From Calling to Dating 

“Calling” was a system taken 
from the English upper 
class, in which a gentleman 
would visit a woman at her 
home in the presence of her 
family. Tea, cakes, doilies, 
the presence of relatives 
made a proper setting for the 
negotiation of love. Calling 
placed control over mating in 
the hands of women and their 
families. 

The rise of “dating” coincided 
with the advent of the 
automobile and the rise of 
cinema. These technologies 
marginalized old controls by 
providing islands of privacy 
to lovers who were suddenly 
flung out into the public realm, 
free at last to remake the 
rules.

1939
The Marriage Bureau

Founded by Mary Oliver 
& Heather Jenner, this 
matrimonial agency situated 
in Bond Street in London 
was dedicated to high class 
people.

1948
Post-war marriage crisis
 
Over 60000 divorces were 
signed in England in 1947. It 
will end by the mid-1950s.

1953
Playboy 

First issue of the magazine 
addressed to the single man, 
founded and directed by 
Hugh Hefner in the USA.

1928
IBM Punched Cards

In 1928, IBM introduced a 
new version of the punched 
card with rectangular holes 
and 80 columns. This newly 
designed “IBM Computer 
Card” turned out to be one 
of IBM’s most important 
technological innovations, 
propelling the company to the 
forefront of data processing. 
For almost four decades, it 
was the major medium for 
storing, sorting and reporting 
data processed first through 
punched card equipment and 
later computers.

1959
Happy Families Planning 
Services
 
Started by Jim Harvey and 
Phil Fialer as a class project 
at Stanford, they used a 
questionnaire and an IBM 
650 to match 49 men and 49 
women.

1964
St. James Computer Dating 
Service (later Com-Pat)

Joan Ball started the first 
commercially run computer 
dating company in London, in 
the framework of her marriage 
bureau. The computer dating 
service worked by means 
of a questionnaire with 
multiple questions. A monthly 
computer run matched the 
clients, who received the 
name and telephone number 
of the 4 most compatible 
singles of the opposite sex. 

1962
St. James Friendship & 
Marriage Bureau 
& Eros Escort Service

Joan Ball founded her first 
Marriage Bureau in Piccadilly 
Circus, London. Clients would 
join the bureau in order to find 
a partner, usually one that they 
can get married to. 
Joan Ball also founded an Eros 
Escort Service for women and 
men who needed company to 
attend an event, or just for an 
evening out.

1965
The Dating Game

Popular American television 
game show: a bachelorette 
would question three 
bachelors, who were hidden 
from her view; at the end 
of the questioning period, 
she would choose one to 
accompany her on a date, 
with expenses paid by the 
show. Occasionally, the roles 
would be reversed with a man 
questioning three ladies. The 
format was adopted in many 
countries and internationally 
broadcasted since the 60's.

1965
Operation Match 

It was started by Jeff Tarr and 
Vaughan Morrill at Harvard. It 
used a paper questionnaire 
and an IBM 1401 to match 
single-sex colleges students. 
There was a $3 fee for 
submitting a questionnaire 
and a list of 4 names and 
telephone numbers following 
the computer run.

1965
Mystery Date

Milton Bradley Company 
releases the board game 
Mystery Date, conceived by 
Marvin Glass and created by 
Henry Stan. Marketed to girls 6 
to 14 years of age, it has been 
reissued in 1970, 1999, and 
2005.

1966
Dateline

Dateline was founded by 
John Richard Patterson in 
Kensington, London. It is the 
longest-lived computer dating 
service in the world, active 
until the 90's. 
It is the main competitor of 
Joan Ball's Com-Pat in the UK. 

1967
Abortion Act 

Legalization of abortion.

1967
The Pill Law

The Pill was legally 
dispensable for all woman.

1967
Homosexuality Act

Legalisation of homosexuality 
between consenting adults.

1967
Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts 
Club Band

The eighth studio album by 
the English rock band the 
Beatles. Sgt. Pepper's release 
was a defining moment in pop 
culture, heralding the album 
era and the 1967 Summer of 
Love.

Original punchard from the 60’s, from University of North Carolina.
Thanks to Jim Scott for this donation.

A detail of the timeline about the history of dating, with a focus on England. 
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Advertising of different Computer 
Dating Services in UK and USA
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CULTURAL AND MASS CULTURE ARTIFACTS

Mystery Date, a board game produced by MB in 1965.
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LORDESS FOUDRE

LA based artist Lordess Foudres’ digital collages and drawings interrogate the technological 
infrastructure of normativity, the social derives of the misuse of social networks, and contribute to a 
growing body of conversations about transhumanism in the past, present and speculative futures.
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VALENTINA PERI

Valentina Peri is an independent curator, cultural critic and author based in Paris.

Her work examines the role of technology in contemporary culture, with a focus on love and intimacy in 
the digital age, media histories and technologies in the anthropocene. 

She has curated exhibitions, published writing and given lectures on a broad range of topics in these 
areas, including data collection and surveillance, the commodification of desire, representation and 
identity, media ecologies and new materialism.
 
Her travelling exhibition Data Dating has been presented in France, Israel and the UK. In the context of 
this exhibition, she co-edited an essay collection published by Intellect: “Data Dating. Love, Technology, 
Desire

Her research on dating continued with the exhibition SWIPE RIGHT! Data, Dating, Desire that she 
curated at iMAL in Brussels in 2021, and continued with TECHNO ROMANCE that she presented in 
Geneva in 2022. 
DATA DATING DESIRE, a new iteration of this travelling exhibition was presented in Brescia, at Mo.Ca 
until December 2022.

In 2022, she began researching the phenomenon of Internet romance scams in Ghana, and published 
the book “The New Romance Scammer’s Instructor”, a collection of original messages from Ghanaian 
love scammers.

She is one of the artists in residence in 2022 of the European program BEYOND MATTER Eu - Cultural 
Heritage on the Verge of Virtual Reality at Tirana Art Lab (Albania). During the residency she realized 
“Her Boyfriend Came Back from the War. And They Never Spoke About it Again”, an augmented reality 
project based on the history and photographic archive of her grandfather during World War II, and her 
grandparents’ love correspondence.

She received a Fluxus Art Projects Grant 2022 for her curatorial research on the history of dating to be 
presented in London in 2023.

Since 2021 she has collaborated with peer-to-space, an independent exhibition platform based in 
Berlin, which creates virtual and IRL exhibitions.

From 2010 to 2021 she was associate director and curator at Galerie Charlot Paris - Tel Aviv, a 
contemporary art gallery specialising in digital art.

Valentina Peri is co-founder of SALOON Paris, an international network of women identifying art 
professionals in Paris and many other cities around the world.

Contact: 
Valentina Peri 
info@valentinaperi.com
+33633955693


