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You can use CSS (Cascading Style Sheets) for much more than styling
fonts and backgrounds. You can use it to modify the entire presentation
layer. If you’re migrating from straight XHTML (eXtensible HTML) or
HTML (HyperText Markup Language), you know page layout using
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table-based designs has some notable drawbacks.
Specifically, table-based designs are cumbersome, are hard to maintain
when layering or nesting, require more coding, and lead to larger file

Clearing Essentials 143
Containing Floats 148

sizes. If you wanted to create a simple border and background for a
paragraph, you’d have to create a table and assign all its attributes just
for a single cell wrap. With CSS, you can create a border and back-

Displaying Elements 155

ground for a paragraph with as little as three lines of code.
In this chapter, you’ll learn the basics of the CSS box model, including
margins, padding, and borders, which are all alternatives to those complicated tables. Then you’ll practice placing some images by using simple
floating techniques and creating some columns by floating content. A
few of the exercises deal with the quirks of floats, such as column drop
and containers, and you’ll see multiple solutions to these problems in a
variety of design scenarios. Finally, you’ll work with some display attributes and learn how to manipulate how, where, and when your elements
appear onscreen.
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EXERCISE

1

Introducing the CSS Box Model

In this exercise, you’ll work with the CSS box model. Every CSS element generates a box, whether it’s a
contiguous box or not. For example, a paragraph or text block usually forms a rectangular shape—a simple element box. An image generates an element box, as does a header or a footer element. This is the
foundation of layout and determines how the browser reads the position of the elements on the page. In
addition to a basic width, every element box has margins, padding, and borders, which you can manipulate to various effects. In this exercise, you’ll start by adding margins and then work your way to padding
and borders.

1 Copy the 04_layouts folder from the CSS HOT CD-ROM to your desktop.

2 In a browser, open ex0401.html
from the 04_layouts folder you
copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
Notice what is happening here.
Margins are always transparent, but
with a little bit of trickery, I’ve created a way in which you can actually
see the margins of this element box.
In the markup, I’ve wrapped another
element around the paragraph and
put a background image on the
wrapping element so it shows through the
margins. You wouldn’t ordinarily do this—
that’s what borders are for, after all—but
for the purposes of this exercise, wherever
you see the gray crosshatch, it’s actually a
margin of the paragraph.
Of all the box model properties, margin
reside the furthest from the actual content
area of the element, as shown in the illustration here. Padding is always positioned
directly next to the content, while borders
fit between the padding and margins.
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3 Open ex0401.html in your text or HTML editor. Find the following block of code:
p {margin: 1em 0;}
</style>
</head>
<body>
<div id=”marginbox”>

The rule at the beginning of this block establishes the margin width. This is in the embedded style sheet.
Note the wrapping div in the markup, which lets you visualize the margin on the page.

4 Modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p { margin: 50px;}

5 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
There you go. That’s 50 pixels of margin applied
to the top and bottom. Again, this is an image
showing through the margins. Margins are not
directly visible—I have made them implicitly
visible here to help illustrate their use. In fact,
I don’t recommend creating a background for
the margin elements in actual practice.
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6 Modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p { margin: 1em;}

7 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
The margins now appear on all four sides. Note,
an em is a unit of measurement in CSS related to
the font size of the paragraph. A margin of 1 em
in this case is equal to the font size of this paragraph. An em-based measurement will always
scale with changes in the font size. You will
change the font size of this paragraph in the next
step so you can see this relationship in action.

8 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p { margin: 1em; font-size: 10px;}

9 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
Now, 10 pixels is an uncomfortably small font size
to read, but then again, it’s easy math. The 1 em
margins are automatically calculated to be 10 pixels wide. Now, you’ll add borders and padding in
the next few steps.

10 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p { margin: 1em; border: 1px solid #000;}

11 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
Here you can see the effects of the border on a
page. Borders, unlike margins, can be visible or
invisible, depending on the color and line weight/
thickness values you specify.
Note: The border goes around the content but
inside the margin of an element.
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12 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p { margin: 1em; border: 1px solid #000; padding: 1em;}

13 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
Here you can see the effects of padding on a
page. Padding appears between the border and
the content. In the next step, you’ll modify the
width of the paragraph element and see how this
affects its box model properties.

NOTE:

Ems Versus Pixels
I prefer ems over pixels for margins and padding because, as I mentioned, they scale
with changes to the font size. If the user were to use a browser command—in Firefox,
this is Cmd+plus or Cmd+minus (Mac) and Ctrl+plus or Ctrl+minus (Windows)—
or set their browser preferences to automatically increase or decrease the font size
of a Web page they were viewing, the em-based margins and padding would scale
accordingly. I have even done em-based borders, although borders are typically pixel
based (1 or 2 pixels in my experience, although they might be larger) since they are a
design element of the page.
When I do use an em-based border, it is usually on only one or two sides of an element.
I might do a thicker top border, such as .33 em, and the border will scale with the text
size, which can be visually pleasing because it maintains the original proportions of
the page.

This is the same content, border, margin, and padding
elements, with a top border set at .33 em at its original
font size.
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14 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p {margin: 10px; border: 1px solid #000; padding: 10px; width: 300px;}

15 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
So, what’s going on here? You set the width of the
p element to 300 pixels. Instead of filling out the
entire width of its parent element, body, which is

500 pixels wide, you’ve overridden that value by
assigning it in this declaration. However, it’s interesting to note, if you were to count the pixels from
one border of this paragraph to the other, it would actually be greater than 300 pixels. Setting the width
value to 300 pixels is actually setting the width of the content area of the paragraph element—the text.
The width value doesn’t include the padding or borders, 20 pixels and 2 pixels, respectively.
Then there are the margins, such as the 10-pixel margin on the left. OK, that jives with the code. But then
on the right, a wide margin appears. Why? Well, since you defined a content area width of 300 pixels, the
overall box does not fill the entire width of the parent element; therefore, the right margin expands to fill
the “leftover” space.
Margin expansion takes place for elements that have normal flow. Normal flow means they are plain elements that have text, and they’re not floated, positioned, or laid out in any particular way. Elements that
are floated, which I will discuss in the next exercise, don’t experience this kind of margin expansion. But
don’t worry about this just yet! You can align your normal flow elements and work around the impact of
margin expansion, which you will do in the next step.

16 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p {margin: 10px 10px 10px auto; border: 1px solid #000; padding: 10px; width: 300px;}

Here, you are assigning values for the top, right, and bottom margins and leaving the left margin at auto.
This should move the text box, which is the content, to the right side.

17 Save ex0401.html, switch to your browser,
and reload ex0401.html.
And voila! The margin expansion happens on the
left side of the text box, because that’s the margin
you set to auto. Now, let’s try to center this element.
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18 Return to your text or HTML editor, and modify the p {margin…} rule as follows:
p {margin: 10px auto 10px auto; border: 1px solid #000; padding: 10px; width: 300px;}

The order in which values are assigned to the top, right, bottom, and left sides of a box model element
are as listed here: top, right, bottom, left.

19 Save and close ex0401.html, switch to your
browser, and reload ex0401.html.
Now the margin expansion is distributed on both
sides of the text box.
Remember, the margins are visible here because of
my bit of trickery, but ordinarily, you wouldn’t see
those gray areas. The text block would simply be
centered within the boundaries of the content area.
Congratulations! You have just reviewed the CSS box model and learned how to apply borders, padding,
and margins. One of the most important lessons to keep in mind from this exercise is that if you hard-code
the width value, you are setting the width of the content area only, not including the borders or padding;
in addition, the margins will expand automatically to fill whatever space the content does not. You have
to manipulate the margin values to center the element correctly. However, in the next exercise, you will
learn to float elements and avoid having to perform this calculation.
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EXERCISE

2

Creating Simple Floats

In this exercise, you’ll review simple floating, which is the act of taking an image or another type of element, putting it on one side of the Web page, and letting text flow around it. This is a common effect,
used both on the Web and in print. Before the advent of CSS, you could perform text wrapping only with
basic images and occasionally tables, using the align attribute. However, with CSS, you can float complex images, paragraphs, and more. You’ll start by floating a simple image.

1 In a browser, open ex0402.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown
in the illustration here.
See how the image of a teakettle is suspended between lines of text in the paragraph? This is how an
image would appear if it didn’t have floating applied to it. I’ve added some brackets and hyphens on
both sides of the image so, after you float it, you can compare the new image location to the original
placement.
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2 Open ex0402.html in your text or HTML editor. As shown in the illustration here, after the leading
style tag (<style type =”text/css” media=”all”>), type the following:
#content img.illus {
float: left;
}
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3 Save ex0402.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0402.html.
The image, the little teapot, has floated to the left. You can see the square brackets I added denoting its
original location are still in the middle of the paragraph. The image is still embedded there in the paragraph, at least in the document source, but by using CSS, you have floated it to the left.
So, the text is now flowing around the image; however, it is still kind of tight—squashed right up against
the image. In the next step, you will fix this by adding a margin to the image.

NOTE:

Learning About the Origin of Float
The term float comes from when it was originally added to a browser, Netscape 1.1,
way, way “back in the day.” It was described as “you can float an image to one side.”
You can float left, right, or none. (The default value is none; otherwise, everything on
the page would float by default!) You cannot float to center. float is not an inherited
property, and you can apply it to any element.
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4 Return to ex0402.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content img.illus {
float: left;
margin: 10px 10px 10px 10px;
}

5 Save ex0402.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0402.html.
That looks much nicer! The image has a little breathing room. You have applied the margin directly to the
image element, and the text elements cannot overlap that. However, the picture is no longer aligned with
the left edge of the text. You’ll fix this in the next step.

6 Return to ex0402.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content img.illus {
float: left;
margin: 10px 10px 10px 0;
}

Tip: When you assign a 0 value, you never have to follow it with a measurement, such as em or px.
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7 Save ex0402.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0402.html.
The top, right, and bottom margins are still keeping the text away from the visible portion of the image,
but it is now cleanly aligned with the left edge of the text around it.

8 Return to ex0402.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content img.illus {
float: left;
margin: 1em 1em 1em 0;
}
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9 Save and close ex0402.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0402.html.
Now, you won’t see a terribly big difference in terms of placement. However, with the em-based margins
and with 1 em being equal to the font size of the element (and images do have font sizes, but typically
you don’t see much happen as a result), if the user changed the font size, the image margins on this
teapot would scale along with it.
So, do you want to give an image em- or pixel-based margins? An image is, after all, pixel based, in terms
of height and width, but then the image is usually surrounded by text, and you might want to scale it
with that text. There’s really no right answer. It’s more a question of what sort of design effect you want
and your personal preferences.
Congratulations on finishing another exercise! That’s simple floating. You can move an element to the
right or left, and the other content will float around it. In the next few exercises, you’ll proceed to more
advanced applications of floating. You can use floats for much more than just moving images and aligning text. In the next exercise, I’ll show you how to use a float to create columns.
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EXERCISE

3

Using Floats for Page Layout

In this exercise, you’ll work with a version of the Javaco site with the columns removed, and you’ll reintroduce them using CSS floats. This is a great way to avoid those pesky HTML tables.

1 In a browser, open ex0403.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown
in the illustration here.
This is the good old Javaco site without the content in columns, which is why it might look a bit weird.
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2 Open ex0403.html in your text or HTML editor.
Scroll through the markup, and notice the two div elements. One div with an ID of content
(<div id=”content”>) encloses all the main content. You can think of this div as what will be the left
column. The second div is <div id=”sidebar”>, which denotes that the content should be placed to
the side, and in this design, this is on the right. In the next step, you will first float the content div.

130

CSS Web Site Design : H • O • T

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 131

3 Scroll to the beginning of the document, and after the leading style tag, <style type=”text/css”>,
type the following:
#content {
float: left;
width: 40em;
}

4 Save ex0403.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0403.html.
As strange as the page looked when you began, it looks even stranger now—but this is only temporary.
If you squint, you can see that the content div is indeed on the left, instead of taking up the whole width
of the document.
Next, you’ll float the sidebar.

5 Return to ex0403.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the style sheet as follows:
#content {
float: left;
width: 40em;
}
#sidebar {
float: right;
width: 17em;
}

Chapter 4 : Using CSS to Affect Page Layout

131

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 132

6 Save ex0403.html, switch to your
browser, and reload ex0403.html.
There you go. The sidebar is now
floated on the right, and the main
content is on the left.

NOTE:

The Incredible Shrinking Float
Unfortunately, floats do have a quirk. As shown in the illustrations here, if you make
the browser window smaller by clicking and dragging the bottom-right corner of the
window, the div elements get closer and closer together until, all of the sudden, the
sidebar disappears!

Going…
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The Incredible Shrinking Float continued
Well, actually, the sidebar doesn’t
disappear; it just drops below the
content div. The way floats work is,
if you have two floats next to each
other, they are pretty good neighbors. They align nicely—until they
don’t have enough room. At the
point where they are squeezed so
close they cannot align without
overlapping, the float that comes
second in the document markup
will drop below the first. As soon as
you make the window bigger, the
floats will align horizontally again;
however, this isn’t a desirable
effect. Don’t worry. Before this
exercise is through, you’ll discover
how to work around this little quirk.

7 Return to ex0403.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the style sheet as follows:
#content {
float: left;
width: 40em;
}
#sidebar {
float: left;
width: 17em;
}

Yes, you are floating both elements to the left. Are they on a collision course? No. Remember, floats will
never overlap with other elements on the page. (This has one exception, but you’ll get to that later in this
exercise.)
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8 Save ex0403.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0403.html.
This content div floats to left, leaving space for the sidebar div to float to the left as well, right up against
the content div. Now they both have room to be next to each other, but again, if you make the window
smaller, the second float, the sidebar div, will drop to the bottom.
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Also notice, this time the sidebar floats to the left, per the instructions in the style sheet. But what if you
have a float mysteriously dropping below another, even though there appears to be enough space in the
browser window? In the next step, I’ll show you how to diagnose this problem.

9 Return to ex0403.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the style sheet as follows:
#content {
float: left;
width: 40em;
background: #FFA;
}
#sidebar {
float: left;
width: 17em;
}
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10 Save ex0403.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0403.html.
Here you can see the content div now has a yellow background. It can be any color you want, provided
it’s highly visible. Whatever the color, the background establishes the exact width of the contents and as
you will see in the next exercise, makes the padding allowances visible and aids in fixing column drop.
In this exercise, you worked through the basics of column layouts in CSS. You created columns using
floats. However, you still have a problematic gap between the columns and the dropping of the second
float. You’ll address that in the next exercise.
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EXERCISE

4

Fixing Column Drop

In this exercise, you’ll practice working with padding and negative margins to avoid the problem of
dropped floats, and then you’ll finish by closing that gap between the two column floats.

1 In a browser, open ex0404.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
This page might look similar to where you left off in the previous exercise. It has two columns, with one
to the left and one to the right, and it has a variable amount of space in the middle. That space won’t
change unless the user changes the browser window, which few people rarely do during active browsing.
However, they might set up their viewing preferences beforehand. Someone who is browsing in a window maximized at 1024 x 768 will see as much of a gap as shown in the illustration here. Someone using
a 800 x 600 window will see a much smaller gap. Maybe that’s OK with you, but for consistency’s sake,
you’ll fix this next. The first step is to remove the width from the content div completely.
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2 Open ex0404.html in your text or HTML editor. Find the following block of code, and delete the
width property and its value:
#content {
float: left;
width: 40em;
background: #FFA;
}

3 Save ex0404.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0404.html.
You will discover that because the content has no width restrictions, the float expands until there is no
room for the sidebar. Now the content div, although it’s a floated column, is taking up the entire width
of the browser window—basically the entire width of its parent, the body element. You might be thinking
this doesn’t do much good, does it? Actually, it does.
You’ll address this in a moment, but first you’ll add some padding to the content div.

4 Return to ex0404.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content {
float: left;
padding: 0 20em 4em 3em;
background: #FFA;
}
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5 Save ex0404.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0404.html.
The content is still consuming most of the page width, dropping the second float, the sidebar, down below
it. However, now you have enough padding on the right side of the content that it pushes the text to the
left. The right-side padding is wide enough for the sidebar to fit there. If you could get the sidebar to sit
inside it, you wouldn’t have any more problems. The two div elements would be side by side again. So,
how do you get the sidebar there? That’s in the next step!

6 Return to ex0404.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #sidebar rule as follows:
#sidebar {
float: right;
width: 17em;
margin: 0 9px 4em -18em
}

By assigning a negative margin, you can exploit the way the CSS algorithms work. This tricks the browser
into thinking this float has no width (actually, a width of -1 em in this case, mathematically) and will allow
it to fit next to the second float, not to drop below it.
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7 Save ex0404.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0404.html.

The sidebar is now tucked next to the content div. The two columns are once again reunited—side by side
at last. In fact, you can see they are actually overlapping. The yellow background on the content div makes
this clear. How did this work?
The float algorithms in CSS are written so that if you haven’t given your floated element a width, the size
is automatically determined by the contents and the limits of the space on the page. The element will
contract and expand as necessary to fill the size of the browser window. So first, you purposefully did not
specify a width for the content div for just this reason—so it could expand and contract to fit the limits of
the browser window. However, you did specify a width for the padding of this element—just wide
enough for the sidebar.
Second, you assigned the sidebar a negative margin greater than its assigned width. From a CSS point
of view, that element no longer has a width. And as long as a float has no width, mathematically at least,
there is always room for it. Be careful, though: If you don’t give enough padding to the first float, the
content will expand and can slide under the second, as shown in the illustration here.

The importance of the padding on the first float is obvious. If you reduce it, say from 20 em to 3 em, the
text will expand and slide right under the sidebar. Floats don’t ordinarily overlap, but the browser isn’t
recognizing the second float since you made it effectively null and void by reducing its width to -1 (a
width of 17 minus a negative margin of 18 = -1). So, do a little math beforehand, and figure out exactly
how much space your second float needs so you can build your padding for the first float and build the
negative margins for the second float from there.
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Also, remember to leave a little extra space in your right padding to create a consistent gap between the
two floats. You assigned 20 em of right padding to the content div, and since the assigned width of the
sidebar is 17 em, that leaves a difference of 3 em. You will have a consistent distance between the two
columns no matter how the window is resized, as you can see in the illustration here.

8 Return to ex0404.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content {
float: left;
padding: 0 20em 4em 3em;
}

You’re almost finished. In this step, you are removing the little diagnostic tool, the yellow background, so
you can preview the finished site.
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9 Save and close ex0404.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0404.html.
Congratulations! You restored the sidebar column to its rightful place.
In this exercise, you worked a little more with margins and padding to manipulate page layout. You’ll
learn more about negative margins in Chapter 7, “Using Margins and Borders to Create Whitespace and
Separation.” It is really features such as negative margins that allow for some creative design and layout
effects. However, if you’re thinking about using negative padding to the same effect, please don’t!
Padding can never be less than zero.
In the next exercise, you’ll work with another layout property, clear, which is closely related to float. In
fact, designers often use the two properties together.
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EXERCISE

5

Clearing Essentials

In this exercise, you’ll practice using the clear property to move normal flow elements, the footer in this
case, in relationship to floated elements on a Web page.

1 In a browser, open ex0405.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown in
the illustration here.
In this document, I’ve floated the two columns to the left and given them explicit widths. This is a step
back from the previous two exercises, where the elements were finally starting to align according to the
design comp, but you’ll resolve this during the course of this exercise. Also, notice the mysterious green
stripe at the top of the page. That’s actually the footer, all the way at the top of the document. Also, the
footer content is being squashed to the right. So, you’ll now perform a few fixes to move that footer
down—first by floating the sidebar to the right.

Chapter 4 : Using CSS to Affect Page Layout

143

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 144

2 Open ex0405.html in your text or HTML editor. Find the following block of code in the style sheet:
#sidebar {
float: left;
width: 17em;
}

And change it to the following:
#sidebar {
float: right;
width: 17em;
}

3 Save ex0405.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0405.html.
No luck. The content of the footer is now simply floating between the two floats. You need to push the
footer down below them. Fortunately, you can do this in CSS. It’s called clear.
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4 Return to ex0405.html in your text or HTML editor, and add the following rule after the #sidebar
rule:
#footer {
clear: left;
}
clear: left essentially means you want this element (ID of footer) to be pushed down, or cleared down,

below any left floating elements.

5 Save ex0405.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0405.html.
And the footer has dropped! It is cleared to the left, below any left floated element like the content div
but not under any right floated elements. As you can see, it’s still sliding under the sidebar. If you want it
to clear both the left and right floated elements—well, you’ll do that in the next step.

6 Return to ex0405.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #footer rule as follows:
#footer {
clear: right;
}
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7 Save ex0405.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0405.html.
Now the footer has dropped below both elements. However, this is a little misleading. It has cleared
both elements simply because the sidebar column is longer. But what if the content div got bigger,
maybe flowing onto another page where you’re using the same styling? You’d have an overlap problem
again. Let’s try something else.

8 Return to ex0405.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #footer rule as follows:
#footer {
clear: both;
}
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9 Save and close ex0405.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0405.html.
clear: both means “clear this element below any floated element,” basically either right floats or left
floats. You don’t see much of a difference now, but no matter how the left or right columns increase in
size, the footer will appear below the longest column.

NOTE:

Using Margins Between Cleared and Floated Elements
The way clear actually works is that the top margin of the cleared element is automatically overridden and set so that only the visible portions of the element will show
below the floats. If you were to set a top margin width, it would be overruled by the
clear declaration. If you decide you want a space between your floated columns and
the footer, add a bottom margin to your floated elements. Make sure to add this to all
floats because their size might change and the margin might no longer be inserted if
it is placed on the shorter float.

Congratulations! This was a short exercise but an important one. The reason why floats are used so commonly is because of the clear declaration. It is a simple but powerful command. Whereas floats allow you
to align elements to the left and right, clear moves other elements below the floats. In the next exercise,
you will review container div elements.
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EXERCISE

6

Containing Floats

In this exercise, you will add a container to the Javaco Web page. Containers are useful for adding border
elements and margins to a page, which you can’t do on a plain background. As you might have guessed,
container elements also “hold” your other content elements. However, working with containers, a normal
flow object, and floats, as you have in previous exercises, can be a bit tricky. I’ll show you two methods of
reconciling these elements in this exercise.

1 In a browser, open ex0406.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown
in the illustration here.
What you see here is a situation where I have removed the floated columns and instead enclosed the
content div and sidebar div in a container div. Let’s locate this element in the markup.
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2 Open ex0406.html in your text or HTML editor, and scroll down to find the start and end tags for
the container div. Naturally, it will have an ID of container.
The container div begins right above the content and ends just below the sidebar.

3 Scroll up to the style sheet, and review the rules set for the container. The background color is set
to #FCA.
The reason the columns aren’t floating is because I’ve written a rule, #content, #sidebar {float: none;
margin: 0;}, to override the built-in float styles in the external style sheet (ex0406.css). The external
style sheet says to float these elements, but I’ve embedded a rule to set float to none. You’ll get rid of
that rule now.

4 Modify the embedded style sheet rules as follows:
#container {background: #FCA;}
/*
#content, #sidebar {float: none; margin: 0;}
*/

Chapter 4 : Using CSS to Affect Page Layout

149

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

TIP:

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 150

Commenting in CSS
The /* and */ characters indicate the start and end of a comment block. Comments in
HTML are written using the <!— and —!> start and end tags; in CSS you use /* and */.
Programmers use comments to summarize code or to explain parts of it, such as where
a revision might be required. The compiler (the program that translates the source
code into a form usable by the user) ignores any text within the comments. In Web
programming, the compiler is the browser.
Commenting is not usually recommended in published Web pages, simply because it
is easy for the user to view the comments. However, comments can be useful when
you want to disable a line or block of code but retain that line or block for future use,
like you did here in Step 4. The browser will ignore, or not translate, this rule, even
though it is maintained in the source code.

5 Save ex0406.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0406.html.
The columns floated into place, but the container has disappeared. Why did that happen? The container
collapses to have no height at all because it no longer contains any normal flow elements. Remember,
the normal flow of the document would be the unfloated, unpositioned, generic flow of the document,
as shown in the illustration here.
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But the document is mostly non-normal flow. You floated the content, and you floated the sidebar. The
only normal flow items are the footer and some aspects of the masthead, which are not included in the
container. So again, the container div has no normal flow content, and it therefore has no height.
Why is the CSS specification written this way? Consider the teakettle image you floated to the left.
Remember, that’s an image inside the first paragraph that has been floated to the left. It’s sticking out
of that paragraph. If it didn’t—if elements always increased in size to contain floats inside them—you’d
have the first paragraph and then a huge gap followed by the second paragraph. Why? Well, the first
paragraph would have to expand to contain the floated image. That would be horrible.
Floats were originally intended to float images or other elements to the sides of a content area and then
have text flow around them, as you observed in Exercise 2. That’s how they’re written—floats were not
designed to interfere with the size of normal flow elements. But when you start to use floating in a more
advanced way, for designing layout, creating columns, and so forth, you might still want them to interact
with normal flow elements, such as the container div.
You can address this in a couple of ways. Perhaps the most obvious way is to use floated elements, which
do increase in size to contain other floated elements. So if you float the container div, it should reappear.
You’ll try that in the next step.

Chapter 4 : Using CSS to Affect Page Layout

151

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 152

6 Return to ex0406.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #container rule as follows:
#container {background: #FCA;
float: left;}

7 Save ex0406.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0406.html.
The container element is back. However, this solution has a potential problem. The size of the container
float is not constrained by the width of the content area. Watch what happens when you add a border to
the container.

8 Return to ex0406.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #container rule as follows:
#container {background: #FCA;
float: left; border: 2px solid red;
width: 100%;}
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9 Save ex0406.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0406.html.
It’s kind of hard to see, so I’ve circled it in the illustration here; by adding the border, you have expanded
the contents beyond the width of the browser window. If you recall from Exercise 1 in this chapter, width
is the content width, and any borders or padding beyond that are added to it. Now, this page extends
4 pixels beyond the browser window, with 2 pixels extra border width on each side. That’s not really what
you want. You can accomplish this in another way—return the container to the normal flow but have it
contain the floats.

10 Return to ex0406.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #container rule as follows:
#container {background: #FCA;
border: 2px solid red;
overflow: auto;}

In this step, you are removing the width declaration as well as the float declaration, returning the container
element to normal flow, and adding overflow.
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11 Save and close ex0406.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0406.html.
The container has snapped back within the page boundaries. By returning it to normal flow and not
explicitly giving it a width of 100 percent, it expands as much as it can, including the margins, padding,
and so forth.
So, the container now fits nicely in the document window. But wait, if the container is back in the normal
flow and the content and sidebars are floated, how is it still visible? This is because of the overflow: auto
declaration. This property controls how content is drawn if it happens to be taller than its actual parent.
For example, overflow: hidden will clip any content that was longer or wider than the container div. What
does this have to do with the floats and container relationship? Well, it’s an obscure corner of the CSS
specification that happens to be written to the effect that overflow: auto means “normal flow elements
increase in size to contain floats.” If you’re interested, you can do more research on overflow in the CSS
specification and really crawl through all the ins and outs, but I happen to think of this as just another
quirk of CSS.
In this exercise, you reviewed the two methods for working with floats and containers. First, you floated
the container. Second, you didn’t float it and set it to be overflow: auto. In the next exercise, the last one
in this chapter, you’ll review display order for list items and other elements.
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EXERCISE

7

Displaying Elements

In this exercise, you’ll look at the kind of display values elements can have. Display can affect how list
items appear, the color and shape of text backdrops, and even whether elements appear on the page.

1 In a browser, open ex0407.html from the 04_layout folder you copied to your desktop, as shown
in the illustration here.
You can see the list items in the navigation bar on the Javaco page have become an ordered list, items
1–6 on the navigation bar. However, you want it to be a horizontal navigation bar.

Chapter 4 : Using CSS to Affect Page Layout

155

04_CSS_HOT_(116-159).qxd

10/26/06

12:20 PM

Page 156

2 Open ex0407.html in your text or HTML editor.
You can see the various list items in the markup, under the masthead element with the ID navlinks. They
are in an ordered list already. By default, these list items generate layout boxes known as block boxes.
This is the same kind of box generated by a div element, a paragraph, or a heading. They span side to
side and don’t let any other element sit next to them. Hyperlinks and spans generate what are known as
inline boxes. You can have a bunch of them on the same line of text, and they can wrap from line to line,
if necessary. Here, you will want these list items, which are generating block boxes, to act more like
spans. Luckily, you can do this through some simple instructions in the style sheet.

3 Between the <style..> start and end tags, type the following:
#navlinks li {
display: inline;
}
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4 Save ex0407.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0407.html.
How simple was that? With one rule, you’ve transformed block boxes to inline boxes. You can create the
other aspects, such as the vertical separators, using borders, as I will discuss in Chapter 7, “Using Margins
and Borders to Create Whitespace and Separation”.
This looks great in Firefox. However, this is still an ordered list. In a couple of browsers, even if you make
the list items inline, they might still generate their markers, which were the numbers 1–6 you saw when
you first opened the page in your browser. You’ll suppress these markers in the following step.

5 Return to ex0407.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #navlinks rule as follows:
#navlinks li {
display: inline;
list-style: none;
}

If you are using a browser other than Firefox and see the markers after adding the inline display declaration, you might want to save your HTML document, return to your browser, and reload the page to see
the effect of this change. Since I’m using Firefox, I’ll skip that step here. Now, one other display value is
of primary interest, and that’s an inline box. You’ll add one in the next few steps.
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6 Return to your text or HTML editor, and after the first rule, add the following:
#content h1 b {
background: #000;
}

You might recall that a b element appears inside the h1 to set the color of the “about tea” text. A b element is inline, and by default, it generates an inline box. You’ll set the background to black so it is visible.

7 Save ex0407.html,
switch to your browser, and
reload ex0407.html.
There’s the black background on that inline box.

8 Return to ex0407.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content h1 b {
background: #000;
display: block;
}

9 Save ex0407.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0407.html.
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There you go. The b element is now generating a block box. If you have experience with XHTML or
HTML, you might think this means the b element has gone from being an inline element to block element. It hasn’t. The only change is in the kind of box being displayed. You’ll probably use one other value
for the display attribute fairly often, display: none. You’ll practice using it now.

10 Return to ex0407.html in your text or HTML editor, and modify the #content rule as follows:
#content h1 b {
background: #000;
display: none;
}

11 Save ex0407.html, switch to your browser, and reload ex0407.html.
display: none quite simply means “do not display a box for this element.” And when you hit Reload, the
b element disappears. It generates no box and has no effect on the page layout. This value primarily

hides elements that need to appear later, such as pop-up menus, which can be concealed in their
unhovered state by using this declaration. (You could also use visibility: hidden, by the way.) The other
reason you might use display: none is for features such as printing—suppressing the display of page elements in print. I will discuss printing and print formatting further in Chapter 9, “Styling for Print.”
Congratulations! You’ve completed the last exercise in this chapter. Don’t forget to check out Appendix
A, “CSS 2 Properties,” for descriptions of all the properties and values mentioned in this chapter.
Layout is one of the core elements of Web design, and I hope I’ve shown that CSS can make this part of
your job much easier—and it doesn’t have to involve a single table! In the next chapter, you’ll start working with backgrounds and color.
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