Paula Petrik
Department of History
University of Maine
Orono, ME 04469

History & New Media: Designing History for the Web

Introduction

In recent months, historians and history departments have begun to appear on the Web. Histo-
rians have primarily used the Web as a delivery mechanism. These pages have furnished in-
formation about history departments—undergraduate and graduate programs, course listings,
faculty pages, and so on—, the odd syllabus with links to other Web sites, and archival history
materials intended as resources for teaching and research. All of this is to the good. But histo-
rians (and a host of others) have forgotten, or perhaps never understood, two important con-
siderations. First, designing for the Web is the process of designing within a technical environ-
ment and, second, the Web can also be used as content mechanism with all the interactivity
that it implies.

Designing Within a Technical Environment

What does it mean to design within the Web’s technical environment? In our Web dealings, we
must take into account, both the constraints and the opportunities offered by a digital milieu.
Constraints simply suggest the range of things that we cannot do or things that are not worth
doing at this juncture. Although there are others, one of the greatest Web constraints is size,
particularly when it comes to graphics. The larger the page (all of its constituent elements) the
longer the download time and the more irritated the user. To balance the constraints, however,
the Web offers opportunities. The Web, for example, permits inexpensive color publishing. Color
illustrations that would be prohibitive in the print world are cheap. More important, the Web
has the ability to respond to users’ actions. While these advantages and disadvantages may
appear self-evident, they suggest a host of Web design activities, and historians must be aware
of all of these. As my co-author, Ben Dubrovsky, and I point out in Creating and Designing Mul-
timedia with Director, multimedia projects are composed of four major areas of design, each re-
quiring different thought processes.

Aesthetic Design Aesthetic design includes all visual and auditory aesthetic elements. Aes-
thetic designers create the visual look: the different graphical elements, the styles of digital
movies, and the typography. They are also responsible for the styles and types of sound rein-
forcements, background music, and the appearance of any other collateral material associated
with the project. For historians aesthetic design is problematic; most of us are not trained as
artists or even very visually literate. We are text people. Nonetheless, we should develop an eye
for some basic design principles so that, when we contract or "out source" work, we know what
we are looking at and can communicate our desires effectively.

Informational Design The content delivered in the production must also be actively designed.
Information has an inherent structure, and that structure must be understood and exploited
in the design of a Web production. The information designer develops that structure and orders
the content so that it will be appropriate for the audience. Historians have real expertise in this
area. We have been doing informational design for years in writing papers and monographs and
teaching others the skills to do the same. Historians must, however, be careful to differentiate
between informational design and content.

Technical Design The technical design must reflect a deep understanding of the way different
computing environments operate and inter-operate. The technical designer must construct an
overall technical plan that can accomplish the goals of the product. This is a tough one for his-
torians. While historians may have been exposed to various aesthetic skills, chances are that
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rians can understand what is going on or should go on without becoming a computer pro-
grammer. There are also software products that reduce the need to know all of this stuff.

Multimedia Design Multimedia Web designers are responsible to the product itself. They must
create the overall structure of the project, determine where to begin, where to go, and how to
get there. They must be fluent in both the vocabulary and thought process of each of the other
designers; develop assignments for them; listen to their feedback; continually reassess the di-
rection of the production process; and communicate new and modified instructions to the
other designers. They must be able to visualize the end product and orchestrate the construc-
tion process to realize the initial vision. They are, in short, the keepers of the vision. Again, his-
torians possess real strengths in this area. Doing historical research has equipped us with the
organizational skills to conceptualize a large project and set assignments for ourselves and
others. What it has not done is prepared us well for the collaborative nature of multimedia de-
sign. Historians, by and large, work alone..

Each of these design areas must be represented by a "hat" at the production table. Each "hat"
must have not only a deep understanding of his or her own area of expertise but also a sensi-
tivity to the needs and strengths of the other areas of design. So, it is the responsibility of each
designer to look toward the whole, understand the design process and each of the elements,
and grasp how each component fits together as part of the larger project. On the one hand,
given the financial and technical state of many university campuses today, many historians
must wear most of the hats; on the other hand, historians are clever and managing complex
haberdashery has always been our strong suit.

Designing the Process

Web production, besides being the science of design within a technical environment, is also the
art of communicating within a technical medium. A Web site is but one of several potential de-
livery vehicles. The goal of each delivery mechanism is the same—meeting the communications
needs within specified bounds. The place to start designing is at the end of the user experience.
A user, the person with whom the historian wishes to communicate, comes to the Web with a
certain amount of knowledge. He or she then spends time at the site and walks away with more
knowledge. That difference—the amount of knowledge the user takes away—is the end product
of the communication. If that Web site matches the initial communications goal, then the de-
sign was a success. If user walks away with something different than originally planned, the
design did not succeed. The following are the initial steps necessary to undertaking a success-
ful design process.

Define Goals The first step of any Web design process is to discover the communications goals
of the production. What does the historian want the student, colleague, or casual surfer to
know after participating in the communication that he or she didn’t know before. Most histori-
ans will swear that they have already created their goals. But, chances are, the goals they out-
lined are not the communications goals. To discover the communications goals, we must finish
the sentence, "After using the product, the user should..." Goals like, "We want to make a CD of
Homer’s Iliad," are not appropriate because they don’t take into account the what’s and why’s
of the user’s experience. A more appropriate goal is: "After using our product, the audience will
have a deeper understanding of Greek archaeology and the social structure reflected in the Il-
iad."

Discover Constraints The starting point for design is as blank as the writer’s page. No real
project, however, is without bounds. The good designer views constraints as positive, proactive
design elements rather than as hindrances. Bounds not only define where we can’t go but also
delineate what paths we can take. Each of the major design areas (technical, aesthetic, and
informational) will have their own constraints. The most important constraints to discover for
all parties are those of audience, venue, and delivery vehicle. Who is being addressed, in what
space are they being addressed, and on what platform? Other imperative constraints are
budget and time frame. Explore too, however, ideas of tone, graphical requirements, cultural or
language requirements, computer literacy of audience, any future plans for the product, and
the amount of "seat" time available.



Prioritize the Constraints The next step is to prioritize the constraints. Determine which con-
straints will be most difficult to meet and which will be easiest. By addressing the constraints
in order, from most to least difficult, we have the best chance at dealing with all the con-
straints. Imagine we are building a house in the Arctic. We wouldn’t want to address a con-
straint of "maintaining constant temperature" without first addressing the constraint of "build-
ing a house in the Arctic." Oddly enough, Web design solutions often present themselves. Good
designers construct tighter and tighter bounds around a problem and watch as the solution
emerges. The most important bit of advice: Do not presuppose design solutions and never cre-
ate answers. Seize on answers that reveal themselves through the design process.

“In the Valley of the Shadow: A Critique”

How does all this work? Let’s take a look at a Web page, the "Charles White: Eyewitness Ac-
count" of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry from "In the Valley of the Shadow." "Valley of the
Shadow" is a good candidate for a multimedia critique. It is extensive enough to warrant our
study, has earned the attention of the profession, possesses enough content to be worth con-
sideration, and has received funding. In short, "Valley of the Shadow" is fair game.

Let’s take a first look. The page contains text and four illustrations: a picture of Charles White,
a manuscript page of White’s letter, including map of Harper’s Ferry, a picture of White’s
church, a second, more detailed map of Harper’s Ferry, and another graphic of the Harper’s
Ferry cityscape. Looks pretty straightforward, but let’s take a closer look through the multiple
lenses of Web design.

Aesthetic Design What’s wrong here? First, the Web is a visual medium. There should be
some design of some kind, something of visual interest. At his juncture, the page is mono-
chrome, dense, and flat. Second, the graphics are too large, bereft of captions, and exhibit
sloppy image editing. White’s image takes up almost the entire space when the page first ap-
pears and seems disconnected from anything else on the page. Note the thin white line on the
White portrait. This is a result of careless cropping. The manuscript pages are obviously
scanned from a photocopy taken from a book. We can see the shading toward the spine. Tacky,
tacky. The second map has a legend that refers to various locations on the map, but the user is
simply invited to determine sites on the map from left to right. Since the map is not exactly
clear, this is time-consuming and not altogether fulfilling task. The designer should have let-
tered the map for us. Something can be done about all of these. (see fig. 1)

In light of the Web’s constraints on type, we can’t expect too much in that department, but ital-
ics should be used sparingly because they are hard to read. Pixels on a computer monitor are
square, and square pixels do not lend themselves to displaying diagonals; italic typefaces are
mostly composed of diagonals. Sometimes there simply isn’t any way around something like
italics on the Web, but it might alert us to the fact that, perhaps, something like Adobe Acrobat
might be a better authoring medium to preserve the nuances of the text and improve its clarity.

Technical Design The Charles White page is 1,057K or roughly 1MB and takes on average
about five to seven minutes to download with a 28.8 modem on remote access. In short, the
page size is six to ten times larger than it should be. Furthermore, the designers have not fully
capitalized on HTML’s capabilities. For example, text can be "run around" pictures to produce a
more visually appealing and familiar appearance. Something must done about this state of af-
fairs, particularly the download time.

Informational Design The historical material is interesting and pertinent, and the introduc-
tory text places the primary documents in context. The material is also grouped together in a
logical manner. People are interested in other people, so the White portrait adds to the page.
The manuscript/map and map graphics’ function is less apparent. Do we want students to ex-
perience reading a nineteenth manuscript? Do we want them to do something with the maps?
These graphics are large and "expensive" in terms of download time, so there must be some
reason for their inclusion. The photograph of White’s church connects White with Harper’s



Ferry, has human interest, and bears a relationship to the reference in the letter. Finally, the
cityscape picture seems to bear no relationship to anything on the page. It’s attractive, but
what does it add? All of these questions need answers.

Multimedia Design The project seems to have ignored the idea of conceptualizing the project
as whole and neglected the user. This is most evident in the navigational structure of the pro-
ject. Where are we in the larger scheme of the project when we get to the Charles White page?
We might have arrived at the "Charles White: Eyewitness Account" page from anywhere on the
Web, or we may forgotten in the hurley-burley of exploration where we are in the project itself.
Are there more eyewitness accounts? How do we get there easily and quickly? Alas, the project
seems to have forgotten the user. What is the user supposed to do with the material? Read it
on a computer monitor? Print out the material for use in class discussion or paper? Take
notes?

Can This Page Be Saved?

While this makeover, makes no claims for sophistica-
tion, it does attempt to address the problems outlined previously and show how cognizance of
design issues can make a significant difference in how history is presented on the Web. [ have
attempted to retain the "look and feel" of the page as it exists presently and refrained from any
radical revisions or technical frippery. Addressing some of the larger issues—the overarching
goal of the project, for example—are beyond the scope of this paper. As a result, some of the
issues are addressed fully , others in part, and still others not at all.

The first step involved addressing the problems associated with the most difficult constraint:
reducing the large size of the page and its concomitant long download time while, at the same
time, maintaining the both the graphical and textual content. The second step involved doing
something about the informational structure and navigation. The third problem had to do with
tidying up the images and integrating them more fully into the text. While these appear to be
discrete problems, they are interrelated; solving a problem in technical design, for example,
often suggests a solution to an aesthetic design problem.

Designing for the Next Level

There are, I imagine, some in the audience who thinking at this moment, "All right, smarty-
pants, now that you've so roundly criticized "In the Valley of Shadow,"” what do you have to
show for yourself." What I want to show is an example of how the Web might be used as con-
tent system as opposed to a delivery mechanism.

In “The Three-Ring Circuit: Technologies, Resources, Transformations,” Randy Bass writes:

New technologies are powerful tools for pursuing a distribution of responsi-
bility for making knowledge because they are interactive media. And interac-
tive media are distributive media. That is, unlike broadcast media (television,
radio) where one point of transmission sends a signal to multiple points of
reception (and those points passively receive it), interactive media, such as
the Internet and the Web, E-mail, and electronic discussion lists are dis-
tributive media. In interactive media, every point of reception is a potential
point of transmission. Therefore, the ability to contribute to and transform
the message is shared, or distributed along the network.!

In this statement, Bass has deftly articulated the idea of the Web as a content medium, a me-
dium in which people, in our case, students respond, make some kind of contribution to, or are
actively engaged in the material. But how do we make the new technologies work for us and
how do we implement this idea of interactivity? I would like to take the remainder of the paper
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(and my time) to suggest how this might be realized via the Web. Be forewarned: this discus-
sion leaves the realm of simple Web pages and moves frankly to the bleeding edge. I make no
apologies for the inclusion of what some historians are fond of calling "glitz" or technical termi-
nology. It is this "glitz" that furnishes the interactive apparatus critical to student engagement.

The Problem Bass rightly perceives, just as multimedia practitioners do, that the technology is
not important. It is far more crucial to think first. In using the Web as a delivery conduit, we
think about what—what materials to present; in using Web as an interactive content medium,
we think about how—how will I get students to engage the material. Bass sums this up in a
series of questions that are analogous to the multimedia design process outlined earlier and
asks:

. What am I doing now that I’d like to do better?
. What pedagogical problems would I like to solve?
. What do I wish students did more of or differently?>2

I will add the following to the list:

. How can my job be made easier?

I tackled a problem familiar to most historians. My students come to class having read the ma-
terial but not really. This is especially true when they confront a primary source document.
They usually fail to have a decent idea of something a elementary as the basic narrative, a
sense of the evidence, an appreciation of the significant detail, and an idea what the document
contributes to discussion of a larger historical question. So, class becomes a matter of leading
the students through the basics. Not all of this bad; this process is at the heart of education.
What if, I wondered, students could get a leg up on this process? I have often imagined being
by their sides, saying, "Look, did you see this? What do think is important about this?" or giv-
ing them hints, "You might not be aware of this, but such-and-such was the case. How do
think this affected what was going on in the document?" The result of trying to answer these
questions is a Web site, "Murder on Smutty Nose Island." Let’s take a look at the prototype in
terms of multimedia design, beginning with informational design.

Informational Design "Murder on Smutty Nose Island" is based on a core document, the 1873
trial transcript involving a double ax murder. I elected to divide the transcript by witness and
further by legal examination process. Because the document is fairly long, I wanted to have
students be able to move easily among the testimonies. This decision influenced the technical
design of the project and its use of frames. (Some Web designers have a marked aversion to
frames, viewing them as ugly and limiting. Nonetheless, I wanted the table of contents to be
handy.) Because spatial arrangements are important, the project includes both geographical
and building maps to facilitate understanding these relationships. In short, the information
dictated the structure of the site.

The document also dictated the interactive elements of the project. First, I wanted the students
to have thought about the material. How can I guarantee that they do? Having them write goes
some distance toward priming the pump, so I included a question after each testimony to be
answered in advance of class and e-mailed to me. In doing so, I will have an idea of who is
thinking what, the quality of the thought, and a means to begin the discussion by referring to
the responses. Second, as the instructor, I wanted to be in a position where I could impart
hints or add to the material, so I needed to be "present" either as text, a visual, or a voice. Last
but not least, I wanted to include some sort of assessment—not so much of students’ perform-
ance but of their response to the project. This last task involved setting up both a quantitative
and qualitative instrument that would fit on a single, short page at intervals throughout the
project.

2 ibid.



Aesthetic Design [ wanted a nineteenth century look, so I used graphics from contemporary
accounts in the banner, a textured background, and edited the images to conform to this style.
At this juncture, I may well make some changes in the banner font. It is interesting and consis-
tent with the content, but it is a bit difficult to read at its present size.

Technical Design In addition to the perennial hardship of download time, "Murder on Smutty
Nose Island" presented several technical problems: making the maps legible within the space
constraints of the page, getting the instructor into the page, and setting up the scripts for the
student responses. Setting up the scripts for the e-mail questions is probably the easiest and
must be done in consultation with the university Web mistress in any case, so that job (thank-
fully) can be postponed. The first task, and the next in difficulty, involved some effort. Maps
must have sufficient detail to be worthwhile, be large enough to be legible, and be integrated
into the rest of the material on the page. Web pages are usually do not have space enough for
an integrated map. To solve this problem, I created maps with Macromedia Freehand so that I
could utilize its zoom feature. The last problem, putting the instructor on the page, proved to
be most intractable. Text seemed to be a rather traditional and uninteresting way of accom-
plishing this legerdemain, and I wanted to move beyond text in any case. Using digital video
seemed to offer a possibility but, at the moment, even streaming digital video is slow. In the
end, I decided on using a Macromedia Director Shockwave movie and audio to do voice-over. A
voice-over seemed sufficient to achieve the sense of personality, surprise, and interactivity that
[ wanted.

Final Words

So what’s the point of all this? Although my bias may be apparent, historians not only have the
best content but they also have mastery of it. Sex, violence, tears, laughter, politics—we have it
all, and we know what to do with it. We know where the most interesting documents and pic-
tures are, and we know how to make them interesting and explanatory. Except for a few nota-
ble exceptions, however, we are not doing much of anything with it in the digital world. Histori-
ans’ efforts, for the most part, have been directed toward "putting stuff on the Web" or, more
accurately, using the Web as means of delivering materials. Employing the Web in this way
isn’t all bad, it does pose a danger. Merely providing historical materials in this way is a lends
itself to very traditional teaching strategies. The digital syllabus replaces the paper syllabus,
the digital lecture replaces the traditional lecture, and so on. We merely exchange atoms for
bits by thinking of the Web as fancy distribution service.

There are probably some of you who are thinking: "I don’t have time to learn all this stuff. Be-
sides, my university doesn’t provide the equipment, the training, or rewards for this stuff. Why
should I bother?" With the possible exception of people who bring carry-on bags the size of
small ponies onto planes, I am most tired of whining historians—those who complain about
time and lack of institutional support. The facts of the matter are, first, historians must make
time to become conversant and skilled in the digital world or leave history to the Discovery
Channel folks and, second, historians, in most instances, cannot wait for their administrations
to rush from their offices like the modern equivalents of ladies-bountiful with baskets of hard-
ware and software. Historians will have to invest their personal capital and time to get on with
the program. Happily enough, neither the financial investment nor the time commitment are
not nearly so great today as they were in the past.

The revision of the "Valley of the Shadow," for example, used two software programs exclusive-
ly—Adobe PageMill and Adobe Photoshop and a handy Photoshop plug-in, PhotoGif—for a total
software cost of around $350 (educational discount) and was developed entirely on a venerable
Macintosh Quadra 840AV—street value $800. Any historian worth his or her salt can winkle
$1,100 out of a university administration or manage the sum from personal resources. The
same arguments can be made for time. Learning to use PageMill takes a weekend. Learning
Photoshop is a different story but, since very few can master Photoshop entirely, the best strat-
egy is learning only what’s necessary in a weekend. Learning to obtain decent scans takes an
afternoon. Taken together, a historian should be able to create a clean, crisp Web site in a
week. The bottom line is: if you can read, you can build credible, fairly sophisticated Web stuff.



So, let’s stop the kvetching and get on with it. As for the lack of rewards, I can make no good
argument except to lay claim to the moral high ground and reiterate that the idea of the uni-
versity is as the place where we create new knowledge and explore innovative ways of integrat-
ing our discoveries into our teaching. This is what universities are for and explains why I am
there. Although some boast about the fact that their students know more than they do about
the Web and so on, I plan on staying a good distance of ahead of them in digital matters. It is,
after all, my job—this business of creating new knowledge.
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that are pertinent to the technical side of Web production, especially cross-platform issues and
palettes. The CD also contains excellent utilities for converting colors and making a cross-
platform palette. Weinman also has two newer volumes, <deconstructing web graphics> and,
with Bruce Heavin, <coloring web graphics> (Indianapolis, IN: New Riders Publishing, 1996).
The first volume provides an in-depth analysis of several, successful commercial sites in a vari-
ety of genres with an eye to discussing related Web issues. The second focuses on dealing with
the perennial and vexing problem of color and image formats for the Web and includes an ac-
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