New Digital Emblems

I probably encountered emblems first through the work of Ian Hamilton Finlay. That led me to an appreciation of the renaissance and baroque emblem tradition. In 1999 I did some emblems of my own: These were all still images combining photographs with epigrams. The early ones were circular with text around the margins, a format I liked from Hendrick Goltzius’ The Four Disgracers. The following March, I got the idea of assembling my emblems into a web project. The site was uploaded on November 4, 2000. 

I remember I worried a lot about what should move in the piece. Should the emblems be animated, or the epigrams, or the page design itself, or all of the above? It was clear that download times were a serious constraint. Everyone had dial-up Internet service then. I explored just about every web animation/video format, starting with GIF and settling on Director. I did a lot of optimizing of code, like it was an operating system release — all to shave seconds off the download time of someone with a 28.8K modem.
As I recalled in 2002, “Like much that I admire, emblems are really on the margins of art and literary history. Pre the dot.com bust, so much that was written about the web struck me as wrong-headed. People imputed what I can only call ‘magic’ to web’s feature set. Low-cost-per-million multimedia interactivity was going to change the world. I knew that people had said similar things about the emblem, and had offered, in outline, many of the same reasons for it. So the emblem, often literally magical, became a caricature of the web.”

— William Poundstone
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