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Encountering Unfamiliar Terms
One of the challenges in learning (or teaching!) CSS is that the basics tend to interrelate in such a way that, at the beginning, you run into concepts that haven’t yet been
covered. For example, when learning how to apply styles to a document, you’ll jump
into working with descendant selectors. If you don’t recognize that term, don’t worry!
You’ll read all about selectors in Chapter 3, “Selectors and the Cascade.” The point is,
you may come across concepts and terms, especially in this chapter, that are unfamiliar
to you. Don’t worry— you’ll eventually encounter everything you need to know, even
if it’s later in the book.

Reviewing XTHML Basics
XHTML (eXtensible HyperText Markup Language)
is— like HTML—a simple document markup language. Its purpose is to give structure and meaning
to what would otherwise be plain-text documents.
To that end, XHTML defines a number of elements.
When you look at the source of a Web page, these
elements are easy to spot. Here’s a small fragment
of an XHTML document that you will be working
with throughout this book:
<h1><b>about tea:</b> history</h1>
<h2>The Legendary Origins of Tea</h2>
<p>
The history of tea extends so far into the
past that its very origins are shrouded by
legend. It is said that Emperor Shen Nung, who
ruled China in 2700 BC, used to enjoy relaxing
in his garden with a cup of hot water. It was
during one of these respites that a tea leaf
happened to float down from a nearby bush, and
land directly in the Emperor’s cup.
<img src=”images/teapot.jpg” width=”96”
height=”140” class=”illus” alt=”” />
The new drink quickly became the Emperor’s
favorite, and a taste for tea quickly spread
throughout the aristocracy, and it wasn’t long
before tea was the favored drink throughout all
of China.
</p>

This fragment contains the following:

Elements:
Elements are the “atomic pieces” of the document.
The elements in the markup fragment above are
h1, h2, b, p, and img. Every element has a start tag
and an end tag, even those that look like standalone elements, such as img. For the paragraph,
the start and end tags are <p> and </p>, respectively. The slash is how you designate the end tag
for certain elements. For the image, the end tag
is represented with the trailing slash (<img … />).
Most elements in XHTML can contain content, such
as the text appearing between the header tags h1,
h2, and so on. Elements such as this are called nonreplaced elements. The <img> tag represents an
image element, which is called a replaced element.
In other words, this element points to another
resource that will appear at the element’s location
when the document is rendered. In the example
code above, the image teapot.jpg will appear
when the document is opened in a browser.

Attributes:
In XHTML, elements don’t crop up terribly often,
but when they do, they’re important. Attributes
describe certain aspects of elements. In the previous example, the only element in the markup
fragment that has attributes is the img element;
its attributes are src, width, height, class, and alt,
which define the location of the image file (the
source); the width and height of the image in
pixels; the class of the element (described in
Chapter 3, “Selectors and the Cascade”); and
alternate text for the image.
Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS
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Values:
Every attribute has a value, even if it is an empty value. For example, the value of src is images/teapot.jpg.
A value can be empty, but it must be present. In the markup shown previously, alt has an empty value,
which is indicated as follows: alt=””. The equal sign and quotation marks are required, regardless of
whether the value is empty. (You can use single quotation marks instead of double quotation marks, as
long as you don’t try to mix them, e.g. “lead’.)
These are the basics of XHTML terminology. You might be wondering why you’ve spent time learning or
reviewing XHTML in a CSS book. I’ll be referring to elements quite a bit throughout the rest of the book,
because styling elements is one of the most
common tasks in CSS. Attributes come into
play too, particularly the class attribute.

Element

Attribute

Value

Without using some sort of structure, you’d
have no way to style a document. In the
overwhelming majority of Web pages,
XHTML or HTML provides the necessary
structure. Next, you’ll move on to styles!

VIDEO:

xhtml_essentials.mov
To review XHTML terminology, check out xhtml_essentials.mov in the videos folder
on the CSS HOT CD-ROM.

Understanding CSS Terminology
As with any language, CSS has a few terms you need to understand before you can start to learn the
language.
Selector

Declaration

Property

Value

Declaration Box

The illustration shown here presents the basic terminology you need to learn in order to start understanding the basics of CSS. From the inside working out, these terms are as follows:
Property: A property describes an aspect of an element’s presentation, such as color, font-size, or
border-width. CSS 2.1 offers 138 properties. Throughout this book, you’ll work directly with many
of them. However, since I can’t cover them all here, see Appendix A, “CSS 2 Properties,” for all
138 definitions. The important point now is that a property is always followed by a value, and the
two are always separated by a colon (:).
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Value: A value is a descriptor defining a specific
appearance, such as a color name, a measurement
of length, a percentage value, or a number of
other values. These are just a few of the possible
values you can define in CSS. In the example, the
values shown are #333 and x-large. As you work
through this book, you’ll learn about many other
values. When you write CSS code, always follow a
value with a semicolon (;) to create a declaration.
Declaration: A declaration is a property-value pair.
So, the pairing color: #333 is a single declaration.
The pairing font-size: x-large is another declaration. Every declaration should end with a semicolon (;). If you have more than one declaration,
as in this example, you technically can omit the
terminating semicolon, but it is generally regarded
as best practice to include it, in case you need to
add another declaration to the series later. If you
were to add another declaration without the separating semicolon, CSS would read them not as
two declarations but as one, and therefore the
declaration would not be rendered properly in
your document.
Declaration block: A declaration block is a set
of declarations grouped together. A declaration
block is always surrounded by curly braces ( { } ),
as shown in the previous illustration. The curly
VIDEO:

braces are the beginning and ending points of
your declaration block, just as the semicolon is
the endpoint of the declaration. Each rule has
only one declaration block.
Selector: A selector defines the elements of a
document that will have the declarations applied
to them. In the previous example, the h1 selector
means h1 elements will take on the color and font
size properties and values defined in the declaration block.
Rule: A rule is the pairing of a selector and a declaration block. In the previous illustration, the line
of code shown is a rule, because it combines both
a selector and a declaration block.
Style sheet: A style sheet is a collection of rules
that will be applied to a document. A single style
sheet can have, in theory, an infinite number of
rules. A style sheet can either be embedded in an
XHTML document or live as a separate, external
file that is associated with the XHTML document.
You’ll explore how to use embedded and external
style sheets, and the pros and cons of each, later
in this chapter.
With those terms tucked firmly into your tool belt,
next you’ll start writing some CSS.

css_essentials.mov and design_tour.mov
To learn more about CSS terminology, check out css_essentials.mov in the videos
folder on the CSS HOT CD-ROM.
To preview the finished site design and the specific elements that you will be styling
throughout this book, check out design_tour.mov in the videos folder on the CSS
HOT CD-ROM.

NOTE:

Setting Up to Write CSS
For the exercises in this book, you’ll need two programs: a browser, such as Microsoft
Internet Explorer, Safari (Mac), or Firefox (Windows); and a text editor, such as
TextEdit or BBEdit (Mac) or Notepad (Windows). If you’d rather edit in an HTML editing
environment, such as Macromedia Dreamweaver or GoLive, both from Adobe, you
can do that too. Throughout this book, I’ll be using BBEdit from Bare Bones Software,
a popular and powerful editing program for Mac OS X, but feel free to
use whichever text or HTML editor you’re most comfortable with.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS
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EXERCISE

1

Adding Rules to a Style Sheet

As you learned previously in this chapter, rules define which elements of a document to style and how to
style them. Rules contain two key elements—a selector, which defines which element to style, and a declaration block, which defines how to style the selected element. In this exercise, you’ll edit a simple style
sheet to add two rules to style two different elements on a Web page.

1 Copy the 02_xhtml folder from the CSS HOT
CD-ROM to your desktop. Double-click the
02_xhtml folder to open it so you see the exercise
files inside, as shown in the illustration here.

2 In a browser, open ex0201.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.

12
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Notice the page has a plain white background. In this exercise, you’ll brighten up this page by replacing
the bland white background with a light green one.

3 Open ex0201.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<style type=”text/css”>
</style>

This is a style element—a special container inside which you can add CSS rules.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS
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4 After the <style type=”text/css”> line, insert a new line by pressing Return (Mac) or Enter (Windows),
and then type the following:
body {background: #E3EDC2;}

You just added a new rule to the style sheet, defining a background color for the Javaco tea page. This
rule contains the necessary elements: a selector (body) and the declaration block ({background: #E3EDC2;}),
which contains a single declaration defining the color of the background. Next, you’ll preview the results
in a browser.

5 Save ex0201.html, switch to your
browser, and reload ex0201.html.
Congratulations, you’ve written your first CSS
rule! The result is fairly straightforward—you
defined the page’s body element to have its
background filled with the color #E3EDC2.
Note: #E3EDC2 is a hexadecimal value, which
is one of five ways you can define color in
CSS. For more information about the ways
you can define color in CSS, refer to the tip
after Exercise 3.
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6 Return to your text or HTML editor. Add the following rule to the style sheet:
#masthead {background: #ABD240;}

TIP:

Identifying Selectors
In Step 6, you created the selector #masthead, which means “select any element with
an ID of masthead.” This is what’s called an ID selector—and this is the first time you’ve
seen one in this book, so don’t panic if it’s unfamiliar! You’ll explore ID selectors (along
with several other types) in more detail in Chapter 3, “Selectors and the Cascade.”
For now, just remember that it’s applying the styles to the top of the page.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS

15

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 16

7 Save and close ex0201.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0201.html.
The second rule you created is much like the first, except here you’ve set the background color for an
element with a specific label (masthead). Don’t worry about how that happened right now. The important
point is that you added a second rule to the style sheet, and it changed the look of the page. Congrats!
Now that you know how to add rules to a style sheet, next you’ll learn how to identify incomplete rules
and learn how to add selectors to a declaration block to make them a complete rule.

16
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EXERCISE

2

Adding Selectors

As you know from earlier in this chapter, just having a declaration block with values and properties is not
enough information—you need to apply the declaration block to a specific element on the page. To do
this, you need to add a selector to the code. In this exercise, you’ll edit a simple style sheet to add some
selectors so the preexisting styles will be applied to some of the content in the document.

1 In a browser, open ex0202.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
Look at the text on the page. Notice no bold text or italic text appears in the “about tea: history” heading
at the top of the page or in the body text.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS

17

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 18

2 Open ex0202.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<style type=”text/css”>
{font-style: italic;}
{font-weight: bold;}
</style>

This style sheet has two unfinished rules, one on each line, for styling text as italic and bold. At the
moment, they’re not having any effect on the page in the browser. As you saw in the previous step,
the heading or body text of the page didn’t contain any italic or bold text.
Although these lines of code contain declaration blocks with properties and values, each is an incomplete
rule because the selector is missing. As a result, the style sheet doesn’t have any information about the
element to which these properties apply. Not to worry, you’ll add a selector in the next step.

3 Edit the first line of the style sheet (the {font-style: italic;} line) as follows:
h1 {font-style: italic;}

18
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4 Save ex0202.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0202.html.
Notice the “about tea: history” heading is now italic. Congratulations, you’ve made your first selection!
In this case, you selected all h1 elements in the document. In this example, the only h1 is the “about tea:
history” heading. Therefore, it now appears as italic. The selector h1 is what made that possible.
Next, you’ll add a selector to the second unfinished rule in the style sheet.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS
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5 Return to your text or HTML editor. Edit the second line of the style sheet so it reads as follows:
p {font-weight: bold;}

20
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6 Save and close ex0202.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0202.html.
Now the text in every paragraph on the page is bold. This change is happening to every p element, regardless of where it appears on the page, including the main body text, the date in the upper-right corner of
the page, and the text in the “tea of the day” section in the right column.
As you can see from this exercise, a declaration block without a selector has no impact on the styling of a
page because the style sheet doesn’t contain any information about which element to style. The selector
defines which element to style, and the declaration block defines how to style it. To have a complete
rule, you must use both a selector and a declaration block together.
Now that you know a little bit more about how selectors work, next you’ll learn how to work with declaration blocks, specifically how to change multiple styles using a single declaration block.
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EXERCISE

3

Working with Multiple Declarations

In the previous two exercises, you worked with simple rules with only one declaration in the declaration
block. One of the many benefits of working with CSS is the ability to apply multiple styles to an element
at the same time. Although you could create a new rule for each style, it is easier and more efficient to
create one rule with multiple declarations in a single declaration block so you can apply multiple styles at
the same time. In this exercise, you’ll learn to do just that.

1 In a browser, open ex0203.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
Look at the right column (the sidebar) of the page. The sidebar headings, “Tea of the Day” and “Post
Archive,” don’t stand out very well. In this exercise, you’ll learn how to add multiple declarations to a
single declaration block to spruce up the formatting of these sidebar headings.
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2 Open ex0203.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<style type=”text/css”>
#sidebar div h3 {}
</style>

This rule has the opposite problem of the rules you worked with in Exercise 2—it has a selector but no
declarations. The curly braces mark the beginning and end of an empty declaration block. In the next few
steps, you’ll add multiple declarations to the empty declaration block.
TIP:

Working with Descendant Selectors
In Step 2, you were introduced to the selector #sidebar div h3. Briefly, what this means
is “select any h3 element inside a div when that div is inside an element with an ID of
sidebar.” This is what’s called a descendant selector. Confused? Don’t worry. You’ll
learn all about descendant selectors (along with several other types of selectors) in
Chapter 3, “Selectors and the Cascade.” For now, just recognize the selector you’re
working with in this exercise is a descendant selector.

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS

23

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 24

3 In your text or HTML editor, edit the rule as follows:
#sidebar div h3 {background: rgb(61%,59%,79%);}

With this change, all the h3 elements in the sidebar will gain a dusky, light purple background.
In this step, you specified color using RGB (Red, Green, Blue) percentage. In Exercise 1, you specified
color using a long hexadecimal value. For more information about the different ways to specify color
when working with CSS, refer to the tip after this exercise.

4 Save ex0203.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0203.html.
Notice the headings in the right sidebar now have a dusky, light purple background.
Although the headings stand out a bit more than they did before, the font size is a bit small, and it looks
a little strange for the light purple not to expand to the full width of the sidebar. In the next step, you’ll
add two more declarations to address both these issues.
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5 Return to your text or HTML editor. Edit the same rule as follows:
#sidebar div h3 {background: rgb(61%,59%,79%);
font-size: 1.25em; margin: 0 -0.8em;}

You just added two more declarations to the rule. The first will adjust the font size of the sidebar headings, and the second will adjust the width of the light purple background you created in this exercise. So
far, you have added three declarations to the rule—the background color for the sidebar headings, the
font size for the sidebar headings, and the margins of the sidebar headings.

6 Save ex0203.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0203.html.
As a result of the declarations you added in the previous step, the text in the sidebar headings is a little
bit bigger, and the light purple background has expanded to fill the width of the sidebar. The latter effect
is because of the negative margins you added to its sides. You’ll learn more about working with margins
in Chapter 7, “Using Margins and Borders to Create Whitespace and Separation.”
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Although the sidebar is looking better than when you started, the text looks a bit cramped because the
width of the light purple background is pretty narrow—it would look nicer if a bit more light purple space
appeared above and below the text. Also, many of the headings on the page use exclusively lowercase
letters. Although you could retype the text, you don’t have to when you’re working with CSS. You’ll learn
how in the next steps.

7 Return to your text or HTML editor. Edit the rule as follows:
#sidebar div h3 {background: rgb(61%,59%,79%);
font-size: 1.25em; margin: 0 -0.8em;
padding: 0.4em 0.8em; text-transform: lowercase;}
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8 Save ex0203.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0203.html.
Thanks to the latest additions, the sidebar headings now have some space around the actual text. This is
a result of padding, which is the first of the two declarations you added in Step 7. You’ll learn more about
padding in Chapter 7, “Using Margins and Borders to Create Whitespace and Separation.”
Notice the letters in the sidebar headings are now lowercase, changing “Tea of the Day” to “tea of the
day.” This is entirely a CSS effect—if you look at the XHTML document, you’ll see the uppercase letters
are still there! The lowercase value for the text-transform property you specified in Step 7 causes the
browser to convert all the letters in these headings to lowercase, without ever touching the XHTML.
Very cool!
Although these changes may seem small when you’re working with just one page, imagine a client asks
you to change all the headings on a Web site with several hundreds of pages so it doesn’t contain any
capital letters. Changing this manually would take days. With CSS, you can easily change all the headings
on an entire site with a few simple changes to the style sheet. Again, the value of CSS is separating the
presentation or style from the content.
Another cool thing about CSS is the flexibility it offers you when you’re writing multiple declarations. In
the next step, you’ll try formatting the h3 rule a little differently and see how that affects how the browser
renders the page.
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9 Return to your text or HMTL editor. Edit the rule as follows:
#sidebar div h3 {
background: rgb(61%,59%,79%);
font-size: 1.25em;
margin:
0 -0.8em;
padding:
0.4em 0.8em;
text-transform: lowercase;
}
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10 Save and close ex0203.html. Switch to your browser, and reload ex0203.html.
No matter how closely you look when you reload the page, it shouldn’t change one iota. Changing the
way the CSS is formatted doesn’t change its effect in the browser. You can write your CSS in many ways.
For example, instead of having all the declarations on single lines, you could put them all on the same
line, or you could have one line with three declarations, one line with one declaration, and one line with
two declarations. In the end, you will see the same results in the browser.
Of these options, what’s the best way to write a rule with multiple declarations? Well, no right way exists.
Just pick the one you think works best for you, provided you observe the following rules: First, declaration blocks must begin and end with curly braces. Second, each selector can have only one associated
declaration block. (However, as you’ve seen in this exercise, you can have multiple declarations in a single declaration block.) Third, each declaration must end with a semicolon. Finally, each declaration
requires a colon between the property and the value.
That’s it! Other than these rules, you can put spaces before or after the colons, put every declaration on
its own line, run them all together on a single line…whatever works best for you.
Now that you have a solid understanding of how to write rules, including selectors, declarations, and
declaration blocks, next you’ll learn about different types of style sheets and the pros and cons of each.
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Understanding Color Values
So far in this chapter, you’ve seen two kinds of color values: long hexadecimal, such
as #ABD240, and RGB percentage, such as rgb(61%,59%,79%). These are two of the five
ways you can specify color when you’re working with CSS. Here is an overview of the
five types, which you will explore in more detail in Chapter 5, "Setting Foreground
and Background Properties":
RGB percentage: This defines red, green, and blue on a scale of 0 to 100 percent.
When using RGB percentage, separate the values with a comma, and surround them
with an rgb() container as follows:
rgb(61%,59%,79%)

In RGB percentage, black is rgb(0%,0%,0%), and white is rgb(100%,100%,100%). You can
also use decimal numbers, such as 66.667%, though a few browsers may ignore the
decimal value and round down (in this example to 66%).
RGB integer: This defines red, green, and blue on a scale of 0 to 255, much like common graphics programs, such as Adobe Photoshop. Like RGB percentage, separate
values with a comma, and surround them with an rgb() container as follows:
rgb (171,210,64)

For example, in RGB integer, black is rgb(0,0,0), and white is rgb(255,255,255).
Long hexadecimal: This defines red, green, and blue on a scale of 00 to FF, which is
the hexadecimal equivalent of 255 in decimal counting. When using long hexadecimal, each color level is represented by a two-digit pair, and the whole set of digits is
preceded by a number sign (# —also sometimes called an octothorpe), as follows:
#ABD240

For example, in long hexadecimal, black is #000000, and white is #FFFFFF. This type is
mathematically the same as the RGB integer type.

RGB integer values
Long hexadecimal values

Note: Most common graphics programs, such as Photoshop and Adobe Illustrator,
automatically display a long hexadecimal value with an RGB integer value when you’re
choosing colors. The illustration shown here presents the Color Picker dialog box in
Photoshop. You can see it displays the RGB integer values as well as the associated
long hexadecimal value. (It doesn’t matter whether you use lowercase or uppercase
letters when defining hexadecimal colors in CSS.)
continues on next page
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Understanding Color Values continued
Short hexadecimal: This is a specialized variation of long hexadecimal that uses only
three digits, each of which is duplicated. In short hexadecimal, black is shortened
from #000000 to #000, and white is shortened from #FFFFFF to #FFF. Other equivalents
are #FF9900 and #F90, #008800 and #080, and #CC7722 and #C72.
Named colors: This is a set of words corresponding to specific colors. Commonly used
names include black, white, blue, purple, and red. It doesn’t get much simpler than
h1 {color: red;}, for example. The CSS 2.1 specification defines specific color values
for each of 17 basic names. Most browsers recognize a much longer list of about
140 keywords, but these will not necessarily be identical from browser to browser.

Working with Style Sheets
So, you’ve edited a few style sheets and seen the
impact that rules, selectors, declarations, and
declaration blocks have on the styling of XHTML
content. The real question is, how do style sheets
get associated with the XHTML in the first place?
Styles are linked to the XHTML document through
the selectors, but how do the documents know
that the style sheets are meant to be applied to
them? And how many ways are there to associate
style sheets with a document?
CSS offers three types of style sheets to style your
documents, some more efficient than others.
Knowing the difference between them is important so you can decide which one is best for your
projects. The following sections outline the different types of style sheets.

Using external style sheets
External style sheets, also referred to as linked
style sheets, are the most powerful type of style
sheet because you can use a single style sheet to
format hundreds, thousands, even millions of
pages. If you make a change to the external style
sheet, all the pages that link to the style sheet are
instantly updated to reflect the new styles. The
contents of an external style sheet are not part of
the HTML page. Instead, they are stored in a separate CSS file. The CSS file simply lists styles with
no other XHTML code. Instead of embedding the
code in the XHTML document, you create a link to
the external CSS file. You can also import the contents of a style sheet, to much the same effect.
The advantages of importing versus linking are
discussed in Exercises 5 & 6 in this chapter.

Using embedded style sheets
Embedded style sheets are an internal part of the
XHTML document. All the styles are written in a
style element that’s placed inside the head element of the document, and those styles affect
only the XHTML page in which they have been
embedded. Embedded style sheets are useful if
you want to apply a style sheet to a single page
because you just put the style sheet in that page.
The style sheets you saw previously in this chapter
were all embedded style sheets.
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Using inline styles
Inline styles are vaguely similar to embedded style sheets, in the sense that they are part of the XHTML
document, which is why I’m mentioning them here. However, they are written as an attribute of the element you want to style. Here’s an example:
<p style=”background: red;”>
This paragraph has a red background that results from an inline style. No other paragraphs (or any
other elements) will be affected by the inline style.
</p>

Inline styles are much less powerful than embedded and external style sheets, because if you ever want
to change the style, you have to do it in every place the inline style appears in your document. That
rather soundly defeats the purpose of using CSS in the first place—you may as well be using font tags!

32

CSS Web Site Design : H • O • T

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 33

EXERCISE

4

Embedding a Style Sheet

Embedded style sheets live inside XHTML documents. In this exercise, you will add an embedded style
sheet to an XHTML document.

1 In a browser, open ex0204.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
When you open the file in a browser, you’ll see no formatting—just plain text, the Javaco tea logo, and a
small photo. Right now, this XHTML file doesn’t have a style sheet associated with it, so it looks plain and
not at all designed. By the end of the exercise, you’ll have corrected this.
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2 Open ex0204.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
</head>
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3 Edit the block as follows:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<style type=”text/css” media=”all”>
</style>
</head>

Don’t get excited just yet. You haven’t actually embedded the style sheet. What you’ve done is create a
container for the style sheet.
Here is an overview of the code you added: First, the style element creates the container where the style
sheet lives. Second, the type attribute defines what you’re putting in the style element. When you’re
putting a CSS style sheet in a style element, you must define the type attribute as text/css. Finally, the
media attribute determines when to apply the style sheet based on what media, such as a browser, printer,
mobile device, and so on, is being used to view the page. For example, screen applies the style sheet
only when the page is viewed in a browser (but not when printed). print applies the style sheet when the
page is printed (but not when it is displayed in a browser). all, which you specified in this step, uses the
same style sheet regardless of the media used to view the page.
Note: You’ll learn more about media-specific styling in Chapter 9, “Styling for Print.”
You should always place style elements in the head element as you’ve done in this step. Some browsers
allow you to put them anywhere in the document, but I strongly discourage you from doing so because
you don’t know whether future browsers will start to ignore embedded style sheets found outside the
head element (or, worse still, display them as if they were ordinary text).
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4 Open the styles folder from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in the
illustration here.

5 Open base.css with your text or HTML editor.
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6 Select all the contents of base.css, and choose Edit > Copy.
You should now have a copy of the entire contents of base.css on your computer’s Clipboard.
Tip: To select the contents of the file, you can click and drag over the contents of the document. Or (in
most editors), you can use a Select All command, which is usually accomplished by pressing Cmd+A (Mac)
or Ctrl+A (Windows); alternatively, you should be able to find it in the Edit menu of your text or HTML
editor. If it isn’t there and you can’t find it anywhere, it’s time to think about finding a better text or
HTML editor!

7 Return to ex0204.html. Place your cursor on the blank line between <style type=”text/css”
media=”all”> and </style>, and choose Edit > Paste to paste the copied style sheet.
Now an entire style sheet—everything you copied in Step 7—should be residing in ex0204.html. One
might even say it’s been “embedded” within the document. This is exactly how embedded style sheets
get their name—they reside in the HTML document.
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8 Save and close ex0204.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0204.html.
The unstyled page is now magically styled. Congratulations, you’ve just created your first embedded
style sheet!
Now, what if you have multiple pages in your Web site, not just one? (The chances are pretty good you’ll
have multiple pages!) Well, you’d have to repeat this process for every page. This is the limitation of
embedded style sheets and the reason developers rarely use them in the real world. As a result, you
should shy away from them. What’s the alternative? External style sheets are the answer. You’ll learn all
about them in the next few exercises.
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Embedding Multiple Style Sheets
In case you were wondering, it is possible to embed multiple style sheets in a single
document. Why would you ever want to do this? The usual example is that one would
be for screens and another would be for print. In that case, you create a head structure
as follows:
<style type=”text/css” media=”screen”>
[…style sheet here…]
</style>
<style type=”text/css” media=”print”>
[…style sheet here…]
</style>

As the previous exercise illustrated, it’s possible to embed an entire style sheet in an XHTML document.
Even better, though, is the ability to have a style sheet live in a separate file and be associated with the
XHTML document. This is what’s known as an external style sheet, because it’s completely external to
the XHTML document.
There are two ways to associate an external style sheet with an XHTML document—importing and linking. You’ll learn both techniques in the next few exercises.
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EXERCISE

5

Importing an External Style Sheet

In this exercise, you will import an external style sheet by means of an embedded style sheet. The result
will be a fully styled page.

1 In a browser, open ex0205.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
Just as in the previous exercise, when you open the file in a browser, you’ll see no formatting—just plain
text, the Javaco tea logo, and a small photo. This XHTML file doesn’t have a style sheet associated with it.
You’ll fix that in this exercise by importing an external style sheet.

40

CSS Web Site Design : H • O • T

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 41

2 Open ex0205.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<style type=”text/css” media=”all”>
</style>
</head>

So far, it’s just an ordinary style element, but this is where you will import the style sheet.
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3 Edit the block as follows:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<style type=”text/css” media=”all”>
@import url(styles/base.css);
</style>
</head>

Now your embedded style sheet has only one line of content, but this causes an entire external style
sheet to be loaded and applied to the document.
In this step, you set the @import directive to reference an external file, base.css. This is not a selectorvalue pair but, instead, a way to say “import this external file and apply it to the XHTML document in
which this style sheet is embedded.” In a way, it’s very similar to what you did in Exercise 4, when you
copied base.css and pasted it into the embedded style sheet. Certainly the result is the same. The difference here is that instead of having to manually copy and paste, you make the browser do it for you. The
other benefit of importing over embedding is that if you have multiple pages referencing base.css,
changing base.css will instantly change all those pages. With embedding, you would have to open and
manually update each page.
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The url(…) format indicates the value inside the parentheses is a URL (Uniform Resource Locator) reference, just like the value of an image’s src attribute. In this case, the reference is to a file called base.css,
which is in a directory called styles, where that directory is in the same directory as the XHTML document. This is what’s called a relative URL, because it’s relative to the document in which it appears. You
can also use absolute URLs, such as http://example.com/styles/base.css (assuming that’s where your
style sheet lives, of course!).

4 Save and close ex0205.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0205.html.
Thanks to the changes you made, everything is styled. Congratulations, you’ve just imported your first
external style sheet!
So, are you limited to only one imported style sheet? Not at all. As you’ll see in the next exercise, it’s
possible to have a number of imported style sheets and add regular rules to the same embedded style
sheet containing the imports. You might add those rules after your imports in case you have a couple of
page-specific rules that add to or override the rules you’re importing.
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EXERCISE

6

Importing Multiple Style Sheets

In this exercise, you will import multiple style sheets into an XHTML document. In addition, you will see
how you must place regular rules with respect to the imports.

1 In a browser, open ex0206.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown
in the illustration here.
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2 Open ex0206.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<style type=”text/css” media=”all”>
@import url(styles/base.css);
</style>
</head>
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3 Edit the block as follows:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<style type=”text/css” media=”all”>
@import url(styles/base.css);
@import url(styles/secondary.css);
</style>
</head>

Now you have two style sheets being imported. The first, base.css, is quite long, as you saw in a previous
exercise. The second, secondary.css, has only two rules:
body {
background: #E3EDC2 url(slant.gif) center repeat;
}
#sidebar div {
background: #6B7549;
}

The first rule adds a graphic to the background of the page. The second alters the boxes in the page’s
sidebar to have an olive green background.
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4 Save ex0206.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0206.html.
Note the changes to the page background and to the color of the boxes in the sidebar (from dark gray
to dark olive green). These changes came about because of the second imported style sheet. The two
imported style sheets are effectively combined into one large style sheet, and the result of that combination is what you see onscreen. (You’ll see the details of how style sheets combine in Chapter 3, “Selectors
and the Cascade.”)

Chapter 2 : Understanding CSS

47

02_CSS_HOT_(8-61).qxd

10/26/06

12:17 PM

Page 48

5 Return to your text or HMTL editor. Edit the style sheet as follows:
@import url(styles/base.css);
@import url(styles/ex0206.css);
p {font-weight: bold;}
#navlinks {font-style: italic;}
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6 Save and close ex0206.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0206.html.
Now you’ve added some rules to the embedded style sheet, and they combine with the imported styles
the same way as the two imported styles combined in Step 5. Just because this style sheet contains
imports doesn’t make it any more or less of a style sheet, so adding normal rules is fine. Keep in mind,
any rules you add (such as the ones you added in this exercise) must come after any imports—the first
code in any style sheet has to be the import directives.
Although they relied on an embedded style sheet to operate, the style sheets you imported in this exercise were certainly a lot easier to deal with than embedding base.css in the XHTML document, as you did
in Exercise 4. Importing an external style sheet keeps all the styles in one file and all the markup in
another, which makes maintaining both much easier.
Importing style sheets is just one way you can work with external style sheets. Next, you’ll learn how to
link to external style sheets.
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Restricting Imported Style Sheets for Specific Media
In theory, you can restrict imported style sheets to specific media. For example, you
could write the following:
@import url(styles/base.css) screen, print;
@import url(styles/ex0206.css) screen;

As a result, base.css would apply when viewing the page onscreen and when printed,
and ex0206.css would apply only when viewing onscreen. The only flaw in this is a
complete lack of support for media descriptors in Internet Explorer for Windows, prior
to and including Internet Explorer 6.
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EXERCISE

7

Linking to an External Style Sheet

In this exercise, you will use a specialized XHTML element to link an XHTML document and an external
style sheet.

1 In a browser, open ex0207.html from the 02_xhtml folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
As in the previous exercise, when you open the file in a browser, you’ll see no formatting—just plain text,
the Javaco tea logo, and a small photo. As in the previous exercise, this XHTML file doesn’t have a style
sheet associated with it. You’ll fix that in this exercise by linking to an external style sheet.
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2 Open ex0207.html with your text or HTML editor. Near the beginning of the file, find the following
block of code:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
</head>
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3 Edit the block as follows:
<head>
<title> About Tea: History </title>
<link rel=”stylesheet” type=”text/css” href=”styles/base.css” media=”all” />
</head>

Before you continue to the next step, look at the code required to link an external style sheet and compare that to what you saw in the previous exercise. Notice two of the attributes and values, type=”text/css”
and media=”all”, are the same as they were when you embedded a style sheet in Exercise 4. Notice the
href attribute is similar to the url() attribute you created for an imported style sheet in Exercises 5 and 6—
its value provides the location of the external style sheet.
The newcomer here is rel, with its value of stylesheet. The rel attribute defines the relationship of the
targeted file to the current file. The attribute-value combination rel=”stylesheet” says “the file at which
this link element is pointing (base.css) is a style sheet for the document in which this link element sits
(ex0207.html).”
As with embedded style sheets, you must place link elements within the head element. If you put them
elsewhere, you’re just asking for trouble.
Note: Spaces have special meaning in XHTML. When you type stylesheet as the rel attribute, make sure
it is all one word; do not put a space between the words style and sheet, or it will not work as shown.
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4 Save ex0207.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0207.html.
As you no doubt expected, it’s all styled. You should be pleased—you’ve just created your first link between
an XHTML document and an external style sheet. Next, you’ll link a second external style sheet.
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5 Return to your text or HTML editor. Add the following line below the link element you added
in Step 4:
<link rel=”stylesheet” type=”text/css” href=”styles/secondary.css” media=”all” />

Now you have ex0207.html linking to two style sheets, both of which are applied to the document. This
is just like when you imported two style sheets into the document in Exercise 6, only here you’re linking
to two style sheets. Though the mechanism differs, the styling result is the same.
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6 Save and close ex0207.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0207.html.
Visually, you’ve hit the same ending point as in Step 6 of Exercise 6. If you want to add boldfacing to
paragraphs and italicize the navigation links, you’d need to either link to another style sheet with those
rules or embed a style sheet with those rules.
So, why can you use either linking or importing? It’s a difference of languages. The link element is a feature of XHTML and can (in theory) be used for a good deal more than just linking style sheets to pages.
The @import directive is a feature of CSS and allows style sheets to import other style sheets. Wait—style
sheets can import other style sheets? Why? Don’t fret, you’ll learn more in the next section.
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Linking Versus Importing
One difference between linking and importing is that you can link only from an XHTML
document, whereas any style sheet can have one or more @import directives. There
are a few other differences also worth mentioning.
First, not all browsers cache imported style sheets. This is particularly true of Internet
Explorer for Windows, which at least a few of your site’s visitors will be using. If you
have a lot of style sheets and are importing them all, you may be forcing more downloads for your users.
Second, it’s easy to script link elements; it’s much, much harder to script imports. If
you’re working on a site where you will add scripting actions to switch style sheets on
or off, it’s best to link your style sheets.
Finally, you can define sets of style sheets, and even alternate style sheets, but only if
you link them. The result is that the site can have different themes or skins. Developers
rarely do this, largely because only a few browsers (the most famous being Firefox)
can natively handle alternate style sheets, and almost nobody knows where to find the
alternate style features. You can simulate this capability in script-based ways for other
browsers, but again, developers rarely do this. Over time, it has become fairly clear
that the vast majority of users will ignore a site’s theme feature, and of those who do
play with it, the vast majority will ignore it after the first time they play with it.

Managing Style Sheets
The previous exercises may have already convinced you of this, but it’s worth saying anyway—
one of the primary advantages of CSS is the use
of external style sheets. If you have a Web site
with ten, a hundred, a thousand, or even a million
pages, you can style the whole site with a single,
external style sheet. Similarly, you can manage the
presentation of an entire site with a small collection of style sheets.

Creating one style sheet, using it for
many pages
The simplest way to organize your CSS is to create a single, external style sheet that every page
on the site uses (either by linking or by importing)
using the techniques you learned in this chapter.

A natural question to ask is, which is best? Should
you just have one style sheet or a few? If you have
a few, how should you organize them? How many
style sheets are too many?
In the end, these questions don’t have simple,
universal answers. The right answer depends on
the site and almost as much on you, the author of
the CSS. The next few sections discuss different
approaches in the hopes of teaching you how
to answer these questions for yourself and for
your site.
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The obvious advantage is that you can implement
a change to the site’s appearance—a different font,
a new set of colors, even changes to the layout—
by editing this one style sheet. From the user’s
perspective, the first time they visit a page on your
site, the style sheet is downloaded and cached
(stored locally), the same way images are cached.
So for them, the site seems faster because they
don’t have to download a different style sheet when
they visit other pages on your site. If you inserted
an embedded style sheet into every page, then it
would add to the size of every page. Effectively,
users would have to download it every time.
Although a single style sheet for an entire Web
site may seem like the obvious answer, some
drawbacks can start to emerge over time. Most
seriously, it can be difficult to maintain more than
one page layout from a single style sheet. It isn’t
impossible, and if you’re going to have only two
or three different page layouts—say, one layout
for the home page, one for inner pages, and a
special one for a sign-up form—then the maintenance isn’t too difficult. However, for more complex sites, where you have many pages with many
different layouts, the complications start to add
up quickly. The more complex the site’s layout
(and the more types of page layouts it allows), the
larger a single style sheet will become. If allowed
to expand a bit here and a bit there, you can end
up with a style sheet weighing in at thousands of
lines of text and 50 KB or more, which is hard to
manage and can put a lot of strain on your server’s
bandwidth, as that .css file is downloaded by every
user. Anytime you see a style sheet this size (or
bigger), you should look at ways to make the file
smaller by simplifying the CSS or by moving some
of the content to another style sheet. It isn’t
always possible to make a large style sheet
smaller, but it is nearly always possible.
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I don’t want to give you the wrong impression—
people can and do run entire Web sites with one
CSS file, and some of the sites are fairly complex.
When you’re starting out, it’s likely the best
approach to take, because that way you have only
one CSS file to worry about. Just keep in mind
that as your CSS skills and Web site expand, you
may want to use more than one style sheet. You’ll
learn techniques for managing multiple style
sheets in the following sections.

Using sectional styles
Closely related to the “one-style-sheet-for-everything” approach is the idea of having one basic
style sheet that acts as the site’s default style
sheet and having section-specific style sheets for
the various areas of the site. With this approach,
each section’s style sheet overrides whatever parts
of the basic style sheet need to be altered and
adds anything new that is specific to the section.

The classic example of this approach is to have
a single basic style sheet and then have colorchanging style sheets for each of the site’s
sections. That way, the Products area can be in
reds and oranges, Support can be in blues and
grays, and so on.
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The advantage is that you can control a whole Web
site from a central point while still being able to
vary the look of various parts of the site. The only
real disadvantage is that if you ever change your
XHTML markup, you’ll have to coordinate CSS
changes across multiple files, but that’s a relatively
small drawback. Usually major markup changes
accompany redesigns, in which case you’re usually
starting over with the CSS anyway.

A downside is that this approach can prove
unwieldy, especially if you have several modules
to style. If you were to link to all the style sheets
necessary on every page, you could have five or
six link elements in each page. While it’s certainly
more efficient than embedding all those styles,
it’s still kind of clumsy.

Using modularized styles
The concept of using multiple style sheets gets a
different spin when you use what are sometimes
called modular style sheets. In this case, instead of
breaking up styles based on the areas of the site,
you instead break them up by areas of the design.

For example, as shown in the illustration here,
one style sheet would handle all the “global”
styles, such as headings, paragraphs, link colors,
and so forth. A second style sheet would handle
the masthead, a third style sheet would handle
the presentation of the main page content, and a
fourth style sheet would handle the footer styles.
The advantage is that when you update an area of
the layout, you can load the style sheet that affects
just that area, which allows you to concentrate
more fully on the styles in question.

One way to avoid this is to collect all the style
modules you know will apply to every page, such
as the masthead, main content, and footer, and
import them all from a linked style sheet, as
shown in the illustration here. This reduces the
number of link elements in your pages, and when
and if you decide to add modules, you can simply
add another @import declaration to the linked
style sheet.
Since @import is a CSS feature, it can appear in any
style sheet, whether embedded or external. You
can’t use a link element in an external style sheet
because it would involve placing XHTML in a CSS
file—something every browser will simply ignore
or, worse, cause some or all of the external style
sheet to be ignored.
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A variation on this approach is to use imports to
chain external style sheets together and link only
to the last style sheet in the chain. This is a little
more complicated and isn’t suited to every site,
but it can be quite powerful.

For example, a feedback form might link to a
style sheet called feedback.css. At the top of
feedback.css would be an import declaration
importing forms.css. In turn, forms.css would
import inner.css (for any inner pages, those
behind the homepage), which would import
base.css (the basic style sheet for the whole site).
In the meantime, the homepage of the site would
link to home.css, which would import base.css.
This approach requires any given page to have only
one link element. It also requires knowing what
style sheets exist and how they chain together; thus,
the organizational challenges are a bit greater.
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Understanding why external style
sheets rock
As you can see, when you work with external style
sheets, you have many choices for how to manage
the style sheets. You might ask, why bother when
you could just embed all your style sheets and then
know exactly what you have on hand? Working
with external style sheets is just more efficient.
The obvious benefit is that you can edit once and
update all pages, but you should consider other
factors too, including bandwidth consumption
and server load. Consider what happens when a
user comes to the homepage of a CSS-driven site.
The user’s browser downloads the XHTML file and
then downloads all the external file references—
images, scripts (if any), and style sheets. All those
external resources are stored on the user’s hard
drive in a cache (pronounced “cash,” by the way).
Then the user clicks a link to another page on the
same site. The browser dutifully downloads that
XHTML file and then checks all the external files it
references against the cache.
If the style sheet (or other external resources, for
that matter) doesn’t change for the entirety of the
user’s visit to the site, the user will have to download the style sheet only that one time. After that,
the browser will ask the server whether it has
been changed, and the server will say “no,” so
the style sheet won’t be downloaded again.
The advantage over old-school HTML table design,
where the presentation of every page was baked
into the page structure, is significant. This is why
embedding style sheets is generally discouraged—
you’d be forcing the style sheet to be downloaded
in its entirety for every page, which would make
the user experience for your site rather slow and
unpleasant. That’s just not right!
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Encountering High-Traffic Exceptions
Although everything I said in the previous section is true, it’s also false for certain cases.
It has been found that for incredibly high-traffic sites (and here I’m talking about the
Yahoos and eBays of the world), external style sheets are a less efficient use of server
resources than embedded style sheets. The reason is that all of those “has this
changed?” questions drain more server resources than sending out larger files with
embedded style sheets.
One could argue that the solution is to buy more servers, but you could just as easily
argue that in these rare cases, the best thing to do is embed the style sheets. It makes
each page bigger than it would be otherwise and forces more bandwidth consumption
onto the users. On the other hand, it makes the site faster because the servers don’t
have to work as hard.
For more than 99 percent of all Web sites, it’s more efficient to externalize style sheets.
But if you ever find yourself in charge of a site that gets millions of page views per
hour, remember this little sidebar, and check to see whether embedding would make
more sense for you.
In this chapter, you learned some of the basic terms of CSS and how they relate to each
other. You experimented with the various ways of associating a style sheet (or several
style sheets) with an XHTML document, including embedding, linking, and importing.
You saw a number of approaches to organizing external style sheets, as well as the
benefits for working with external style sheets versus embedded style sheets.
What happens if the order of two style sheets is switched or if two rules try to set
different values for the same property on a given element? What if one rule says a
paragraph should be red and another says it should be blue? These are all excellent
questions I’ll answer in Chapter 3, “Selectors and the Cascade.”
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