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If you are missing the way pages looked before, you
should install The Timemachine Firefox Addon by
Tobias Leingruber.

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 templates”. Then it became “Rich User Experience for the
Poor” and was presented at the New Network Theory conference. After
the presentation, UCSB professor Alan Lui suggested to rename it to
“Homesick”. But for the moment I'll leave it as

Vernacular Web 2

     Deutsche Version: Teil 1, Teil 2

Two years ago I wrote an article titled
“A Vernacular  Web”, in which I tried to
collect, classify and describe the most
important elements of the early Web – visual
as well as acoustic – and the habits of first
Web users, their ideas of harmony and order.

I’m talking about everything that became a
subject of mockery by the end of the last
century when professional designers arrived,
everything that fell out of use and turns up
every now and again as the elements of “retro”
look in site design or in the works of artists
exploring the theme of “digital folklore”: the
“Under Construction” signs, outer space
backgrounds, MIDI-files, collections of
animated web graphics and so on.

And today, in the end of June 2007, when we
hear of amateur culture more often than ever
before, the cultural influence of “Welcome 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 the today’s
Web its current shape.

To me, what defines the history of Web is not

http://timemachine.6x.to/
http://www.networkcultures.org/networktheory/
http://www.heise.de/tp/r4/artikel/26/26229/1.html
http://www.heise.de/tp/r4/artikel/26/26237/1.html
http://art.teleportacia.org/observation/vernacular/
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just the launch dates of new browsers or
services, not just the dot-com bubbles
appearing or bursting, but also the appearance
of a blinking yellow button that said “New!” or
the sudden mass extinction of starry
wallpapers. Jenkins wrote in his 2002 article
Blog This!:

“We learned in the history books about
Samuel Morse's invention of the
telegraph, but not about the thousands
of operators who shaped the
circulation of message.”

To rephrase him, I’d say we’ve studied the
history of hypertext, but not the history of
Metallica fan web rings or web rings in
general.

The relationship between ordinary users and
the Web of the 90s 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 relationship
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 researched
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
becoming 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.

http://www.henryjenkins.org/
http://www.geocities.com/SiliconValley/Heights/7054/
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Connection never breaks, distinction between
a server and a hard disk, between your
desktop and that of another person has almost
vanished, and 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 multitude 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, they 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 a first glance, this question looks like a
purely aesthetic one. One might think it’s
almost unimportant. But in fact, nothing
demonstrates 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.

Garden Gnomes
I guess I took it a bit too far when I called
them “home pages”. Home pages no longer
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exist. Instead, there are other genres:
accounts, profiles, 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 from the mid-90’s. In an 1998
interview to W3J, Tim Berners-Lee formulated
his attitude to 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, next to boiled 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 conference, flung
a remark:

“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 lifeform on the Web – it became
terminally uncool, and in the end, useless to
have one. Now, if you want to expose yourself
to the world simply and effectively, you’re
supposed to go to a site specifically designed
for this purpose. The new generation of Web
users create accounts, profiles, journals,
spaces, channels, or blogs. The old generation
had to move as well.

http://tema.ru/hate/
http://www.decadeofwebdesign.org/sessions.html
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I’m far from imagining this process as painful
and dramatic, though there are examples that
cause mixed feelings – like, for instance, when
the heroes of the 90’s such as Peter Pan
convert their pages to another format, to the
language of MySpace.

Peter Pan's
classic home page

→
Peter Pan's
Myspace Page

It’s worth noting, and can be of special
interest for designers, that home pages in the
other sense – meaning first pages of sites or
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.

Interestingly, even though home pages no
longer exist, every other service invites its
users to re-create the feel of a home page,
offers ways to personalize their space quickly
and easily.

In March this year iGoogle, formerly known as
Google Personalized Homepage, announced
six new themes for their users: Seasonal
Scape, Tea House, Bus Stop and others. On
this occasion, Jessica Ewing, Google Product
Manager, wrote in the official Google blog:

“… 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.”

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

Full screenshot

Full screenshot

http://pixyland.org/peterpan/
http://www.myspace.com/randyconstanpeterpan
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/peterpan.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/petermyspace.png
http://www.google.com/ig
http://googleblog.blogspot.com/2007/03/personality-goes-long-way.html
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/ig.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/ig1.png
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“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.”

In his preface to “0 Comments” Geert Lovink
noted – it was related to a different subject,
namely the CC license, but I still want to quote
him –:

“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 the Internet is
creating.”

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.

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. Ten years later, Tim
Berners-Lee’s caustic 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

Tom Moody responded to the announcement 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.

(complete thread)

http://nm.merz-akademie.de/~helene.dams/ignome/
http://www.tommoody.us/
http://nastynets.com/?p=817#comments
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a manicured lawn in the company of plaster
ducks and real flowers.

Translucency
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
itself 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.

Full screenshot, plus extra myspace screenshot

When browsing through MySpace user
profiles, YouTube user channels and user
accounts in the English-speaking cluster of
LiveJournal, 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 aesthetics, 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. Еssential

In 1991, before the web, J.David Bolter noticed in “Writing
Space: 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
space in the wrong terms.”

http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/siliciousutube.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/siliciousmyspace.png
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web look now, just as it was back then,
consists of a background with blocks of
graphics, videos and text superimposed upon
it, with no clear structure to bring it all
together.

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 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.

Full screenshot

It’s hard to pass on such a great offer. An
effect that takes minutes to achieve with
Adobe products can be achieved on the Web in
milliseconds. At the expense of usability,
pages acquire a haunted, immaterial look.

See-through amateur sites in their way follow
the trend in contemporary interface style very
well, which is all about taking user interface
farther away from the old “desktop” metaphor,
making it look light, almost ethereal.

As we know, in the area of HCI study the term
“transparency” has the meaning opposite to
that in optics and common speech, that
borrowed it from optics – which, too, often
leads to ambiguity and can create
misunderstandings. But the most serious
problem is that systems that are genuinely
light, intuitive and transparent from a

Full screenshot Full screenshot

http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/transparency.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/transparentreplaygirl.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/tansparentflowers.png
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developers’ or interface designers’ point of
view are not counting on users’ competence
and ability to see and understand how things
work.

In 2004 Sherry Turkle noted in the
introduction to the special edition of “The
Second Self”:

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.

Each one of those thoughtlessly translucent
sites that takes 30 seconds to design while a
user has no idea of how it really works is a
great illustration of the transparency concept
in HCI in general.

Full screenshot Full screenshot

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, but there 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 nearest future
“translucency” may become a term just as
contradictory as “transparency” is now, due to
the different phenomenas that inspire web
makers today: ethemeral desctops and glossy
plastics.

http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/transparent-johndeere.png
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/beryl-img6-large.jpg
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I’ll skip several big subjects:
Unfinished research on the topic of cats in today’s Web.
They are becoming so important that in the nearest
future conferences binded with Internet subjects will
have to announce LOLCats or Kitten of the Day panels
to discuss things that really matter.

Animated cursors, a phenomenon equally ridiculous
and dangerous.

http://www.determina.com/security.research/vulnerabilities/ani-header.html
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Relations, Marriage, Pregnancy, Breastfeeding, Child
age calendars, as an ultimate form of life visualization
in online communities and diaries.

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

Full screenshot

The online life of a today’s user is full of
diverse attractions, and yet it follows very
strict standards. It is disciplined and
fomalized. 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.

http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/glitterfirst.png
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Generators such as this one 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. 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.

Firstly, glitter became a trademark of today’s
amateur aesthetics, 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 notice it until two years ago,
when I stumbled upon
glittertextgenerator.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

http://www.xoospace.com/myspace/glitter-text-generator/
http://www.xoospace.com/myspace/glitter-text-generator/glitter.php
http://www.glittertextgenerator.net/
http://www.glitterfy.com/
http://www.glittermakercodes.com/
http://www.addglitter.com/
http://www.glittergraphicsnow.com/
http://www.glittergraphicsweb.com/
http://www.glitterglobe.com/
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Pimpzillaskinned browser

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 never-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 it’s 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 addition at the bottom of the page

View complete comparative gallery

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

http://www.pimpzilla.nl/install.php
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/examples.html
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expert in the online booty and move that thing
segment, sees a direct link between glittery
graphics and the pimp pop culture, which
before MySpace we knew mainly from hip-hop
videos.

I 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.

Fullsize GIF

Olia Lialina, August 2007

Additions

2007-08-21

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

Her observation is that good kids go to Facebook, bad kids go to Myspace, and that
“MySpace and Facebook are new representations 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 hiphop culture where showy, sparkly, brash visual displays are

http://www.youtube.com/DennisKnopf
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/vernacular-web-2/000fiftycent.gif
mailto:olia@profolia.org
http://www.danah.org/papers/essays/ClassDivisions.html
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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 Elm 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 lifestyles have aesthetic values and that these are being
reproduced on MySpace and Facebook.

Boyd’s observation is very right. The “clean” pages of Facebook stay for design,
professionalism, security, better service and upper class. (I cannot call Facebook clean
without the quotation marks. The use of light colors and small fonts can’t hide the
structural clumsiness.)

However, very soon Boyd’s argument will expire.

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

Facebook users can now join the Blingee fever. Send your Blingees to your
Facebook profile, and get your friends to browse and rate your Blingees
directly from your Facebook profile!

Facebook, 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 face, so it is not just
Blingee, but an option to make a Blingee Book in your profile. I’ve already created one
and now wait for my friends to see and rate it:

I guess Blingee is a good move towards Facebook’s myspacisation. They will soon
incorporate funny cursors, lake applets, background 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
service. As a communication platform Facebook is mega boring. Since it’s impossible to
create there profiles like this, there is hardly a reason to give them your data.

2010-07-12

Please note Vernacular Web 3: Prof. Dr. Style, about the academic web sites created in
1993/1994!

http://www.blingee.com/
http://www.myspace.com/matthiasunlimited
http://contemporary-home-computing.org/prof-dr-style/

