USER-FRIENDLY


A dramatic multimedia cantata by Eric M Love


MMI








The story behind the opus:


After singing in a musical show in Mar-May 01, I knew that it was inevitable that I would attempt to write another song, perhaps a whole musical (like Keep on Coding, which I wrote in 1999). In June I discovered Clippit, the animated paperclip that appears in MSOffice, proffering help. There are several such "Office Assistants", but Clippit is often the default, and has become infamous for appearing unwanted (especially when one begins to type a letter) and difficult to remove permanently. I thought of a story where a user on the stage would be antagonized by Clippit on the screen. This of course would require animations for the screen, in a greater degree than Keep on Coding (whose animations were never created).





At Glen Osmond Baptist Church, which I attend, we had a good stage, which had not been used very much in the previous years, and was going to be demolished in September for renovations. I was determined to perform something on the stage before that time, so when I began writing this it was with the church's stage in mind. I wrote just No.1 then, which works well by itself. Unfortunately, by the time I got around to learning to use PowerPoint (thanks to James Phillips) and writing up the file, it was too late and the stage was gone. We haven't performed it yet. While I was writing No.1 I thought up a nice piece of music, which I decided to use for No.2, but I didn't set words to it until Jan 03.





The Cast:


Clippit appears on the screen as his part is sung from off-stage. I wrote the part for myself, so he's a baritone (A-F).





The only character on the stage is the person using the computer. I didn't want to create a particular character, so "User" appears in the script. Christiann Hosking (from GOBC) volunteered to play the part (if we perform it at church) so her name is in the script and the music is written for her (A-D).





If anyone else out there wants to put this song on the stage, I can change names, vocal parts, etc to suit. If I ever perform it, I’ll put in the name of the User, adjust the letter to something characteristic for that person.





Files:


I have made a few files available along with this one. uf.ppt is the PowerPoint file which needs to be playing on a screen on the stage, representing the computer screen. MIDI files 1a and 2a are the two numbers with the vocal parts (including lyrics). 1b and 2b have the vocal parts removed for performance. Someone needs to set the MIDI track going and advance the slides in PowerPoint, while a dummy keyboard is used on the stage.





Mi dispiace…


Scusate il traduzione erratamente. Ho cessato studiare l'italiano dopo la classe nono.





I’ve since heard of a comic strip called User-Friendly. Namespace clash.





THE SCRIPT:


No.1: The curtain opens on the user.





User:


When my friend Amy left the state


We resolved that we wouldn't lose touch


She writes to me on a regular rate


But I don't write to her very much


And I suppose it's disappointing for her


It's about time for me to write to her again.


Of late I have come to prefer


The keyboard over the pen


So I'll write a letter to her


On the computer. Now then-


(typing) Dear Amy,





Clippit(appearing): Hello!





User: Who are you? 


 


Clippit:


I'm Clippit, the Office Assistant


The smartest of all paper clips


When writing a letter there's nobody better


Than I with my numerous tips 


  


As you type I will keep on predicting


What the rest of your sentences could be


And I'll be telling whenever your spelling


Is anything less than it should be. 





Every time the user begins typing a line of text, Clippit completes it. The user gets exasparated as she sees lines of text appearing on the screen.





User: I got...


Clippit: your letter at Christmas, I'm sorry I didn't write too


User: I...


Clippit: have holidays due in a month, I might come and see you


User: It's...


Clippit: a cold winter in Adelaide. Please write back soon if you can.


User: I...


Clippit: ..must go now, take care. From Christiann.





Clippit:


Now look, we're done.


I'm Clippit, the Office Assistant


Many Microsoft programs invoke me


I'll complete every task, there's no need to ask


Just make sure that you never provoke me 


  


I'm always presuming to know


Whatever you want to express


With my clever heuristics and years of statistics


I'm always an accurate guess 





By this time the user is very angry with the presumptuous sprite.





User:


Be gone, you product of Microsoft nerds


I've had quite enough of you, thanks


I object to you adding in all your own words


I hate when you fill in the blanks


I didn't want any assistance today


I never did ask for your tips


And I do not enjoy being told what to say


By baritone paper clips!


  


Clippit:


I'm Clippit, the Office Assistant


And when I am criticized thus


Her rash conversation brings retaliation


And that's the result of her fuss





Since she has addressed me with manners


Like those which are learnt on a galleon


The message I'll send to her interstate friend -


I'll translate it all into Italian!





The text changes to an Italian translation, which Clippit proceeds to sing.





Clippit:


Cara Amy,


Ho ricevuto la tua lettera a Natale, scusami non ho risposto.


La mia vacanza arriva dopo un mese, potró venire.


Quest'inverno fa freddo


Devo partire, rispondi presto se puoi


Allora, addío, da Christiann





User:


Clippit, I can do without


All your features that you flout


Please just leave my text alone


I can do this on my own





Clippit:


I'm Clippit, the Office Assistant


And you haven't seen half of my powers


Just give me a moment with any document


I'll do what for you would take hours





I can speak languages you've never heard of


Sing a part in a duet or a trio


And I can jump clean off the screen and be seen


In the form of the man who made me, oh!





I doubt that you'll ever, however you try


Find any assistant as clever as I!





User: Can you hear me?


I can do it on my own!





User: He said he could assume the form of his maker. I wonder what that would look like.





Enter Clippit.





Clippit: Ah! Three dimensions! I look very nice in two, but it’s so restrictive!





User: For some reason I was expecting a spectacled computer nerd or a rotund Italian opera singer, but you don’t appear like either. But now that you’re here, why do you appear on the screen uninvited and anticipate my every word.





Clippit: That is my job. In Microsoft applications, we keep detailed records of the way you do things, use all of your computer’s power to make your work easier for you and try every trick in the book to be user-friendly.





User: I’m not always pleased with the way your programs treat me. One point in particular…





No.2:


User:


When programs report that something isn't right


I am given a box I must salute


The box says, "OK", but concur I may not quite


An alternative button  would be beaut.


Why can't I ever say,


"Oh no, that's not OK."?


That would be good, if I could, yes I should


Be able to say, "No way, it's not at all OK".





Clippit:


To be user-friendly we'll try every trick


But a program too frequently supplies


A message with just an OK box to click


The user may feel otherwise


Great point, why can't you say,


"Oh no, that's not OK"?


Yes, many would, if they could, so you should


One day have a way to say, "That's not at all OK".





User: Why can't I ever say, "Oh no, that's not OK"?


Clippit: Why can't you ever say, "Oh no, that's not OK"?





User: Why can't I ever say, "Oh no, that's not OK"?


Clippit: Just wait, one day you may "No, that's not OK".





User: I would many a day say, "No, that's not OK".


Clippit: Just wait, one day you may "No, that's not OK".





Exit the user.


