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1
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 90’s.

[l start with a statement like
this, not to show off my contri-
bution, but in order to stress that
-- although 1 consider myself
to be an early adopter -- I came

By Olia Lialina
February 2005

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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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.

I wrote that change was com-
ing “soon” instead of putting an
end date at 1998, for example,
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w because  there
was 1no sick-
ness, death or

burial. The am-
ateur web didn’t
die and it has
not disappeared
but it is hidden.
Search  engine
rating  mecha-
nisms rank the
old amateur pag-
es so low they’re
almost invisible
and institutions
don’t collect or
promote  them
with the same
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-
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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 I 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.

ME OFFICE UNDER CONSTRUCTION

UNDER

CONSTRUCTION

The “Under Construction Sign”
fig.i-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-
1 What Is Web 2.0

http://oreilly.com/web2/archive/
what-is-web-20.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 Construc-
tion” signs have unexpected fol-
lowers, the “Verified XHTML”
buttons fig.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

out a Beta subtitle in the logo.

logo for years at a time.” 1
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Web2.0 brought Under Construction spirit back, under a new
name -- Beta. Hardly any new online service would appear with-

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: “The
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’

Though the services he mentioned gradually gave up their Beta
status, new ones are keeping the tradition.
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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 2Ist of June 2009:
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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-

n

Luigi Cozzi: Star Crash,
Film, 1978

Namco: Galaga, arcade game,
1981

Uideo Online,
http://www.video-online.net,
2004

A note from the 21st of June 2009:
This apocalypse happened now.
January 2008 was the last date

the site was seen with a star
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22 BROADBAND OUTER SPACE

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 rig.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
“1” 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 doc-
umented, star removal surgeries
happened in 2004. Here you see
the 90’s look of an online video
shop. ¢

One of the last survivors is
http:/www.kinoservice.de fig.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

FILME in STT
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http://www.anni-und-jens.de sur-
vived until April 2005:
http://web.archive.org/
web/*/http://www.anni-und-jens.de
web/*/http://www.kinoservice.de
http://www.merz-akademie .de/

2
= projekte/
8 anonymous: "Moon's Stars",
=  http://scriBe.com/stars/, 2005
9 anonymous, personal email,
05
10 artificial.dk: "Net Stars", http://
= www.artificial.dk/articles/
netstars_eng.htm, 2004
11 Olia Lialina: "Stars Fading on
- the Web", http://www.artificial.dk/
articles/olia.htm, 2005
fig.6 Fan Art: Star Crash-style space-
scape by Andrew Glazebgook,p
http://www.pachanko .com/starcrash/
fanpage .html (gone)
fig.? http://www.video-online.net,
2004
fig.8 http://web.archive.org/
web/*/‘ttp://wwm.kinoservice.de
fig.9 http://web.archive.org/web/*/
http://www.anni-und-jens.de
fig.1@ Galaga, http://www.geocities.com/

mogomra/galaga/ (goge!

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 fiq.o made a
few pages in the
last century and
then forgot about
them. s

Since  stars
shine outside of
mainstream web
fig.10 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 - is heavily deco-
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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 ;3 and victorian
berry babies 1. 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” se, plus
the interview “Stars Fading on the

Web” il

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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gFx  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

N big aesthetic and phil-
ﬁ osophical issue for
web makers. 15
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
fig.as were “a land of opportuni-
ty” for designers and a lot played
around with them making their
own modifications.
In 1996, the soon-to-be #1 Rus-
sian Web Designer made 20 en-
coding button sets for different

Marvel Creatlons Songu s Back
ground Set 81", http://w

geocities. com/Nellesleg/9482/
bgset8i.html, 2003

Kelly McLarnon: "X-Files Set",
http://www.topazdesigns.com/~klm/
sets/x-files. htm 998

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

For an impressive collection of
browser advocacy buttons, please
consult Silly Dog: “Netscape Now
buttons”, htitp: //51llgdog org/
netscape/nom html, 2007

Hrtem Lebedev: Beumamble KHonku"
http://web.archive.org/
web/28801119031608/
www.design.ru/free/buttons/
index.html, 2001

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. 16

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.

It’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

24 BITCHSLAP BULLETS DESIGN 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 rig.12. Lebedev has a muse-
um dedlcated to the clones of this
piece 1z. 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.




25 OBSERVATIONS

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

* ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok X%

A note from the 2Ist of
June 2009:

*

*

*

*

*  Proceed to the

*  Vernacular Web 2 to
*  get to know about
*

*
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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.16 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 ss.

And a fresh market for free
button makers is the “Verified
XHTML” sign fig.12. The variety
is still small but constantly grow-
ing as variations are needed to fit
new design styles.

There are also examples like
Juannas bunte GIF-Welt z¢ 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

L fig.16

€55 Print Frizndly

Stuff

WIC walid c88

@bowt wd

fig.1?

fig.14

12 Artemy Lebedeu

18 snogirl:
19 Lil Doc:

20 J. B. Kraus:

23 Dave Shea:

24 Bruce Lawson:

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 rig.1s). His “GeoCi-
ties 1996 theme” 24 built of public
domain GIFs is a perfect reminder
that the true spirit will find its way
around standards

" Knoue carira,

Mo6unTenekom", http://www.

artlebedev.ru/everything/clones/

mtelecom/, 1997-2002

'Sweet Land of Liberty",

http://snogirl .snoville.com/

Memorlallndex himl, 2002

"Free Patriotic Graphics",

http://www.geocities.com/

Pentugon/Q?B?/ma1ngruf html, 2001
Juannas bunte GIF-

Welt", http://juanna.ch/,

going

Ingrid Libicky: "Gifiwelt", http://

gifwelt.info/, cng01ng

Emma Davidson: "Ceremony",

http://www.lektrogirl. com/

ceremony/, 2004

"css Zen Garden"

http://www.csszengarden. com/,

200 1-ongoing

1999-on

"GeoCities
1996",http://csszengarden.com/
?cssfile=http://www.bruce
lawson.co.uk/zen/sample.css,
2004
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The Road to Enlightenment

Littering a dark and dreary read lay the past relics of
browser- specific tags, incompatible DOMs, and broken
€55 support.

Today, we must clear the mind of past practices. Web

enlightenment has been achieved thanks to the tireless

efforts of folk like the W3C, WaSP and the major
browser creatons.

The ¢ss Zen Garden invites you to relax and meditate on
the important lessons of the masters. Begin to see with
clarity. Learn to use the (yet to be) time- honored
techniques in new and invigorating fashion. Become one
with the web.

There iz clearly a need for C55 to be taksn
sariously by graphic artists. The Zen Gardsn
aims to excite, inspire, and encourage
participation. To begin, view some of the
exisgting designs in the list. Clicking on any
one will load the style sheet into this very
padge. The code remains the same, the only
thing that has chaw\ed iz the external .css
file. Yes, really.“,: -

CSS Alfows Complete And Tota! Controf
Over The Style OF A Hypertext
Document. The Only Way This Can Be
filustrated in A Way That Gets People
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 Meeds To Change.

CEE Resource
Guide

YOU MAY MODIFY THE STYLE SHEET IN
ANY WAY YOU WISH, BUT NOT THE
HTML. THIS MAY SEEM DAUNTING AT
FIRST IF YOU'VE NEVER WORKED THIS
WAY BEFORE, BUT FOLLOW THE LISTED
LINKS TO LEARN MORE, AND USE THE
SAMPLE FILES AS A 6UIDE.

§ % e Boatity PSS Disig - boe*

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.

i

i% UnDER THE SEA! BY
ERIC STOLTZ

% Magr 'EM PROUD
ey MICHAEL
McAdcrow anD
Scorry
REIFSNYDER

% OrcHID BEAUTY BY
Keviv Aopison

i% OCEANSCAPE BY
JUSTIN GRAY

ﬁ. CSSCo., L1o. BY
BENIAVIN KL EMIM

% SARURA BY TATSUA
UcHiDA

% Kvoro FOREST BY
Jorw Pormowskr

ﬁ' A WALk v THE
GARDEN BY SIMON
Vaw
HAUWERMEIREN

CERHQVES *)

o gtzx‘i;tr designs »

* *
m View All Designs

== View This Designs C55
—= C55 Resources
— FAQ
— §ubmi‘.l'“gbesign

=== Translations

ST I

COOL PAGE
OF .THEIDAY.

9 9:0:0:0,0:0.0:0.0.0,0,0.0,0.0,0
o fa fa ta te ta te te te tu to te te to o fo te i
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A note from the 2lst of
June 2009:

e

Usually its imposssible to

find creators of these GIFs,

but I'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. [ originally
created it for a site called
Virtual Vineyards -- now
wine.com. This and a dozen
or so other icons, mostly
wine bottles, grapes, etc.
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 (i.e. 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-
[s 25 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

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

%ﬁﬂﬁ%fﬂﬁ

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 rig.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
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tively go no

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 22 for Netscapel.l,
wrote minimalistic tracks for vari-
ous websites in 1997 and 1998 2s.

Quite recently in the end of
2003 the “Zombie and Mummy
Theme” for the online comic of
the same name was produced. 2g
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-

-> http://www.ezgeta.com/midi .html
-> http://www.steliart.com/web_
designs_midis.html

-> http://homepage.ntlworld.com/
curly.johnson/midis.html

-> http://www.saturn-soft.net/
Mu51c/Mu51cI/MIDI/Chunson/Menu htm
C.L. Johnson: Curly‘s Spooky
Halloween Midi Music, 2002-2006,
http://homepage.ntlworld.com/curly.
johnson/midis.html,

visited: 2009- B? 14

Michaél Samyn: "HOME", http://
adaweb .walkerart. org/%?EGroupZ/
home/home 1. html, 1994

Michaél Samgn MIDI TRACKS FROM
ZUPER.COM", "http://entropy8zuper.
org/ulrport/folder/zuper mid.html,
1997-1998

Dragan Espenschled "Zombie and
Mummy Theme",http://www.zombie-
and-mummy .org/theme .mid,

MIDI comp051t1on, 2003

W3C: "Introduction to Frames"
http://www.w3.org/TR/REC- htm14B/
present/frames .html#h- 16 1, 1999
Piet qurt Institute: De51gn
Timeline", http://www.design
timeline.org/cgi-bin/archive/
timeline.cgi?q=22, 2005
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FRAMES

ent platforms and adjusted accord-
ingly, just as is done with HTML
code.

FRAMES

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 I 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-

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.org/~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 I 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
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is my Login Name. Through this
[ 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 welcom-
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 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
Bradley 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 g2, 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.2e. 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. It
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.
It’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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A note from the 21st of
June 2009:

Actually, some time earlier
this year the site was re-
made. But in a very special
way: backwards. What you
see now at http:/www.sher-
iff.co.wise.tx.us/ looks like
it was made in 1994, not
1996: bullets instead of ani-
mated GIFs, lists instead of
tables.
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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 Hemepage Artshow”
3. 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 =
hasn’t discredited itself in the 34

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 sut-
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. 35
Mr. Ysewijn welcomes guests with
a video clip rig.21 in either English,
German or French . The greeting’s
spoken by a real person, directly

addressing

.. Pimire Ysewi
the  visi- S
tor. It’s a I' -

N
very hon- I. -
est start to
communi- [- "'""S
. i

cation. You o1
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"

aé}454?&?%“?723&2"%#7"/ 2o050128

Olia Lialina: 1800$ contest for

personal home pages'
http://art. teleport001u org/1000%$/,
2004

35 Pierre Yswijn: Personal Home Page,

http://mypage.bluewin.ch/Ysewijn/,

offline, 2002-2007



MAIL ME

0 As you would sup-

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,

 fracking, informing info @ then
I'proceeding 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. I 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-

it s,

CONSTRUCTION

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

thing about it.
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In 2001, Dwayne from the program- This bitmap was created in 1983
ming ensemble Beige asked a woman  [by Susan Kare, the main graphic

in a Chicago Transit Authotity booth designer of the Apple Macintosh’s user
what train to take to get home. interface. Miss Kare is anything but
The woman did not know anything and  |bitmapped.

gave him completely wrong directions.
Later Dwayne said “That lady was

5
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0 fmelectal capaviites. A 2999949242
iﬁ# Bit t hics that /,a/é'/_z'//pé'/ #ﬂﬂ#ﬂiﬁ#ﬁ#
itmaps are computer graphics tha
ﬂ#ﬂ are comp?osed from Fc)>nly tsvo F;olors. 72 ok, #ﬂ#ﬂ#ﬂ#ﬂﬂ#
52 |Every pixel's color is determined by T
T4 just one bit. For example, if the bit is “Fragging” an enemy in a shooter ELLELL I SIS,
ﬁ#ﬁ the pixel is white, if it i it to kill it, to blow it int 055555555
A8 zero the pixel is white, if it is one | game means to Kill it, to blow it into #ﬂﬂ#ﬂﬂ#ﬂﬂ#
P is black. Tod.ays compute_r images use  |pieces. e
s |atleast 24 bits for every pixel, what we T
#ﬂ# call “true color.” Given that this But there is also defragging, #ﬂﬂ#ﬂ#ﬂ#ﬂ#
e [was the case by 2001, calling some- an activity mostly conducted in offices: LS Iee
Z7.7¢  |body bitmapped could be considered  |employees are not actually working but o
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AVERNACULAR WEB 2

; IN THE BEGINNING THIS
ARTICLE WAS AN "INDEX.HTML"” SAVED
IN THE “"GLITTER” FOLDER. THEN IT
GOT THE WORKING TITLE “"THE WORK
OF USERS IN TIMES OF PERFECT TEM-
PLATES.” THEN IT BECAME "RICH USER
EXPERIENCE FOR THE POOR” AND WAS
PRESENTED AT THE NEW NETWORK

TH EORY CONFERENCE > more IN AMSTER' » http://www.networkcultures.org/

networktheory

DAM. AFTER THE PRESENTATION, UCSB
PROFESSOR ALAN LUI SUGGESTED TO
RENAME IT TO "HOMESICK.” BUT

FOR THE MOMENT I'LL LEAVE IT AS

A
VERNACULAR
2WEB

BY OLIA LIALINA

August, 2B

Two years ago [ wrote an article titled “A Vernacular Web”, in wh il
[ tried to collect, classify and describe the most important elemef
of the early Web,visual as well as acoustic, the habits of first Web §
ers, and their ideas of harmony and order. | W
talklng about everything that became a subject of mockery by i
end of the last century when professional designers arrived, every-
thing that fell out of use and turns up every now and again as the d =
ments of “retro” look in site design or in the works of artists expl®
ing the theme of “digital folklore™: the “Under Construction” signs,
outer space backgrounds, MIDI-files, collections of animated web
gl‘aphics and SO ON. »> more > If you are missing the way pages
looked before, you should install
The Timemachine Firefox Add-on

by Tobias Leingruber.
http://timemachine.bx.to/

e —— Page ek ot the bhol o "
page XXX of the book
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And today, in the end of June 2007, when we hear of amateur
culture more often than ever before, the cultural influence of “Wel-
come to My Home Page” web pages looks especially interesting.
People who created them and their ideas of what the Web is, how it
can be used and how the pages should look, these people’s likes and
mistakes gave today’s Web its current shape.

To me, what defines the history of Web is not just the launch
dates of new browsers or services, not just the dot-com bubbles ap-
pearing or bursting, but also the appearance of a blinking yellow
button that said “New!” or the sudden mass extinction of starry wall-
papers

The relationship between ordinary users and the Web of the
90’s is a very interesting subject to study, because it’s a relationship
filled with love, hate, all kinds of drama — in other words, it’s a full-
blown relationship between a new medium and its first users, a rela-
tionship that’s exalted, complex, sometimes silly — whatever it is, all
that matters is that it existed.

Today, that relationship is gone. And for a good reason. The
space that we’ve understood as a new medium for the last ten years
has turned into the most mass medium of them all. Nothing more
than a mass medium, permeating our daily lives to the point of be-
coming invisible. Its numerous users are busy working, having a
good time or expressing themselves, and they have almost perfect
tools and services at their disposal. Connection never breaks and the
distinctions between a server and a hard disk, between your desk-
top and that of another person has almost vanished. There’s nothing
that could contribute to the development of user-media relationship,
nothing to provoke us.

Web 2.0 propagandists can’t stop talking about the multi-
tude and power of today’s web amateurs, the new users who love to
dance, compose songs, write encyclopedic articles, take photos and
film videos, write texts and publish it all on the Web. And yet, these
users are rather indifferent to the Web itself.

So, here’s the question: how does the Web look now, when it’s
no longer seen as the technology of the future, when it’s intertwined
with our daily lives and filled by people who are not excited by the
mere fact of its existence?

At afirst glance, this question looks like a purely aesthetic one.
One might think it’s almost unimportant. But in fact, nothing dem-
onstrates the state of the Web in general and the state of its services,
in particular the ones that follow the Web 2.0 ideology, as clearly as
the style and look of ordinary users’ home pages.

e —

HOMEPAGE KAYNE WEST MASS CULTURE WELCOME
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2
Garden Gnomes

I guess I took it a bit too far when I called them “home pages.” Home
pages no longer exist. Instead, there are other genres: accounts, pro-
files, journals, personal spaces, channels, blogs and homes. I'd like
to pay special attention to the latter ones.

Professional web developers and designers scorned home pages
(namely, personal home pages) starting in the mid-90’s. In a 1998 in-
terview to W3J, Tim Berners-Lee formulated his attitude on private
home pages:

“They may call it a home page, but it’s
more like the gnome in somebody’s front yard
than the home itself.”

Pioneer of Russian web designer, Artemi Lebedev, included
home pages and their creators in his hate list » more , next to boiled  » nttp://tena.ru/nate/
onions and the Caps Lock key. Two years ago, the Dutch interaction
designer Hayo Wagenaar, with whom I shared a panel at the Decade
of Webdesign » more conference, flung this remark: % http://uuw.decadeofueb \/

design.org/sessions.html

0:41/030 o]

“The question is, what do we think of
amateurs getting involved in web design?
It feels like getting stuck on
the highway behind a caravan.”

Little by little, home pages became the lowest possible 11fefo
on the Web — it became terminally uncool, and in the end, uselessit
have one. Now, if you want to expose yourself to the world sim
and effectlvely, you're supposed to go to a site specifically d651g
for this purpose. The new generation of Web users create accou
profiles, journals, spaces, channels, or blogs. Even the old generat
had to move.

I'm far from imagining this process as painful and drama
though there are examples that cause mixed feelings — like, for
stance, when the heroes of the 90’s such as Peter Pan convert thetr
pages » nore to another format » more , to the language of MySpace. > http://pixyland.org/peterpan/

It’s worth noting, and can be of special interest for designers, » nttp://wuw.nyspace.con/
that home pages in the other sense — meaning first pages of sites or ~ "endveenstanpeterpan
projects — lost their significance as well. Nobody really needs them
anymore. They have been replaced by a modest-looking Google start
page, which wraps itself around every website like a dust jacket.

60 90'S 0BLOG PERSONALITY PETERPAN
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Interestingly, even though home pages no longer exist, every
other service invites its users to re-create the feel of a home page, of-
fers ways to personalize their space quickly and easily.

In March this year iGoogle, formerly known as Google Person-
alized Homepage, announced six new themes for their users: Sea-
sonal Scape, Tea House, Bus Stop and others. On this occasion, Jes-
sica Ewing, Google Product Manager, wrote in the official Google

http:/z/é;go leblog.blogspot.com/ << blOg < more .

7/03/personality-goes-—
long-way.html

... you can choose between the classic theme
and the six new themes we’ve designed. We
hope this feature makes the Google homepage feel a
. : little more like, well, home.”
iGo gle g

Aduanrat Ga

Frete

Why does Google want us to feel like home on their pages? Not
to bind us to themselves, that’s for sure. They don’t need that; they’ve
already got us hooked. When they offer me to “feel at home”, they
mean something different. They mean home as opposed to work.
What they’re saying is “Relax, have fun. Play around while we work.
We are professionals; you are amateurs.”

Although refering specifically to Creative Commons licenses,
[ still want to quote Geert Lovink from his preface to “Zero Com-
ments”:

“The exclusive focus on young and innocent
amateurs that just want to have fun, and the
resentment against professionals is not
accidental. Amateurs are less likely to stand up and
claim a part of the fast increasing surplus

value (both symbolical and in real money term) that
~ p... in Zero Comments: <« the Internet is Creating." < _more
Blogging and Critical Internet

Culture by Geert Lovink,
Routledge, 2007, p.xiii

It might sound paradoxical, but by encouraging the user to
“feel at home” services create more distance between the users and
themselves. Simplistic, silly graphics, senseless gadgets, customized
pages with virtual puppies and kittens of the day heaped together
with CNN news and bites of wisdom from Oprah — all of that subtly
serves to show the user his proper place.

e —
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It would be futile to compete with iGoogle in absurdity, but I
think that a young artist Helene Dams managed to put it very well in
her work iGnomes » nore . Ten years later, Tim Berners-Lee’s caus-
tic remark “But it’s more like the gnome in somebody’s front yard
than the home itself” acquired a new sense. It is also clear now who
owns the home with the garden and who are the gnomes grimacing
on a manicured lawn in the company of plaster ducks and real flow-
ers.

US artist and blogger Tom Moody responded to the announce-
ment of Vernacular Web 2 on Nastynets:

I wonder if there are class elements at work,
too. In America poor people often have yards full of
junk and the rich aspire to the “spare artist loft”
look. Amateurs can't hire their own CSS
designers and end up filling up their pages with those
garden gnomes because they don’t know any
better. Whereas a website with money backing hires
an “interior decorator” whose first instinct is to get
rid of all the junk. » nore

3
Transluency

If you look at the most viewed layouts on MySpace, you’ll notice that
most of them have a big picture as a background, which repeats it-
self horizontally and vertically. This back-to-1996 design flaw is now
forever linked to Web and amateur users, and nobody cares about
eliminating it — neither services nor users themselves.

When browsing through MySpace user profiles, YouTube user
channels and user accounts in the English-speaking cluster of Live-
Journal, it’s impossible not to notice how alike they look and how
they resemble their Web 1.0 predecessors. Despite the diversity of
multimedia elements, new graphics, design styles, and new tools,
non-professional user pages differ from the professional ones just as
clearly as a decade and a half ago.

The main difference is that professional pages mimic the look
of other media, and amateur ones are tied to HTML-based aesthet-
ics, which is based on modular approach.

If in the 90’s professional web design imitated existing paper
or screen designs, Web 2.0 tries to mimic iPods and other gadgets
born in the beginning of the third millennium. The essential web

e —
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>> see page 272

>> Complete thread at
http://nastynets.com/?p=817#comments
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Sherry Turkle: "The Second <K
Self", MIT Press,
2005. p.9
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k now, just as it was back then, consists of a background with

cks of graphics, videos and text superimposed upon it, with no

War structure to bring it all together.

= In 1991, before the web, J.David Bolter noticed in “Writing
nee: The Computer Hypertext and the History of Writing™:

Typographers and graphic designers who

= complain about the mess that naive users make
on their terminal screens are themselves

children of a different technology and are apt

to judge the computers writing and drawing

Noah Wardrip-Fruin & < space in the wrong terms. « more

Nick Montfort "The New Media
Reader", The MIT Press, 2003

So, user profiles have kept their legacy and followed a certain
tradition, whether intentionally or not. But there’s a new distinctive

feature I'd like to investigate. Sites are becoming translucent. Since

I recently, the Myspace profile editor allows to set opacity for blocks

on the page from 10 to 100%; YouTube offers their users a 50 to

_ ) 100% transparency option when designing their channels.

e e el TEr By ERIEngyoUT o et and It’s hard to pass on such a great offer. An effect that takes min-

T utes to achieve with Adobe products can be achieved on the Web in

Sostarounteulo 1 — milliseconds. At the expense of usability, pages acquire a haunted,
immaterial look.

Advanced Design Custemization

Background Image (URL): |hitp:/farofolia.org1jpg
Repeat Background Image: & yvgs g

Link Color: [FibaRE ] Pick See-through amateur sites in a way follow the trend in contem-
Label Color: [reboil | Pick porary interface style very well, which is all about taking user inter-
WM Transparency Level: [32_[2]% face farther away from the old “desktop” metaphor, and making it

e[~ 5  look light, almost ethereal.
As we know, in the area of Human Computer Interface stud-

ies the term “transparency” has a meaning opposite to that in op-
tics and common speech—even though the term was borrowed from
optics(which, often leads to ambiguity and misunderstanding). But
the most serious problem is that systems that are genuinely light,
intuitive and transparent from a developers’ or interface designers’
oint of view are not counting on users’ competence and ability to
e and understand how things work.
In 2004 Sherry Turkle noted in the introduction to the special
edition of “The Second Self™:

o0:41 /030 | «fi| | R

Macintosh meaning of the word transparency
had become a new lingua franca. By the mid 1990s
when people said that a system was transparent they
meant that they could immediately make
it work, not that they knew how it works. « more

IMMEDIACY TYPONAZIS USERS
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These thoughtlessly translucent sites that take 30 seconds to
design, even though the user has no idea of how it really works, is a
great illustration of the transparency concept in HCI in general.

And the aforementioned professional look of the Web 2.0 — the
“glossy round edged style” that has become the talk of the town and
provoked many parodies — is based on translucency as well. In this
case it follows a trend in contemporary electronic gadget design and
imitates Apple’s cool and expensive candy-colored plastics.

I can imagine that in the near future “translucency” may be-
come a term just as contradictory as “transparency” is now due to
the phenomena that inspire web makers today: ethereal desktops and
glossy plastics.

v

These and other topics need further exploration I wasted that
time staring at Glitter Graphics.

5

Glitter

If you ever talked about the Web with me — or talked with me
at all — you probably know that my favorite thing in the world are
animated GIF files and starry sky wallpapers, preferably animated
as well. I just like the way they look, and I like them as a reminder of
fun times when the users made a travesty out of the worldwide digi-
tal network.

The online life of a today’s user is full of diverse attractions,
and yet it follows very strict standards. It is disciplined and fomal-
ized. There is a particular service offered for every format a user
may want to share with the world, a community for every interest, a
network for every social group. And mash ups for artists, and SL for
3D and furries. And there is something for animated GIF makers,
too — there are glitter graphics generators and collections of ready-
made graphics.




65 OBSERVATIONS

Read "I think you got\Cats <K
on your Internet" by H
Dams on the page(\105

Animated cursors: a phenomenon equally ridiculous
and dangerous.

“cumsornni

Free Curs

Unfinished research on the topic of cats in today’s Web. They
are becoming so important that in the nearest future confer-
ences binded with Internet subjects will have to announce
LOLCats &£ more or Kitten of the Day panels to discuss things
that really matter.

Relationships, Marriage, Pregnancy, Breastfeeding, Child age
calendars, as an ultimate form of life visualization in online
communities and diaries.

g rodim.ru

iz

CATS CURSOR SOCIAL WEB

Generators allow you to enter as much text as you want and
make it glittery. You get to choose from the unbelievable array of
sparkling things.

A note from the 21st of June 2009: « nore

Such collections offer glittery graphics for every occasion —
whether you need to say hello or goodbye, to thank someone, wish
a good day or just to sparkle and let your cursor and userpic sparkle
with you.

I think there are two important aspects to the glitter graphic
phenomenon.

e —
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"BootyClipse", <<
see page 253
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Firstly, glitter became a trademark of today’s amateur aesthet-
ics, and I'm certain that in the future sparkly graphics will become
a symbol of our times, like “Under Construction” signs for the 90’s.
Glitter is everywhere (in the universe of user-generated pages), it
has become a meta category. It has absorbed all other categories
of ready-made graphics — people, animals, buttons, sex graphics. I
missed the moment when glitter graphics were born, and didn’t no-
tice it until two years ago, when I stumbled upon glittertextgenera-
tor.net. Since then, new sites have appeared:

glitterfy.com, glittermakercodes.com, addglitter.com
glittergraphicsnow.com, glittergraphicsweb.com,
glitterglobe.com,...

It seems like every word with “Glitter” in front of it is now a
site name.

Secondly, I can’t stop marveling at how similar to each other
and dull they are. Even naked gals from the “Glitter/Erotic” category
don’t move — they just sparkle, even my favorite hero Felix, the nev-
er-stopping Felix, is frozen in mid-air.

This is the animation trend for the times when templates and
generators rule the Web. Let’s call it Rich User Experience for the
poor. But the reason for its popularity is not just because it’s easy to
generate.

The social networks researcher Danah Boyd from Berkeley
University notices “flashy look of MySpace resembles the Las Vegas
imagery that attracts millions every year.” (See the 2007-08-21 addi-
tion at the bottom of the article.)

My daughter, who is almost fourteen, thinks that glittery
graphics is the same thing as glittery stickers (only digital). Among
pre-teens, glittery stickers are considered the most valuable objects.
You can get several non-glittery things for one that glitters.

My almost former student Dennis Knopf, a big expert in the
online booty and move that thing segment « more , sees a direct link
between glittery graphics and the pimp pop culture, which before
MySpace, we knew mainly from hip-hop videos.

[ agree with both of them, and there’s something I’d like to note
in the end. If we take glitter and starry backgrounds out of context,
they will look almost the same — the particles of flickering light on a
darker background. But there’s a huge gap between these two. Starry
backgrounds represented the future, a touching relationship with the
medium of tomorrow. Glitter decorates the web of today, routine and
taken-for-granted.

e —
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6
Additions

2007-08-21

In June 2007 Danah Boyd reviewed American class divisions
through Facebook and MySpace » nore

Her observation is that good kids go to Facebook, bad kids go
to Myspace, and that “MySpace and Facebook are new representa-
tions of the class divide in American youth.”

Boyd writes about the aesthetics appearances of both services:

These teens [who exclusively use Facebook]
are very aware of MySpace and they often have
a negative opinion about it. They see it as gaudy,
immature, and “so middle school.” They prefer the
“clean” look of Facebook, noting that it is more
mature and that MySpace is “so lame.” What
hegemonic teens call gaudy can also be labeled
as “glitzy” or “bling” or “fly” (or what my generation
would call “phat”) by subaltern teens. Terms
like “bling” come out of hip-hop culture where showy,
sparkly, brash visual displays are
acceptable and valued. The look and feel of MySpace
resonates far better with subaltern
communities than it does with the upwardly
mobile hegemonic teens. This is even clear in the
blogosphere where people talk about how gauche
MySpace is while commending Facebook on
its aesthetics. I'm sure that a visual analyst would
be able to explain how classed aesthetics are,
but aesthetics are more than simply the “eye of
the beholder” - they are culturally narrated and
replicated. That “clean” or “modern” look of
Facebook is akin to West EIm or Pottery Barn or any
poshy Scandinavian design house (that I
admit I'm drawn to) while the more flashy look of
MySpace resembles the Las Vegas imagery
that attracts millions every year. I suspect that life-
styles have aesthetic values and that
these are being reproduced on MySpace and
Facebook.

e —
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> http://www.danah.org/papers/
essays/ClassDivisions.html

50 cent -> Pimpzilla
(http://www.pimpzilla.nl)
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Boyd’s observation is very right. The “clean” pages of Face-
k stay for design, professionalism, security, better service and
er class. (I cannot call Facebook clean without the quotation
rks. The use of light colors and small fonts can’t hide the struc-
tural clumsiness.)

However, very soon Boyd’s argument will expire.

On the 18th of August blingee.com, a service for glittering pro-
graphics, already owning the hearts of all “glitzy” users, an-
nced:

acebook users can now join the Blingee fever. Send
your Blingees to your Facebook profile,

and get your friends to browse and rate your Blin-
gees directly from your Facebook profile!

ebook, in its turn, put it even clearer:

Express yourself, create a Blingee!
Add animated graphics, comments, and all sorts of
goodies to your pictures for fun or glamour.

Facebook joined the getto glitter fever. Not without keeping its
e, so it is not just Blingee, but an option to make a Blingee Book
8 your profile. I've already created one and now wait for my friends

T R s etosee and rate it:
7 [ guess Blingee is a good move towards Facebook’s myspacisa-

tion. They will soon incorporate funny cursors, lake applets, back-
‘ ground sound and the rest of the vernacular repertoire.

I can be wrong. Maybe right at this moment conscious upper
class users are caning the Facebook admins with angry demands to
remove this inappropriate application from their “clean” pages. But
then, I don’t know how are they going to spend their time on this ser-

1 vice. As a communication platform Facebook is mega boring. Since
it’s impossible to create there profiles like J*M@TTH!@S¥ %
http://uuy.nyspace.con/ < K nore , there is hardly a reason to give them your data.
A note from the 21st of June
2009: profile is now private.
Add Matthias as a friend to en-

joy lake applets, animations
and slide shows of all types on

2 e T ——————————————————
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"Folklore des Digitalen", wenn man sich dieses Wort "Folklore" auf der Zunge
zergehen ldsst, so enthilt es zwei wichtige semantische Felder: Das erste das fiir
uns als Deutsche schwierigste Wort: Volk. Mein Gott, Volk. Das zweite, Lore, heifit

so viel wie ,lehren" und etwas umfassender formuliert "gesammeltes Wissen".
"Folklore" ist so etwas wie das gesammelte Wissen des Volkes; das Wissen, das ein

Volk gesammelt hat, das da ist, ohne dass man es unbedingt immer abrufen muss,
das Teil unserer Befindlichkeit und Kérper ist, das sich in verschiedenen
Situationen Bahn bricht und sich ausdriickt.

Trickreich ist der Begriff auch, weil er in der Tat so etwas wie eine paradoxe
Konstruktion enthdlt. Das Digitale steht fiir Universalimus, fiir eine universelle
Sprache, die durch die Universalmaschine maglich geworden ist und alltdglich
generiert wird. Es enthilt auch die Schwingung von technologischer
Standardisierung, ohne die diese Universalisierung nicht funktionieren wiirde, chne
die diese Universalmaschine nicht zur Kulturtechnik und zur Technikkultur werden
konnte.

Folklore verspricht etwas gegensiitzliches zu diesem Universal. Sie verspricht
etwas spezifisches, etwas widerstdndiges. In der Folklore schwingt das Reale mit,
die Erfahrung, die sinnliche Wahrnehmung und alles, was man in diesem
semantischen Feld aufmachen kann. Aber eben mit diesem Fallstrick, dass das
Wort Folklore natiirlich eine Verallgemeinerung enthdlt, eben die
Verallgemeinerung des Volkes, einer kollektiven Identitdt, die Olia Lialina mal
einfach gesetzt hat, fiir das, was man die delirierende Gemeinschaft der
Netzwerker nennt,

Der Begriff macht auf jeden Fall Sinn als Provokation. Volk, Wissen, Lehre des

Volkes, damit ist auch so etwas wie eine regional-kulturelle Ausschmiickung der

digitalen Kultur gemeint. Ich habe hier einen anderen Begriff anstelle des Volkes
gesetzf, ndmlich "die Leute",

Siegfried Zielinsky, 9.5.2007,

zur Einfihrung der Vorlesungsreihe
,Digitale Folklore*

an der Merz Akademie Stuttgart

LEUTE VOLK
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