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THOUGHTS AND GLEANINGS FROM THE FIELD

By Glenn Fleishman

Form and content, we know, are two separate concepts, but
that’s not necessarily true when you’re dealing with the Web.
Form, of course, defines appearance and structure; content is
the actual meaning inside that structure. Form can help make
content more understandable by providing consistency, but
information without differentiation can be a rather meaning-
less laundry list.

HTML, the language of Web pages, has a limitation dating back
to its introduction: it compresses form and content into a single
unit. The tags that you use to define the appearance of a Web page
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identify the content to some extent, but
only loosely. Aheading 1 (<H1>) tag doesn’t
convey much meaning about the text other
than “this item is important and it’s a
headline, so make it big.”

But a Web page may contain categories
of information with distinct meanings. On
a product page, you might have a stock
number, details about availability, price,
and an item description. In a news article,
you could have an abstract, a dateline, and
keywords, as well as the article itself. But
the browser, reading the HTML, doesn’t
know any of that—it simply knows that it
must format one section like this, and an-
other section like that.

Enter XML: Extensible Markup Lan-
guage. XML is a generic way to define a
markup language, such as HTML, so that it
can describe the content. (HTML, in fact,
has been rewritten to be XML-compatible
in a new specification called XHTML.) The
ability to define content is really useful in
the exchange of information between busi-
nesses. For instance, car dealers and auto-
mobile manufacturers could band together
and write an XML specification (called a
DTD, or Document Type Definition) that
covered the details of cars: manufacturers,
models, features, gas mileage, and so on.
When dealers wanted to order cars, they
would know that all of the items in their
databases corresponded exactly to those
in the manufacturers’ databases. Previous
efforts to create this kind of standardiza-
tion have succeeded in part, but XML has
pretty widespread support because it’s
pure structure—there’s no legacy attached
to it, and no specific purpose for which it’s
intended.

But you're saying, “Ho-hum. XML makes
databases easier to manage and stream-
lines industry. Thrilling.” That does sound
pretty dull. The exciting part is that once
you have XML in place as a standard for
identifying content, suddenly all programs
—Dbrowsers, for example, or layout pro-
grams, or database applications—have the
potential to become smart about the con-
tent they’re handling.

What do I mean by smart? XML-enabled
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applications could act on specific information embedded
in XML format on a Web page. Let’s say you're interested
in bidding on a Tickle Me Elmo doll in any online auction
that happens to have one. You could tell your XML-
enabled auction-monitor software to watch for the dolls
at five specific auction sites, and it could continually
search, retrieve results, and give you a stock-ticker-like
display of products and availability.

Or consider your favorite money-management pro-
gram. If it were XML-enabled, and if you had accounts at
different banks that offered XML-enabled account view-
ing, the program could retrieve data from all of them via
the Web in a seamless fashion. None of this “export data
in format X, import into the program, answer these ques-
tions, delete the stuff you don’t need.” Instead, the pro-
gram could merge the data from its own local accounts
and transactions with the remote data and display a
merged set.

XML is starting to appear practically everywhere in
the electronic world, making it easier for Web users to
work in many different programs, exchange data, and get
things done more efficiently. It’s really the ultimate case
of form following function: content becomes paramount
—which is what it’s all about in the end. D
Glenn Fleishman is coauthor, with Jeff Carlson, of Real World
Adobe GolLive 5 (Adobe Press). You can reach him at glenn@
glennf.com.
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PUlp (non) Fiction By Constance J. Sidles
I’'ve always believed there is no such thing as bad paper. Oh
sure, every now and then I find the occasional poorly formed
sheet that has to be rejected. But a sheet that is inherently bad,
in fact made to be bad, no. Such things cannot be.

Recently, however, I had an experience that shook my simple

faith. I was producing a publication for a charitable institution,

and the paper was—not to mince words—bad. Roughly finished,

inconsistently formulated, brittle to the touch, and yet strangely

Adweek’s
Agency Picks
“You know excellence when you
see it,” say the editors of Adweek,
“whether it’s an especially memo-
rable execution of a new Web site,
the introduction of a proprietary
killer technology, or the way a com-
pany can transform the same old
banner ads into something fresh
and exciting.”
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of interactive agencies:

San Francisco
New York
New York
San Francisco
New York
Norwalk, CT
New York
New York
Boston
Cambridge, MA

Rising stars to watch:

@tmosphere Interactive, New York
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Ideutsch, New York and Los Angeles
Lot21, San Francisco

Luminant, Dallas

bright, this paper was a misbegotten mish-
mash of malformities. Bad to the bone.

Unfortunately, we had no choice in the
matter. The organization had solicited a
donation, and that’s what we got. When
my designer saw the paper samples, she
nearly fainted. I don’t mean she fell into
the everyday tizzy staged by creative types
with hypersensitivities. I mean, I actually
had to sit her down and get her a drink.

When the designer came to, she asked
me how we could possibly print our publi-
cation’s 200-plus halftones on paper like
that. Then she demanded to know how
we could ever convey the high-quality im-
age our client wanted when our substrate
was screaming cheap, cheap, cheap. “I'm in
despair,” she said.

If you've ever despaired in similar cir-
cumstances, take heart. There are steps
you can take to make even the most bark-
like paper produce good results. Well—
acceptable results. Here are a few tips.

Learn the press’s tolerances. It’s always a
good idea to talk to your printer ahead of
time to find out the ideal specifications for
the press you’ll be on. But it is crucial to
have this information if you're printing on
iffy paper. You need to know the press’s
ideal lines per inch (or dots per inch) before
you scan any artwork. In our case, the
printer recommended a screen of 100 lines

per inch, with scans at no higher resolution
than 300 dots per inch. Those specs may
sound coarse, but with paper as absorbent
as ours, anything finer would simply plug
up on press.

Start with high-quality prepress. You may
think it’s oxymoronic to insist on high-
quality artwork when you’re taking the low
road on press. But on bad paper, excessive
dot gain makes dark tones darker and mid-
tones muddier. Small dots will get lost in
the rough paper fibers, so you lose detail.
Start with sharp halftones that are per-
fectly exposed and not too contrasty. If
your design calls for four-color, make sure
everything is color-balanced exactly. This
is one occasion when you simply cannot
color-balance “that last little bit” on press.
You might also ask the printer how much
you can reduce the overall color saturation
of your art, knowing you will gain it back
on press. If you must spend a lot of seat
time tinkering with your art in Photoshop,
do so; it will be time well spent.

Mind your p’s and q's. Use fonts with
thick strokes that won’t get lost, and open
counters that won'’t fill in. Forget finely
drawn typefaces like Caslon or Baskerville.
If you're reversing type, use sans-serif type,
at a minimum size of ten point.

Insist on strong design. A strong design
can help to compensate for weak reproduc-
tion quality. That does not mean that the
design has to be bold or clunky. Rather, the
concept should be imaginative and clear,
able to rise above the lack of bright colors
or beautiful halftones.

Don’t skip the press check. When printers
encounter bad paper, they tend to ink
everything lightly in order to minimize
plugging and reduce hickeys. This is not
the time to take a global approach, how-
ever. You should look at each page of each
signature and make sure the press operator
has done everything possible to bring out
the best in your artwork. And you should
also resolve in-line conflicts on an indi-
vidual basis, balancing the needs of the lay-
out against the limits of the process.

You may encounter some resistance to
this approach from your printer, who may
feel that you're trying to finagle a Cadillac
job at a Yugo price. To some extent, you are.
Admit this freely and push for as much as
you can get, within reason. You're going to
need it. b
Constance J. Sidles is a production consultant and
writer in Seattle. Her column “On Paper” appears

regularly in Adobe Magazine.
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Internet Stardust Provider

David Bowie's self-branded internet service provider, BowieNet
(www.davidbowie.com), certainly hasn't grabbed much mar-
ket share from ISP giants like AOL since it went online in
August 1998. But its 10,000 members may represent a most es-
sential community: a new high-arts culture. Bowie is putting
money on the idea that the boundless creative energy pouring
into new media will give rise to new arts.

"l suppose there’s a ‘good’ and a ‘real’ reason for
doing anything,” says Bowie, when asked why he went
into the Internet access game. “l know that my ‘good’ reason
is that it was a far more ambitious way to do things. Since its
inception I've had a broader idea that my site should be more
than simply music. Content is still king for me.”

Part of that content, he reasons, lies within the structure of
the Web itself. A full-service site committed to a community of
technologically and artistically savvy users could unlock lead-
ing-edge content. But rock’s serial hybridist is also not afraid to
admit that his “real” reasons had something to do with ego.
“The temptation to go ISP was just too great to resist,” he says.
“No one else had, so why not?”

Excerpted from an article by Dean Kuipers first published on

Adobe.com. Read the full story at www.adobe.com/web/features/

dbowie/main.html.

WEB DESIGNERS SAY their top challenge
today is dealing with the competition,
according to a new TrendWatch survey
of Web designers and developers, inter-
active agencies, corporate Webmasters,
and Web portals. “Web design can be a
cutthroat market, but it still attracts new
designers every day,” says the survey report.
“These include high-school or college stu-
dents who offer Web design services for a
fraction of the cost of experienced profes-
sionals—often at a fraction of the quality.”
Keeping up with technology—a chal-
lenge that dominates the print-based cre-
ative and publishing professionals’ busi-
nesses—was cited by only five percent of
survey respondents. “Our guess is that this
field attracts intelligent, creative, and moti-
vated personalities who enjoy the fast-paced
world of technology and find it more stimu-
lating than challenging to stay abreast of
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changes,” says the TrendWatch report.

In the category of “other” challenges,
Web designers cite things like building a
reputation, educating clients about Web
technology, and constantly updating sites.

Web designers are extremely optimistic
about the potential to grow their compa-
nies. They believe that growth will be
defined by offering more types of services,
serving more clients, and supporting more
locations and languages. And there are
opportunities associated with the overall
growth of the Internet, e-commerce design
and development, wider bandwidth com-
munications, and even partnerships and
acquisitions. “So in a nutshell, designers see
a bright future shaped by improved technol-
ogy and a strong economy,” concludes the
report. “This is a young market in which the
players have a great deal of control over how
they define their future.”

Excerpted from TrendWatch Internet Design and
Development survey, Winter 2000. For more informa-
tion about the TrendWatch Reports on the graphics,
publishing, and electronic media markets, go to

www.trendwatch.com.
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Preferred tools and resources
Adobe Photoshop is the number-one
application for all aspects of Web
design, from page and graphic design
to image processing.

Web designers prefer to code pages
by hand, using word processors or
text editors to write their HTML.

Web designers much prefer reading
print-based material, such as maga-
zines, to help them stay on top of
developments in their industry, for
both business and technical news.
Web designers favor function over
form at the sites they use. Content

is the number-one requirement of a
useful site, followed by a site’s ability
to help them solve technical problems.
Aesthetics are of least importance.
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