
  

Writing Web CGI with REXX

Using REXX as a programming language for 
writing Web CGI applications. 
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This presention / tutorial is a continuation of the presentation given by the author at the 
2023 Rexx Symposium Titled “Full Stack Development with REXX.” 

https://www.rexxla.org/presentations/2023/full_stack_rexx.pdf

That presentation was an overview of using REXX as a programming language for end-
to-end application development. 
This presentation / tutorial focuses on using REXX to write Web CGI for creating dynamic 
web content and GUI based web applications.
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The author has seen posts over the years of REXX developers asking for access to a “REXX 
enabled web server” to serve REXX CGI programs.

In the opinion of today’s author / presenter, the best web server to serve REXX CGI 
programs is the Linux Apache Web server running in YOUR basement.

The author has had a Linux server running in his basement contiuously since 1999.
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Turn of the century technology
Web CGI has been around since the earliest days of 
the world wide web and REXX has been used to write 
CGI programs since the beginning. 

This combination has proven to be stable and 
adaptable.
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Getting Started

What we need.

In the opinion of the author, the best environment to run CGI programs in REXX today is a 
Linux server running the Apache web server. 
It is very affordable today to purchase a small cloud server running debian or some other 
linux distrubution. 
The hardware requirements are likewise minimal to get started. A surplus desktop computer 
with internet access will do just fine. The set-up / configuration and administration of a Linux 
Web server is beyond the scope of this presentation, but we will try to cover some of the 
Apache configuration basics.  
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Getting Started

What we need.

Basic knowledge of HTML is a must. 

Knowledge of CSS (Cascading Style Sheets) is extremely useful. 

Some knowledge of javascript can also be useful for adding client side content.

A working knowledge of the REXX programming language.
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Start with simple HTML (Right out of Laura LeMay!)

In 1999, the 
author moved 
from a 
mainframe 
support group 
to a Unix 
support group.
The Author 
found the best 
way to learn 
Unix, was to 
build a Linux 
box in his 
basement.

The hardware 
requirements for a 
simple Linux Apache 
Web Server are very 
minimal. Any 
modern desktop PC 
can be re-purposed 
as a Linux Server.

Cloud based servers 
with full time internet 
access are also very 
affordable.

You also can test 
inside your local 
network and not be 
internet facing. 
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Complete 
HTML 
source for 
original 
home page. 
Circa 1999

A working 
knowledge 
of HTML is 
needed for 
CGI.
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What is Web CGI?
Common Gateway Interface

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

In computing, Common Gateway Interface (CGI) is an interface specification that enables web servers to execute an external 
program to process HTTP or HTTPS user requests.

Such programs are often written in a scripting language and are commonly referred to as CGI scripts, but they may include 
compiled programs.

The author of this presentation has been writing CGI programs in REXX since 1997.
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Some basic Apache Server configuration.

Below is some basic Apache server configuration to enable serving web pages including execution of CGI from a specified directory on your linux 
server.

AddHandler cgi-script .cgi .pl .py 
Alias /home/ "/opt/apps/web1/"
Alias /home "/opt/apps/web1/"
Alias /web1/ "/opt/apps/web1/"
Alias /web1 "/opt/apps/web1/"
   <Directory "/opt/apps/web1">
    Options Indexes ExecCGI  FollowSymLinks MultiViews
    AllowOverride None
    Order allow,deny
    Allow from all
    Require all granted
</Directory>
 
Note: Detailed Apache Server administration is beyond the scope of this presentation.

 



  

Writing Web CGI with REXX

Our first CGI 
program in REXX.

We SAY our 
HTML!
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Output from our first CGI program in REXX
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The output of a REXX CGI program is HTML. The REXX source code is not visable to the client.

This is referred to as 
“server side 
programming”

The actual REXX 
code is executed on 
the server.

Languages like 
javascript are 
referred to as “client 
side programming” 
and the code is 
executed on the 
client’s web browser 
and therefore, the 
source code is 
available to be seen 
in the client’s web 
browser.
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Hey! What went wrong!

Debugging CGI (in any programming language) can be tricky!



  

Writing Web CGI with REXX
Here are some simple debugging suggestions.

First, make 
sure the cgi 
program is 
executable

Security is an 
important 
consideration. 
Make sure that 
the Apache 
Daemon is not 
running as root. 
In this case 
user www-data 
is in the 
operator group
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Here are some simple debugging suggestions.

You can test the 
REXX program 
from the 
terminal.
Standard REXX 
errors will 
usually show up 
and can be 
found and fixed.
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Here are some simple debugging suggestions.

You can also view the output of the apache error.log
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Much of Les Cotrell’s CGI 
Function library also runs just 
fine with ooRexx 5 on Apache 
2.4 with only minor 
modifications

Sadly, shortly after my 2023 presentation, SLAC has 
removed the REXX WWW CGI Function Library.

The library and many of the articles have been preserved 
on Howard Fosdick’s rexxinfo.org site.
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This is the REXX source code 
for the current lrschacher.com 
home page. We use functions 
from the SLAC CGI-REXX 
package and some additional 
functions of our own.
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Current web page using CGI
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SAY it with style()

A simple REXX function 
(created by the author) 
allows easy incorportion of 
CSS (Cascading Style 
Sheets) in your dynamic 
web content .
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Any Cascading Style 
Sheet can be included in 
dynamic Web Content
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Let’s press the dark button!
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Easy access to CSS gives your dynamic web content a new look
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<form name='demoform' method='POST' action='fr1.cgi'> The HTML <FORM> tag and 
its associated elements allow 
us to “draw” our GUI 
elements on a Web Page.
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REXX source for creating the HTML form
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Body of the HTML formHTML tables are 

often used to align 
elements on a web 
page
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Part one of REXX 
program to 
capture and 
decode user input 
from an HTML 
form

This REXX program 
was adapted from 
an old OS/2 REXX 
program called 
CGIPARSE.CMD
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Part two of REXX 
program to 
capture and 
decode user input 
from an HTML 
form

This REXX program 
was adapted from 
an old OS/2 REXX 
program called 
CGIPARSE.CMD
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The Advanced!

A complete GUI 
application in the 
WEB

This program is an 
example of a 
recursive CGI 
program
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The remainder of the 
presentation will be 
reviewing the 
application source 
code and running the 
application.
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About the Presenter.
Larry has over 40 years of Enterprise IT experience. He started his career as a S/370 Mainframe operator. He first learned Rexx in 
1993 on VM/CMS, and has since programmed on just about every Rexx platform. In his spare time, Larry enjoys retro computing and 
likes to run Legacy IBM operating systems using the Hercules Emulator. 
larryschacher@gmail.com
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