	From its inception, the <IMG> tag has had a pair of attributes HEIGHT and WIDTH which accept usual length values in pixels (or per cent, relative to the window/frame dimensions).  It was Netscape Navigator that first used these values not only to allocate the necessary amount of space for the image, but to scale the image itself to fit these specified dimensions.  Now that this practice has been borrowed by Internet Explorer, it opens some very interesting opportunities. 

Say, if your image is 100x100 pixels and you specify its HEIGHT=200 and WIDTH=400, it will, when displayed in the browser window, get scaled 200% vertically and 400% horizontally.  Specifying only one of these attributes will result in both image dimensions scaled proportionally preserving the aspect ratio.  So what may be the use of this trick? 

	

	 
	 
To begin with, consider the fact that image scaling happens only on user's screen, while over the network the image is transferred in its original, nonmagnifyed size.  Here lies a wonderful possibility to improve download time:  Use a scaled down version of the image that takes less storage space and transfers faster, and stretch it to the desired dimensions on the browser screen! 

Of course it's not quite as simple.  There's no such thing as a free lunch, and the decrease in transfer size will inevitably cause decrease in quality, especially considering that the scaling browsers won't employ any of the smart technologies such as color interpolation or anti-aliasing.  (Strictly speaking, this is the case for Internet Explorer only, while Netscape Navigator seems to perform a somewhat better job of resampling.)  Any magnification will therefore result in jagged edges and the pixelated nature of the image more clearly seen. 
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make your images explosion-proof

	 
	 
It's not that bad, however.  There are certain ways to partially solve the quality problem.  First, very often the impression of the poor quality of scaled images results from the fact that they are zoomed by fractional, not whole, ratios.  Say, if you magnify an image by 50% (that is, to 1.5 times the original size), then the probability for each pixel in the image to get doubled is equal to 50%, too.  If this image contains text, the vertical strokes of the letters will therefore become of different width, which looks horrible.  Thus, the first rule of thumb is to avoid fractional ratios, especially for images containing text. 

Another hint is to avoid diagonal color boundaries, because it's them that look so especially jagged when zoomed.  Strictly vertical or horizontal outlines are much more tolerant to the magnification procedure.  If you can't do without a diagonal edge, remember that its jaggedness will be the more irritating, the more sharp is the contrast between the colors neighboring at this edge. 

And finally and most importantly:  In many cases, magnifying the image to as much as twice its original dimensions (which means four-fold gain in file size!) will not cause the quality of the image to go beyond the boundaries of acceptance---at least in so far as these boundaries are perceived by most Web surfers. 

With Netscape Navigator, magnification may even give the impression of improving quality since it permits to see more subtle details without the image becoming too pixelated.  An example is presented below;  see for yourself and make up your mind for (or against) this practice.  If you have both browsers, try each one on this page and compare. 
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No scaling (100%)
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Scaled 200%
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Scaled 300%
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Scaled 400%
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tie images to the window width

	 
	 
One more example of a situation where scaling images may prove useful is the common type of page design when all material is positioned using one big, page-sized borderless table.  As I point out in the Tip on that subject, it is highly desirable to make such a table elastic so that it could stretch to fit whatever is the width of the browser window. 

Here, scaling images can really deliver you from the disgusting view of the table with text changing its size while the images around it stay numb.  By using percentage values for image dimensions, you can make your images scale up and down in full synchro with the resizing window (and resizing table).  Considering what I said above of fractional scaling, this may turn unacceptable for images with text, but highly usable for various decorative elements, such as horizontal rules---which are most easily spoiled by not fitting tightly to their slots. 

Unfortunately, implementing this simple idea faces some serious difficulties.  Being different in their approaches to calculating percentage widths of table columns, Netscape Navigator and Internet Explorer are equally different (pun intended) in how they calculate the dimensions of images within tables.  If you specify WIDTH=50% for an image within a table, Explorer will make it 50% of the width of the current table cell while Navigator will make it half as wide as the browser window.  Unless you have a table with its WIDTH=100% and your image's cell spans all the columns (e.g. a horizontal rule or a navigation bar), you have to somehow account for this difference.  One solution is to use a script that will output necessary HTML code depending on which browser it is running under. 
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  Obviously due to a bug, Netscape Navigator 3.0 will not at all scale an image to a dimension specified by a percentage value within a table unless another copy of this image has been used on the same page outside any table.  (A good candidate for the Most Peculiar Bug I've Ever Encountered.)  As a quick hack, you may actually put another reference to this image with WIDTH=1 to the top of your page, before any table starts.  (The WIDTH=1 will make the image invisible if its natural width exceeds its height; otherwise, specify HEIGHT=1.)  Admittedly a "black magic," but it seems to work, and Navigator miraculously restores the capability to scale images in tables to percentage values.
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explore!

	 
	 
The good news is that you can scale equally well JPEGs, GIFs with transparency and interlacing, and even animated GIFs (see what's at the top of this page).  A not so good news is that there's no way to scale background images or image maps.  But anyway, this trick is so much plain fun that I simply cannot understand why it is so rarely used.  Just imagine a 3 Kb file which downloads in a wink and fills up all of the 1600x1200 browser screen momentarily!  Creative opportunities are enormous. 


