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Tables are a powerful way of creating complex page 

layouts. That’s why many people simply refuse to let 

them go. Now, CSS designs have come a long way and 

have the same sort of power. Let go of your tables and 

come see how powerful CSS has become. 

The main problem I faced when I started learning CSS 

designs was how to get some of those DIVs floating 

to the right position while still keeping others in their 

place. HTML tables made it so easy but they 

have their drawbacks. I decided to redo my 

weblog template and write a small article in 

the meantime. There are a lot of CSS tutorials 

out there. I’m not going to go into the details 

of CSS. I’ll just take a design and implement 

it with precise values to show you just how it’s 

done. Having said that, be forewarned, this 

tutorial is not for the faint of heart. 

O b j e c t i v e

This article will cover some of the main design issues involving XHTML and CSS. 

Writing clean, accessible and valid XHTML markup for a complex design without 

the use of unnecessary img, table or other such tags. 

Implement a stylesheet for screen media for the weblog. 

Implement another stylesheet (for print) on the same markup. 

Implement navigation links for the page

a.

b.

c.

d.

Let’s get started, shall we? 

D e s i g n i n g  t h e  te m p l a t e

Design is one phase I can’t help you out with. Use your imagination or just use the design 

that I’m using. After all, this is just for learning purposes. 

This is the design we’re 
aiming to make. One 
important thing to note here 
is that almost the whole 
layout will be created using 
CSS styles. Very few images 
will be used and those too 
of very small size (both in 
dimensions and in bytes).

This is the design we’re 
aiming to make. One 
important thing to note here 
is that almost the whole 
layout will be created using 
CSS styles. Very few images 
will be used and those too 
of very small size (both in 
dimensions and in bytes).

Figure 1:  Intended 
page design

Layout using CSS is the 
state-of-the-art method of 
formatting web pages. It does 
have the “drawback” of having 
to write valid XHTML markup 
but that too, in the long run, 
more than makes up for the 
effort required to master 
these new twin technologies. 
Not only that, it also opens 
up news arenas such as the 
revered lands of AJAX. All that  
and yet, it’s so easy to learn! 
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This is a design I did especially for my blog. I’ll divide the design in some main 

sections. 

Logo and introduction text 

Top navigation bar 

Blog navigation bar

Content area 

Personal information bar

I designed the image in Photoshop and sliced the images for my logo, the navigation 

bar buttons, and other small images for sections heads (such as archives and 

favourites). I also sliced out the two images which will be used for left and right side 

bar backgrounds. Take a look at the resource zip file. The images are pretty small 

and, of course, properly named!

a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

n O w  f O r  s O m e  m a r k u p

Crank up your favourite editor and get coding. We’ll structure the code same way as 

our main design. (I actually designed the template based on this structure as I should 

have. Not the other way round.) 

The structure of the markup used for the layout will follow this container – content 

relationship. (Notice that there’re only two instances of meaningless divs – which are 

needed for layout purposes only.)  

Listing 1: XHTML 
markup for the page

Ignore the title, navbar and footer divs. We’ll manage them later. For now, let’s get 

the layout arranged. 

The layout we want would look like Figure 2 (without the padding spaces of course). 

<div id=”page”>
<div id=”title”> title here </div>
<div id=”navbar”> Navigation bar here </div>

<div id=”page_main”> 
    <div id=”blog_stuff”> 
        <div id=”posts”> 
  <div class=”post”>Post data here</div>
        </div>
     <div id=”blog_bar”> 
    Previous posts and archives here 
        </div>
        <div class=”clearing”>&nbsp;</div>
    </div>
    <!-- end blog_stuff -->
    <div id=”personal_bar”> 
   Personal information and favorites here 
    </div> 
    <div class=”clearing”>&nbsp;</div> 
</div>

<div id=”footer”>footer here</div>
</div>
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page_main

blog_stuff personal_bar

blog_bar posts

The skeleton of the 
page layout. The 
XHTML information 
is only about the 
structure and data of 
the document itself 
and nothing about its 
presentation.

Figure 2:  Layout of 
the page

First, float the blog_bar to left and posts to right.  Set the width of #posts to 100% and 

then set its left margin to the same value as blog_bar’s width – in the negative! When you 

specify the width of a div and then give it a negative margin, the div occupies the whole 

width area but allows other content to “bleed in” to its space thus overlapping with its 

content. (The overlapping can later be reduced by setting margins of other contents of 

#posts.)

#blog_bar
{
	 float:	left;
	 width:	200px;
}
#posts
{
	 width:	100%;
	 float:	right;
	 margin-left:	-200px;
}

Listing 2: Basic 
structural layout

Now, the outer shell of personal_bar and blog_stuff can be arranged with the same 

technique. (Floating blog_stuff to the left and personal_bar to the right and then using 

negative margins technique.)

See step_1 in the resource zip file (step_1/index.htm) for what we’ve got so far.  

Now to put the background images in the layout. The most annoying problem for table 

layout experts moving over to CSS is the fact that divs lying side-by-side (for example, 

posts and blog_bar in our layout) simply refuse to have the same heights unless they have 

exactly the same “height” of content. This problem is solved by introducing a dummy div 

(conventionally given the class clearing or clear). This serves to extend the container (in our 

case, page_main) and a background is given to this container.
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#page_main
{
	 background:	url(../images/right_bg.gif)	repeat-y	right;
}
.clearing
{
	 height:	0;
	 clear:	both;
}
body	{
	 background:	#fff6ff;
}

Listing 3: More 
layout

The clear ensures that the container has the same height as whichever of its content divs 

has the largest height thus repeating the background throughout the container giving the 

impression of having the other div going all the way down! Repeat the procedure for the 

inner container blog_stuff and then see my progress after step_2 (step_2/index.htm).

le t ’s  s e e  s O m e  i m a g e s

All the images present in the site right now are only eye-candy. They do not have any 

significance as far as content goes. So, they go into CSS and not as img tags. Here’s how to 

put them in:

#title
{
background:	url(../images/toplogo.gif)	no-repeat	#282f46;	
	 height:	51px;
	 font-size:	0;
	 color:	#282f46;
}

Listing 4: Image 
replacement 
technique

The 0 font-size works on all the browsers except IE (which interprets it as 1). So, the color 

is changed to the major background colour of the image to make the minute text invisible. 

The same technique can be used on all the other div and a tags which require background 

images. (A tags have to be set as display: block because they default to inline.) This was 

step_3 (step_3/index.htm). Repeating the procedure for all the other images, you can 

complete the rest of the page. It’s fairly simple once you get the hang of it. 

I’ve got this far in the final (final/index.htm) version of my example. 

O f f - s c r e e n  css

This is the place where you find out why it’s so very nice to use CSS designs instead of 

HTML designs. Remember the “Printable Version” links we used to see. Well, no need for 

complex scripting. CSS to the rescue. Make another stylesheet. Hide the display elements 

you don’t want printed with display: none. Use this stylesheet with media=print attribute of 

style tag and you’re all done! Additionally, you can choose to display certain elements (such 

as copyright notices) only in the print media. Be innovative. Think of stuff. It comes easy 

with CSS. 
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w h a t  n O w ? 

This article just scratched the surface of CSS design capabilities. Look into more articles 

on A List Apart and other professional publications and see how you can make even more 

complex layouts with clean, accessible markup which can be used not only in screen and 

print media but also on handhelds and other devices. The best thing is, you don’t need to 

do any more work than plugging in another stylesheet for a new device and you’re ready to 

go.  Let go then of bloated table-based layout and come to CSS. It’s extensible, manageable 

and far more powerful than tables. 

a r t i c l e  a n D  D e s i g n  b y  nauman

Nauman “recluze” is an artist specializing in modern digital designs. His fields include digital 

painting, 3D designing, vector art and any other form of designing he feels like doing. He 

also publishes his thoughts in his blog. 

www.recluze.net  |  recluze.blogspot.com  |  contact@recluze.net
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