Appendix C: Web Design & Development History

Before we get into the specifics of jQuery, I think it’s important to review why HTML, CSS and other more complicated technologies are insufficient to improve the design situation.

1. HTML Only

HTML has improved over the years, but not much.  The first and biggest improvement was the introduction of HTML Tables.  Tables provided a mechanism of layout that could be used to design with.  It was not nearly as simple as it could have been.  Tables had little control over style.  Colors, borders, backgrounds, padding, margins; all were all incredibly complex to achieve.  I spent the better part of the late 90’s banging my head against html tables.

One invention to help was Spacer.gif.  This was a 1x1 image made as a transparent gif.  The browser wouldn’t show the gif, but it would still take up space.  Therefore, it was used to create spacing effects.  If you wanted to move something down 10px, you just put a spacer.gif above it and gave it a height of 10px.  Additionally, you could nest your tables to create more complex layouts.

The problem with spacer.gif and nested tables was that they did not scale.  The larger your site, the messier your html became.  Usually it became an impenetrable mess of spaghetti that could not be untangled.  The content and the layout were inseparable.  This meant that one could not change the style of the page easily.  Ultimately, HTML alone was not a designer’s friend.  There just were not enough tools to make it work.

2. CSS Only

When CSS arrived, I knew right away it was a major step forward.  Style sheets could be created in separate files to define the classes of things in your design.  A header could be styled like a header.  Padding, Margins, Borders and Backgrounds were native and easy.  CSS reduced the amount of time it took to create the layout.  In turn, this created more time for iterating and improving the design.

CSS allowed the developer to eliminate the nested tables and the spacer.gif hacks.  The only problem was cross-browser compatibility issues.  In other words, the benefits of CSS were largely removed because each browser implemented the rules differently.  What was a promise of simplicity turned into a hornet’s nest of complications.  It took 10 minutes to learn CSS and the rest of your life to figure out the safe path between browsers.

One thing that browsers did mostly right was to introduce the concept of a pseudo class.  A perfect example of this is :hover.  With a simple CSS definition you could specify what happened when the user put their mouse over a link.  This was the first time you could have any real interaction without programming.  It was so simple.  This allowed visual designers to introduce hover states on artistic links, like tabs.

The problem with hover and CSS is that it was just too limited.  Sure you could change the CSS on hover, but you couldn’t animate the effect.  CSS held great promise, but the reality was much more complicated.  CSS did improve the lives of developers immeasurably from the HTML only days, but it was a shallow victory.  Interactivity was no closer than before.

3. Other technologies that were too hard

Flash was originally called FutureSplash and made its debut in 1996.  Early on it was thought of as an alternative to HTML.  Quickly, it was bought and renamed Flash, by Macromedia.  Macromedia, who pioneered the Director multimedia authoring studio, recast Flash as a low-bandwidth version of Director.  They immediately put two levels of complication on it.  One, you had to use their program to develop.  This program was hard to use and although became popular with some, never achieved the kind of success that HTML has earned.  I believe this is because it was just too hard for a non-programmer to learn.

The second layer of complication was ActionScript, which was a programming language similar to JavaScript which allowed Flash developers to use more interactivity in their movies.  This was complicated because it required even more programming prowess to make something that the designer intended.  Although Flash is thought of as a designer’s tool, it is actually geared for programmers.  This is evident in where they are taking the product.

In the past few years, Macromedia has taken Flash more and more over to the programmers world.  Macromedia merged with Adobe and has moved further by introducing Flex.  Flex is like Visual Basic.  It is a programmer’s tool, but creates flash applications rather than Visual Basic applications.  While this may be a good strategy for them, it does nothing for me and millions of non-programmers like me.

A senior engineering manager recently tried to get me to design for Flex.  I didn’t know what to say.  Flex was really hard.  Flash couldn’t be read by search engines.  Designing in that tool would require massive amounts of learning and trial/error development.  What I wanted was something I could work with easily, without having to learn to program.

JavaScript has always been just 1 step away from useful for me.  It allowed all kinds of great interactivity in the browser, but I just couldn’t grasp the programming concepts.  I could cut and paste from other people’s applications, but customization was next to impossible.  I was basically using pre-made widgets without having any real control.

JavaScript has had an exciting time in the last few years.  The triggering event was the demise of Netscape 4.7, the last of the Netscape series of browsers.  In all statistics, Microsoft Internet Explorer held 90%+ of browser share.  Mozilla Firefox was just getting off the ground.  This period allowed developers to ignore older browsers.  This was a big deal.  The first browsers were very different and had terrible support for advanced functionality like CSS.   Internet Explorer 5-7 and Firefox changed the dynamic.  They had good CSS support and a fairly compatible programming model.  All of the sudden, new and exciting web applications were being developed.

Without getting into specifics, we will call these new websites and web applications, Web 2.0.  It was the break from the old Netscape series of browsers to the new ones.  This was great for web developers who used HTML and CSS, in that they could reduce the number of hacks and make the page simpler.  However, it still didn’t change the fundamental fact that CSS has little to no interactivity built in.  JavaScript had the power, but only engineers had the pre-requisites to use it.

4. jQuery, the hero

Frameworks started being build during this period.  A framework is a JavaScript file that allows  another developer to ignore the cross-browser complexities and use a more standard API.  For instance, adding an onClick event (this is something that happens when a user clicks on the screen) you would have to know 3-4 different ways of doing it, one for each browser.

By using a framework, you could call a single way of adding an event and the framework would do the messy stuff underneath.  jQuery was not the first framework, nor will it be the last.  However, it is special to me for one single, simple reason.  It is designed so that non-programmers can enjoy it as much as hard core engineers.

The reason for this is that it based its logic very closely to CSS.  In the coming chapters I will explain why this is the case.  For now, let’s just assume that it is no harder than CSS.

For the first time, I am able to add advanced animation and interaction techniques to a web page without having to ask an engineer for help.  For the first time, I am able to prototype iteratively at my desk without threatening the schedule of the project.  For the first time, I feel like I have control over the User Experience and can deliver strong markup to engineers with interactivity included.  JQuery made this possible.  It is why I evangelize jQuery to every designer I see.  When a developer or designer uses jQuery they are improving the User Experience of the user by the virtue of reducing the time it takes to muck with code.  Less time to struggle with code equals more time to focus on the user.

Add to this, the strongest, nicest community of people I have ever met.  Most technical communities are antagonistic to the newbie.  Asking a simple question will often get you ignored or worse yelled at.  One other community told me to RTFM or RTFS (look it up on google).  I thought this was incredibly counter-productive.  Don’t they want other people to use the thing they slaved over?  On the jQuery list, there are simple questions every day.  I find immense pleasure in personally answering as many questions as I can.

In the next chapter, we will review HTML and CSS and get started with jQuery.  These are exciting times.  It’s time for you to get involved.
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