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 “History and social studies are the stories of everything that has happened,” Douglas Selwyn 
states in his monograph, Arts and Humanities in the Social Studies.  And, “the study of the arts is 
part of the study of history.  Music, visual arts, dance, theater, crafts, writing, and other arts are 
both artifacts of and a means by which to study a culture.”  Resources from the arts can be found 
aplenty on the Internet and the World Wide Web, resources that can be integrated into stories that 
portray historical, social, cultural, and ethnological events. The arts not only serve, as Selwyn 
suggests, as a unique vantage point to study a culture, but the arts carry the critical affective and 
aesthetic messages that are so important to truly experiencing an enriched telling of the stories of 
people, society, and history.
 

A Story: Migrant Workers and the Depression

Figure 1:  Migrant Workers and the Depression Stories on the Web

An example will help to illustrate the power of using arts materials from the Web. If one were 
preparing a unit on migrant workers, and the period of the Great Depression of the 1930s, you 
could search the Internet for materials from art, photography, painting, music, and theatre, to 
help build a story around this topic.



Figure 1 illustrates what you might find on the Internet from such a search, and presents a collage 
of windows open in a web browser from a variety of web sites related to migrant workers and the 
depression.. (Note: links to all the sites illustrated in this article will be listed in the closing sec-
tion.) These sites portray how integral artistic expression was to the lives of the people of this 
time.  In the center is a photo essay from a Library of Congress web site entitled “Voices from 
the Dust Bowl," a powerful photo essay of migrant workers during this period.  In the upper 
right-hand corner is a link from this site to jazz music of the period.  In the lower right-hand cor-
ner we see another Library of Congress site devoted to theatre projects funded under the New 
Deal, productions performed in traveling theatre groups across the country during the Depres-
sion, some directed by such well-known thespians as Orson Wells.

In the upper right-hand corner, the search of the Internet reveals an Edward Hopper painting 
from the Museum of Modern Art in New York City.  This painting portrays the stark contrast of 
the railroad, a key migrant mode of transportation during this time, and the large Gothic architec-
ture of a home of the well-to-do of that period.  Many web sites can be found devoted to Jimmie 
Rodgers, whose music gained him the distinction as the “Blue Yodeler” and the "Singing Brake-
man" because of the appeal of his ballads and yodeling in the 1920s and 30s.   The last window 
shows a RealAudio clip of the tune, "A Traveler’s Line," performed by Mary Sullivan.  Within 
only a few points on the Internet, these sites demonstrate the variety of arts materials that can be 
used in building a story about the people and workers of America during this time.

We will take a look at some more examples of arts resources on the Internet in a moment.  To 
make effective use of Internet arts resources, however, it helps to understand the technical nuts-
and-bolts behind the graphics, sounds, and video used on the Internet.
 

 Graphics, Sounds, and Video Behind the Web Stories

The Web is a multimedia experience.  To be multimedia it needs to use at least three forms of 
digital expression, some combination of text and fonts, graphics, sounds, animation, or video. We 
will briefly examine the different forms in which graphics, sound, and video are created, stored 
or uploaded, and retrieved or downloaded over the Web.

General Digital Media Considerations
All materials designed for the Web are computer platform independent.  This means that any 
computer connected to the Internet should be able to access and use these materials.  There are 
commonly agreed upon universal formats for the digital media used on web pages:  GIF and 
JPEG for graphics; AU, WAV, AIFF, and RA for sounds; and AVI, MPEG, and QuickTime 
(MOV) for video.   All web files have a common three letter extension (e.g., photo.jpg, music.ra, 
or movie.avi) that must be attached to the end of the file name;  this extension tells the web 
browser the type of media that needs to be processed.

When creating media for the Web, smaller file sizes are better.  The bigger the file, the longer it 
takes to download over a modem or Internet connection. Digital sounds, video, and even graph-
ics, can result in very large file sizes.  Each minute of digital music, for example, can consume 



10 megabytes of file space!  When creating digital media for the web, one must balance issues of 
resolution (how good it looks or sounds) against the file size.  The goal is to create the best look-
ing or sounding media in the smallest file size possible.  As we discuss each of the three basic 
media types, graphics, sound, and video, we will discuss issues of resolution and file compres-
sion.

Graphics
The quality or resolution of computer graphics is dependent upon two factors:  how many dots 
per inch (dpi) are used to make up the graphic and how many colors are used for each of those 
dots.  A computer screen usually has a resolution of around 72 dots per inch, so Web graphics do 
not need to be any more precise than that.  The number of colors can range from 1-bit (2 colors, 
black and white), to 8-bit (256 colors), to 16-bit (thousands of colors), to 24-bit (millions of 
colors).  For most web graphics, 8- and 16-bit color sizes are the more common.

We noted above that there are two types of graphic formats used on the Internet, GIF and JPEG 
files.   The extensions are .gif and .jpg.  GIF images can have no more than 8-bit or 256 colors.  
This format is used for  the colored line art and clip art you see on the Internet:  the icons, the 
borders, the banners, and the like.  There is a special form of GIF called "animated GIF" that can 
be used to animate art work. The banners for the Voices from the Dust Bowl and The New Deal 
Stage web pages in Figure 1 are both GIF images. The image of Jimmie Rodgers playing the gui-
tar in the lower righthand corner of Figure 1 is an animated GIF; a series of graphics rotate to 
give you the impression that he is playing and singing.

JPEG images can have millions of colors (24-bit color).  This format is used for photographs on 
the net.  With photos, you need a rich array of colors.  The photos in Figure 1 of Hopper's "House 
by the Railroad" and of Jimmie Rodgers are JPEG images.  Both JPEG and GIF formats perform 
special types of compression of the graphic information in a photo or clip art.  The JPEG or GIF 
form of a graphic is always smaller than the original graphic.  GIF is optimized for clip art with 
only a few numbers of colors; JPEG is optimized for photos with lots of colors. If you make a 
GIF and a JPEF of the same photo, you would find that the GIF file is larger in size than the 
JPEG, since JPEG is especially design for photo compression.

Sounds and Music
The quality or resolution of computer sounds and music created for the Web is dependent on two 
factors:  how many samples of sound the computer records or plays within a second, and how 
precise a number is used to store each sample of sound.   The sampling rate might be something 
like 22,000 samples per second.   The sampling rate is referred to in kiloHertz or kHz.  Common 
sampling rates are 11 kHz, 22 kHz, or 44 kHz.   The precision of the samples are 8-bit or 16-bit, 
similar to the 256 or thousands of colors used with graphics. The "Traveler's Line" sound file 
shown in Figure 1 was recorded at 22 kHz with 16-bit sound samples.   Web music recordings 
are typically 22 kHz with 8-bit or 16-bit sound samples.

There are a variety of formats that can be used for sound files.  The earliest universal sound for-
mat was the AU format.  AU files have a very low resolution of 11 kHz with 8-bit samples; not 
very good for music.  WAV and AIFF files are common to Windows and Macintosh computers, 



respectively.  Most web browsers will recognize both of these formats.  WAV and AIFF formats 
permit very high resolution (up to 44 kHz and 16-bit samples) but the file sizes are very large.  
The WAV version of the "Traveler's Line" is 4.8 megabytes in size.  The RealAudio format 
(shown in Figure 1) is a proprietary sound format designed for Internet radio broadcasts that pro-
vides significant compression of the sound file while still keep a high degree of music fidelity.  
The RealAudio or RA file version of "Traveler's Line" is a very small 200 kilobytes in size.

Video
When considering issues of resolution for video, all of the factors for sound and graphics are also 
important.  After all, a video is just a series of still graphic images in series with music and voice 
added.   Most digital video is recorded with a graphic resolution of 72 dpi and 16-bit color, and 
an audio resolution of 22 kHz and 8- or 16-bit sound samples.

The new elements with video are frame rate and frame size.  Most video that you see on televi-
sion and in the movies have a frame rate of 24 to 30 frames per second (fps).  Computers can 
capture video frames from 1 to 30 frames per second, depending on how fast your computer is 
and whether it has any special hardware to assist in the video capture.   Capturing video and 
audio at 30 frames per second creates very large movie files!  Many digital videos on the Web are 
captured at around 10 to 12 frames per second.   Frame size refers to how big the image is for the 
movie.  Size can range from 160x120 dots or pixels, up to a full-screen size of 640x480. Many 
Web videos are 160x120 in size for this reason.

Three common video formats found on the web are Microsoft's Video for Windows (AVI) for-
mat, Apple Computer's QuickTime format, and an industry standard format, MPEG.  MPEG is 
the digital video format used in DVD video discs.  Figure 4, the Getty Museum's Forum of Tra-
jan site, has several examples of QuickTime video, including what is known as QuickTime VR.  
QuickTime VR creates a Virtual Reality video that lets you walk through an environment, in this 
case the Forum of Trajan in Ancient Rome.  The African Music and Dance Ensemble site in Fig-
ure 5 contains several QuickTime videos of dancing and drumming.

Capturing Media from the Web
You've found a graphic, a music clip, or a digital video on the Web that you want to use.  How do 
you "borrow" that art image and store it on a computer in your classroom or office.  With web 
browsers like Netscape Navigator or Microsoft's Internet Explorer, this is very easy.  On a Mac-
intosh, hold the mouse button down on the object until a menu pops up.  Then choose the option 
to save the image, select a folder to put it in, and that's it.  On a Windows 95 computer, hold the 
right mouse button down on the arts object, choose save the image, and locate a directory for 
storing it.  It is as simple as that.
 

Ask The Internet To Find Arts Resources
 
How do you find these arts resources for your stories on the Web?  Ask the Internet using these 
two strategies: 



1. Locate primary Web sites that specialize in the various arts topics (music, art, theatre, photog-
raphy, film, etc.)
2. Use keywords with the search engines on the Web
 
Primary sites
There are sites on the Web that are devoted to tracking and evaluating web links related to a par-
ticular topic.  Several of these sites are listed at the end of this article.  Excellent examples in-
clude the Indiana University "Worldwide Internet Music Resources" site, the Johns Hopkins 
University "Folk Music Index," the "The Artist's view of World History and Western Civiliza-
tion" with links to resources all over the Web codified by historical locations, events, and dates,  
the "American Folklife Center" site sponsored by the Library of Congress, the complete works of 
William Shakespeare site maintained by Jeremy Hylton at MIT, and the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art's "World Wide Arts Resources" Web site.  These are but a few to whet your appetite for want-
ing to surf the net for wonderfully rich arts resources available for the use of you and your stu-
dents.

Search Engines
There are many different search engines on the Internet that can be used to locate arts resources.  
Each search engine gathers and indexes its data about web sites in a different.  Yahoo, for exam-
ple, indexes web sites by categories.  Altavista, in contrast, searches it database through 
keywords.  Lycos and Excite combine keywords with directory categories. Here are a few guide-
lines for making effective use of search engines:
 

. Choose your keywords carefully

. Use the search engine's tools for refining your search

. Don't depend on just one search engine

. Read each search engines help pages for special features

. Manage your web browser "bookmarks" wisely so you don't loose track of a valuable 
site

An excellent web site for you and your students on using search engines is the Spider's 
Apprentice.  Here you will find ratings of the various search engines, tutorials on how search en-
gines work and how to make the most effective use of them, and various news and tips for using 
them.
  

Four Examples of  Web Stories Using Arts Resources

Having examined some of the technical issues related to finding and capturing arts materials 
from the Web, more illustrations will help to expand your thinking to ways in which these re-
sources can be used in creating stories.

Railroad Web Story
Figure 2 is a collage of web sites related to a story about railroading in the United States.  There 
is a variegated, exciting mix of arts sites gathered here which portray the folklore as well as the 



technology of the rapid expansion of railroading in this country.  In the upper right-hand corner, 
another Edward Hopper photo entitled "Railroad Sunset" from Carol Gerten's Virtual Art 
Museum.  Below that image is a graphic artist's sketch of an advertisement for the Southern Pa-
cific railroad's "City of San Francisco" passenger service from Chicago.  This is formatted as a 
JPEG file for downloading from the Internet.  In the center-top of the collage is a page from the 
Rounder records site promoting their two-album CD disc of Classic Railroad Songs with both a 
WAV and a RealAudio version of the music for you to listen to.  Notice the file size difference 
between the WAV and RA versions!

Figure 2:  Railroad Stories on the Web

In the upper right-hand corner is a wonderful page on the MultiEducator, virtual history site, fea-
turing vintage photos of early steam engines.  The thumbnail images are GIF graphic files; when 
you click on any thumbnail, a large sized JPEG version of the image is displayed. Much more 
contemporary is the Art Crimes site in the lower righthand corner which features train art, murals 
and graffiti painted on box cars, from all over the world.   And, the window floating in the center 
presents the story behind Buster Keaton's famous silent movie, The General (1927).  The General 
is based on a true story from the Civil War where Union spies tried to capture a Confederate train 
in Georgia and use it to destroy all the bridges back to Chattanooga, Tennessee.  Colored GIF 
images of movie posters highlight the story.

Children's Stories of the World Through Art and the Web
For a very different perspective on web arts materials, Figure 3 shows three sites that feature 
children's creative work from around the world. Web sites like these are ideal for teaching cus-
toms and culture through the eyes of children.  The window to the left is The Children's Art Gal-
lery run by Iwo Gajda of Oslo, Norway.    Here you will find creative art projects from children, 
literally from all over the world.



Figure 3:  Children's Creative Arts Projects on the Web

To the right of Figure 3, we see a window open to the River of Words, Children's Environmental 
Poetry and Art Contest.   The contest was sponsored by the International Rivers Network.  The 
River of Words page of their site provides many exhibits of both poetry and art from children 
around the globe related to river conservation.  In Figure 3 you can see an art piece by a second-
grade student in the State of Washington entitled "The Night" and a poem by an eighth-grade 
student in Bengladesh entitled "Watershed Life."   Most of the graphics from the art exhibits are 
saved a JPEG images. In the bottom window of Figure 3 you see a web site devoted to music 
compositions by young composer worldwide.  Shown is a link to a first symphony by a 12-year-
old student from Finland.  These files are in MIDI format, a special music format that requires a 
MIDI music devices installed in your computer to playback the composition.

Trajan Forum Web Story
The Getty Foundation has a number of rich and exciting web projects that are most appropriate 
for social studies and history study.  The one featured in Figure 4 is a virtual reality site drawn 
from an exhibit on display in 1998 at the J. Paul Getty Museum entitled "Beyond Beauty: Antiq-
uities as Evidence."   The online exhibit uses QuickTime virtual reality or VR videos to let you 
and your students walk through a computer recreation of the forum build by Emperor Trajan in 
Rome around 98 AD.



Figure 4:  The Forum of Trajan in Rome

As you walk through the online exhibit you will see photographs of actual antiquities from the 
Getty exhibit as well as computer VR models showing you what it was really like to walk and 
visit these incredible structures.  The window to the left of Figure 4 is a statue of Trajan himself.  
To the right you see a window with photographs of both the original object of antiquity and the 
computer generated model.  In the lower left, you see a QuickTime VR movie that looks inside 
the Basilica as it may have appeared many, many years ago.   You can select VR movies that let 
you walk through the courtyard as well as the library of the forum.  Other QuickTime videos tell 
the story of how these simulations were created.

In the lower right-hand corner of the figure, is another site.  This is the web site of Synaulia, a 
music ensemble that specializes in the music and instruments of ancient Rome.  This site again 
illustrates the depth of material that can be found that will provide a deeper and richer view of 
topics in social studies.

African Culture Web Story
A common and important topic that also offers excellent artistic dimensions to explore is the cul-
tures of Africa.  Figure 5 shows a collage of windows from various sites related to Africa.  In the 
upper left-hand corner, from the Kennedy Center, is an interactive site devoted to the arts and 
culture of Africa and the Kennedy Center's African Odyssey Festival.  The image that creates the 
banner for this site is a GIF image.



Figure 5:  African Stories on the Web

Below this window, is a site dedicated to the African Music and Dance.  This site is rich in 
QuickTime videos, GIF and JPEG images, and digital audio files.  In the upper left-hand corner, 
the window shows the Boka Marimba ensemble's web site, a group from Portland, Oregon, that 
specializes in the music of Zimbabwe.  The window below the Boka Marimba site, shows a link 
to a WAV sound file of one of their compositions, "Chemwanyiera." Notice that the sound was 
recorded at 22 kHz, 8-bit, mono.  Most of the images on the site are GIF graphics.
 

Tips for Creating Your Own Web Art and Music

One thing we have not discussed is how you and your students can create these images 
yourselves.  In the interest of space, a brief mention of the common software and hardware tools 
will suffice.

Graphics
The major industry software program for editing digital graphics is Adobe Photoshop for both 
Macintosh and Windows computers.  It is available in a scaled-down, less-expensive version as  
PhotoDeluxe.  Two popular shareware programs for graphics editing are GraphicConverter 
(Mac) and LViewPro (Win).  All of these applications handle JPEG and GIF file formats and 
their conversion from other popular formats like PICT and BMP.

There are a few items of hardware that are critical.  An inexpensive color scanner is needed cap-
turing graphics for web pages, and an inexpensive digital camera will let you add live action 
snapshots that your students can take on their own.  An inkjet color printer is also essential for 
printing out graphics and web pages.  Each of these items can be purchased for $200 or less.

Audio
For capturing and editing digital audio and music there are several software options.  You can 



make digital recordings from compact audio discs, from tape recordings, and even live 
recordings.   Key audio editing software applications are SoundForge XP (Win) and PeakLE or 
SoundEdit 16 (Mac).  For shareware alternatives consider SoundEffects (Mac) and CoolEdit or 
GoldWave (Win).  Mac and Windows computers also have a simple digital recorder usually pro-
vided free with the software operating system.

On the hardware side, the Mac comes equipped with what you need to capture digital audio in 
any of the forms noted above.  Most Windows computers come with a sound card that has the 
ability to playback and capture digital audio from a CD disc, a microphone, or a tape recorder 
plugged into the microphone input.

Video
Video gets to be more expensive, both in terms of software and hardware.  The need to capture 
15 to 30 frames per second of both graphic and audio, really pushes the capabilities of a 
computer.    Many Macintosh computers come with video capture hardware built into the 
computer.  You can purchase inexpensive video capture hardware for a Windows machine ($150 
or less).   With the video capture hardware usually comes a low-end video capture and editing 
software application of some sort.   The professional video editing software package is Adobe 
Premiere.  Less expensive programs like Videowave for Windows are quite suitable for class-
room projects.

Links from the Web

Below is a list of links (known as Uniform Resource Locators or URLs) to web sites noted in this 
article.  The web is a living document, so please realize that these links may change. The links 
shown here are to the primary home page of the site and not necessarily to the specific pages il-
lustrated above.

Migrant Workers
Library of Congress, American Memory Project, and Others: http://lcweb.loc.gov/
The Jimmie Rodgers Official Web Site: http://www.jimmierodgers.com/welcome.html
The Museum of Modern Art:  http://www.moma.org/

Railroading in America
Artists View of History:  http://history.evansville.net
The Multimedia History Company: http://www.multied.com/
www.rrhistorical.com: http://www.rrhistorical.com/index.html
Art Crimes: http://www.graffiti.org/
Rounder Records: http://www.rounder.com
CGFA Virtual Art Museum: http://familiar.sph.umich.edu/cjackson
The Greatest Films: http://www.filmsite.org

Children's International Art Work
The Children's Art Gallery: http://redfrog.norconnect.no/~cag/
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River of Words: http://www.irn.org/row/row.html
Young Composers: http://www.cyberkids.com/Composers/Composers.html

The Forum of Trajan
ArtsEdNet and the Getty Center  http://artsednet.getty.edu/

African Culture
Kennedy Center African Odyssey Interactive: http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/aoi/vpa.html
Boka Marimba: http://rogue.northwest.com/~boka/
Guggenheim African Art Collection: http://artnetweb.com/guggenheim/africa/
African Music And Dance Ensemble: http://www.cnmat.berkeley.edu/~ladzekpo/Ensemble.html

Internet Research Sites for the Arts and Others
ARTSEDGE: The National Arts and Education Information Network:  
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/
Gallery Guide Online: http://www.gallery-guide.com
Metropolitan Museum of Art World Wide Arts Resources: http://world-arts-resources.com
John Hopkins University Folk Music Index: 
http://MiltonsWeb.mse.jhu.edu:8001/research/folkindex/
Worldwide Internet Music Resources: http://www.music.indiana.edu/music_resources/
Bluegrass World: http://www.bluegrassworld.com/
Greatest Films: http://www.filmsite.org/
Artists in the White House: http://arts.endow.gov/Archive/Features9/ArtistsWH.html
American Folklife Center Home Page: http://lcweb.loc.gov/folklife/afc.html
Dave Williams Arts Internet & Teaching Links: 
http://www.orat.ilstu.edu/~dwilliam/docs/wkLinks/
Shakespeare: http://the-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/works.html
Worldmusic:  http://www.worldmusic.org/
Dejanews: http://www.dejanews.com
Altavista:  http://www.altavista.digital.com
Spider's Apprentice: http://www.monash.com/spidap.html
 

The End of the Story

You've been presented with a good feeling for the depth of arts content available on the Internet 
through five different possible web stories. Some of the technical issues were discussed as they 
relate to how these media are formatted and stored on the Internet, and we touched on the soft-
ware and hardware needed to create graphics, sounds, music, video, and the like. As you have 
seen, there is a wonderful world of history and culture on the World Wide Web that can be 
viewed and appreciated through the eye and ear of artists, musicians, poets, movie directors, pho-
tographers, and composers.  All of these forms of artistic expression can be woven into stories 
that you can create for the social studies activities in your classroom.  Enjoy!
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