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Building Navigation Bars

Every site needs good navigation features to guide visitors to the information
they’re after—and help them find their way back. Most sites are organized in sec-
tions, such as Products, Contact Info, Corporate Blog, and so on. This structure
lets visitors know what information to expect and where they can find it. Much of
the time, you find links to a site’s principal sections in a navigation bar. CSS makes
it easy to create a great looking navigation bar, rollover effects and all.

Using Unordered Lists

At heart, a navigation bar’s nothing more than a bunch of links. More specifically,
it’s actually a list of the different sections of a site. Back in Chapter 1 you learned
HTML’s mission is to provide meaningful structure to your content, Accordingly,
you should always use a tag that’s appropriate to the meaning of that content. For
a list of items, that’s the <ul> or unordered list tag—the same one you use to cre-
ate bulleted lists. It doesn’t matter whether you want your list to have no bullets or
to stretch horizontally across the top of the page: You can do all that by styling the
<ul> tag with CSS. Figure 9-4 shows an example.

Figure 9-4:

Using CSS, you can bend
ordinary HTML <ul> fags to
your will and turn them info
either vertical or horizontal
navigation bars. To
paraphrase a classic movie
fine, “We don't need no
stinkin’ bullets.”

FEATURES @

The HTML for a nav bar is straightforward. There’s a single link inside each indi-
vidual list item. Also, you need a way to style just that unordered list. (You don’t
want actual lists of items to look like navigation bars.) Applying a class or id to the
<ul> tag is a good approach:

<yl class="nav">

<lir<a href="index.html">Home</a></1i>
<lir<a href="news.html">News</a»></1iy
<lir<a href="reviews.html">Reviews</a></1i>
</ul>

The CSS varies a bit depending on whether you want a horizontal of vertical navi-
gation bar. In either case, you need to do two things:
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+ Remove the bullets. Unless the navigation bar is supposed to look like a bul-
leted list, remove the bullets by setting the list-style-type property to none:

ul.nav { list-style-type: none; }

* Eliminate padding and margins. Since browsers indent list items from the left,
you need to remove this added space as well. Some browsers do the indenting
using padding and others use margin, so you need to set both to 0:

ul.nav {
list-style-type: none;
padding-left: o;
margin-left: 0;

}

These two steps essentially make each list item look like any plain old block-level
element, such as a paragraph or headline (except that a browser doesn’t insert
margins between list items). At this point, you can begin styling the links. If you
want a vertical navigation bar, read on; for horizontal nav bars, see page 222.

Vertical Navigation Bars

A vertical navigation bar is just a bunch of links stacked one on top of the next.
Removing the bullets and left margin and padding (as explained in the previous
section) gets you most of the way there, but you need to know a few additional
tricks to get things looking right:

1. Display the link as a block.

Since the <a> tag is an inline element, it’s only as wide as the content inside it.
Buttons with different length link text (like Home and Our Products) are differ-
ent widths. The staggered appearance of different width buttons stacked on top
of each other doesn’t look good, as you can see in #1 in Figure 9-5. In addition,
top and bottom padding and margins have no effect on inline elements. To get
around these limitations, style the link as a block element:

ul.nav a { display: block; }

The block value not only makes each button the same width, it also makes the
entire area of the link clickable. That way, when your visitors click areas where
there’s no link text (like the padding around the link), they still trigger the link.
(Internet Explorer 6 and earlier has problems with this technique, so look for
the fix on page 246.) ' )

2. Constrain the width of the buttons.

Making links block level elements also means they’re as wide as the tag they're
nested in. So when they’re just sitting in a page, those links stretch the width of
the browser window (see #2 in Figure 9-5). You have several ways to make them
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Figure 9-5:

In just four easy steps you can turn an
unordered list of links into an attractive
navigation bar.

7 Vertical Nav Bar - Winde

a little narrower. First you can just set the width of the <a> tag. If you want
each button to be 8 ems wide, for example, then add that to the width property:

ul.nav a {
display: block;
width: 8em;

}

Setting a width for any of the tags that wrap around those links—such as the
<li> or <ul> tags—also works.

If the button text occupies only one line, you can also center the text vertically
so there’s equal space above and below the link text. Just add a height to the link
and set its line-height property to the same value: a { height: 1.25em; line-height:
1.25em; |.

Note: You may not need to set an explicit width if the nav bar's located inside a page layout element that
itself has a width. As you'll read in Part 3, it's easy to create a sidebar that hugs the left (or right) edge of a
page. The sidebar has a set width, so plopping the unordered list nav bar inside it automatically con-
strains the width of the buttons.
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Unfortunately, when you don’t set an explicit width for the <a> tag, IE has a
couple of problems with these links. First, every version (including 7, as of this
writing), displays large gaps between each lIink (see #3 in Figure 9-5). (If you set
an explicit width on the <a> tags in the nav bar, then you've already taken care
of this IE bug. Skip steps 3 and 4.)

3. Remove the gap in Internet Explorer.
To remove this space, you must add a style for the <li> tag:
ul.nav 1i { display: inline; }

This situation’s one of many where you have to send Internet Explorer some
nonsense CSS to make it behave. Fortunately, this workaround has no ill effects
for other browsers.

4. Expand the clickable area in Internet Explorer 6 and earlier.

Another [E bug {one that’s been fixed in IE 7) appears whenever you set a link
to display as a block. Even though other browsers make the entire block area
clickable, IE 6 still limits clicking to just the text inside the link. To fix this, add
a style that sets a height for the <a> tag. Because this new style would cause the
links to shrink to an unreadable height in IE 7 and other browsers, you have to
hide it from them. One way to do so is by using the * html hack you learned
about in Chapter 7 (page 152):

* html ul.nav a { height: 1px; }

Tip: Another way 1o create a style that applies only to IE 6 and earlier is to use conditional comments.
You can read about them in depth in Chapter 14 (page 399).

Now that all this busywork is out of the way, you can style the buttons to your
heart’s content. Add padding, background colors, margins, images, or whatever
tickles your artistic fancy. If you want to spread the buttons out so they don’t
touch, then add a bottom (or top) margin to each link.

. WORKAROUND WORKSHOP
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Horizontal Navigation Bars

CSS lets you turn a set of stacked list items into a side-by-side presentation of links,
like the one shown back in Figure 9-4. This section shows you two common ways
to create a horizontal navigation bar from a list. The first—using the display: inline
property—is easy, but it can’t create equal-size buttons. If a uniform look is what
you crave, then turn to the floated <ul> method described on page 225.

Whichever method you use, start by removing the bullets and left space from the
<ul> tag, as illustrated in #1 of Figure 9-6.

Home
About Us

Corporate Philosophy
Stora

Heading for this page

Home About Us Cornorate Phifosophy Store

Heading for this page

P

Heading for this page

= e R -

Heading for this page

Figure 9-6:

Creating a horizontal menu
from an unordered fist of finks
requires just a few steps. When
you use the inline setting for
each list item, though, you
must set top and bottom
padding on the <uf> tag to
prevent the buttons from
overflowing the <uf> tag’s
background or overlapping its
borders (circled in #3).

Using display: inline

The simplest method of creating a horizontal navigation bar involves changing the
display property of the list items from block to inline. It’s easy to do using CSS.
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1. Make the list items inline elements.

Inline elements don’t create a line break before or after them as block-level ele-
ments do. Setting the display property of the <li> tags to inline makes them
appear one beside the other (see #2 in Figure 9-6).

ul.nav 1i { display: inline; }

You need to make sure you don’t have too many buttons, though. If they won’t
all fit side by side, some will drop down below the first row.

2. Style the links.

You can remove the underline beneath the links and add a border around them
instead. You can also add background color or a background image to provide
visual depth. Add padding if you need more room around each link’s text. If
you want some space between each button, then apply a right margin. The fol-
lowing style gives links a button-like appearance, as shown in #3 and #4 in
Figure 9-6:

ul.nav a {
border: 1ipx dashed #000;
border-bottom: none;
padding: 5px 15px 5px 15px;
margin-right: Spx;
background-color: #EAEAEA;
text-decoration: none;
color: #333;

Note: When you use the infine method to create a horizontal nav bar, don't set the links’ display prop-
erty to block. If you do, then each link will appear one on top of the other and span the entire width of the
page (or entire width of the list's containing block).

3. Add top and bottom padding to the <ul> tag.

Because <a> tags are inline elements, adding top and bottom padding doesn’t
actually increase the height of a link. Instead, that padding just causes borders
and backgrounds on links to overlap elements above and below the link, like the
example shown way back in Figure 7-6. In Internet Explorer, the padding can
also make top borders on your links disappear. In this case, the <a> tag’s pad-
ding is also making the border on the bottom of the <ul> tag appear a little
above and behind the links (circled in image #3 in Figure 9-6).

The solution’s to add padding to the <ul> tag, which creates space to accom-
modate the links’ overflowing backgrounds and borders. For the<ul> tag’s bot-
tom padding, use the same value as the link’s bottom padding. To determine
the <ul> tag’s top padding value, add 1 pixel to the link’s top padding. (If
you're using ems, just make sure the <ul> tag’s top padding is greater than the
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top padding used for the link.) For example, the <ul> tag style to accompany
the links in step 2 would look like this:

ul.nav {
margin-left: o;
list-style: none;
padding-left: 0;
padding-top: 6px;
padding-bottom: 5px;
border-bottom: 1px dashed #000;

}

As you can see in #4 in Figure 9-6, the bottom padding lets the bottom border
of a <ul> fit in place nicely. One problem with this approach is that there’s
always a gap between each button, so if you want buttons that touch, then you
need to float the links or set a negative right margin on them. Read on for
another solution.

Tip: To make this horizontal nav bar appear in the center of the page, add text-align: center; to the <ul>
tag's style.
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Using floats for horizontal navigation

Although the display: inline technique for creating a horizontal nav bar is simple, it
has one fundamental flaw: there’s no way to create equally sized buttons. Setting a
width on either the <li> or <a> tags has no effect, because they’re inline elements.
To get around this problem, you need to use a little trickier solution—floats.

Note: Nav bars made up of floated elements are hard to center horizontally in the middle of a page.
When you need to do that, the infine method described on page 222 is better.

1. Float the list items.

Adding a left float to the <li> tags removes them from the normal top-down
flow of elements:

ul.nav 1i { fleat: left; }

The floated list items (along with their enclosed links) slide right next to each
other, just like the images in the photo gallery tutorial on page 188. (You can
just as easily float them right if you want those buttons to align to the right edge
of the screen or containing sidebar.)

. Add display: block to the links.

Links are inline elements, so width values (as well as top and bottom padding
and margins) don’t apply to them. Making a browser display the links as block
clements lets you set an exact width for the button and add a comfortable
amount of white space above and below each link:

ul.nav a { display: block; }

. Style the links.

Add background colors, borders, and so on. This part of the process is identical
to step 2 on page 223.

. Add a width.

If you want the nav buttons to have identical widths, set a width for the <a> tag
(page 146). When you set the width property, it’s a good idea to use em units
because they scale. That way, the link text won’t get bigger than the buttons if a
visitor increases the browser’s font size. The exact width you use depends on
how much text is in each button. Obviously for a link like Corporate Philoso-
phy, you need a wider button. '

Tip: To center the text in the middle of the button, add text-afign: center; to the links’ style.

5. Float the <ul>> tag.

If it has a border, background color, or image, you should also float the <ul>
tag to the left. If you don’t, the list items float outside the <ul> and cause it to
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collapse in height. (Preventing this overflow is known as containing a float, and
it’s discussed in depth on page 293.)

Note: You may want the floated <ul> to span the entire width of the page (or a containing block like a
sidebar)—if you've added a background color to the <ub> tag that you'd like to span across the page to
form a solid stripe. Just set the <ul> tag's width to 100 percent, as shown in the code following these
numbered steps.

Finally, because the <ul> is floated, there’s the potential that content following

it may attempt to wrap around the right side of the navigation bar. To prevent

this, you need to clear the float by applying the CSS clear property to whatever ,
follows the <ul> tag,

6. Clear stuff after the float.

One easy way is to create a class style named .clear, like this .clear { clear: both; }
and then apply it to the first tag after the list.

Tip: You can learn more about clearing floats in Chapters 7 (page 155) and 11 (page 293).

Here are the styles required to create the navigation bar pictured in Figure 9-7.
Notice that the buttons are the same width, and the button text is centered.

ul.nav {
margin-left: Opx;
padding-left: opx;
list-style: none;
border-bottom: ipx dashed #000;
float:left; :
width: 100%;

}

ul.nav 1i {
float: left;

¥

ul.nav a {
width: 12em;
display: block;
border: 1px dashed #000;
border-bottom: none;
padding: Spx;
margin-right: spx;
background-color: #EAEAEA;
text-decoration:none;
color: #333;
text-align: center;
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Figure 9-7;

e . Floating list items let you
Heading for this page create equal width
buttons for a navigation
bar like this one. You can
see the actual CSS that
created this bar on the
facing page.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTION -

eate a navigatio

Advanced Link Techniques

If you've mastered the basic :hover principle, and know how to add a background
image to a link, you’re probably hungry for more elaborate ways to spruce up your
site’s navigation. In the following sections, you’ll meet a few of the most popular
techniques.

Big Clickable Buttons

The :hover pseudo-class is a great way to add an interactive feel to a Web page. But
what if you want to highlight an area that’s bigger than just a two-word navigation
link? Suppose you have a list of news stories in a sidebar. Each item includes the
title on one line, followed by a paragraph summary of the story. And suppose you
want to highlight the area around both title and summary when a visitor mouses
over them (see Figure 9-8).

Fortunately, Internet Explorer 7, Firefox, Safari, and Opera all understand the :hover
pseudo-class when applied to all kinds of elements, not just links. So if you want to
highlight a paragraph when the mouse moves across it, you can do so like this:

p:hover { background-color: yellow;}
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