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3 Inspiration

Explore the divine proportion.

Design with grids in mind.

Discover that inspiration is everywhere.
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Introducing Grid-Based Design
When you sit back in your comfy chair, close your eyes, and think about grids, what are 

the first ideas that spring to mind? I suppose that if your chosen career path has led you 

to wear a pointy hat and direct traffic, your mind might jump first to those yellow “don’t-

enter-unless-your-exit-is-clear” grids at busy road junctions. But I’m assuming you chose 

instead to design for the Web and your ideas about grids are somewhat different. Still, 

there are parallels in the way some designers and some traffic police think about grids—

that they are about rules or regulations, rather than about flexibility. 

Technically speaking, grids are a combination of vertical columns, horizontal fields, and 

white space gutters. Translating that grid terminology into CSS, you can think in terms of 

divisions, margins, and padding (Figure 3.1).

Designers often think working with grids can be a restrictive rather than a creative process. 

They think basing a design on a series of columns and fields will limit their ability to make 

designs that break out of the literal box; in reality, the opposite in true.

My aim is to show you that designing with grids will lead to more, rather than fewer, creative 

opportunities; your designs will go in new directions, and using grids will provide you with a 

solid foundation for experimenting with new ideas.

I’ll begin with the theory behind designing grids in the context of Web design. You will 

then see how grids have been used across different media, and you will finish by using 

grids that have been influenced by other media to bring a fresh look to some of the com-

mon layouts and interface elements you design every day.
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3.1  Comparing grid design and CSS terminology
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The designer and the grid
I remember art-school lectures about proportion and balance. But as a fine-arts student, 

I preferred to spend my time in the printmaking room rather than in the lecture hall. 

As with many designers working on the Web today, I was schooled in neither the theory nor 

the importance of using grids. It was only after I began working on the Web professionally 

that I became aware of their importance in helping make well-balanced designs. When I 

started reading about grids, I found that much of the information about them seemed to 

have little relevance to modern-day Web design. 

Some of these discussions focus on mathematics and talk of the famous Fibonacci sequence. 

As someone who finds it difficult to remember the PIN numbers of two of my credit cards 

at any one time, mathematics was never a favorite subject.

When I began to consciously consider the grids I use in my everyday design work, I real-

ized their tremendous flexibility, and I began to look for unusual grids I could bring into 

my designs.

When you start to look for examples of grid design in action, you won’t have to look far. 

Open your morning newspaper or pick up a copy of a favorite magazine, and you’ll see grids 

everywhere. When you take a drive through your neighborhood, grids appear in the design 

of buildings and in modern cities, even in the layout of the roads on which you are driving. 

The horizontal and vertical lines inherent in grids are almost everywhere in the world that 

we humans have designed for ourselves.

Grid design is a skill that is important for every designer to learn. Learning to work with 

their composition and proportions is one of the foundations for great design.

It is a mistake to think designing with grids is about making designs conforming to a rigid 

structure; in fact, the opposite is true. Grids help designers create arrangements and pat-

terns that “feel right” and that people find comfortable to use.

Grids serve as a guide to designers to follow when they are placing objects on a page. They 

provide structure and add rhythm to a design. Using them helps designers create composi-

tions that are easier for a reader to scan. Grids also present information in a way that is 

more neatly organized and therefore easier to follow. 

Note

In The Book of Calculating in 1202, 
Fibonacci’s number progression 
involved adding two numbers to arrive 
at the next in the sequence: 

1, 2 (1+1), 3 (2+1), 5 (3+2), 8 (5+3), 
and so on

That’s always handy to remember 
when you’re out shopping.

Thinking outside the grid

In her article for A List Apart magazine, 
author Molly E.  Holzschlag explores 
the common ground between the uses 
of grids in the design of urban spaces 
with their use in Web design. You can 
find the article at www.alistapart.
com/articles/outsidethegrid/. 
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At some level, every designer is trying to 

bring order to the world; it’s the secret reason 

we all practice this craft for a living. And 

there’s no better tool for achieving order in 

design than the grid.
KHOI VINH, DESIGNER 

www.subtraction.com
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Look at the example of the two page layouts here (Figure 3.2). On the left, the lack of 

structure makes the page seem cluttered and chaotic. On the right, the reader can more 

easily understand the visual structure of the content. Applying this to the Web helps both 

usability and accessibility without requiring the designer to write a single line of code.

Sometimes a grid is subconscious to the layout and merely influences the visitor to follow 

particular patterns; at other times, its presence can be overt and define the design. The 

choice of whether to place the grid center stage or allow it to fade into the background 

will fall to the designer and the goals of a particular design.

The divine proportion and the rule of thirds
Many of the theories of grid design have a basis in the proportions that occur in the 

natural world and even in our own bodies. Take a look at your arms and note the distance 

between the tips of your fingers and your wrist. Compare it to the distance between your 

fingertips and your elbow. 

Unless your genes include more gorilla DNA than you’d like your friends to know about, I’m 

guessing the distance between your fingertips and wrist is a third of the distance to your 

elbow. It’s this divine proportion that has found its way into the thinking of a great many 

artists and designers throughout history.

3.2  Designing with grids helps usability and accessibility

Part 3: Inspiration 187

03_TCSS-4.indd   18703_TCSS-4.indd   187 10/27/06   4:32:21 PM10/27/06   4:32:21 PM



03_TCSS-4.indd   18803_TCSS-4.indd   188 10/27/06   4:32:21 PM10/27/06   4:32:21 PM



A List Taken Apart
As computer monitors get larger and their resolutions get higher, many 
Web designers are tempted to make designs that fit just inside the 
now common 1024 � 800 pixel resolution. 

When the online Web design magazine A List Apart launched a new 
design in 2005, much of the discussion around its design centered on 
the decision to use a fixed-width, 1024-pixel layout (Figure 3.3).

equal the width of a visitor’s Web browser. Visitors running Windows 
often keep their windows maximized to the full screen area, but many 
will be running their browsers with sidebars that contain bookmarks, 
browsing history, and more. These sidebars can quickly reduce horizon-
tal screen space (Figure 3.4).

Note: Jakob Nielsen offers his advice on designing for flexibility at 
www.useit.com/alertbox/screen_resolution.html.

Mac users rarely extend their browsers to the full monitor width, so 
even when you consider the widescreen format of many Apple moni-
tors, you can never trust that the browser window will be as wide as 
the screen area. Designer John Oxton explains:

I will continue to allow the 800 � 600 platform full access to 

my sites because until a month ago I had a screen that could 

only cope with a maximum of 1024 � 768 and with my browser 

side bar open, sites that allow access for 800 � 600 worked 

nicely.

—John Oxton (http://joshuaink.com/blog/383/800-by-600)
3.3  Dissecting A List Apart’s structural grid

3.4  Reducing horizontal screen space

After the design was launched, I was lucky to interview A List Apart’s 
designer Jason Santa Maria, and question him about the decision to 
drop support for window widths smaller than 1024 pixels. Santa Maria 
explained:

ALA (A List Apart) has always tried to be one of those sites at 
the front of the pack. We don’t support 800 � 600 anymore, nor 
do we 640 � 480. Do you? People flipped when sites stopped 
supporting 640 � 480, now no one says a word. Things change. 
Trust me, you are going to see more sites stretching out their 
legs and putting their feet up.

—Jason Santa Maria 

(www.stuffandnonsense.co.uk/archives/a_list_taken_apart.html)

Although the desire to design for the highest resolutions is under-
standable, it is important to remember that resolution does not always 
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Technically speaking, the divine proportion is a visual representation of the number Phi 

(pronounced “fi”), or the number 1.618033988749895. Don’t worry, for all practical 

purposes you won’t need to dust off your scientific calculator; when I mention the divine 

proportion, you’ll just need the first three numbers (rounded up to 1.62), and sometimes 

even fewer. 

So, what does advanced mathematics have to do with design, and why am I talking about 

using a method for composition that has been around for centuries when working in a 

medium as young and dynamic as the Web? 

Using the divine proportion as a guide when composing your layouts can help improve 

the balance of your designs, whether you are designing for a fixed-size piece of paper or 

a flexible browser window. The divine proportion has been used throughout the history of 

architecture, art, and design and is as important today as it was centuries ago.

The divine proportion for the Web
Whereas the canvas width in print design is determined by the width of the media—a 

newspaper, a magazine page, a conventional sheet of paper, or even a poster—the canvas 

size on the Web is not fixed. It is determined by the browser window width minus any open 

sidebars.

Arguments will no doubt continue to rage on between those who prefer to make fixed-

width designs for what they think is the average minimum window width (nominally 800 

pixels) and those who believe designs should be flexible to make the most of a visitor’s 

screen space, no matter what the window size.

Now you can put the theory into action by using the divine proportion to create har-

monious layouts for both fixed-pixel width and flexible designs.

Fixed-pixel width design
For the first example, you will be creating a common fixed-pixel design that sits just inside 

an 800-pixel width browser window. For now you can forget about the actual window width 

or whether a visitor has any sidebars open. It has become common practice to shave off 30 

pixels to allow for scroll bars, arriving at the width of 770 pixels so favored by many fixed-

pixel aficionados.

Fixed-pixel versus 
fluid width design

No doubt, the question of whether 
designers should attempt to develop 
their designs as fixed-width, liquid, 
or elastic layouts will continue to be 
debated for a long time to come. 

Tommy Olsson has examined the 
advantages and disadvantages of each 
type of layout at www.autisticcuckoo.
net/archive.php?id=2004/07/21/
fixed-liquid-elastic.
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Fire up your calculator, and divide 770 by 1.62. Unless you need new batteries, you should 

arrive at 475 pixels, a useful width for main content that also provides a comfortable line 

length for reading text onscreen. Now take those 475 pixels away from your total width. 

This will give you a sidebar width of 295 pixels, which is ample room for supplementary 

content and even a good-sized search input (Figure 3.5).

Many designers start their designs by deciding on an arbitrary width, often a width they 

stick to regardless of the content they are presenting. You can also work with the divine 

proportion in the other direction. Imagine that the site you are designing features a large 

branding image, perhaps one that has been carried over from an offline advertising cam-

paign. Using the divine proportion, you can calculate the correct overall width from the 

dimensions of the image.

For this example, the image is 400 pixels wide. Multiply this by 1.62 to give you an overall 

design width of 648 pixels, slightly narrower than common layouts but one you can use to 

interesting effect (Figure 3.6).

You can then divide these columns using the same proportions to create an interesting 

microgrid to create a balanced structure for even the smallest design elements on your 

page (Figure 3.7).

3.5  Establishing correct column width 3.6   Calculating layout width from 
an image

3.7  Creating microgrids
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Rule Britannia
If pixel perfection is your thing, several tools and methods can help 
you ensure that your elements are lining up with the proportions of 
your grid. 

You can apply CSS background images to almost any XHTML element, 
including block-level divisions, paragraphs, lists, or inline elements. 
For precision, add a background image of a ruler to an element 
(Figure 3.8).

Note: You can download a handy premade ruler image courtesy of 
Greg Storey at www.airbagindustries.com/archives/airbag/ruler.php.

Chris Pederick’s Web Developer extension for Firefox contains both 
a handy ruler that you can drag over any element in your browser 
window and line guides that ensure your elements line up in the way 
you intended.

For a way to add measuring tools in any browser that supports 
 Java Script, you can create bookmarklets that use PNG image alpha-
transparency to add a grid-pad image either to the <body> of the 
page or to a division overlaid onto your design (Figure 3.9).

Note: Andy Budd’s Layout Grid Bookmarklets are available for 
you to bookmark at www.andybudd.com/archives/2006/07/
layout_grid_bookmarklet/.

Although these techniques and tools are not strictly part of grid-based 
design, they can prove extremely useful when placing your design ele-
ments in your layout grids.

SUBTRACTION GRID IMPOSITION
One easy way of ensuring that your designs stay on the grid 
when implementing them with markup and CSS is to use the CSS 
 background-image property to keep your grid visible as you work.

Although visual tools including Macromedia Dreamweaver have long 
had features to place tracing images, Khoi Vinh has brought this tech-
nique back to the surface.

Note: You can find out more about Khoi Vinh’s grid 
imposition method at www.subtraction.com/archives/2004/
1231_grid_computi.php.

 3.8  Adding a ruler image 3.9  Overlaying a grid-pad image
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3.10   Patrick Griffiths’s em-based design, Elastic Lawn, at three different text sizes.

Elastic design
Whereas on the Web the number and width of columns that are used in a design are often 

chosen arbitrarily, this has not been the case with the design of newspapers. In newspaper 

design, the column count and proportions have always been based on the width of the 

measure, the number of characters of text in a horizontal line. Because traditional broad-

sheet newspapers use a larger format, they can have more columns yet keep the width of 

the measure to a level that keeps reading comfortable. 

Line length and readability are perhaps more important onscreen than they are on paper. 

Designs based on em units will shrink and grow as the visitor changes the font size in their 

browser, keeping line lengths to a more optimum width for easy reading.

This “elastic,” em-based design technique can prove extremely effective. It has been put 

to varied uses including designs planted in the CSS Zen Garden as well as the homepage of 

Mozilla.

For his Elastic Lawn (www.csszengarden.com/?CSSfile=/063/063.css) design for the CSS Zen 

Garden (Figure 3.10), designer Patrick Griffiths chose a width of 48 em for his layout. To 

use Phi to find the divine proportions for this design, divide 48 em by 1.62, and you get 

the following:

Overall content  Main content  Sidebar
48 em   29 em   19 em
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3.11  www.mozilla.org

About em units

An em is a “relational” unit of mea-
surement, which, when used on the 
Web, will change when a visitor either 
increases or decreases the default 
text size in her Web browser. Techni-
cally speaking, one em is equal to the 
distance that is horizontally equal to 
the type size. For example, 1 em of 
12-point type is 12 points. You can 
find out more about em units and 
the measure, plus find an interest-
ing follow-up discussion, at www.
markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/
five_simple_steps_to_better_
typography/.

To give you the proportions for your design details, you can subdivide this grid again to 

create a set of fully elastic microgrids.

The homepage of Mozilla (Figure 3.11) shows great elastic design in action. Using ems 

allows the content area to shrink and grow when the visitor changes the size of the text. 

To ensure that text lines do not stretch beyond a comfortable width, the Mozilla designers 

have limited the maximum width of their content to 70 em:

body {
min-width: 610px;
margin: 20px; }

#container {
max-width: 70em;
margin: 0 auto;
} 

A note about gutters

In Web design, gutters are not the 
spaces alongside the pavement that 
are filled with potato crisp packets 
and cigarette ends; instead, gutters are 
the gaps separating columns, and they 
prevent text or images in separate 
columns from butting into each other. 

I prefer to add left and right margins 
or padding to a column’s child ele-
ments to create the effect of gutters, 
rather than applying margins or pad-
ding to the columns themselves. This 
avoids the need to use a box model 
hack when designing for Internet 
Explorer 5 and 5.5 for Windows (or 
Internet Explorer operating in “quirks” 
mode).
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Using Mozilla’s width as your starting point, divide its 70 em by 1.62 to establish the 

divine proportions for the elastic content area and sidebar. You get the following:

Overall content  Main content  Sidebar
70 em   43 em   27 em

Interestingly, Mozilla’s designers have chosen to use percentages rather than ems for the 

widths of their columns. This allows their flexible design to shrink and grow when both the 

text and the window is resized:

#side {
float: left;
width: 23%; }

#mainContent {
float: right;
width: 75%; }

Whether you choose to implement fully elastic layouts or a combination of elastic and 

fluid layouts, these techniques work equally as well as fixed-pixel designs when working 

with grids.
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Fully flexible layouts
Grid system design has historically been based on fixed sizes. Designers working on the 

Web have had to adapt many traditional techniques to accommodate the variety of plat-

forms, windows, and browsing environments on the Web.

It is this visitor control over the browsing environment that makes the Web so different 

from other forms of screen and print media. Any changes to text size, screen resolution, or 

the size of the browser window can impact a design enormously. The challenge is for Web 

designers to create a flexible design that will adapt to these changing conditions. It is 

here that a well-designed grid can often help you.

Giving up control over the width of a design can be a tough challenge for even seasoned 

Web designers who may be more comfortable creating fixed-pixel designs. Designing a grid 

using flexible percentages can create the most powerful layouts for your designs. A fluid 

grid will expand and collapse along with a visitor’s window, and they make no assumptions 

about window size or resolution. This type of layout will also better accommodate visitors 

with open sidebars of browsing history or bookmarks.

Here once again, the divine proportion can prove to be a powerful tool for designing a 

 flexible, asymmetrical grid. Starting with a 100 percent browser width, divide by 1.62 to 

give you the harmonious widths of both the main content area and the sidebar.

Overall content  Main content  Sidebar
100%   62%   38%
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Now, to ensure that the line length of your text content does not become uncomfortable, 

you can choose to limit the overall width of your design. Following the example set by 

Mozilla, you might choose to limit your design to 70 em here by setting max-width on the 

<body> element:

body {
width : 100%;
max-width: 70em;

So far, all the grids you have explored have been based on the divine proportion or golden 

section. These are known as asymmetrical grids because of the proportions, or ratios, of 

their columns. Another highly useful grid design is already in use across many different 

mediums but is found less often on the Web. This is known as a symmetrical grid.

Rational grid design
Designers choose to work with grids for many reasons. Grids also help maintain consis-

tency, particularly over a large number of pages. In a printed book, the number of pages 

is limited by practical considerations such as size and weight. The number of pages it can 

contain does not limit a Web site. Establishing this consistency of layout will help visitors 

navigate both individual pages and entire sites. This is one of the key goals of designing 

good Web usability (Figure 3.12).

Grids also help the designer organize branding, content, and navigation into spaces. With 

the enormous variety of objects now vying for a visitor’s attention, it is the precision and 

flexibility that comes from designing a solid symmetrical grid, based on a rational ratio, 

that can help a designer bring order to that potential chaos.

Symmetrical grids are divided into a number of equal width columns, such as six, eight, 

or sometimes even more columns, in what is known as a rational ratio. This symmetrical 

layout helps create balance across the design but at the same time gives the designer a 

greater number of layout options by enabling him to create “supercolumns” by allowing 

content to span across two or more columns.

The ratios of the columns in a rational grid do not always end in a symmetrical or even 

a balanced design. You can create many interesting and unusual asymmetric designs by 

A few words about line length

Reading text on a computer screen is 
more difficult and tiring than reading 
on paper. Ensuring that your content 
can be read comfortably is essential if 
you want your readers to enjoy read-
ing your content. 

The Web Style Guide: Basic Design 
Principles for Creating Web Sites, by 
Patrick J. Lynch and Sarah Horton, 
says this: “Research shows that read-
ing slows and retention rates fall as 
line length begins to exceed the ideal 
width, because the reader then needs 
to use the muscles of the eye and 
neck to track from the end of one line 
to the beginning of the next line. If 
the eye must traverse great distances 
on the page, the reader is easily lost 
and must hunt for the beginning of 
the next line.”

Restricting the length of any lines 
of text by using max-width is just 
one of the ways you can make your 
content more appealing. 

Joe Clark has written an interest-
ing article about line lengths when 
reading from a screen at http://blog.
fawny.org/2005/09/21/measures/.
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 starting with a symmetrical grid to give you a solid structure and the correct proportions 

for your elements. 

One of my favorite layout techniques starts by first defining a grid and then creating 

 rectangles and other shapes whose proportions are defined by the grid. Moving these ele-

ments inside the grid and even allowing them to overlap, often suggests interesting new 

ideas for layout.

3.12  Establishing consistency in layout at http://web.burza.hr/
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Grids in Contemporary 
Web Design
For me, one of the most enjoyable parts of the creative process is the freedom to experi-

ment. It can be fun and rewarding to push paint around a canvas or make cuttings from 

magazines and move them around a collage to see what happens. 

Often the most exciting results can come from the most unexpected of combinations. If 

something doesn’t work, it doesn’t matter; scrunch up those pieces of paper, throw them 

into a corner, and start again. The worst thing that can happen is that your mother, part-

ner, or office cleaner will complain about your blatant disregard for tidiness.

Many times my decisions over layout and proportions happen organically and are not 

backed by any logic—and almost never by mathematics. I’m sure as a designer that I’m 

not unusual in occasionally designing layouts in a happy-go-lucky, feel-good fashion. Only 

much later in my design career did I see the enormous creative opportunities that design-

ing with grids can offer.

Grid design has become a popular topic of conversation among Web designers, and many 

are turning to grids to help them make stunning and distinct designs. I want to share with 

you some of my personal favorite sites that have made strong use of grid-based design 

techniques.

Subtraction
One of the most talked about grid-based designs is the striking, black-and-white 

 Subtraction. In addition to using stark imagery and minimalist typography, designer 

Khoi Vinh has used a powerful eight-column grid to underpin every aspect of his design 

(Figure 3.13).

In many grid-based designs, the grid takes a backseat. In Subtraction, the grid positively 

climbs into the front seat and grabs hold of the steering wheel (Figure 3.14). Every aspect 

3.13  www.subtraction.com
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of the design is bound to the grid with almost obsessive precision. The grid dictates the 

size and position of each of the elements in the branding area, including the logo and the 

search input. Navigation links also align perfectly to the grid structure, and it is because of 

this attention to detail that the links are not overshadowed by the large image below them, 

an image that spans all eight columns (Figure 3.15).

Subtraction’s eight columns also combine to form four supercolumns to add focus to the 

articles in the main content. The reader’s eye flows immediately to the main content. 

Vinh added flow to what could have easily become a rigid layout by allowing his titles to 

span an additional column to the left. This highlights the publication time and the number 

of reader remarks (Figure 3.16).

Many designers and their clients leave no pixel untouched. Subtraction leaves much of the 

left column empty, and it uses white space to allow its content room to breathe. With so 

much content being presented on a single page, Subtraction’s design could easily have 

become overwhelming to the reader. Vinh has prevented this information overload by 

 cleverly using vertical height. 

Subtraction continues to use its eight-column grid in even more surprising ways as you 

scroll down the page. The layout changes when the focus moves from internal to external 

content, and these two areas are cleverly divided by another large column-spanning image 

(Figure 3.17).

3.15  Navigating Subtraction3.14  Dissecting the Subtraction grid
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3.16  Remarking on Subtraction

3.17  Dividing and subtracting

Vinh uses shorter fields to present his links to external sites, and every one of the eight 

columns features his content: dates, star ratings, link information, and navigation tools.

Note: You’ll be amazed at the intricate design details that Khoi Vinh has created at 
www.subtraction.com.

Subtraction succeeds because of its designer’s understanding of grid-based design and how 

this knowledge has allowed him to present his content in a structured and ordered way.
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Airbag Industries
Compared to the overt complexity of Subtraction, the design of Airbag Industries seems 

almost understated (Figure 3.18). At first glance, it might be difficult to notice the impact 

that its design grid makes (Figure 3.19).

For Airbag Industries, designer and airship enthusiast Greg Storey based his design on a 

subtle, four-column, symmetrical grid. Two of the columns have been combined to hold 

the main content for the articles. The central column, adorned with a Hawaiian beauty and 

palm trees, breaks a common three-column convention by drawing your attention to the 

central portion of the page because of its background color and imagery.

When I first saw Airbag Industries, I was initially irritated because the tops of the three 

columns were not aligned vertically, with the left column starting 60 pixels above the other 

two columns. Later I noticed that the positioning of this left column visually connects the 

airship image with the content below (Figure 3.20).

One of the design details I particularly love about Airbag Industries is that on the home-

page, Storey has used the proportions of his grid to determine the size of the airship image. 

3.18  www.airbagindustries.com 3.19  Investigating the Airbag grid
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Look closely, and you will see that not only does the width of the image match the width 

of two of his columns but also that the airship itself, floating gracefully out of its bound-

ing rectangle, is the width of those two columns (Figure 3.21).

The attention to the grid continues to the bottom of the page where the bear image also 

matches perfectly the width of the center column (Figure 3.22). On a page containing this 

much content I would have liked to see that this image also linked to the top of the page, 

but even without a link, the image bleeding off the bottom of the window is a neat way to 

let the visitor know they have reached the end of the content. I’m not so sure I agree with 

Storey’s choice of alternative text for this bear image, but that can be a conversation for 

another day:

<img src=”fin.jpg” alt=”Grrrr” />

For me, what makes this site interesting is how it uses the design grid consistently across 

all its pages and how it uses the grid in different ways. 

Note: Take a ride on Greg Storey’s airship at www.airbagindustries.com.

I find the design decisions Storey has made and his clever use of a simple, symmetrical 

four-column grid intriguing. It demonstrates clearly that designing to a grid can suggest 

subtle ideas that may not have otherwise presented themselves.

3.20   Left: The irregular alignment of the tops of the columns leads your eye into the content. 
Right: The effect is lost in my modified version where the columns are straightened.

3.21  Matching the width of two columns

3.22  Reaching the bottom of the page
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3.24  Rebooting with the solid grid3.23  www2.jeffcroft.com

Jeff Croft
Of all the sites that rebooted for CSS Reboot, one in particular, Jeff Croft’s, stood out 

(Figure 3.23)—not because of lively, colorful imagery, rounded corners, or gradient 

 backgrounds, but because of its solid use of a design grid (Figure 3.24).

Note: CSS Reboot is a community Web design event where Web designers and developers 
from all over the world launch their CSS-based redesigns simultaneously. You can find out 
more and participate in a future event at www.cssreboot.com.

Many of the designs that appeared first on CSS Reboot this year divided areas of content 

into horizontal bands or fields. Croft’s use of light text against a darker background, com-

bined with his bands, give his design a strong horizontal focus.

Croft again uses a four-column, symmetrical grid. The main content in horizontal panels, 

both above and below the fold, spans two columns. This arrangement goes from the top to 

the bottom of the homepage. Although the horizontal stripes reduce the visual impact of 

vertical columns, your eyes still follow their invisible lines.
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3.25  Above: Original search area layout. Below: Modified layout making use of the grid.

Croft’s grid loses some of its structure in what is perhaps one of the most technically 

impressive parts of the site. The technical achievement of the site’s live search draws 

together search results not only from his articles but also from comments, links, and even 

photos on Flickr. In the live search area, the results are divided into five unequal columns. 

These columns use a different ratio to any others used throughout the site, and the layout 

would be much stronger if it used the same four-column grid and moved the explanation 

text to underneath the results (Figure 3.25).

Digging deeper into Croft’s CSS, I was interested to see that whereas I prefer to use margins or 

padding on child elements to simulate gutters, Croft chooses to use margins on his columns.

You can see this by using the Outline Custom Elements feature of the Web Developer exten-

sion to outline the divisions (Figure 3.26).

Note: Dig deeper and learn more about how Jeff Croft implemented his design at http://
www2.jeffcroft.com.

3.26   Using the Web Developer 
extension to highlight 
divisions
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Veerle’s Blog
Whereas Airbag Industries has a light and airy feel, Veerle Pieters’ Blog uses dark gray 

background colors to bring her content into focus (Figure 3.27). This is helped by the use 

of a strong four-column, symmetrical grid that paradoxically results in an asymmetric rather 

than symmetric design (Figure 3.28).

3.27   Symmetric grid with an asymmetric design at http://veerle.duoh.com
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3.28  Designing to the grid

3.29  Emphasizing columns with color

3.30  Drawing your eyes across columns

While the bright branding illustration spans three of the four columns, two columns join to 

form a supercolumn to hold the most recently published article. 

On first seeing this site, I was confused why Pieters chose a lighter gray background for her 

previously links to older articles, because my eye was immediately drawn to that column, 

rather than to the content of the main article. Visiting this site on a regular basis has 

made this concern fade because the lighter color provides a useful way to emphasize the 

column structure of all the content on the page (Figure 3.29).

One of the design features I particularly enjoy about Veerle’s blog is the way she has used 

a subtle shadow to emphasize the border between the third and fourth columns. Instead of 

overtly dividing the layout at this point, Pieters cleverly uses images to join these columns 

in a subtle but effective way. This adds movement to the design by drawing your eyes 

across all the columns (Figure 3.30).

Throughout its design, Veerle’s blog is playful with the four-column grid, switching effort-

lessly between content that spans two or sometimes even three columns. This design 

 succeeds not only by basing the layout on a grid but by also not being defined or con-

strained by it. 

Note: Explore the subtle ways that Veerle Pieters plays with grid design at http://veerle.
duoh.com/.
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Looking for Grids Outside the Web
Grids existed long before the Web. Though I won’t be around to find out for sure, I’ll lay 

bets that grids will continue to influence designers long after the Web has transformed 

into some future incarnation. 

One day I’m sure that all the clothes we wear will be made of shiny material and that we 

will eat a three-course dinner in three tiny pills. Over the second course, the roast beef 

and Yorkshire pudding pill, I’ll wager that we’ll look back on today’s Web and smile as we 

remember when Ajax was as shiny as our trousers. But for now, the Web is young, and we 

still have much to learn.

I hope future generations will learn lessons from what we are doing today. In the same way, 

we can look at media that has been around for far longer than the Web to gain some of our 

inspiration. Many of these sources of inspiration are all around us. Some of them may even 

drop through your letterbox or be left at the end of your driveways every day. I’m talking 

about your daily newspaper.

Learning from the daily paper
Whether you live in Baltimore, Bournemouth, Beirut, or Bangkok, newspapers are similar 

in some ways and different in others. All newspapers share a common substrate, and their 

text and images are made from millions of tiny dots of ink. Whether you read a highbrow 

broadsheet or a tacky supermarket tabloid, ultimately newspapers will be discarded, be 

recycled, or end their days lining the bottom of a rabbit’s cage. 

Aside from their enormously important job of lining pet cages the world over, newspapers 

provide a source of inspiration for the grid-hungry designer. The differences in newspaper 

grids and the many ways they use grids to create so many varied results can be a fascinat-

ing subject to study.
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Using traditional eight-column design
Many broadsheet newspapers share a traditional, eight-column grid design that is possible 

because of their larger paper size. This complex grid enables these publications to present 

a large amount of text content in a strictly ordered fashion to maintain readability and to 

allow their pages to be folded into quadrants. This has proved particularly important to 

readers on crowded commuter trains who every day need to combine their morning fix of 

news with an exercise in origami.

In this type of design and in many others, the number of columns that a story spans will 

be dictated by the importance of that story, and often this hierarchy is visually displayed 

in imaginative ways.

To visually enforce this hierarchy and to aid readability, a story’s headline will always span 

the same number of columns as the body copy of the story. This column spanning can be 

extended to images and to the masthead, nameplate, and even advertising space that has 

been sold on the page. Although the traditional grid goes back many years, many of the 

design devices it creates can be updated for the Web on sites that present large amounts of 

body text. 

In your design for the Web, it is unlikely that you would ever present your content in as 

many as eight narrow columns. However, it is this flexibility of using and combining this 

number of columns that can lead to impressive visual results. On the next pages are four 

alternative content layouts based upon the grid used by the Hindustan Times.
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The traditional eight-column grid based on India’s Hindustan Times
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Using contemporary six-column design
There has been a progressive decline in the popularity of the traditional eight-column 

newspaper grid and a widespread adoption of a simpler, six-column design. This switch 

has not limited the number of design variations that can be based on this layout, however, 

as a look at many of the inspiring newspaper designs from around the world today will 

demonstrate.

From across the United States, Europe, the Middle East, and beyond, millions of people 

consume their daily news from pages that have been designed using six columns. Many of 

the core design devices from traditional eight-column grids remain, and often these devices 

have been given new life.

Column spanning remains a key design technique and some newspapers, including Die Welt 

from Germany, use headlines that span multiple columns and are also center justified.

In many cases, the six-column design is supplemented by a seventh, slightly wider column 

on either the far left or the far right. This column often contains information about news 

items that will be found on the inside pages, not unlike the sidebar found on almost every 

content-rich Web page. On the next pages are four alternative content layouts based upon 

the grid used by France’s Le Figaro.
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The six-column grid based on France’s Le Figaro
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Using alternative newspaper layouts
Neither the eight-column grid nor the common six-column grid will suit every type of 

publication, language, or culture. In many examples, an even number of columns has given 

way to an uneven number such as five or seven columns. In many parts of the world and 

in many publications, the number of columns does not change many of the underlying 

principles of either newspaper or grid design.

Whether the front page is largely visual as in the example of Ukraine’s Segodnya or text-

based as in Belgium’s De Morgen, many of the same principles of visual hierarchy, column 

spanning, and variation in headline type sizes and faces apply.

Of course, not every newspaper uses a grid in ways that might be familiar to Western 

 readers. The chaotic layout of Japan’s Asahi Shimbun might seem strange to Western eyes 

and is largely dictated by the Japanese language and its vertical text flow. It would be dan-

gerous for Web designers in Western cultures to assume that all Web design should follow 

the same, predominantly Western model. The Web is a medium with a global reach.

Note: Newseum at www.newseum.org is a site devoted to reproducing newspaper front pages 
from around the world every day. Typically it contains more than 500 pages from almost 50 
countries.

Internationalization will become only more important in the future, as more people outside 

of the so-called developed nations get online. Looking at how news content is presented in 

other languages, character sets, and orientations will give you some idea of the challenges 

ahead when designing Web sites that have a truly global reach. On the next pages are four 

alternative content layouts based upon the grid used by Japan’s Asahi Shimbun.

The long way round
After a journey around the world of newspapers, it’s time to bring grids a little closer to 

home, to the homepage of a popular news site to be precise. This is no time to put your 

feet up, because in the next section, you will see how using a grid derived from a news-

paper can work with Newsvine.
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The grid layout based on Japan’s Asahi Shimbun
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Bringing New Grids to Web Design
You have learned the importance of grids in creating visual order. Rather than leading to 

repetitive designs, they can inspire a wide variety of designs that present information in 

a structured way while at the same time maintaining the designer’s ability to surprise the 

reader. It is important to remember that no matter how detailed the grid, it is always the 

designer who is in control, whether the end result of the design is a personal Web site, 

blog, portfolio, or a widely circulated newspaper that is read by hundreds of thousands 

of people.

So far you have been concerned with the use of grids in traditional news media. What 

about news outlets on the Web? 

Breaking news
Launched in 2005, Newsvine (Figure 3.31) has become a popular news outlet with more 

than 400,000 unique visitors per day reading and discussing its news. Newsvine’s topics 

include politics, sports, and technology. Its sources include mainstream news agencies 

such as Associated Press and its own member-contributed links to stories, articles, and 

blog posts.

The designers of Newsvine’s homepage have succeeded in bringing a large amount of infor-

mation and links into the site’s layout, which is fixed and centered at 932 pixels. 

I was interested to see the effect that bringing a popular, contemporary newspaper grid to 

Newsvine would have. In this section, you will dissect the layout of the current Newsvine 

homepage design, modify and remake the design, and see the effects of merging it with 

some common newspaper layout techniques. You will see the results of the following:

 • Setting a baseline grid

 • Creating columns, supercolumns, and gutters

 • Using microgrids to give balance to design details

 • Making images flexible in size

3.31  www.newsvine.com
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First, let’s break down the layout of the homepage by overlaying a semitransparent layer to 

highlight its columns and gutters (Figure 3.32).

The proportions of this layout and the center column are dictated by the size of the lead 

story’s image. The left column is sized to suit the minimal content that it contains, and 

the right column fills the remaining horizontal space. “Below the fold,” only the center and 

right columns are combined, and they have been divided to form two more symmetrical 

columns that hold categorized links to other parts of the site.

Leading with the grid
Designing with grids is more than simply creating columns; it is about the horizontal as 

well as the vertical. Whereas in print design, this horizontal baseline grid will often be 

determined by the size and leading of your text, on the Web the fluidity of layout and text 

sizes make it difficult to control every aspect of a grid in both dimensions.

When you do establish a series of horizontal baselines, you can improve the horizontal 

flow of your content and create a cleaner, more constant feel. For this realign of  Newsvine, 

I have chosen a contemporary five-column grid that would be ideally implemented using 

a flexible, liquid layout. I have deliberately chosen to work on a wider-format canvas 

because I find I am less tempted by the urge to shoehorn content into a narrow width that 

might be better suited to a fixed-pixel design.

The baseline grid I have chosen to use has been set to 100 pixels between each horizontal 

line; it’s not too detailed to be restrictive or too open to be of less use in aligning the 

design elements. It is this five-column layout and the baseline grid that will provide the 

backbone of the design (Figure 3.33).

Note: I prefer using Macromedia Fireworks for making my page layouts because it enables me 
to use its frames, originally intended for making animated GIF images, to store variations of 
my designs within a single design file.

This completed grid can be combined with a colored overlay to show the structure of the 

columns more clearly. For the area that will contain the lead story, two of the columns 

will be combined to form one supercolumn. Combining columns when content requires 

a wider area is one of the aspects that makes working with grids in this way so flexible 

(Figure 3.34).

3.32   Highlighting columns and 
gutters in the current Newsvine 
homepage
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3.33   Providing the backbone with a 
baseline grid

In a slight departure from the existing Newsvine design, I have chosen to feature the full 

text of the lead story plus more information from two further articles. This content will 

also span two columns. The next task is to block out these areas and add gutters where the 

supercolumns will be subdivided (Figure 3.35).

Blocking out different types of content by using varying opacities to indicate their relative 

importance or hierarchy is a useful way to create a diagram of a visitor’s possible path 

around a page. In the illustration shown here, I have blocked out the branding and naviga-

tion areas in black, and stronger colors indicate the most important content. This provides 

a highly visual structure into which to flow text and images. It also helps illustrate which 

content will likely appear above the fold, in this case set at 700 pixels from the top of the 

design and indicated by a dotted white line (Figure 3.36).

Note: Judging the precise position of the fold is an almost impossible task. The height of 
the viewport (the area of a Web browser through which you view the page), and therefore 
the fold, will vary with so many factors, including the screen resolution and window size 
and the size and quantity of an open browser’s toolbars. If it is important that particular 
content appears above the fold for most users, it is important to test your design in as many 
dif ferent browsing environments as you can.

3.34  Combining columns 3.35  Blocking out content areas 3.36   Indicating the fold with a dotted 
line at 700px
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With the content areas now mapped out, it is time to import the content. I have used 

actual text and images from Newsvine as they appeared on the site at the time so you can 

compare the grid-based design and the live site with less difficulty.

Using column overlays as a guide takes the guesswork out of aligning content to a grid, 

and the baselines makes it far easier to create a more balanced vertical alignment of the 

elements (Figure 3.37). 

3.37  Laying column structure over the design
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Exposing dirty little secrets
The devil is in the detail, or so some say. With the main content flowed into the grid, it 

is time to learn more about how working with a grid can help you with many of the fine 

details of your designs.

When you have established the main proportions of a grid, you can further subdivide each 

of its modules, using either the same proportions or perhaps the divine proportion or the 

rule of thirds, if you prefer. This lets you precisely position elements within each  module 

inside microgrids, which will help you keep your designs balanced right down to the 

finest details.

Zoom into the branding area at the top of this design. By overlaying the grid onto the 

design, you will see how a simple microgrid has helped to neatly arrange the various tools 

under the logo (Figure 3.38).

To achieve this, I have divided this module into four evenly spaced columns. These 

microcolumns not only ensure that the conversation tracker and the Take the 60 Second 

Newsvine Tour panel are well positioned, but they also influenced their widths (which are 

slightly different from how they appear on Newsvine) so they match this new grid.

You may also have noticed that the size of the logo has increased to match the width of 

the grid module containing it.

Engaging in news manipulation
Having brought the full content of the lead story onto this page, I had to find a new posi-

tion for the story’s summary. Taking inspiration from newspaper design, the main headline 

and the summary now appear above the main image. This works especially well in leading 

your eye to the story and brings content above the fold.

Zooming back into the design, you will see how working with a baseline grid can be 

extremely effective for working with the horizontal alignment of your elements. For 

 example, the paragraph of text to the right is aligned with the top of the main image, 

creating balance within the design. Although horizontal alignments can be difficult to 

maintain when the quantity and size of text in the browser window are likely to vary, striv-

ing to achieve good horizontal as well as vertical structure should be an important part of 

your design (Figure 3.39).

3.38   Arranging site tools with the 
help of a microgrid

3.39   Achieving horizontal alignment 
can often be difficult on the Web
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Keeping you in the picture
If you have been paying really close attention, you may have noticed that in this realign, 

the lead-story image is wider than in the original. Like Newsvine, many sites are developed 

with fixed-pixel widths, mainly because they use either inline images or branding graphics 

that are a fixed size. In flexible, liquid layouts, fixed-sized images can cause headaches for 

designers because they remain of a fixed size no matter what the flexible layout is doing 

around them. Unlike vector graphics, bitmap images rarely scale effectively and although 

you can resize images with percentages or em units, none of the current techniques for 

flexible images is perfect in every respect. To obtain a wider image for a flexible layout at a 

larger window width and a narrower image at smaller window sizes, try this CSS  background-

image workaround technique. 

For this example, I have placed the image as the background to an added <div> element. 

I left the width of this division flexible with only its height and right and left margins set:

div.lead_image { 
height : 300px;
margin : 0 10px; }

To make this technique effective, create an image that is slightly wider than will be needed. 

It is important to ensure that its main focus remains in the center. You can attach this 

image as a background image using CSS; it should be positioned centrally (note that if the 

browser window is enlarged, such as it is in Figure 3.40, more of the background image is 

revealed):

div.lead_image { 
height : 300px;
margin : 0 10px;
background : #fff url(lead_image.jpg) no-repeat center; }

If the browser window is enlarged, more of the background image is revealed (Figure 3.40).

In sites where these images may change dynamically and may even be populated from a 

database, attaching a background image to a <div> element in an external style sheet 

might not be possible. You can still utilize this technique by using a combination of exter-

nal and inline CSS. (Although I would ordinarily advise that you remove all styling informa-

tion from your document and place it in external CSS files, this is one situation where you 

can justify using inline styles.):

3.40   Using backgrounds to create 
elastic images
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<div class=”lead_image” style=”background : #fff url(lead_image.jpg) 
no-repeat center;”>

div.lead_image { 
height : 300px;
margin : 0 10px; }

Hold the front page
With all the pieces in place, the press is gathered in the briefing room, and fingers are 

poised over camera shutters. The grid-based realign can be revealed (Figure 3.41). This 

reworking of the already impressive Newsvine demonstrates that creating a solid grid and 

using it for the basis of your page layouts down to the smallest of details will pay real 

dividends. For more experiments in flexible width and elastic image techniques, go to www.

clagnut.com/blog/268/ and www.htmldog.com/articles/elasticdesign/demo.

In the next section, I share some of my favorite techniques, including how to set the mood 

for your designs, use paper and virtual scrapbooks, work more efficiently with photos and 

images, and extend your browser with helpful tools. Perhaps most important, I’ll encourage 

you to look outside the Web for your design inspiration.

3.41   Completing the Newsvine realign
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Finding Inspiration 
in Unexpected Places
Last year, I was visiting the Tate Modern art gallery in London with a friend who is a fellow 

Web designer. Walking the galleries and browsing the shelves of the Tate’s bookshop, I was 

surprised to learn from him that he rarely looks beyond the Web for his design inspiration. 

Instead, he keeps a bookmarks folder full of sites he admires for their layouts, navigation, 

and other design details. Later, munching a muffin in the gallery’s café and musing over 

what he told me, I realized my friend might not be uncommon among Web designers in his 

approach.

Doing a homepage makeover
One late night last year, finding it hard to go to sleep, I sat up watching reruns of home-

decorating shows on UKTVStyle, a UK satellite TV channel that shows wall-to-wall, floor-to-

ceiling home makeovers. 

On the schedule that night there was the glossy and extravagant Extreme Makeover: Home 

Edition, which was more about demolishing and rebuilding than making over. There was 

Changing Rooms, where two couples decorate a room in each other’s houses, with the help 

of designers who have not spoken to the couple for whom they are designing. And lastly 

there was House Invaders, a typically British low-budget affair where the team decorates 

your entire house in one day using only leftover materials you have stored in your shed. 

In between all the paint effects, MDF (a.k.a. particle board), and cans of frosting spray, 

I spotted a show presented by a flamboyant interior designer, Lawrence Llewellyn Bowen. 

Unlike many of its rivals, this makeover show took the viewer through the process of 

designing the room; they started with the client brief, visited inspirational locations, 

explained design decisions, and finally performed the “reveal”—that moment where ordi-

narily sane people leap up and down whooping (in the United States) or quietly sobbing 

“It’s so lovely; isn’t it, Norman?” (in Britain).

After several hours of nonstop designing, painting, whooping, and sobbing, I spotted 

several parallels between these home makeover shows and Web design.
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Extreme Makeover: Home Edition
Most Web site redesign projects follow a similar approach to Extreme Makeover: Home 

 Edition: “This site is not good enough anymore,” shouts the client. “Let’s tear it down and 

rebuild it bigger, glossier, and with more appliances than we had before!”

You can start whooping now if you like, but this approach is really rather sad. There are 

probably at least a few good features of your old site that you will lose in your desire for 

something new. There is also the high cost of bulldozing the site and rebuilding it, not to 

mention the inconvenience and hard work involved. 

And don’t forget your visitors; they will be more than a little confused when they turn up 

to your house and find that it is unrecognizable from the last time they visited. They might 

even drive straight by and mistakenly pull up outside your neighbor’s property, the house 

farther down the street, without concrete Roman pillars.

Changing Rooms
Watching the shocked faces of Changing Rooms contestants as they see their cozy living 

room transformed into an airport lounge or Spanish-style bar has a curious appeal. In 

contrast, the idea of a designer creating a new look without considering what is best for 

a client does not.

I can imagine that in the commercial real world away from the telly, few of the Changing 

Rooms designers would be asked back to decorate another room if they worked in that way. 

Designers should never stick to their own preconceived ideas of what would be best for a 

client. They should always consider their client’s needs and the needs of the people who 

will use that room regularly. Then again, you may have clients or managers who are like 

those on House Invaders— clients who expect you can create an entire site for very little 

money using leftover markup and CSS!

After several hours on the sofa in the company of carpenters, decorators, and electri-

cians, not forgetting of course the ever-smiling hosts, I drifted off to sleep thinking about 

whether some of the processes that I had seen could be effective in Web design.

Facing page: Magazine cuttings from my scrapbook containing 
inspiration for interfaces and layouts
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Introducing mood boards
One of the techniques that interested me while watching Bowen’s show was that in the 

weeks before redecorating, Bowen asked his clients to make a mood board to help in 

designing their new room.

In interior design, mood boards can be a highly effective way to bring together inspira-

tional images, ideas, and materials on a large piece of mat or mounting board and to see 

how well they work in combination. It asks that the client consider the mood they want to 

create for their room, considering not only the visual aesthetic but also the emotions that 

the colors, lighting, and textures can create. An interior designer might ask his client, “Are 

you looking for a modern, high-tech look with stripped floors, minimal décor, and hard, 

shiny surfaces? Or are you aiming for a warmer, more organic feeling, with warm colors and 

a range of soft textures?”

The benefits of client and stakeholder participation can be enormous in any design process. 

If you are able to involve the key people for whom you’re designing a site, actively chal-

lenging them to participate in the predesign phase, creating mood boards for their project 

can help reduce your time spent on exploratory ideas.

Working closely with the client or stakeholders will also help you reduce the risk of them 

getting a nasty Changing Rooms–style surprise. It has been my perhaps refreshing experi-

ence that helping everyone understand the benefits of creating a mood board and then 

encouraging them to participate in making one has always paid dividends.

Using mood boards for Web design
Mood-board design elements can come from almost anywhere. If the goal is a modern, 

high-tech look, the mood board might contain cuttings from magazines, such as adverts 

for shiny cars, high-tech gadgets, or brushed stainless steel appliances. Participants might 

have glued scraps of shiny fabrics or aluminum foil to the mood board. There may even be 

photographs of giant silver robots from 1950s sci-fi movies.

On the other hand, if the aim is for a fresh pastel look, the mood board might be filled 

with photographs of cottage gardens, a pastel paint chart from a hardware store, or soft 

cotton fabric samples. You might even encourage participants to make creamy marks on the 

board using oil pastels to see how well the different colors and textures combine.

Facing page: A mood board containing magazine cuttings from my scrapbook
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Keeping a design scrapbook
Many of my art-school friends kept their scrapbooks chock-full of design inspiration as 

obsessively as I sharpened my pencils. It was only much later in my design career that I 

realized how important it is to keep a design scrapbook. 

Like many designers, I now keep paper scrapbooks that are filled with cuttings from maga-

zines or newspapers, photographs, postcards, and even old chocolate wrappers—anything 

that catches my eye because of interesting typographic treatments, unusual shapes, or 

color combinations.

Keeping a paper scrapbook, rather than an electronic one, can be useful not only for 

collecting scraps of design inspiration that can suggest new ideas for Web page designs 

but can also result in the often accidental and random combination of elements that can 

sometimes occur. For example, mixing and matching cuttings from classical broadsheet 

newspapers with snippets from children’s comics or teenage magazines can lead to some 

surprising results. This is an effect that rarely happens when you scan design elements and 

store them on your computer.

Designers, developers, and everyone involved in the creative and technical process of 

 creating a Web site should find that keeping a design scrapbook of their own can be useful, 

often in several ways. 

Scrapbooks for developers, am I serious?
Yes! It helps developers better understand the job of designers by making both think about 

aesthetics. Both know that their work will have a critical influence over the quality of the 

design final and that their combined efforts are the key to that quality.

Scrapbooks are tactile, solid explorations that can help us all better appreciate how impor-

tant typography, white space, and even the simple alignment of elements inside a grid can 

be to the overall polish of a design. When everyone involved in the creative and technical 

processes thinks more about aesthetics, we will all take greater care to achieve that polish.
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Looking at magazines for interface inspiration
Next time you are in the supermarket queue or in line to buy a pack of twenty Rothmans 

at your local newsagent, pick up a magazine at random. Don’t worry too much about the 

subject matter or the looks you may get from fellow customers; just pick it up and flick 

through its pages.

Whatever you find yourself flicking through, you will almost always find an interesting idea 

for the layout of an interface element, perhaps a form on a puzzle page or maybe even a 

different treatment for a sidebar. If you don’t feel like splurging on Woman’s Weekly or the 

latest copy of Celebrity Tittle Tattler, don’t worry—you can always find magazine inspiration 

for free. 

Once the inspiration bug has bitten you, tearing pages out of the magazines left in doc-

tors’ waiting rooms can become quite a habit. I have found that if my kleptomania raises 

eyebrows among fellow patients, saying, “It’s OK, I’m a designer” keeps the tutting noises 

to a minimum. Wherever you can find magazines, looking at the page designs, from the 

front contents pages to the small ads at the rear, can inspire you to think differently about 

various elements in your designs.

Getting typography inspiration
Newspapers and magazines can inspire not only new ideas for grid layouts; they can also 

be an amazing source of inspiration for typography. But inspiration for type is not only 

confined to the printed page; you can find it all around you. Whether you are stacking 

your supermarket trolley with everyday essentials or flipping CDs in your local music store, 

you will find hundreds of type design ideas in one store alone. If you are a scrapbook and 

chocolate junky like me, pasting your empty chocolate bar wrappers into a scrapbook can 

often provide not only new ideas for type but also some interesting juxtapositions of differ-

ent but complementary styles.

Typography and lettering styles make up so much of the world that we see around us every-

day. Walk outside your front door, and it will be only seconds before your eyes will fall on 

typographic design. Shop signs may have become familiar, but they are also often some of 

the most varied forms of typographical design you will encounter; posters and advertising 

billboards jostle for our attention, and when they have been exposed to the ravages of the 

weather, they will take on new characters as they degrade.

Typography resources

Particletree’s Kevin Hale has com-
pilied a list of some great typography 
resources in his Typography Crash 
Course Roundup at http://
particletree.com/notebook/
typography-crash-course-roundup/.

Andy Hume has also written a compre-
hensive article called “The Anatomy 
of Web Fonts” at www.sitepoint.
com/article/anatomy-web-fonts.
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Using sIFR for fine typography for the Web
Typography has long been a source of frustration for visual designers 
working on the Web. The limited set of fonts you can rely on to be 
installed across a range of platforms and operating systems have 
meant that little progress has been made in creating attractive 
typography.

In the past few years, designers have been working hard to overcome 
many of these limitations by creating new techniques and workarounds 
that provide more control over typographical style. One of those 
techniques, sIFR (scalable Inman Flash Replacement), achieves fine 
typography through a combination of CSS, JavaScript, and Macromedia 
Flash.

In the absence of font embedding, sIFR enables you to embed any 
font in a Web page by including it within a Flash movie. Whereas 
in the past, Flash was criticized for its lack of accessibility, sIFR 
uses Flash in combination with meaningful markup to preserve the 
structure, meaning and accessibility of your document. sIFR works by 
enhancing only the design of the page and leaves the document itself 
untouched, maintaining wide accessibility and not impacting search 
engine optimization.

sIFR can be particularly effective when used to style headings, such as 
<h1> or <h2> elements inside your designs. When JavaScript is avail-
able in a visitor’s browser, a customizable JavaScript file parses the 
content of your page, looking for the specific elements or class or 
id attributes you have earmarked for replacement. The script mea-
sures and extracts the content of these elements and in a split second 
creates a Flash file for each one containing the extracted content, ren-
dered in any typeface you have chosen. This Flash file is then overlaid 
on top of the original elements.

The inventors of sIFR have created an elegant solution using a com-
bination of standards-based technologies that degrade well under a 
variety of conditions. If either JavaScript or Flash is unavailable in 
their browser, visitors will see the standard browser text in the ele-
ment, styled with CSS. This transcendent approach provides a more 
advanced design to visitors with browsers that support the full range 
of sIFR technologies.

Note: You can read about the background to sIFR at www.
mikeindustries.com/sifr/ and download the latest sIFR source 
files and documentation from developer Mark Wubben at http://
novemberborn.net/sifr3/alpha.
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Reexamining Flash design
Flash design has not undeservedly been criticized in recent years for its long download 

times, its poor general usability, and its lack of accessibility. Many designers passionate 

about standards-based design have largely dismissed Flash and have concentrated instead 

on what is and is not possible with CSS.

CSS design galleries multiplied because designers have been hungry for new inspiration and 

examples of good CSS-based design. In the process, many of these galleries have concen-

trated on particular design trends or techniques such as dark color schemes or flexible 

layouts, and others such as Stylegala have grown to include articles on design and forums 

for discussing design or CSS.

Outside the world of CSS, Flash-based design has continued to be a dominant force, and 

many of the sites showcasing the work of graphic designers or illustrators continue to be 

made almost entirely in Flash. As a technology, Flash not only includes its own powerful 

scripting and behaviors but it also largely frees designers from many of the constraints 

placed upon them by the grid-like constructs of HTML tables and a conventional approach 

to CSS. It can be no accident that many designers have chosen to work with Flash.

Flash has liberated them from worrying about browser compatibility issues and the 

typographical limitations of standard browser text. As a technology specifically designed 

for presenting rich graphic and media content, it provides the perfect playground for 

creative ideas.

However, many of the designs that are implemented with Flash could just have easily have 

been produced using meaningful markup and transcendent CSS, albeit without some of 

the slick motion effects and interactivity that are some of Flash’s fortes. Looking outside 

the narrow field of the CSS design galleries to what is being created in the industry at 

large can be a powerful source of creative inspiration, and Flash and design showcases 

such as Netdiver are packed with creative ideas, with many—but not exclusively—created 

using Flash.

Note

As interest in the creative possibilities 
of CSS has increased, online galleries 
of CSS-based designs have become 
popular destinations, both as wider 
sources of inspiration and also as 
references of specific design topics 
including dark/light, high-contrast 
designs and flexible layouts. Although 
most of these sites now feature much 
of the same examples, others sur-
round their galleries with discussions, 
forums, and community news. Two of 
the CSS gallery sites that remain in 
my bookmarks include Stylegala 
(www.stylegala.com) and CSS Beauty 
(www.cssbeauty.com). 
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Working with images and photos
It was not so many years ago that the photography process was complicated, inconvenient, 

and expensive. It involved the agony of choice: “Do I buy a 24-or a 36-shot reel?” This was 

closely followed by the agony of indecision: “Should I take another one in case the last 

one won’t come out?“ Then after an encounter with the white-coated teenager in charge of 

the automatic-processing machine at Boots or Walgreens, it involved the disappointment 

of finding only three photos worth saving. The rest would be stored in boxes in the attic 

to be uncovered centuries later. That was certainly my experience; I hope yours was better 

and hope, in several hundred years, your descendants won’t find your boxes and wonder 

why some of their ancestors in the late twentieth century had no heads.

Thank heavens for the inventors of digital cameras and also the clever people who invented 

free photo storage and sharing services such as Flickr and Yahoo! Photos and who made 

photography so much easier and more fun (Figure 3.42).

3.42  www.flickr.com
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Photos are a great place to look for inspiration for your Web designs. Whether you are 

looking for layout ideas, color schemes, or simply a new starting point for a new creative 

concept, flickering through Flickr can be an enjoyable and productive way of finding that 

spark for new ideas.

Flickr for inspirational photos
If you ever need a quick inspiration fix but your coffee-table magazines are all used up and 

a walk to the local newsagent is out of the question, Flickr and similar photo storage and 

sharing sites are an amazing source of new inspiration for design ideas (Figure 3.43).

One useful tip for finding the most unexpected combinations of images is to search for 

general terms such as red, grid, and shiny, rather than for specific topics. Because its many 

thousands of contributors constantly update Flickr, even a wait of a few minutes can give 

you a totally new set of inspirational results.

3.43  Sourcing inspiration from Flickr

Note

Please check for copyright and 
Creative Commons licensing. Many 
people using Flickr share their photos 
quite freely, but not everyone does. 
Fortunately, Flickr lets you search 
within a particular Creative Commons 
license, including licenses that allow 
you to reuse images without permis-
sion or attribution. In some cases, if 
there are restrictions, you can write to 
the photographer, who may give you 
permission based on your need.
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Creating color palettes
When designing a color scheme, the colors I find in photography and 
fine art often influences me. One of my favorite techniques creates 
a selection of complementary tones from just two or more sampled 
colors. I love Fireworks and prefer to design my Web graphics with it, 
but you can easily adapt these steps to the imaging program of your 
choice:

 1. Start by making a white canvas (usually 250 � 100 pixels), and 
then add a 250 � 50 pixel black rectangle to that base layer:

 2. Sample one color from the photograph of the painting:

 3. Create two 50 � 50 pixel squares, and fill them with that color. 
Place one colored square over the black rectangle and the other 
over the white base:

 4. Duplicate both squares four times, and then arrange them 
horizontally across the canvas:

 5. Finally, adjust the opacity of each square (usually 100%, 75%, 
50%, 25%, and 10%) to allow progressively more of the base 
color to show through the squares. This will create ten tones 
from a single color and is easy to replicate for additional 
base colors:

Note: If you would prefer a more automated way of using this 
technique, Steve Chipman has created a JavaScript-powered Color 
Palette Creator, which is available on his Web site at http://
slayeroffice.com/tools/color_palette/.
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Flock for photo research
Once you start using Flickr on a regular basis to look for inspiration from its millions of 

images, you might find it helpful to use some of the photo integration features of Flock, 

a browser based on Firefox that is available for both Windows and Mac OS. 

Flock integrates with Flickr and Photobucket, another photo service, to help you work with 

these sites from inside your Web browser (Figure 3.44). Flock’s photo “topbar” contains a 

handy set of tools for searching both sites.

When you have found inspiring images, Flock’s photo tools make it easy for you to drag 

images into a snippets bar and save them for later. When you have finished search-

ing, you can use the uploader to store your found images on Flickr, perhaps in a “Found 

Inspiration” set.

3.44  Saving photos in Flock

Note

You can download the Flock browser 
for Windows or Mac OS at www.flock.
com. Many useful Firefox extensions 
will also work with Flock, or you can 
download specific extensions for 
Flock from http://extensions.flock.
com/extensions.
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iPhoto scrapbooks
The habit of keeping paper design scrapbooks is less common among Web designers than 

it is among traditional graphic designers. If paper, tape, or glue sounds too messy for you, 

then you do have less sticky alternatives. 

For example, designer Jon Hicks chooses to store scans of his design ideas, paper sketches, 

and found inspirational type styles and colors in folders he creates within the Apple iPhoto 

photo application for OS X (Figure 3.45). You could easily do the same in the imaging 

and photo applications of your choice.

3.45  Storing inspiration using iPhoto

Part 3: Inspiration 253

03_TCSS-4.indd   25303_TCSS-4.indd   253 10/27/06   4:34:28 PM10/27/06   4:34:28 PM



03_TCSS-4.indd   25403_TCSS-4.indd   254 10/27/06   4:34:28 PM10/27/06   4:34:28 PM



Fine Art Activities
Many discussions about standards-based design revolve around the technologies you use: 

markup, CSS, or JavaScript. Other common conversations cover best practices for how you 

use these technologies. These conversations are important, because striving to develop 

new techniques and sharing ideas on how best you can use them will benefit not only 

designers and developers but also the visitors to the sites you create. 

That these conversations have focused on technology is not surprising. In the move from 

using old-fashioned methods to standards-based methods, both visual designers and devel-

opers have had to learn a great deal, not least about each other and how they can better 

work together.

Technology is only part of the story, and markup, CSS, and other languages are only some 

of the tools you have in your toolbox. In fact, they are only a means to an end and should 

never be an end in themselves. When you remove beauty and aesthetics, code is simply 

something to be read by machines. It is only in combination with design that they can 

make an end result that people will enjoy using.

Designing is more than creating attractive visuals
It is easy to think visual design is about making attractive-looking interfaces. But design 

is more than that; it is about evoking feelings and emotions in the people who visit a Web 

site. Create the right mood, and visitors are more likely to want to interact with your site, 

no matter how much Ajax or other interactivity you have used in creating it. 

Design helps convey brand values in ways that are just as important as usability or the 

slickness of an interface’s operation. A well-crafted design provides a framework in which 

interaction can operate, never the other way around, and it is important to always keep in 

mind how a visual design can add meaning to a site that goes far beyond the pixels drawn 

on the screen.
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Taking the focus off technology
I know few designers or technical developers who have been formally educated in the 

broad spectrum of Web skills. Many designers have learned about the nuances of markup 

and CSS through reading and their own experimentation, and few developers have gone to 

art schools where the teaching is largely focused on concepts rather than techniques. It 

is now critical that designers have a better understanding of technical issues while they 

are designing and that developers look outside their areas of interest to get a different 

perspective on the work of visual designers. 

In this section, it is time to take a break from thinking about technologies and how and 

where to apply them. It’s time to put the various techniques and inspirational sources you 

have seen together in a short series of activities that have been designed to broaden your 

creative thinking. 

If you are a developer who is more at home in a text editor or even a command-line tool, 

right about now you might be thinking about fast-forwarding to the next part where you 

can get your hands dirty with CSS selectors. But hold it right there; an element of creative 

thinking pops up in every activity related to Web development, and developers can learn 

much from understanding the creative process of designers.

If you are a visual designer, you may already be working with some of these techniques in 

your work; however, just like taking a holiday in the sun, it can never hurt to recharge your 

creative batteries and possibly gain a new perspective on the methods you use.
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CSS hasn’t revolutionized web design. 

The reason lies not with the technology (which 

is revolutionary), but with the designers using 

it. Most designers have simply swapped the 

old technology (tables and font tags) for 

the new technology, without fully exploring 

what’s so completely new.
JEREMY KEITH

http://adactio.com/journal/1149/
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Enhancing the mood
If you were expecting that this part of the book came with a free holiday in the sun, 

sorry, but I lied. But never mind—holidays can be overrated, and you still need to collect 

materials for your mood board. You shouldn’t have to look too far; you can find a wealth of 

inspiration without even leaving your home. You can collect these inspirational materials 

from everyday items, and you can combine them on a mood board in interesting ways.

Please don’t imagine this book as your art teacher. I might have grown a beard long 

enough for a badger to live in while writing it, but I have not worn sandals and have never, 

ever listened to the Grateful Dead. Think of it more like a client who has come to you with 

a need for a Web site to promote a shiny new kitchen gadget. Your first task is to collect 

materials for a mood board that you can show to your client before you start work on your 

computer. The aim is to find the right tone for the site by looking at examples of shininess.

Your first stop might be the stack of magazines that have been piling up in the corner 

of your room. The more varied your reading material, the better. Flicking through their 

pages, you might find advertisements for everything from shiny kitchen appliances to shiny 

cars, perhaps starkly lit in the photo studio to show off their curves and angles. Magazine 

advertising can be a terrific source of ideas. Look for examples where the highly reflective 

surfaces have been extenuated or perhaps where the colors have been muted to give a 

minimal, high-tech feel.

Where better to look for inspiration for a shiny new appliance than in the kitchen itself? 

It’s time to raid those kitchen cupboards and drawers and dig out the shiny packaging you 

will find. Chocolate bars and crisps are not only great for eating; they can also be colorful 

and reflective. Open the wrappers and slide out the contents; the wrappers will be easier to 

stick onto your mood board without their contents, and if you don’t feel like adding a few 

extra pounds, you can always have someone else eat them for you.

Aluminum foil is not only great for roasting chickens; it can be crumpled up and then 

smoothed to create some amazing reflective patterns. Experiment by sticking the foil onto 

your mood board, both shiny and matte side up, and look at the ways it reflects the room 

around you and the other elements of your mood board.

Creating a mood board can be a fun and informative way of testing what your client likes 

to see without looking at other Web sites from a similar field. The combinations of imagery 

and materials can help spark new ideas, and in some cases they can even become pieces of 

interesting art in their own right.
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Looking for a different perspective
When I first started art school, the first few weeks were different from what I had ever 

experienced. Whereas during high-school art lessons the emphasis was on technique and 

the end result of achieving a qualification, at art school we were encouraged to unlearn 

much of what we had been taught. Here the emphasis was on thinking differently, and the 

early weeks contained various activities designed to help the students break away from 

old-school thinking.

One of the first activities that the unsuspecting students were asked to enter into and one 

that I still love to inflict on unsuspecting conference audiences, involved nothing more 

than standing on the nearest chair or table to get a different perspective on the space 

around us. If you don’t feel too much like getting strange looks from your colleagues at 

work or maybe your fellow passengers if you are reading on a bus, you can look at the 

world around you in other ways without too much embarrassment.

It really was not that long ago that the Web was new and exciting. For many people the 

Web has largely become an everyday tool to get things done: buy a book, book a flight, or 

pay off your credit card account. These were all activities that only a few years ago you 

would have accomplished by a trip into town. Just like the town or city where you live, the 

Web has become familiar.

It is often true that when you see something regularly enough, you become desensitized 

to it. When you drive or walk around the town or city where you live, you will probably 

already be familiar with most of its visual landmarks. You might already hardly notice the 

fronts of office buildings, banks, cafés, and shops you see every day.

On your next journey to work, take your eyes off your newspaper or iPod screen and look 

around you for things that are different. These things don’t have to be new additions to 

the urban landscape; they might just be new to you because you haven’t gone looking 

for them.

If you live in most parts of Europe or in much of the central and eastern United States, 

many of the buildings around you will have stood for almost a century or sometimes even 

much longer. Where I live, in the north of England, many older buildings have survived 

both World wars and the overzealous urban planners of the 1960s, and in one form or 

another, they retain some of their original character.
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At ground level, many of these older buildings in cities such as Manchester or Liverpool 

have been redeveloped to accommodate modern shop fronts or offices with large areas of 

glass and modern signage. But up above, you’ll often still see glimpses of what was there 

before. 

Your own town or city may have a wealth of architectural history only a few feet above 

your eye level. This might include details in stonework or windows, which you might easily 

miss when you are focused only on getting to where you are going. The next time you are 

traveling to work, look up above eye level to get a different view of what you thought you 

knew. (Just be sure to keep half an eye on where you are going to avoid walking into a 

lamppost or falling over the newspaper seller on the corner.) 

You can also get a different perspective by climbing the fire escape to the roof of your 

building or lying down on a bench and looking up at the buildings around you. You will see 

a different view of what you thought was so familiar. 

Many of the sights in an urban environment can provide new and interesting ideas. By 

looking at the grid designs of many buildings, you may get ideas for innovative new grids 

for your Web page layouts that you may not have seen otherwise. Whereas you have seen 

that many newspaper designs are based on symmetrical grids, the proportions of buildings 

from different angles may inspire you to take a different approach. Where a building’s grid 

has been softened by nature taking back control, perhaps where trees have softened the 

view or ivy has grown on the face of a building, you might be inspired to make designs 

that have a much more asymmetric feel. 

All it takes to find inspiration is for you to go looking, and when you find something new 

or different that motivates you, share it by uploading photos of what you have found 

online to inspire others.
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Scrapbooking with a goal in mind
I always recommend designers look for inspiration wherever they go without an end result 

in mind. By keeping an open mind to whatever you see around you, you will not be limited 

by the practicalities of how useful an item might be or how you can use it. Sometimes you 

are looking for a specific spark to add something different to a design, and you will need 

to set out to look for that special something.

If you are as bored as I am with the traditional arrangements of many online stores and 

the way they present their products and you are hungry for something a little different, go 

looking for the many different ways products are presented in different forms of print. In 

magazines, products are arranged in hundreds of ways, and many of those ways can make 

for unusual product displayed if adapted for the Web.

Magazine Contents pages from different types of publications can also provide clues to new 

ways to present content on a site’s homepage. All the key elements are there: summaries 

and links to pages inside the magazine, featured or lead stories, and often a letter from 

the editor that could so easily become a company’s key message to their customers. These 

pages are full of content and links that when transposed to become Web pages can provide 

highly useful content to readers and also enhance a site’s search engine visibility.

Of course, slavishly copying a design or layout from one medium into another is never 

going to achieve the full benefits of that new medium. The Web is not print, and a Con-

tents page is not a homepage; yet we can be inspired by looking for creative opportunities 

in similar or related places. You can even give the most common Web interface elements 

a new lease on life by bringing in ideas from unexpected places. The humble sidebar, 

common to most Web pages, can benefit from techniques more commonly found in print. 

Images that break out of their columns to add a more organic visual flow can help Web 

designs avoid looking too structured or boxy. You can give form elements, very difficult to 

present in new and interesting ways, a new twist by adding graphic details that may be 

inspired by a teenage magazine’s puzzle page.

Looking at the design elements you create time and time again in different ways can be 

creatively liberating, and with today’s techniques of using CSS, JavaScript, Flash, or a 

combination of all three, you now have fewer restrictions on what you are able to achieve 

creatively on the Web.

Magazine cuttings from my scrapbook suggest new and 
interesting ways to design for the Web
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The Fine Art of Web Design
In this part, you have seen how important it is for designers to look outside to both new 

and established media and bring some of those ideas to the Web. You have also seen how 

you can bring new life to your designs without thinking first about the constraints of 

implementing those designs in legacy browsers.

Today, thousands of sites—from blogs to designer portfolios and from small businesses 

to multinational corporations—all rely on CSS. This has caused even experienced Web 

designers to wonder whether we can learn much more about Web design and about CSS. 

In 2006, Australian developer and cofounder of the Web Standards Awards gallery site, 

Cameron Adams, wrote about closing the gallery:

Now we’ve arrived at a situation where beautiful sites with beautiful code are being 

produced by the hundreds; every month, every week, every day. It’s no longer a 

myth that you can produce a stunning site with Web standards. We feel that our 

mission is complete, that standards have now ensured their rightful place in the 

process of Web design. So, it’s time to hang up our spurs.

—Cameron Adams (http://webstandardsawards.com)

Along with other online galleries showcasing CSS design, the Web Standards Awards site 

(Figure 3.46) succeeded in demonstrating that using valid, meaningful markup and CSS 

can result in highly creative sites. But I question Adams’s notion we have reached the 

limits of what we can learn or should aim to achieve. Should we accept that we have taken 

CSS design as far as we can? Are we prepared to believe that there is little more we can do? 

Designers should do more
We have not reached the pinnacle of what we can achieve with CSS-based design. Even 

though the Web is still relatively young, we have already been told what good Web design 

should be. Usability specialist Jakob Nielsen has repeatedly said that good design is about 

conventions and about following rules: typically his rules. 

One of Nielsen’s central themes is that visitors have been taught what to expect from 

the Web sites they visit regularly, and therefore this familiarity creates conventions Web 

designers should follow when creating usable Web sites. 
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I’m not dismissing Nielsen’s respected ideas out of hand. But I do take issue with his 

notion that just because visitors are familiar with a convention, that makes it right in all 

cases. After all, how can you know yet what is good Web design when the Web as a main-

stream, commercial medium is still only a decade old?

Throughout the history of art, successive generations have often rejected the conven-

tions of the past and invented new rules to challenge the old. In modern times, the 

cubists, abstract expressionists, and pop artists of the 1950s and 1960s looked at what 

went before, assimilated some ideas, and rejected others. They often looked to the modern 

world for their inspiration and incorporated modern ideas and materials to create new and 

exciting work.

Popular music takes inspiration from what has gone before, but when done well, it is not 

afraid to adapt to modern tastes and prides itself on making previous generations uncom-

fortable with new sounds. Without the Beatles there may not have been the Jam; without 

the Jam there may not have been Oasis—or the Brit pop bands that followed them.

You can and should be continually making and breaking rules as you learn more about the 

Web and how people use it. Now is not the time to stop. Much of the recent buzz over Web 

2.0 solutions assumes we have learned something from Web 1.0. I believe the Web is far 

from version 2.0; it is barely into the alpha version, and I see many of the mistakes of the 

past being repeated again, this time with the added gloss of big footers, rounded corners, 

and often inappropriate uses for Ajax and related technologies.

We must ask ourselves, have we really understood everything there is to know about what 

makes a well-designed Web site? Is the layout and structure of Amazon the pinnacle of 

what can be achieved with e-commerce? Does the simplicity of Google’s antidesign mean 

that search interfaces have reached their minimalist best? When we look at the Web today, 

it’s clear we have so much more to experiment with and to learn. 

It is important to remember that the Web is a creative industry and visual designers and 

developers should not solely focus on technologies; instead, you should focus on what you 

want to achieve creatively. Only then should you use the most appropriate technologies 

to accomplish your creative goals. The world around us is a collage of inspiration, and the 

Web is a collage of technologies. The key to success is knowing when and how to best use 

those technologies: This is what makes Web design a fine art.
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