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This document provides a perspective on HTML from the point of view of someone with experience in technical computing, but minimum experience in formatting.     (Technical staff often use word processing to create plain text, and leave it to secretaries to tidy up documents.)

The HT in HTML refers to Hyper Text.     This is the facility whereby readers can jump to additional descriptions, or display additional files, and then return to the jumping off point.  (the “anchor” point).

The ML refers to Markup Language.    This originally referred to mark up notations on manuscripts to provide printing instructions.     In other words, ML is a language to specify presentation formats.

· Early MLs would specify the format for printing magazines etc.

· A later generation of MLs used codes (normally hidden) in word processor documents, which were primarily intended as printing instructions.    I think their use for display was secondary … only used so you could see what would be printed.       Hence the development of WYSIWYG editors.    (What You See Is What You Get)

· When computer graphical user interfaces (GUIs) became commonplace, the primary target of HTML was screen display formats, and printing was secondary    Naturally there are WYSIWYG editors for HTML, but the WYG refers to the display.      The printed pages are often terrible.  

If you only use WYSIWYG editors for HTML, you get a huge amount of repeated code, especially on multiple page web sites.     Anybody with computing experience who invented HTML would have been looking for a way to reduce repeated code.   They would have realized that most of the repetition is in display formats, and they would have come up with some kind of “format subroutines”.     These could have have been called Display Format Files instead of Cascading Style Sheets.   (DFF instead of CSS).     The name choice of CSS is more of a designer’s perspective than an IT perspective.       The designer speaks of separating content from style.    The IT person thinks of reusing format code.

The Expression Web HTML editor has a split screen with HTML on the top and display WYG on the bottom.     HTML can be entered in the top and the editor will create the WYG.     Or, WYG can be entered in word processing fashion in the bottom and the editor will create the code.      It is convenient to use a both input methods to be reminded of code details, and to create reasonably efficient code.    Embedded style commands created by the editor can be moved to the CSS file.

The term “Form Data Entry” might be misconstrued to presume there is some kind of data base to store the entered data.        Actually, “Forms Data Entry” is just screen data entry, with the option of putting data into data bases, or into email.     People with technical computing experience are more likely to have used screen data entry was provide input for programs, for example controller set points in process control systems, or parameters for equipment design or simulation.    The “Forms” in Forms Data Entry simply refers to the format of the data entry screen.

So HTML is really just a web display formatting code with non-intuitive (for engineers) terminology.   HTML coding is just endless tedious formatting. 
HTML  Precursors

Comments from Mike Jeays.       www.jeays.ca
I would say MLs were first introduced for printing technical documents and books rather than magazines, and there was a strong emphasis on mathematical text, which is very challenging. There is also an ML for music.
In the beginning, there were one or two markup languages, that typically used codes like '.ce' at the beginning of a line to centre subsequent lines.

NSCRIPT was one version, and the University of Waterloo produced a rival to the IBM product. They both allowed macros, which led to s series of macros known as IBM GML, for Generalized Markup Language. This was used this quite a bit in the late 70s; it produced very good-looking output on mainframe printers for those days.

(Still looks OK).

Then the theoreticians got involved, and produced SGML, which was a meta-language in which you could define a set of tags, and specify how the document was to be formatted for each tag. There was a DTD (Document Type Definition) that defined the tags, and  DSSSL (Document Style and Specification Language) that said how they were to be interpreted. One James Clark at Oxford University produced open-source programs to interpret the DTD and DSSSL. Quite overly-complex.

The big mistake with SGML was to assume that the tags would be produced by human beings directly, rather than generated by WYSIWIG software. They allowed, for example, end-tags to be omitted if they could be inferred from context. There were many other rules to minimize the effort in putting in tags, and guessing what the user meant.

HTML is a descendent; it is close to, but not quite, a specific implementation of a DTD that defines tags of the well-known form.

XML is a simplification of SGML. It requires end-tags to match start-tags, and requires strict nesting of tags. It is thus much easier and faster to parse than full SGML, which has to first process a DTD to know what the tags are going to look like.

