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When you understand this article, you will have
¢ an intuitive understanding of what CGl is.
e a better grasp of what is possible and what is not.
e more confidence when installing CGI programs.

You already understand that when you surf the internet your browser
retrieves (or gets served) information from other computers.

Those other computers send (or serve) information to your browser with
special computer software called a server. Every computer that serves
information to internet browsers uses server software.

Your browser asks the server software for something and the server
software gets it for you.

You can compare it to a restaurant. You give your order to the server (the
wait person) and the server gets it for you.

Just as you always have to go through the restaurant's server person to get
food, so your browser always has to go through a server program to get
information.

Most restaurants have food ready to be served immediately, such as drinks
and snacks, and also have food that requires the skills of a cook to prepare
before serving.

Most remote computers on the internet have information ready to be served
immediately, such as web pages and images, and also have information that
requires processing before serving.

When you want a custom prepared meal, you order it through your server
person. The server takes it to another person. This person is called a "cook."
The cook prepares the meal by gathering together the appropriate
ingredients and combining them correctly; then gives it to your server. Your
server delivers the meal to you.

When your browser wants custom information, the browser tells the remote
computer's server software. The server hands it to another program on that
computer. That program is called a "CGIl program". The CGl program gathers
together the appropriate data and does any required calculations on it; then
gives it to the server. The server delivers the information to your browser.



The custom prepared meals you can get at a restaurant are limited to the
kitchen equipment at hand, the skills of the cook, and the available
ingredients.

The custom information you can get with your browser is limited to the
operating system of the remote computer, the type and quality of CGI
programs on the computer, and the available data.

The servers at a restaurant have a specific method of sending requests to
the cooks and receiving meals from the cooks. That method could be called
the server/cook interface; it is a common gateway through which requests
are made and meals received.

The server software on a remote computer has to follow a specific method
(called a "protocol") to send requests to CGI programs and receive custom
information back. That protocol is a server/program interface. It is a
common software gateway through which requests are made and custom
information received. It is called "Common Gateway Interface" or "CGI".

Let's suppose you order a meal in a restaurant and the server person sends
your order to a cook. The meal is taking a long time and you have another
appointment. So you leave the restaurant before your meal arrives.

The server person at the restaurant notices you're gone and tells the cook.
So the cook stops cooking your meal -- no sense putting any more effort into
it when you're not there to receive your order.

Let's suppose you're at a web page and click a link. The remote computer's
server software sends the request to a CGl program for fulfillment. It's
taking a long time and you're in a hurry. So you leave the site and go surf
somewhere else.

The server software on the remote computer notices your browser is gone
and tells the CGI program. The CGI program quits running -- no sense using
computer resources when you're not there to receive the information.

That's how CGI works.

Computer programs are CGl programs only when they communicate with the
server using the CGI protocol.

Computer programs (including CGI programs) can be written with any
programming language that the computer's operating system can
understand. Perl is currently the most popular programming language used
for CGl programs, but it is definitely not the only one so used.



The limitations of CGI are limited only by the browser you're using, the
remote computer's limitations, and the programs the remote computer has
on board. So, how about a real-world example?

One of the most broadly useful CGI scripts is one that processes data from a
feedback/ contact web page form.

The example uses our own Master Feedback, available at
http://www.willmaster.com/software/feedback/

A web page is in your browser. The page contains a form.
You fill in the form and click the submit button.

The browser copies the information you provided on the form, along with the
name of the CGI program that will process the information (in this case,
Master Feedback).

The browser sends the information to the remote computer's server. (Your
browser doesn't make decisions about what to do with the information.
Everything just gets sent to the server. The server then makes the
decisions.)

The server looks at the information your browser sent and decides what to
do with it. In this case, it makes the information available to Master
Feedback.

In between the time when your browser sends the information to the server
and the time it hears back from the server, Master Feedback:

1. Accepts the information from the server.
2. Mails the form contents to the appropriate email address.
3. Gives the server the URL of a "thank you" page.

The server accepts the URL from Master Form and gives it to your browser.
Your browser goes to that URL -- which means the next page you see is a
"thank you" page.

That's the complete CGI cycle!
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