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interest on Google Maps, add tags to photos on Flickr, and write book reviews on Amazon.com. Users
help identify connections between pieces of data— they place their photos on maps of the world, they
tag related links in del.icio.us and they create lists of related items on Amazon.com. Each connection
made is stored away —an extra data point is created.

By encouraging both the sharing and the enhancement of data, the overall value of those data is increased.
The idea that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts is central to Web 2.0, and at the very heart of it is
the key element, the user community itself —the very people who enrich the data and give them value.

Remixes and Mashups

The words remix and mashup are regularly bandied about, but the two are often confused and used inter-
changeably. Both refer to the presentation of third-party content in a form that is different from the origi-
nal, but each refers to a slightly different approach.

A remix is a piece of content taken from somewhere and presented in a different form. There’s typically no
significant modification to the content itself —only to the mode of presentation. A very simple example of
creating a remix might be applying a user-defined style sheet to change the background color of a web site
you are viewing, and perhaps hiding the banner advertisements at the same time. A more complex example
might be building a custom web site to display photographs stored on Flickr in your own online gallery.

In each case, the content is being derived from a single source, but a custom mode of presentation used.

A mashup, on the other hand, involves content from a variety of sources mashed together to produce a
brand new dataset — one that is richer than any of the original sources on their own. For example, taking
your photographs from Flickr and displaying them as an overlay onto Google Maps would be creating a
mashup of Flickr content (the photos and the location information held against them) and Google’s map-
ping data.

Remixes and mashups aren’t necessarily distinct — all mashups, for example, could well be considered
to be remixes, but remixes may or may not also be mashups, depending on the number of data sources
they use. In practice, the distinction between the two terms is minor. In this book, when I'm discussing
the projects, I'll use the term that seems most appropriate based on the number of data sources. In more
general passages, it quickly becomes tedious to keep having to use the phrase “remix or mashup,” so for
ease of reading I'll interchangeably use one or the other of the terms. If ever the distinction is important,
it will be made explicitly clear.

What Makes a Mashable System?

So, is any source of content out on the Internet mashable? Well, in theory, yes —if you can see it, you can
mash it. There are, however, a number of things to consider.

Are You Allowed to Mash the Content?

If the content is owned by somebody else —and this is true in many cases — then you most likely need
permission from the copyright owner before you can reuse the content. The content owner may explic-
itly make content available, although usually there will be restrictions on how you can use it.
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On Hlickr, and some other systems, the matter is slightly more complicated. The content made available
by Flickr isn’t typically owned by Flickr itself —it’s actually the property of Flickr’s users. The photos
you see on Flickr are owned by millions of people across the globe. Obviously, use of your own photos is
not a problem — you are free to use those where you choose —but you should be careful about how you
use photos that do not belong to you. Flickr allows its members to assign different copyright licenses to
photos from the Creative Commons set of licenses, and so explicitly allow their use in other applications.
These licenses are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

When deciding what content to include in your mashup, always check that you will be using the content
in ways that are permitted by the copyright owner.

How Easy Is It to Get the Content?

It’s often said that if you can see the content on the web, you can write software to retrieve it —after all,
that’s all your web browser is doing. Strictly speaking, that’s absolutely correct. The real question, how-
ever, isn’t whether or not you can get the content, but rather how easy it is to get the content. Suppose,
for example, that the piece of text you need to include in your mashup is buried in the middle of some-
body else’s web page. You need to retrieve and parse the HTML on the page and try to locate the piece
you're interested in. If the content of the page is regularly updated, this may in itself be a fairly tricky
task. Add to that the prospect of having to deal with cookies, web server authentication, and a whole
bunch of other things that happen quietly behind the scenes when you are browsing the Web, and the
seemingly straightforward task of getting your piece of text can quickly become a nightmare.

On the other hand, if the content is explicitly made available to you by the content provider, perhaps via
a defined programmatic interface or web service, then retrieving it can be extremely straightforward.

When planning your remix or mashup, you should always consider just how you will obtain the content
you will be using. In particular, you should check that it is made available in ways that will help rather
than hinder you.

Mashup Architectures

From an architectural viewpoint, the most fundamental decision you have to make when starting to
design your remix or mashup is where the remixing occurs. Does it occur on the server, or does it occur
on the client? Quite possibly, it’s a combination of the two. So how do you decide where to do the remix-
ing? As you work through this book, you'll see many examples of both server-side and client-side
mashups in action, but let’s first take a look at the pros and cons of each.

For the sake of simplicity, we'll assume here that all of the remixes and mashups we discuss are web-based
systems. Of course that doesn’t have to be the case —you could just as easily write a native Microsoft
Windows application that mashes different kinds of data together. The basic mashing principles are, how-
ever, basically the same, no matter how you choose to build and deploy your mashup.

Mashing on the Client

Building your mashup so that it executes on the user’s client machine is often an attractive option. For a
start, it means that you don’t need any special software running on your own web server. You may not
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even need a web server of your own at all. The downside, however, is clear —you are completely depen-
dent on the end user to be using a computer capable of running your mashup. You can see a typical
client-side configuration in Figure 1-1.
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In a client-side mashup, the user first retrieves the web page containing the mashup. Typically, other
code within this page then executes within the client browser and retrieves further data from other web
servers on the Internet, and then integrates it into the original page, finally displaying the resulting page
to the user.

For client-side mashups to work, you need to either have the end user install all the required software, or
rely on it already being there. In most cases you can reasonably expect a user to have certain software
available —a relatively up-to-date web browser, JavaScript, maybe even the Flash plug-in. You should
remember, however, that the more demands you place on the client, the smaller the potential audience for
your mashup becomes. Many users won't install extra software just so they can see your mashup —no
matter how good it is. Ideally, all they should need to do is point their web browsers in the right direction.

Mashing on the Server

For maximum control and flexibility, mashing on the server is usually by far the best option. You will
often have much more control as to the software available to you, installing anything that you need.

The server takes control, retrieving content from the various different sources, assembling it all, and then
sending the finished result back to the client. You can see all this in action in Figure 1-2.



















































