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THE INDIGENOUS AND
THE BARBARIANS

When I started to work on the
World Wide Web I made a few
nice things that were special, dif-
ferent and fresh. They were very
different from what was on the
web in the mid 90s.

['ll start with a statement like
this, not to show off my contri-
bution, but in order to stress that
-= although I consider myself
to be an early adopter -- I came

90'S AMATEURS BIRD BRICK
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late enough to enjoy and prosper
from the “benefits of civilization”.
There was a pre-existing envi-
ronment; a structural, visual and
acoustic culture you could play
around with, a culture you could
break. There was a world of op-
tions and one of the options was
to be different.

So what was this culture? What
do we mean by the web of the mid
90’s and when did it end?

To be blunt it was bright, rich,
personal, slow and under con-
struction. It was a web of sudden
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1. THE INDIGENOUS
AND THE
BARBARIANS

2. UNDER
CONSTRUCTION

3. THE STARRY NIGHT
BACKGROUND

4. FREE COLLECTIONS
OF WEB ELEMENTS

5. LINKS

6. MIDI

7. FRAMES

8. TILDE

9. WELCOME TO MY
HOMEPAGE

10. MAIL ME

connections and personal links.
Pages were built on the edge of
tomorrow, full of hope for a fast-
er connection and a more pow-
erful computer. One could say it
was the web of the indigenous...
or the barbarians. In any case, it
was a web of amateurs soon to be
washed away by dot.com ambi-
tions, professional authoring tools
and guidelines designed by us-
ability experts.

[ wrote that change was com-
ing “soon” instead of putting an
end date at 1998, for example,
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e because  there
was no sick-
ness, death or
burial. The am-

ateur web didn’t
die and it has
not disappeared
but it is hidden.

& ii"r'"l-g Search  engine
rating  mecha-
= nisms rank the

old amateur pag-
es so low they’re
almost invisible

aa O
and instifutions
don’t collect or
OV promote  them
with the same
s passion as they

pursue net art or

web design.
Also new amateur pages don’t
appear as much as they did ten

years ago because the WWW of

today is a developed and highly
regulated space. You wouldn’t get
on the web just to tell the world,
“Welcome to my home page.”
The web has diversified, the con-
ditions have changed and there’s
no need for this sort of old fash-
ioned behavior. Your CV is post-
ed on the company website or on a
Job search portal. Your diary will
be organized on a blog and your
vacation photos are published on
flickr. There’s a community for
every hobby and question.

This is why I refer to the am-
ateur web as a thing of the past;
aesthetically a very powerful past.
Even people who weren’t online in
the last century, people who look
no further than the first 10 search
engine results can see the signs
and symbols of the early web
thanks to the numerous parodies
and collections organized by us-
ability experts who use these ear-

ly elements and styles as negative
examples.

Just as clothing styles come
back into fashion so do web de-
signs. On a visual level things re-
appear. Last year | noticed that
progressive web designers re-
turned to an eclectic style reincor-
porating wallpapers and 3D let-
tering in their work. In the near
future frames and construction
signs will show up as retro and
the beautiful old elements but will
be stripped of their meaning and
contexts.

In the past few years I've also
been making work that fore-
grounds this disappearing aes-
thetic of the past. With these
works I want to apologize for my
arrogance in the early years and
to preserve the beauty of the ver-
nacular web by integrating them
within contemporary art pieces.
But this is only half of the job.

Creating collections and ar-
chives of all the midi files and an-
imated gifs will preserve them for
the future but we need to ask more
questions. What did these visual,
acoustic and navigation elements
stand for? For which cultures and
media did these serve as a bridge
to the web? What ambitions were
they serving? What problems did
they solve and what problems did
they create? Let me talk about the
troubled destiny of some of these
once ubiquitous elements.
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UNDER

CONSTRUCTION

The “Under Construction Sign”
fig.1-fig.4 IS a very strong sym-
bol of the early web. It reminds
us of the great times shortly after
the scientists and engineers fin-
ished their work on the Informa-
tion Highway. Ordinary people
came with their tools and used the
chance to build their own roads
and junctions. Work was every-
where and everywhere there was
something that wasn’t ready, links
were leading to nowhere or to
pages that didn’t quite exist and
there were signs on the pages that
warned of broken connections and
lack of navigation.

Step by step people were de-
veloping pages into a functioning
web and it became less necessary
to warn us, especially using road
signs, about missing information.
But they didn’t disappear. Instead,
the meaning of “Under Con-
struction” images changed from
a warning to a promise that this
page will grow. The symbol be-
came a hybrid of excuse and invi-
tation. It could appear on an emp-
ty or a properly functional site as
a sign that the project was grow-
ing and being updated. Often you
could see the newer sign, “Always
Under Construction.”

“Always Under Construction”
didn’t mean the site would never
work but more the opposite fig.2.
It informed users that somebody
was always taking care of the site
and it would be interesting to re-
turn again and again.

This was a very important mes-
sage because it was crucial to re-
ally insist on the idea of constant
development and change, but the
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sign was wrong. The association
with broken roads and obstacles
on the way stopped illustrating
the idea of ongoing development.
Around 1997 the sign turned into
a meaningless footer and became
a common joke. Even the main-
stream press wrote that the web
was always under construction so,
after a while, people stopped put-
ting it everywhere.

Neither the “Under Construc-
tion” sign nor the idea of perma-
nent construction made it into the
professional web. The idea of un-
finished business contradicts the
whole concept of professional de-
signer-client relations: fixed terms
and finished products.

There was some follow-up
though. The phrase, “This site is
currently undergoing redesign”
became an elegant substitute for
blinking road lamps. New ways
to show the project was constant-
ly updated appeared as well: cur-
rent news on the first page, a “Last
Updated” notice, or the ridicu-
1l MWhat Is Web 2.8

http://oreilly.com/web2/archive/
whot-is-web- 23 html?page=4

BETA WEB2.0

lous—but still very popular—solu-
tion that creates a magical effect
of actuality and telepresence: put
a clock on the web site showing
the current time.

So what’s with the very idea of
web construction? Is it still around
and how does it show itself today?
I'd say yes. The “Under Con*;trw,—
tion” signs have unexpected fo
lowers, the "Verified XI[T\IL
buttons rig.s. You can see them on
more and more pages of modern
web users.

They are there, (to quote the
W3 Consortium), “To show your
readers that you have taken the
care to create an inter-operable
Web page.” In other words, the
new sign says the developers of
the sites are taking care to recon-
struct the web to meet new stan-
dards and to bring the “world’s
biggest trash pile” into a faultless,
clean and clear code environment.
I’'m not a fan of this development
but I do like the appearance of the

XHTML buttons. They manifest
the power of end developers and
show the great intention of partici-
pating in the global construction,
or reconstruction, of the whole en-

vironment simply by making your
own site.
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A note from the 21st of June 2009: *

*  Web2.0 brought Under Construction spirit back, under anew  *
* name -- Beta. Hardly any new online service would appear with- *
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out a Beta subtitle in the logo.
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Though the services he mentioned gradually gave up their Beta
status, new ones are keeping the tradition.

In the end of September 2005 Tim O Reilly stated in his “What ~ *
is Web 2.0” essay that we've entered Perpetual Beta times:
open source dictum, ‘release early and release often’ in fact
has morphed into an even more radical position, ‘the perpetual
beta’, in which the product is developed in the open, with new
features slipstreamed in on a monthly, weekly, or even daily ba-
sis. It’s no accident that services such as Gmail, Google Maps,
Flickr, del.icio.us, and the like may be expected to bear a ‘Beta’

*
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3
THE STARRY
NIGHT
BACKGROUND

Another heroic element of the
vernacular web is the outer space
background, also known as the
“Starry Night” Ordinarily it’s
a black, dark blue or purple im-
age tiled through with light static
or blinking particles. It was very
popular with the first web mak-
ers probably because there were
a great number of science fiction
and computer game fans among
them.

Their desire to make the web
look like the futuristic backdrop
of their favorite pieces was jus-
tified. Not only by their taste
but by the hope the new medi-

Luigi Cozzi: Stor Crash,

Film, 1978

Namco: Galago, orcade game,

d?g;a Online,

http://www.video-online.net,

A note from the 21st of June 28089:

This opocalypse hoppened now.

Jonuary 2808 wos the last dote
the site wos seen with o stor
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um was offering. The Internet
was the future, it was bringing
us into new dimensions, closer
to other galaxies. So the look of
the internet had to be an appro-

priate one like in Star Crash 2 or
Galaga 3 fig.1e. It had to be like
the inside of a computer or some-
where out there. Space wallpapers
made the Internet look special.
This was obviously a space with
a mission that other media could
never accomplish.

A great feature of the outer
space background was that it could
be just a two colors, maybe half a
kilobyte in file size, but it would
instantly give a futuristic mood
for your page. So a bandwidth
problem was solved as well.

However, the tragedy of out-
er space backgrounds is that, al-
though they are magnificent, they
don’t fit with any particular idea.
They never did. Scientific texts,
personal home pages, cinema pro-
grams, pathfinder image galleries,
it’s always wrong. Even the star-
ships don’t look authentic because

it’s wrong to hang pictures in the
sky and there are no letters in out-
er space. Even if there were letters
in outer space it would be impos-
sible to read them. The dot over an
“” could be a star or a % sign and
as for meteors..they’re just too
easy to confuse.

If you ever designed anything
you know that an outer space
background only looks good if
nothing else is placed on it. If you
were ever asked to redesign a page
made at the end of the 20th cen-
tury the first thing you did was re-
move the starbck.gif.

One of the latest, and thus doe-
umented, star removal surgeries
happened in 2004. Here you see
the 90’s look of an online video
shop. 4

One of the last survivors is
http://www.kinoservice.de gig.s,
a weekly updated website with
the cinema programs for Stuttgart
and Frankfurt. Every time I type
this address I'm afraid that I'd find
it remade without the stars. s

Day by day the hope for an ex-
traterrestrial web future gave way
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http://www.anni-und-jens.de sur-
::ugdfﬂntzl April 20%5:
http://web.archive.org/
web/*/http://www.onni-und-jens.de
web/*/http://wuw.kinoservice.de
http://wew.merz-okademie .de/
projekte/ | ;
anonymous: "Moon's Stars
http://scrife.com/stars/, 2885
gnonymous personal email,

285 r o
ortificial.dk: "Met Stars", http://
wow.ortificial .dk/articles/
netstars_eng.him, 28084

plia Liglina: "Stors Fading on

the Web", hitp://www.artificial.dk/
articles/olia.htm, 2085

Fan Art: Star Crosh-style space-
scope by Andrew Glazebrook,
http://www.pachanko .com/starcrash/
fanpage .html (gone)
http://www.video-online.net,

2084

http://web.archive.org/

web/*/] ttE:f/www,kinaseru1ce.de
http://web.archive.org/ueb/*/
http://wew.anni-und-jens.de
Galaga, http://www.gecci ties.com/

mogomra/galago/ (gone!
Yahoo bostards!!!T1)

to the present reality of newspa-
pers, magazines, electronic of-
fices, online business, and other
serious intentions. “Starry Night”
backgrounds reduced proportion-
ately; from being a symbol of the
future they were turning into a
sign of the web’s early years. Its
meaning shifted to the opposite:
from future to past.

And it reminds us of the army
of amateurs who, like Anni und
Jens tig.o made a
few pages in the
last century and
then forgot about
them. g

Since  stars
shine outside of
mainstream web
fig.1e culture they fit
well with subversive or alternate
projects and easily support the
prefix “anti”. Take the unameri-
can.com site for example, it’s a
sticker shop and antiamerican
ideas portal. Stars give weight to
this concept by placing the author
in outerspace, viewing the whole
picture, being objective.

And my projects page at the
Merz Akademie 7 is heavily deco-

rated by outerspace motifs to em-
phasize that this is entirely my
space and has nothing to do with
the corporate identity of the insti-
tution.

The web site scri8e hosts a big
and elaborate collection of animat-
ed stars and sparkles. ¢ The web-
master of this site disagrees with
me: IMO Stars are actually in big-
ger demand than ever before. No,
not star backgrounds so much,
but stars themselves. Designers
all around the www use stars to
get effects for animations and for
stills. Placing a star or stars in dif-
ferent places on each frame of a
animated image to get the image
to sparkle or glitter. I doubt the in-
terest in that will ever go away.

[ do agree that the old style (the
first style) of star backgrounds are
losing ground in the “most desir-
able background” position. How-
ever, the higher quality star back-
grounds are not. High quality star

4
FREE
COLLECTIONS OF
WEB ELEMENTS

Outer space backgrounds aren’t
the only images we have from the
amateur web; paper, glass, wa-
ter and wood themes came lat-
er. Background collections were
formed and images were used to
set different tones and celebrate
different occasions like weddings,
Christmas or Halloween.

Themes for web sets vary from
music 12 to X-files 13 and victorian
berry babies 4. I could pay a com-

pliment to each one. Collections of

web graphics expanded to include

backgrounds are in bigger de-
mand. g

Further reading: artificial.dk
hosts the show “net stars” s, plus
the interview “Stars Fading on the

buttons, bullets, dividers, anima-
tions and “Welcome to My Page”
headers. They were a source you
could use to build, structure and
decorate your site.

Looking back through these
early collections of web graphics
you recognize some images that
made it into a lot of pages and be-
came famous: rainbow dividers,
the “New!” sign and Felix the Cat
fig.1s, a cult figure and perfect an-
imation.

Some elements and sections of
these free collections remind us of
the historical peculiarities of the
early web. For example “back”
and “forward” buttons are part of
the design set for non-profession-
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gFmx  als who ignored the
corresponding buttons
on the browser. Indeed, how could
you delegate such an important
navigational issue to the browser,
an application that had a new ver-
sion released every six months!

The same is true for so called
“bullets” fig.11, the small images
used to replace the standard html
list elements. It was a histori-
cal feature of the amateur web to
prefer expression over structure.
Early web makers were inspired
by the possibility of using imag-
es and gladly substituted dull lists
with spectacular graphics .

As we're reminded by the vari-
ous “Best Viewed With..” but-
tons, the choice of browser was a
big aesthetic and phil-
osophical issue for
web makers. s

Another important problem for
Russian speaking Internet users,
or more precisely writers using
Cyrillic script, were the numerous
character encodings. On the first
page of a Russian site you had to
choose the appropriate encoding
system. These encoding buttons
sig.13 were “a land of opportuni-
ty” for designers and a lot played
around with them making their
own modifications.

[n 1996, the soon-to-be #1 Rus-
sian Web Designer made 20 en-
coding button sets for different

N B

Marvel Eren{1on% "Sonya's Back
ground Set 81", http://wew
geocities. comfuelleslegf9452f
bgset81.html, 2083

Kelly McLarnon: "X-Files Set"
http://uww. topazdesigns .com/~klm/
sets/x-files.htm, 1908

Theda Fritz: "Berry Babies"
http://www. tedi .net/berry.html,
unknown date

For an impressive collection of
browser advocacy huttons, please
consult Silly Dog: "Netscape Now
butteons”, http: ff51‘1gdnq org/
netscnpeﬁnou himl, 2887

Artemy Lebedev: "Becnnarnbie kuonku" ,
http://web.archive.org/
meaf2296111963163@f

www .design.ru/free/buttons/
index.html, 2881
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backgrounds and tastes. Within a
few months they spread to count-
less .ru domains and became nat-
uralized in the Russian web land-
scape.

They had a short life. By the
end of 1998 the encoding choice
became automatic. Buttons disap-
peared from the pages and even
this legendary collection itself has
vanished into history. s

Free collections are the soul of
the vernacular web. Lots of people
were building their pages with free
graphics and lots of people were
making collections. The many-
to-many principle really worked.
Making your own site and build-
ing collections was a parallel pro-
cess for a lot of people. The early
web was more about spirit than
skills. To distribute was no less
important than to create.

[t’s only a slight exaggeration to
state that, because of the modular
nature of web page construction,
even those sites that never con-
tained a web graphics collection
were, in themselves, collections.
Every element on the page, every
line, figure, button and sound was
on its own and could easily be ex-
tracted, if not directly from the
browser then from looking at the
source code to find the URLs of
the files.

As soon as users divided into
designers and clients, free col-
lections lost their attractiveness
tor both sides. Around 1997 pro-
fessional web sites were distanc-

# unordered list
@ unordered list
@ unordered list
@ unordered list
@ unordered list
@ unordered list
# unordered list

fig.11

SPIRITUALITY

ing themselves from the ama-
teurs with the complete opposite
of modular design. Graphic de-
signs victorious expansion on the
web had begun (It was so fast that
a lot of designers and researchers
believe that web design is a ju-
nior member of graphic design.).
Designs were produced in Pho-
toshop and later adapted for the
browser. A page was created as
a block then sliced into pieces.
These pieces can’t be considered
as modules since each piece only
exists in relation to its neighbor.
Extracting or reusing the pieces
is meaningless and undesirable to
the authors.

A very typical example is from
the Mobile Telecom site, made by
Artemy Lebedev in 1997, It’s a
picture created and sliced in Pho-
toshop.

Actually, it’s one of the first
corporate sites in Russia made by
a professional. It became famous
and the design was “stolen” many
times fig.12. Lebedev has a muse-
um dedicated to the clones of this
piece 1. It’s a very curious case,
I think the people who stole the
original design saw it more as a
template: a guideline of how pro-
fessional sites should now be cre-
ated.
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During the late 90’s people
were deleting links to the collec-
tions of files they had made or
found.

A lot of collections still ex-
ist because they weren’t removed
from the servers but they’re diffi-
cult to find. So how can you find
them if they’re not linked? My
favorite is no exception, there’s
no link to these pages so I better
write it down here: http://yuricle.
design.ru/fb/

On the other hand it would be
very wrong to generalize and say
that free collections are a thing
of the past. If you search for “my
collection of web graphics™ you
can still find a lot of special col-
lections though not necessarily
retro ones (btw “my” is a very
important key word, leave it out
and you'll be sent to commercial
pages). They’re upgraded and up-
dated and there was even a mo-
ment of revival in 2001 when the

¥ k¥ £ % %k ok ok K k % %
* A note from the 21st of
* June 2009:

L SR O

*

Proceed to the
Vernacular Web 2 to

get to know about
contemporary collections.
Page 58
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section “God Bless America” was
added to many private and public
collections.

They served US users of all
skill levels who wanted to dem-
onstrate patriotic feelings fig.1s on
their home pages.

My respected readers might

want to look at the Sweet Land of

Liberty s or Lil Doc’s Free Patri-
otic Graphics .

And a fresh market for free
button makers is the “Verified
XHTML” sign sig.17. The variety
is still small but L(m!_\ldllll) grow-
ing as variations are needed to fit
new design styles.

There are also examples like
Juannas bunte GIF-Welt ze or Gif-
welt 21. They show that some have
managed to bring their hobby to
a higher level. Their libraries are
huge and diverse, life is in full
swing in their forums and guest
books. These are valuable sources
for archivists and those who still
prefer to build modular websites
using available elements. Like a
couple of London based media

producers who compiled their

St

W3C valid €85

wedding web site from appropri-
ate graphics. 22 In 2004 British
designer Bruce Lawson made a
contribution to the css Zen Gar-
den 23 (a collaborative effort to

prove that CSS is a standard of

web beauty fig.1e). His “GeoCi-
ties 1996 lhemc gblllh of public
domain GIFs is a perfect reminder
that the true spirit will find its way
around standards

Ar temy stedpu " Knowuw caitra,

MoGuaTenexom", hitp://uww.

artlebedev. Pufuuergth:ng/cionesf

mteleconfr 1997-2802

snogirl: "Sweet Lond of Liberty"

http://snogirl .snoville.com/

Memorial Index.html, 2882

Lil Doc: "Free Patriotic Graphics"

http://www.geocities.com/

Pentugon!Q?B? /maingraf.html, 2801
B. Krous: "Juannas bunte GIF-

Jelt http://jucnna.ch/, 1999-on

going

Ingrid Libicky: "Gifiwelt", http://

gifwelt.info/, ongoing

Emma Davidson: "Ceremony”,

http://wuw.lektrogirl .com/

ceremony/, 20884

Dave Shea: "css Zen Gorden",

http://www.csszengarden.com/,

2088 1-ongoing

Bruce Lawson: "GeoCities

1996",http://esszengarden.com/

7ecssfile=http://wuww.bruce

lowson.co.uk/zen/sample.css,

2884




n

0o o
FEFERFEFEREFRP;

A demonstration of what can be accomplished visually through C55-based

design. Select any style sheet from the list to load it into this page.

Littering o dark and dreary read lay the past relics of "-?-_ ————
e 4r.gw¢3ﬁ';wwm{{§

browser- cpecific togs, incempatible DOMs, and broken

CSS support

Teday, we must cleor the mind of past practi
enlightenment hae been achieved
efforts of folk like the WAL Wasi

brewszer creaters

the impertont lessons of
clarity. Learn te use the (yet 4o be) tir
techniques in new ond invigerating fachion. B

with the web

CSS Allows Complete And Total Control |
Over The Style Of A Hypertext ,
Document. The Only Way This Can Be
ilustrated In A Way That Gets People 1
Excited Is By Demonstrating What It Can
Truty Be, Once The Reins Are Placed In
The Hands Of Those Able To Create !
Beauty From Structure. To Date, Most '
Examples Of Neat Tricks And Hacks Have '
Been Demonstrated By Structurists And |
Coders. Designers Have Yet To Make ,
Their Mark. This Needs To Change.

i next designs »
s View All Designs

¥
o

N 74
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A note from the 2Ist of
June 2009:

Usually its imposssible to
find creators of these GIFs,

“but 1 was lucky with the

“New” sign. In the summer
of 2006 I got an email from
media designer Kirk Clyne:

“Hey there, nice site -- the
early web vernacular con-
tent.

Just for the record, I'm
responsible for creating
the ‘new’ gif - the tiny one
in the yellow ‘zapple’, as |
called it. I originally
created it for a site called
Virtual Vineyards -- now
wine.com. This and a dozen
or so other icons, mostly
wine bottles, grapes, elc.
These tiny icons were

all designed to sit at the
start of a sentence, and so
had to be less than 12
pixels high. Very tough!
‘No, that looks more like a
Merlot bottle than a Porto,
can you flare the neck
more?’

That's my story.

- Kirk”

Well, almost lucky, as he
never responded to my
hundreds of additional
questions.
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The World Wide Web was con-
stantly developing and when we
say it looked different 2,5 or 10
years ago we should also say it
was conceptually different. The
competence of early adopters,
passionate amateurs and ambi-
tious professionals, the dot.com
hype and the mass distraction of
the second wave (ie. the blog)
were all responding directly to
the way the web was built and in-
terconnected. The way it looked
was derived from the underlying
architecture.

Let’s forget about the visual ap-
pearance of the vernacular web for
a moment and think about how it
worked. What were the principles
of its growth? The obvious answer
is links. A lot of links. Links on
every page.

Ten years ago every web site
had a section of external links be-
cause people felt it was their per-
sonal responsibility to configure
the environment and build the in-
frastructure. The many-to-many
principle showed itself in linking
strategies as well. A site was not
complete without links to other
sites.

On some pages links were gates
to additional information, on oth-
ers to unrelated information. The
way you looked for information
was time consuming but reward-
ing. By following the links you
could find much more than you
were looking for.

The vernacular web was fas-
cinated by the power of links and
often ran to extremes. Sites com-
posed of lists of links, long pag-
es of unclassified and annotat-
ed links, webrings or published

bookmarks.html files from the
Netscape browser.

After the late 90’s linking
wasn’t that hip any more. Search
engines, portals and catalogues

took over the linking responsibili-
ties, making searches faster and
less surprising. In the quest for or-
der and hierarchy the web changed
completely. Sites with no external
links at all became the norm and
now constitute the facade of the
mainstream web. Users jump back
and forth between search engines
and search results.

Links—-the once typical means
of conveyance—have lost their in-
frastructural importance. In to-
day’s web, blogs compensate for
over precise search engines by
delivering a constant stream of
surprise links. It’s an interesting
evolutionary paradox when you
remember that old-school link
collections were created to com-
pensate, through human interven-
tion, for the rough search engine
results. In the end both cures deli-
vere the same: a link to an address
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new to the user; an unknown top-
ic, a surprise, an action, a deep
web.

The vernacular web is not si-
lent. Expressive pages are usual-
ly accompanied with music in the
MIDI format. Before the MP3 for-
mat hit the net and bandwidth was
precious, MIDI was the only op-
tion if you wanted to include a full
song on a web page. Even those
who would only test their website
from their local hard disk noticed
that a 75 MB WAV file of uncom-
pressed audio was difficult to han-
dle. This was the driving force be-
hind MIDI and it’s still going on
today. Granted nowadays Macro-
media Flash, for example, offers
ways to use high quality audio
with almost the same bandwidth
as a MIDI file. However it has the
disadvantage of being more diffi-
cult to use than the huge amount
of MIDI's readymade heritage.

Similar to collections of free
web graphics, collections of MID-
Is zs are widely available. Due to
their quality and mostly fan based
production, MIDIs are general-
ly considered free to collect, use
and share. Audio files never made
it to this status, they’re clearly the
intruders from a world outside of
the web. They come from CDs
and the radio while MIDI gives
the impression that the web is its
natural environment. See: 25

But MIDI collections differ
from graphics collections: sup-
ply exceeds demand. There isn’t
the same tradition of composing
music for a web page as there is
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for GIF images. Instead, popular
songs are adapted to this format.
A MIDI file is usually considered
of good quality if the adaptation
gave a somewhat faithful repro-

software synthesizer, like Apple’s
Quicktime, is in charge of repro-
ducing the tunes. It can be com-
pared to the way HTML describes
how a web page should look and

leaves it up to
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duction of the original, given the
limitations of the format.

This means that you can’t iden-
tify web music by genres or styles
that “came from the web” but by
the way it sounds. Although it
sounds different on every system
its played on, it will always sound
trashy. How did this happen?

The MIDI standard was origi-
nally created in 1983 to allow data
exchange between electronic in-
struments like synthesizers and
samplers. It featured 128 stan-
dardized instruments (for exam-
ple grand piano, steel guitar, a
drum kit), each assigned a fixed
ID number.

So a defined instrumental pal-
ette is part of the standard. A MIDI
file itself does not contain the ex-
act recording of a sound. It only
describes what instrument should
play a certain note at a certain
time gig.10. How it actually sounds
depends on the synthesizer that is
used to replay these notes. In the
case of web music a sound card ora

IDI TECHNO

tively go no

Wit further than
Italo  Disco.
There  will

never be any
new and exciting sounds, only
updated versions of old sounds.
New sounds would only break the
compatibility with all the exist-
ing MIDI files. Software vendors
can’t change the “trumpet” to a
“Neptune’s kinda honkashizzle”
because, on the web, you can find
all kinds of MIDI files that use the
trumpet in many different ways.
In this case the only solution is the
lowest common denominator. The
trumpet sound must fit into James
Brown’s “Sex Machine” in the
same way it fits into “Ride of the
Valkyries” by Richard Wagner. It
does this by not really fitting into
either. At least that’s equality.
The result is that most of the
time MIDI files give the impres-
sion of somebody playing hit mu-
sic on an electronic organ in the
privacy of their own home. In re-
ality this happens at village wed-
dings or the annual gathering of a
rabbit breeder’s association.
It’s hard to imagine an easi-
er target for usability experts. It
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was found in serious studies that
MIDI was distracting and consid-
ered annoying by most users, es-
pecially if they were listening to a
CD while browsing the web.

Only very few MIDI files were
composed especially for web sites.
Michaél Samyn, author of leg-
endary Home 2z for Netscapel.l,
wrote minimalistic tracks for vari-
ous websites in 1997 and 1998 ze.

Quite recently in the end of
2003 the “Zombie and Mummy
Theme” for the online comic of
the same name was produced. z2g
It’s a great melody and also sounds
good because the author took the
challenge to fit the tune into the
possibilities that MIDI offers.

It’s a “classical” melodic com-
position not relying on effects, and
all the instruments were chosen by
their name, not by their sound. If a
“xylophone” is needed it’s wise to
select the “xylophone™ even if the
“marimba” might sound more like
a “xylophone” right now—but who

knows with the next update of

Windows Media Player? The tune
was then tested on many differ-

25 -» http://www.ezgeto.com/midi .html
-> http://uww.steliart.com/web_
designs_midis.htm

=» http://homepage .ntlworld.com/
curly.johnson/midis.html

-» http://wew.saturn-soft.net/
Music/Music1/MIDI/Chanson/Menu.htm
26 C.L. Johnson: Curly's Spooky
Halloween Midi Music, 2882-2086,
http://homepage.ntlworld.com/curly.
johnson/midis.html
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ent platforms and adjusted accord-
ingly, just as is done with HTML
code.

As the W3 Consortium puts it:

HTML frames allow authors
to present documents in multiple
views, which may be independent
windows or subwindows. Multi-
ple views offer designers a way to
keep certain information visible,
while other views are scrolled or
replaced. For example, within the
same window, one frame might
display a static banner, a second
a navigation menu, and a third
the main document that can be
scrolled through or replaced by
navigating in the second frame. ze

Despite this reasonable de-
scription of frames (one that even
appeals to designers), in mass
consciousness they still belong
in the amateur world. In the lat-
ter part of the 90’s they were used
with enthusiasm in both the pro-
fessional and vernacular web and
[ think they belong to this period.
I wouldn’t even mention them in
the context of this article if not for
two important reasons.

Firstly, frames are really the
peoples subject. They’re a unique
component of the Hyper Text
Markup Language and everyone
has something to say about them.
Frames provide a common ground
for professionals and amateurs,
early adopters and newcomers. [
don’t know how it happened but
anyone who’s seen the web has an
opinion. Everyone’s experienced
them and has a ironic comment.
Frames are part of the web’s folk-

lore. “Should you use frames?”
This question was submitted by
the editor to designtimeline.org a1,
and had one of the greatest num-
ber of responses. In a thousand

years when the database is decod-
ed by aliens (or archaeologists),
they’ll conclude the web was ac-
tually just a lot of frames.

Secondly, frames create a
very recognizable visual pattern.
In general when graphic design
makes reference to web design
the frame layout is commonly
used. (For example: the print ads
by Amazon or budget airline tick-
et booking forms in a newspaper
Travel section). The division of
the surface into frame-like seg-
ments stands for the web in the
same way a score display stands
for video game screens or a blink-
ing cursor on the command line
stands for a hacker in a Holly-
wood movie.

In 2003 the students of the Merz
Akademie celebrated the First
Ten Years of the WWW by cre-
ating an exhibition of objects that
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symbolized the landmarks of the
web’s history. The tribute to wall-
papers consisted of a huge board
of real wallpaper, (from OBI), ar-
ranged in a frame style layout.
Even in this simple construction it
was clearly the skeleton of a web
page.

Although frames aren’t widely
used anymore they remain a very
natural web design element that
are even more recognizable than
the classic table layout.

TILDE

As you know, multiuser Unix ma-
chines use “~” as a shortcut to the
“/users” directory and in the be-
ginning all users were the same.
The tilde in front of names and
nicknames manifested the power
of machines and the system. You
were a user, a guest, something
peripheral and only the stuff that
followed the tilde belonged to
you. You had no influence on the
things in front.

The tilde showed hierarchy and
made the relationship between us-
ers and the internet transparent. A
quick glance at the URL and you
could see the provider, university
or institution that granted access.
Getting rid of the tilde was impor-
tant.

In 1997 1 had a job in a design
studio in Moscow. Besides money
and a few other things, (like a free
internet connection), they prom-
ised to host my files on the studio
server without the tilde in front of
my name.

After a year of being www.city-
line.ru/~olialia I became design.
ru/olialia. They dropped the tilde
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and I became part of the team.
Drop the tilde and your relation to
the words in front isn’t that clear
anymore.

Back then the next step, (now
the first step), was to register
your name as a domain. Techni-

et

complication makes the old fash-
ioned tilde mysterious and sweet
like a forbidden fruit. It will soon
come back as a sign of being cool
and competent.

Actually, the really cool guys
never renounced it:

http://www.well.com/~cuba/

http:/www.zi.biologie.uni-muenchen.de/~franke/

http://a-blast.ore/~drx/

cally you're still the same user on
a server and your rights are still
within the boundaries of a folder
but it looks different: your “nick”
is really a “name” recognized by
the high level DNS. And don’t for-
get that a registered domain prom-
ises success in business.

Today, having a tilde in front of

your name is especially problem-
atic in Germany because Apple
computers don’t have it on their
keyboard. To type “~” you have to
press Alt and N at the same time
then release these keys and hit the
spacebar. Even those who know
the secret never remember it. This

[ asked my co-author, the last
on the list, “Why are you behind
the tilde on a-blast.org when it’s
your own server?” And the an-
swer is, “The tilde indicates that
[ am a user on a server comput-
er. If I belong to a server I show
where [ am and [ also talk about
my past. Interesting relations are
possible in the URL: my private
page on a project server, one user
in a community, the friend of an-
other friend. This information is
available to people that can “read”
the URL so I make sure it con-
tains some interesting informa-
tion. And the word after the tilde

31 OBSERVATIONS

is my Login Name. Through this
I demonstrate that I can login as
well, that I know about FTP, SSH,
rsync etc.”

You see, today the sign for user
can be read as a sign of being
more than an ordinary user.

9

WELCOME TO
MY HOME PAGE

The welcome message is for web-
sites that exist for no other pur-
pose than to say hello to the world.
They’re extremely personal and
truly amateur pages where holi-
day photos, a CV, free wallpaper
collections, recipes, links to “oth-
er great cat sites” and “The His-
tory of Status Quo” form a pile of
mixed up information. Although
it’s supposed to be just a w elcom-
ing message, for experienced us-
ers it’s a warning that the rest of
the website will be of the same in-
formational value.

My surfing experience shows

HOMEPAGE VIRAL WELCOME

that there’s no real correlation be-
tween a welcome message and the
quality of a site. In fact, the g greet-
ing appears on both useless sites
and the very rich. Though I will
agree that a lack of structure and
higgledy-piggledy content is a
characteristic feature of amateur
websites.

But in no way is this a nega-
tive feature; especially in today’s
web. Instead, it shows that a real
person created the site and not
some marketing department or a
content management system. This
gives the information authenticity

and value, and the experience of

ten web years has proved that the
devotion of one amateur can be
worth a dozen specialists on the
payroll. For example: fan sites are
richer and more up to date than the
official sites of stars. And when a
stars is not really big, fans’ sites
are the only hope to get to know
anything. Compare for example
Bmdlev James Allan’s profile on
IMDB with his bio on the Czech
fan site -- http:/www.volny.cz/
renox/.

Technical manuals, (with how-
to’s or tips), made and published by
actual users are often more helpful
and free of marketing blather than
the official ones. And there are in-

stances when you would certainly
prefer to deal with real people on-
line: local shops, small businesses
and hotels.

When you see a site made by
the hotel owner, where she writes
about her hobbies as well as the
hotel facilities and also makes a
portrait gallery of local cats and
dogs, you think about the high
level of personal service at this
hotel and -what really makes a
difference- you expect that your
online order will go directly to
the hotel and not to a travel agent
(you'll find out if this assumption
is true when you arrive). Don’t
forget the ingredients for amateur
productions are not a secret and
they can be imitated and faked so
don’t trust every amateurish look-
ing site.

The “Welcome to my home
page” style is attractive and there
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are situations when it works the
best, occasionally there are no al-
ternatives even if the project isn’t
a personal home page.

A few examples:

The promo site of BIFI 32, the
producers of a popular German
snack, is one of the greatest imi-
tations ever. To really appreciate
it you should know the BIFI tv
spots; they’re a series of episodes
about an undefinable factory with
bizarre employees. Zomtec.com is
the factory’s homepage, obvious-
ly made by the guys from the tv
spots, obviously in their free time.
They describe how they make
mouth wash, they proudly pres-
ent their private homepages, pub-
lish news that’s rarely connected
to BIFI and host the BIFI banner.
This is a site for crazy folk by cra-
zy folk fig.ze. To stress this fact,
the designer used clumsy frame-
sets, buttons, backgrounds and
animated flags. Everything that’s
fun on the web. The site’s con-
stantly updated and a little while
ago they made a Flash version. [t
really looks like somebody’s first
attempt. It ridicules itself.

The site of Wise County Sher-
iff’s Department in Texas is de-
veloped and maintained by Lieu-
tenant Joy and Sergeant Huffman.
[t’s made in Front Page 2000.
There’s a picture of the Sheriff on
the home page that connects to his
email address. There are a lot of
funny graphics on the page and
plenty of important information
for the county’s citizens. Although
the Sheriff’s site looks very un-
serious and has all the common
illnesses associated with ama-
teur sites-like a navigation sys-
tem copied from another site and
adapted to the needs of the police
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department-it puts across its mes-
sage in the best possible way: your
Sheriff is here, among you and for
you and he knows there are bet-
ter ways to spend taxpayers mon-
ey than giving it away to a design
agency. The county has a young,
new Sheriff this month and I hope
he won't try to reorganize and
professionalize the site.

Another case, though not real-
ly from the web. In January 2005
Cory Arcangel, an artist from New
York, opened a show called “Wel-
come to my Hewmepage Artshow”
a3. It’s a good name for an exhi-
bition of computer work made at
home without a team of program-
mers, designers and managers. It
sounds naive but stresses an op-
position to complex and expen-
sive media art market productions.
The “Welcome to my Hewmepage
Artshow” has a good DIY mean-
ing.
There’s another reason why I'd
like to foreground the “Welcome
to my Home Page” style, and the
vernacular web on the whole, as

a web design tactic for today: it 2

hasn’t discredited itself in the
dotcom years and the broadband

boom, so it’s not associated with
fleeting transience, superficiality
and an absence of humour.

In 2004 the art.teleportacia
gallery organized the 1000$ Page
Award 34 in order to attract atten-
tion to nonprofessional web mak-
ing, to motivate people to do their
own pages and honestly—above
all-to see some pages we hadn’t
seen before.

And there were some nice sur-
prises. Among the portfolios,
blogs and web art pieces we found
some “welcoming” pages. One of
them really charmed us.

Pierre Ysewijn, a Doctor of
Psychological and Educational
Sciences from Belgium, (living in
Switzerland at the moment), put a
lot of effort into the welcome mes-
sage on his personal home page. as
Mr. Ysewijn welcomes guests with
a video clip ig.2: in either English,
German or French . The greeting’s
spoken by a real person, directly
addressing

. D
the visi- (IR
tor. It’s a [T
very hon- o - j
est start to | ot
communi- = [m
cation. You 1
fig.21

can see
what Mr. Ysewijn looks like, how
old he is, how he sounds, how he
presents himself. The video puts
across a lot of personal informa-
tion and it upgrades the “Wel-
come to my home page” into the
broadband age. And! For the first
time it becomes more than wel-
coming. Finally, without a doubt,
this is a welcome message that be-
came content,
BBH: "“ZOMTEC",
http://web.archive.org/web/208508 128
891451 /http://zomtec .com/
Olio Liaolina: "18e@$ contest for
personal home pages”,
géég:{fcrt,teleportac)a,argf\928$/
Pierre Yswijn: Personal Home Page,

http://mypage .bluewin.ch/Ysewijn/,
offline, 2882-2887

MAIL ME

As you would sup-
0 pose, at the very end of
the page comes the Mail Me but-
ton. It’s not necessarily a picture,
it could be just a text link or not
even linked text. The important
thing is that it worked.

When the web belonged to am-
ateurs it belonged to the people.
You knew that behind this page
and email address was a person
you could contact with a ques-
tion, admiration or an insult. And
people did. In time the feedback
elements on private sites became
more modest but they haven’t dis-
appeared. They’re still present.
What has been lost is the custom
of sending feedback.

There are many reasons for
this but primarily it relates to the
above mentioned professionaliza-
tion and automation of being on-
line, and the transition to more
sophisticated forms of interac-
tion and communication: filling
in, ordering, updating, repeating
passwords, contacting support,

L dracking, informing info @ then
droceeding to the check out. And

of course the reputation of email
communication has been heav-
ily damaged by Spam. Today if
you're writing to somebody you
don’t know, you run the risk of
having your message diverted by
the junk filter on the server, or you
can expect to be flooded by Spam
after leaving your email address
on an unknown site.

The once fascinating option
to establish an immediate con-
tact with the author of a site was
recently supplanted by blogs. In-
stead of writing to the author,
“Cool site!” you'd be better off
putting the note in a blog. It will
bring more people to the site and
add more notes to more blogs. The

counter will show hits but none of

the visitors will say anything to
you.

Getting emails from visi-
tors to my site is something I re-
ally miss, more than starry night
backgrounds and clumsy frame-
sets. 1 know that from time to
time the web will look and sound
like it did ten years ago. Animat-

Christmas Jingle Bells and Celine
Dion in MIDI format will be ring-
ing on sites around the world but
they will not move you to send an
email saying, “What trash! Mer-

ry Christmas!” That’s gone and I
don’t think designers can do any-
thing about it.
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