Contemporary Issues in Design
John Dowler

| live on Bowen Island with my wife, who® a Swiss kindergarten teacher, and my
3yo daughter, Lenya. We® happy but seriously sleep-deprived.

I@ in my web and print designer incarnation. | was always attracted to nature
and art, writing and music, emotion and logic.

I ...
was always drawn to nature
moved to the country, built log cabins and raised goats
got a diploma in music but quit university to tilt against nuclear weapons
worked in Vancouver theatre companies writing and performing music,
as well performing solo and with groups.
worked as college staff for several years and was a shop steward there
used computers for sequencing music, writing, graphics and communication
since @2
started using the Internet before the WWW was created
taught a course on flying saucers
busted for civil disobedience
Dip.Mus from Cap College (Classical Music Pgm)
composer and performer with Tamahnous Theatre, Grinning Dragon, Expo 86
etc.
sang for Chuck and Di and Brian and Mila
wrote low-budge feature @yberteens in LoveQ produced by NFB 1994
was married for nine years to an Ismaili Ugandan woman
travelled in North and Central America, Europe, Africa and Southeast Asia
worked for last four years as web designer



My mum worked in art galleries. | started photography at 15 and did some
drawing and painting. | preferred music because a song was never finished and
you always had it with you. It was also less messy.

A long time ago | visited a psychic. She said she saw me in a past life. | was at
the pyramids. | was carving hieroglyphics as someone dictated.

Now I@n doing hieroglyphics for a living. | want something to stimulate the other
side, that makes it all worthwhile. By catching up with modern thought | have a
better chance to springboard beyond them.

Everything looks like something. 1t@ a problem.

| want new ways of seeing my medium that go beyond it. Designs | create usually
leak onto biz cards and brochures, so ideas have to be interesting enough to live
with over several media shifts.

| need to find design approaches that don®challenge a clients very notion of
being, but do surprise and enthuse. It® not so much an economic need as a
spiritual one for me.

When | create an online space these days, 1@ preoccupied with how you get
from page to page and how to make it look as much like the graphic version of
the design as | can.

And when | design it@ a game of 3d chess, because | have to speak to humans
both abled and dis, and to robots both figuratively and literally.

Usually there is little time for developing rich environments. 1@ really creating
content areas, but there® rarely any content. In slowly upscaling my clientelle to
see the value in sites with actual content, but these are very expensive. In the
long run | hope to marry original content to my online work and more projects for
myself.

| started photography in my teens, and was lucky to bring it around the world.

Additional Accumulated Obsessions

Bach



Guitar & assorted strings

Go

Eco preservation

Juggling

Intl Politics - esp. modern intelligence and power establishments
Kayaking

Design

Photography (international, nature, portraits)
http://www.cosmicidea.com/gallery

I@ drawn to your course because 1®e spent the last few years on an odyssey of
technical challenge - in which my creative side has been enslaved in a way. |
have to be creatie ast certain phases of a project, then can®pursue it to my
desired conculsion because of the restraitns of client needs.

As 1@n designer and coder, | sit on the picket fence between look and function. |
have to be able to communicate not only with people both abled and dis, but
machines such as Google.

I@ hoping to tweak the intellectual side again.

If all things are harmonal or energetic, we may have been programmed in the
infancy of our species to be attracted to danger. It allowed us to cross all natural
barriers, and each of those barriers must have caused fear, and a primaeval
sense of modernity.

So confronting sabre-tooths allowed us to get better food and clothing, and
confronting the church brought us a radical upswing in new ideas. Now we get
our hormonal buzz by concocting ever more enormous affronts to the current
common sense. It® partly why we@e in Afghanistan.

In a film | wrote | imagined rooms of kids in a gaming room remotely flying actual
jets in battle. From their perspective, they would barely know the difference
between game and reality.



We buzz on the escalation in personal power. Runnymede must have been
intense. Now we multiply song collections by thousands on our keychains. We
step on a plane and complain about the cramped nine hours it took. Foreign
locations fail to take our breath away. | think we all have a terrible case of @ive
me more something®

| wonder if post-modernism is just humanity saying I®e got all the presents
money can buy and I@ still not happy. That means life is fundamentally boring.

Working with the web has changed me as a designer. This has come home to
me more clearly this month as | created a site with a good designer with no web
experience.

My experience of graphic art started when | was a child visiting art galleries with
my mother in the 60s. | noticed how television graphics developed after 2001: A
Space Oddyssey was released. | was interested in how magazines developed
individual looks.

I made my concert posters in the 80s relying on montage and photocopiers and
took photos around the world. The year we got our first computer, 1982, | also
went to New York for an antinuke civil disobedience event and mass rally with
almost a million people. Israel had just invaded Lebanon. TCP/IP was invented -
IP meaning internet protocol. The net as we know it was just beginning. The
World Wide Web was 9 years away.

| created a web site in the early years, and did a few where | worked to learn. |
enjoyed using computers. Machines had always been a part of my graphics
making. So | naturally began working with graphics programs.

Today | design sites, and wanting to give people a site that will actually produce
results for them, I®e had to investigate marketing, search engine optimization,
keywords, web copy and a lot of other things that pull on the graphic design in
various ways.



Building site after site you get a little impatient with designs - even your own,
which is my situation most of the time - that spin off inelegant code, twenty rules
where five would do, inflexibility and difficulty to update.

Currently | have over a dozen active projects at a time, so the design | create
affects me in the future. When people want updates, it® elegant if | can take care
of them with a few deft strokes rather than a time-consuming hunt for solutions.
It® more impressive to clients if | can change and adapt the site easily, rather
than holding my wrist to my forehead and gasping at the challenge.

Recently I®e been working on a site for a housing developer. They have a suite
of four sites, the fourth of which I did with their designer.
http://www.patriciabay.ca

The decision to work with a developer had something to do with design, by the
way. On Bowen we@ working hard to preserve an area called Cape Roger
Curtis from the developers who own it. The alternative vision of fitting the
landscape and local culture that this other developer described seemed in some
ways appealing, if development was to be done at all. Time will tell if their design
is really any different, but generally the response on Bowen has been much more
benign.

They®e enjoyed working with a graphic designer on the island, who helped them
create a look for their print graphics. When it came time to make a website, they
wanted her to do the design, and hired me to create the site from her work.

She is friendly and admits no knowledge of the design concerns that a web site
entails. We discussed at some length the various considerations that inform a
web design.

In the sense that she is good at what she does and has a lot of experience, |
think she is maybe a fair representative of 2D designers in the kind of @ureGorm,
in that they don®generally work with the web as a medium, but need to co-exist
with it. So if | now refer to 2D designers in the general sense, it®@ only an
extrapolation from this experience, and not a researched position.

In this case, she came to the table with a design more or less in place already,
which made some of the information | wanted to share unappealing. Because
she was first in the firm, she tends to be first in line with consultation as well, and



so when | brought ideas forward they tended to have to fit within guidelines
agreed in advance.

The biggest thing seems small. Each page was to be contained within a single
frame, no scrolling necessary. This would look elegant, and the other sites the
company has fit into this model.

This idea brought with it a few design issues, which | think are pretty
contemporary.

First, if the site should fit in a certain frame, whose frame should it fit? Out of 100
web visitors, fifteen or twenty have monitors of the smallest size generally in use.
Because of all the tool bars many browsers have, the vertical space available is
about 430 pixels. Even the size of a QixelQvaries from machine to machine.

But they frame they had in mind meant e client® MacQwhich has higher
resolution and a wider screen. So when they designed for it, even considering
the width of the @west common denominatorQthey created a height that
wouldn®fit on it, so that it would look good on the client® machine. So they
theory of ©ne frame fits allGonly applied to the remain 80%.

It was convenient to decide that people with the money to buy one of their homes
would probably have bigger monitors.

Meanwhile, the frame decision had another implication. All the web copy would
have to fit within it. There was a time when @lealGveb writing meant writing the
most pity and short text you could, and letting people click from place to place to
get more info. The problem emerged that people were clicking alright - away from
the sites.

Now marketing types have statistics clearly pointing that to sell an idea or
product on the net, you have to make a full and compelling case for it on the
home page. And this involves lots of strategies that result in lots of words.
Contrary to popular belief, people actually do scroll down to read the copy if it
pertains to them and grabs their attention.

This fact wasn®sufficiently moving to have any impact on the design concept.
But the attachment to photos as a selling tool was also very strong, and in the
context of the frame decision, ramifications multiplied.



Photos are great - I@ big on photography myself. But when we make websites
we@e not only in contact with sighted people. We®@ also reaching out to blind
humans and robots. And images look like what you see out the back of your
head to them. Nothing. Generally we attach tags to the images describing what
they are. But we don®have room for a thousand words to replace them.

On the robot side, Google, for example, doesn®place as much importance on
photo tags as on actual visible text. So when people search for your topic, your
site drops below less attractive ones because half the content is essentially
invisible.

The frame itself was attractive, and boasted a sepia tone background image of a
tree. The page titles were done in a cursive script with drop shadows.

Gasp. This meant that every element had to be precisely aligned. Insistence on
pixel perfection is something 2D designers are infamous for among web
designers.

Converting a graphic design to a web page is like using jello cubes for building
blocks. A web page is really a set of separate files called in to co-exist in a
separate medium consisting of code. It®@ not the same as dragging a layer over
another one in Photoshop.

Web pages usually have any amount of content, and even if a decision is made
early to keep a certain format, the realities of adding information to less important
pages later means that however you slice it, web pages have to be able to grow
to accommodate text and images.

The biggest issue graphically is that browsers see the world differently. Firefox
sees the width of an object as independant of margin, border and padding.
Explorer sees the width as margin + border + padding + width. This can lead to
huge differences which you try to avoid in various ways and write browser-
specific hacks for otherwise. Hacks are a dirty word, because they have a nasty
habit of not working in the future, causing you to have to fix sites when newer
browsers come out.

Monitors for Macs and PCs have different resolutions - 72 dpi for Macs and 96dpi
for PCs. Happily, the net standard is 72dpi which both can accommodate. But



fonts are an exception, so the same font size will look smaller on a Mac. This in
turn affects leading, kerning and paragraph padding, much the same way French
and English will take up different amounts of space on the same cereal box.

Most designers just give their designs wiggle room. Empty space is usually a
plus in any design, so this gives the elements room to breath.

Also, a great response to monitor size differences is to allow the design to scale
up automatically by setting widths in percentages rather than fixed-pixels. In this
case the fonts and images remain the same, so they float to new postions in a
larger frame while maintaining their relationships to each other.

It® this contextuality that most separates web design from print design. The
decided print format is the only context in the print world; a magazine looks the
same in the dump or the doctor@® office (though you could argue their perceived
meanings are completely different due to their context).

Each device involved in the rendering of a web page adds its own personality,
and the truly elegant web design allows for this.

Having said that, 2D designers do in fact need to consider other contexts: a logo
has to scale from a business card to the side of a building, an ad placed in an
English country might differ from one in a Chinese setting. But each print piece
owns its space in a way that a web design never can.

Also, in my case anyway, designs we do for the web are often the basis for
designs taken to print media, such a business cards and ads, so the contextuality
has many dimensions.

Currently the web is shifting slowly to a new approach called Web 2.0 or The
Semantic Web. The basic idea is that each element of a web page is positioned
and labelled semantically, so that future applications will be able to parse not
only the character strings we call search keywords, but figure out their meaning
and context. This will allows machines to talk to each other. May it® a good thing,
maybe not.

Machines can find text content on a site without ever being aware of how the
page looks. Kids can listen to music or find pictures without being able to read.
People with only 180px screens can view the web from their skateboards. A web



page speaks several languages at once, and the visual design is just one of
these. As a web designer it adds a dimension to the graphic approach that can

be very difficult to communicate.

It® not about being corrupted by the medium to making banal and efficient
machines out of our creative ideas. It@ about design in its multidimensional

wonder.

I hope next time | have a better way of passing these ideas along in a way that
won®constrain the 2D person, but open them to a different style that suits its

medium.

A Journalist | Know

1) Bio needs met but barely; anxiety
about that; not enough money

2) Feels somewhat safe in the world
but not protected

3) Very much loved by friends and as
writer, but no mate and longs for one;
several bad relationships behind

4) Good reputation; awards; but not
paid very much so it is a little lame

5) Knows a lot about a lot of things, has
good insight into himself; takes a lot of
pride in what he knows and his
intelligence and humor

6) Sees beauty in nature mainly, and in
abstract concepts

7) Always learning and adventuring;
going kayaking, exploring, etc on news
assignments he comes up with; not on
a spiritual level though

8) doesn®really help others; in a sense
he coyuld through his writing but he is

A Director | Know

1) very well supported - lots of money;
his concern is health, healing from
accident; environmental health

2) safe, takes responsibility for
changes in communioty

3) loved by famnily and friends; very
social; has kids

4) has high self esteem but lack of
work and result of injury makes it hard
for him

5) knowledge is strength, so he knows
a lot. Prone to being very confident in
his facts, until they abruptly change.
6) likes to have good quality things
around him.

7) drinks bottled water; conscious that
he needs to drink more water and
therefore buys it by the caselot for his
car

8) sees his actions as affecting others
9) values the natural world and doesn®



cynical about the import of his work
has kid but doesn®often see him

The water for him:

Pest
(Rhymes with zest and doesn®beg)

not expensive but somehow different
from tap water

proven safe

doesn®give appearance of stylishness
- more counter-culture style

somehow custo

has ridge and is shown strapped to
kayak or pack

diagram of special filter removing
toxins

Water that can be packed anywhere
maybe has one flat or contoured side
biodegradeable

recyclable

campaign show the bottle attached to
him wherever he goes

possibly has a special tube attachment
could be reused, but so inexpensive
you don®need to

politically neutral and says so

want to hurt it, unless it® inconvenient

The water for him:

PessZe

(@essedOn French. Won®sell because
it sounds like QissyQbut it makes me
smile)

Expensive - shows he doesn®need to
think about the price

has stats about filter process making it
especially safe for kids

looks good but stylish - maybe a
specail nozzle or tinted bottle

very pure and with no toxins

more arty, possibly from another
country

money from sale goes to great third
world project

politically neutral and says so

bottle might have an unusual shape,
say square bottom, parallel curves,
tilde-shaped top

entertaining to kids? might have
cartoons on it

might be design in such a way that
many can fit into a box together
because he doens®empty them out of
his car very often and likes to buy in
bulk

recyclable but not necessarily
biodegradable



| saw a short film on YouTube called @Veb 2.0 ... The Machine is Us/ing UsQ put
together in a very dynamic way by a midwestern cultural anthropologist named
Michael Wesch. It shows the evolution of the word from print through computer
text, hypertext and the semantic hypertext we have today. As it becomes easier
for people to put information onto the web, the barriers come down to
collaboration, sharing and communicating in hyperspace.

A slightly chilling quote appears near the end

vhen we post and tag pictures... to give names to images... we are teaching the
Machine... when we forge a link between words, we teach it an idea... Think of
the 100 billion times per day humans click on a web page, teaching the Machine
what we think is important.O

We@e designing a new God.

One that responds immediately with everything we can dread or imagine. The act
of asking is equated with receiving.

God 1.0 was remote, and seemed only to communicate through an elite, whether
powerful or simply strange. Whether a local god gloried in pain, enlightenment, or
war, it had always to be appeased like a king of kings.

There were many iterations and updates of 1.0. God 2.0 has not been universally
accepted yet, but it draws people with profound gravity before we realize what it
is we@e creating.

This God has enticed us with games, free stuff, sex, music, financial success,
every conceivable draw. And we@e feeding it like a bonfire and dancing naked
around it.

There are several ways we could design a God with independent consciousness.
As some would say, we overestimate our excellence, and it could be that devoid
of flesh and unborn, the Web could develop all the other traits of people,
including emotion and irrationality. Star Trek used to explore this all the time. It



was kind of a given that eventually computers would pass the Turing Test with
honours.

XML coding separates style from content, and gives it meaning with headers,
content, description fields, and tags for photos. Search Engine Optimization often
priorizes the needs of robots like Google over those of blind humans, when they
use hidden descriptor fields to promote their product instead of describing the
related photo.

Computer viruses are deployed every day just to fuck with our minds. They target
whatever people consider most sensitive, and often sweep the planet in days.
We@e pretty adept at rooting out and destroying them. So far. Complex
encryption takes many forms, and software can now be distributed across a
network so that its parts may not even seem part of a whole.

Mash-ups are a new feature that distinguishes @eb 2.00This allows programs
to draw a stream of information from one database and relate it to a second
database in a meaningful way. For example, Google Maps and Flickr photo
archives can be connected, so that photos are shown in their geographical
location. Slowly, a fully indexed photographic map of the world is being
constructed.

Other software has been developed to thread together photos from completely
different photographers to create a giant, three dimensional montage.

As people add photos and information, the Web knows more about the world. But
it may know nothing of itself in the same way as a human or god. Until, suddenly,
it does.

A virus or suite of viruses are created, let® say, to mash-up artificial intelligence
programs to dictionaries, databases, search engines, etc. Or the same quirk of
evolution that sparked our self-awareness spontaneously occurs. Or an open
source project scales the mountain simply because it® there. Or we find a way to
hook up human brains in series for the computing power, and something leaks.
Or we use the brain as a template for creating neural networks and, oops, it
works.



So what@® the difference between a cybernetic intelligence and a human one. It@
linked to everything. God 1.0 was linked to every mind that received the Word.
God 2.0 is reaching out, learning, serving, so far...

Like the old movie Colossus: The Forbin Project, in which supercomputers
created by the Soviets and the Americans independantly learn to communicate
and hold humans to ransom, we could find ourselves with an Internet that
suddenly forms opinions.

So in effect, what we@e all designing, one graphic, code snippet and concept at a
time, is something that will be smarter than us, and consider itself a better
designer. It will have control over virtually all of our technology, be able to spot us
from space or find us in cyberspace.

What if, like people, it becomes interested in all the wrong things? Or becomes
dazzled with itself? Will there come a day when we find an overarching concept
that could teach God 2.0 to use its higher reasoning to truly prevent suffering and
help us reach our highest sustainable potential? | don®have faith. We all know
what absolute power does.

It®@ actually amazing to me how much energy 1®e put into learning design
concepts that directly contribute to this evolution. Converting table-based website
to XHTML has an almost religious drive from standards-obsessed web
designers. We@ enchanted with the way things work together when we all code
the same way and strip out the junk code. We think of sites as @uture-compatible,
standards-compliant, search-engine friendly, accessible,Gand so on.

The big concerns seem to be that we@ enslaved to marketing forces, which |
see born out every day. Of course, those forces represent small groups and
social groups as well as the big corporations. And the other big concern is that
we@e feeding the system that® burning out the planet, one species at a time.
Maybe we® fight these battles in our own way, slashing them with our swords as
we back into a corner. And when those dragons are slain, we may turn, look up,
and meet the towering monster we®@e created, who may have a truly postmodern
horror to present us.

We can only dream....



five

Why

Does interior carry on the promis of the exterior?
Is this a modern/postmoder/oldfashioned building?

oo ow

Generally 1@ alienated by rows of rectilinear shapes. So | tend to favour curves:

1. Science Centre - only because it@ differently shaped:; interior is that great,
bit of a warehouse feeling;

2. Planetarium - same reason - does carry on interest inside with circular
corridor, circular lobby, crab

3. Wall Centre - breaks up the usual cubism design - post modern?

4. St Paul® Hospital downtown - just because it® old style; | like the natural
coloured stone construction; interior is a hospital, kind of an old choking
feeling.

5. Aquarium - just because of what® in it

6. a building at around Hemlock and Broadway - rectangles incised with
other shapes - postmodern

7. Sun Tower - old style, nice cupola; don®know the interior

Mostly what these have in common is that they defy the monotony of rectangular
glass towers

There are games that | have liked in the past. Taking games out of my life
because they aren®@QsefulChas taken some of the fun out of my life, too.



Creating a game to captivate me on the computer is a tall order because | spend
so much time on the computer already that | just want to get away from it.

A game that would work would get some of my work done. It might be a game
that, when complete, has generated a sample web page design. It might be one
that required real-world action, such as the treasure hunt going on around the
world based on clues found on the Internet and planted in the world as well.

A true virtual reality program might get me going, if there was a true exploration
to go on - perhaps an underwater adventure simulator.

| like the game of Go, which requires a lot of strategic thinking. Ancient games
like this are hard to parallel with brand new games that don®have a history of

play.

Maybe 1@ like a game that was a virtual version of @ousetrapQ it may already
exisit. Like the infamous Honda ad in which a ball bearing rolls over a collection
of car parts rolling, falling, springing in a way which appears almost possible, this
one would follow the rules of physics, but allow for actual contraptions working.

| guess that a game needs to be sufficiently easy to get involved in the first place
and deep enough to sustain interest. This is where the levels of difficulty usually
come in. | think that game playing is a cultural choice; especially if it fits with you
in your teens. Then you could be a life long gamer. | only started in my twenties,
and as | learned graphics, music programming and other options, that® where |
went for fun. There are plenty of rules to follow, as the software packages grew
increasingly complex. So | guess you win the game of arts on the computer when
you create an element which pleases you: a design, a blog entry, a piece of
music, etc.

So | guess 1@ say that the game | enjoy the most is open ended, creative,
increases skills, makes you look at the world in a new way, is supported by a
large online community and is forever challenging - web design.

The web game I®e come up with satisfies my own need for a feeling of power
that | don®get in day to day life. It® called Gave the World from the PresidentsO



It® a world-simulator, something along the lines of the old @imEarthCand
GimcCityQOwhich allows you to tweak variables that affect the development of
societies. In this case you get to screw with the power elite of various time
periods. The Bush-era level would focus on subverting the oil and military elite to
prevent total conflagration of the middle east. The Reagan-era level would
entertain ideas of saving the world from nuclear annihilation by subverting the
entrenched power elites of both Soviet and American hegemony. Fight Nixon®
corrupt regime and see if you can prevent the rise of Pol Pot in Cambodia by
staunching to flow of US bombs.

Basically you could play with the wide range of powers available to people in the
world and seize powers only available to the elite, with less predictable results
than in reality. You could create widespread unrest, use espionage to plant faulty
computer chips in government surveillance equipment to reverse the flow of
eavesdropping, rewrite propaganda as it® transmitted, invent citizen Gecret
weaponsQfabricate scandals just like the big boys do, and generally turn all the
dirty tricks back on the bad guys.

Of course, there might be a sequel in which you try to save the world from the
new corrupt power - yourself.



