(Philly Create SURF column – Fall ’06)

by Darcy Silvers

Summer’s over. So much for rest and relaxation…water sports and water ice… farmers’ markets and the Italian market. In memory of summer fun and sun, we’re offering a double-dip review of websites created by Philadelphia-area design firms.

http://www.audiopostphila.com/
http://www.foundationforpeace.org/
You’ve gotta love Audio Post Philadelphia’s “Enter hear” link on its splash page. Of course, for a site specializing in sound, you’d expect to immediately have the option of background audio. Instead, you have to go to the Samples page for video and audio clips. I’d have preferred a still of each video as a teaser, instead of the overused TV icon. Still, Philly’s Interlink Media knows – and caters to – its client’s audience. Take the Foundation for Peace site. At first glance, it’s very text-heavy. But the foundation has a story to tell, and this site does that, via content and photos filled with both facts and emotion.

http://www.chunky.com 
www.anthropologie.com
OK, let’s play a game of word association. Chunky. Football. My guess would be beefy linebacker… not vegetable beef. With the chunky.com site, however, Refinery has created a winning team, pairing Campbell’s Soup with the NFL. And Philadelphia Eagles fans (any remaining ones, that is) will eat up the section featuring Donovan McNabb and family. Refinery also redesigned the Anthropologie.com site, which features an inviting “Add to outfit” button. While this doesn’t layer each piece of clothing for you, it does allow you to see all selected items on one screen. Based in suburban Hatboro, Refinery is one of the top 30 interactive agencies in the country. 

http://www.milkboyrecording.com/


http://www.bernardon.com
There’s something refreshing about the milkBoy Recording Studios site, created by Philadelphia’s Bowhaus Design Groupe. A milky-white background certainly ties in with the studio’s name. And the site does a good job of mixing retro graphics with edgy animations and sound. And Bowhaus’ website for Bernardon Haber Holloway Architects is nice and clean and simple. What’s impressive about the site, though, is what you don’t see. Take a peek at the page source info, and you’ll find keyword-laden content. Let’s face it, you can design the coolest site ever but if the search engines don’t pick up on it, you’ll get about as much traffic as the Schuylkill Expressway on Christmas Day. 

http://www.marshabrownrestaurant.com/
http://www.b3philadelphia.com/
I’m a transplanted Southerner, so y’all just have to visit Marsha Brown’s website. Not to mention her restaurant in New Hope. I’ve got to admit, though, that while the website does reflect Southern charm, parts of it (the Southern Living section, for instance) load as slow as Southern molasses. The site’s burlap-style background complements the owner’s name and gives the site its down-home feel. Moving from the laid-back South to urban chic, let’s go to the B3 site (Blocks Below Broad) for Goldman Properties. The top nav includes You Are Here (a clever touch), Urban Advocates (text placed within building outlines breaks up the content) and Unusual Suspects (a tour of the neighborhood). Both sites were designed by Philadelphia’s 160over90.

http://www.bucks.edu
www.moore.edu
As a parent who recently survived the college application process with my teenage son, I have a newfound respect – and disdain – for college websites. So I must say I was pleasantly surprised at the website of Bucks County Community College. In particular, the Enrollment Process page spells out, step by step, what is required. You don’t even need an advanced degree to understand it! I wasn’t as wowed by the Moore College Of Art and Design website. While the home page imagery was compelling, I felt its colors competed (even clashed) with the aquamarine background. And the “Read Further” links – what’s up with that? Sites designed by PS Interactive of Glenside, PA.

http://www.theflowershow.com
http://www.toughchoices.org/
Like Philly, the Philadelphia Flower Show has a rich history. Founded in 1829, it was the nation’s first flower show. And the show’s website is rich with color, as it should be. Having never actually been to the show myself (gasp!), I was eager to see photos of the 2005 winners. Alas, it took me numerous clicks to get there and, once I did, I was disappointed by the quality of the images. And now for something totally different… it’s the Tough Choices site, designed to educate teens about HIV/AIDS. On the home page, caricature-like cartoon characters invite you to “Join the Party,” where you can see party scenes play out in comic strip fashion. I would have preferred more interaction but, given an obviously limited budget, I think the site accomplishes its goals. Created by Zizgag Net, Inc. of Philadelphia.

http://www.phillytheatreco.com/
The theater is all about drama, so it’s appropriate that the Philadelphia Theatre Company’s website is dramatic. A black background with reverse type and gold accents set the stage. But there’s a bit of a disconnect with the headline “30 years of groundbreaking theater!” and the tagline at the bottom: “Celebrating the best new American theater!” Unless, of course, 30 years is considered “new” in the world of theater. Designed by Philly’s MindLabs Media, specializing in theatrical sites.

