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	Guess what is the prima facie feature of a professionally designed Web page these days? 

Right:  It's the extensive use of tables for positioning all of the material on the page.  As of now, tables are the only way to overcome the limitations of plain HTML and to get some relative freedom in layouting images and paragraphs.  Columns, sidebars, marginal headings, navigation bars---all these are now made almost exclusively with borderless tables.  (Unless they're made with frames, of course.)  Just go to www.anybigcompany.com to see a sample. 

So what's wrong with this?  Nothing except for, since we all have to account for the overwhelming majority of users with 640x480 screens, it has become almost obligatory to limit the width of the page so tabularized to at most 600 pixels.  And since most tables are rather reluctant to stretch with the browser's window, they stick to this width even at higher resolutions. 

Don't underestimate this problem.  For example, I'm using 1024x768 and I'm driven almost crazy by the abundance of (otherwise perfect) pages that are simply unable to leave a mark on the right half of the screen (except for the annoying sidebar comeback).  Just as if the air would tend to gather on one side of the room, derisively teasing all believers in the Second Law of Thermodynamics.  And no, I won't like to have my browser window demaximized.  After all, when I browse the Web, I want to look at the Web, and not to stare at my desktop and other windows. 

Right, but what are my suggestions?  The first thing to try is to 
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make your tables elastic
	
	

	 
	 
Enough to remember that the WIDTH attribute in the <TD> tag can accept not only a number of pixels, but also a percentage value referring to the share in the table's total width that this cell will cover.  Logically enough, the missing WIDTH attribute means "stretch this cell to use up all the horizontal space available" (provided that, of course, there's enough contents in this cell to fill that much space; see also the Tip on spacers). 

The same holds for the WIDTH attribute in the <TABLE> tag itself.  So, suffice it to use WIDTH=100% for the <TABLE> and use a percentage or unspecified width for at least one full column, and this will allow your table to smoothly swell to fit whatever wide (or narrow) the browser window gets.  Simple, eh? 
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  Honestly, some of the differences between Netscape Navigator and Internet Explorer just escape any rational explanation.  Unbelievable as it is, for Microsoft's browser, the WIDTH percentage in a <TD> tag is relative to the total width of the browser window (or the frame the table is in) and not the width of the table itself as for NN! What's even curiouser, Microsoft's own HTML reference doesn't even mention the very possibility of the <TD> tag having WIDTH or HEIGHT attributes!  Fortunately, if your table has WIDTH=100%, these two approaches to calculating column width happily coincide.
  



For the reason explained in the above NB, if you need some margins for your page, it is better to add a couple of empty columns at both sides of the table rather than make a table with a WIDTH less than 100%.  To provide an example, the page you're reading is made using this technology;  if you resize the browser window, the column of text will change its span accordingly. 
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taming images... rather unsuccessfully?
	
	

	 
	 
It's not always so simple, alas.  Making a table elastic is sometimes undesirable because images occupying its cells will then pull apart and hang loose within their slots, destroying the carefully adjusted junctions and spans.  It is bad---but frankly, a page stuck to the left edge of the screen might look worse.  

In important cases, you may try to use scaling for some of the images so that they could stretch in accordance with the different table dimensions.  However, scaling images to percentage values within tables faces some serious difficulties and may be used only as a last resort, probably at the risk of spoiling the page appearance as viewed in one of the two major browsers. 

A slightly better approach is to take the graphics to be scaled out of the table so that its dimensions could be tied directly to those of the browser window.  This can be done with relative ease for opening images at the top and closing bars at the bottom (for an example, examine the "running head" graphics at the top of this page; resize browser window and see what happens).  However, there's another obstacle here: client-side image maps cannot be scaled and will thus get out of synchro with the underlying image. 

Thus, the navigation bar at the bottom of this page presents an example of two major drawbacks of "rubber graphics":  First, if the browser window dimensions are different from 640x480, its image map loses connection with the buttons on the bar (be careful not to click, as this may take you to an unexpected place! :), and second, the abundance of small letters makes it a good illustration for the fractional ratio issue.  On the other hand, the similar rubber bar at the top may be regarded as a much better example, since it has little text in it, and the image map problem is solved by cutting the image into separate buttons, each linked to its own URL.  (By the way, this approach to making navigation panels is also beneficial from other points of view; for example, those who have turned off loading images will see an outline of each button, and if the buttons are large enough so that their ALT text is readable, the interface will be quite usable for such users). 

But what if all the above difficulties matter in your case and you have to reject the idea of making a rubber-table page design? 
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for rigid tables, use centering
	
	

	 
	 
You must consider at least centering your rigid table, since it will drastically improve its readability on wide screens.  Some designers tend to avoid centering their tables seemingly for the only reason that the table having no symmetry on a vertical axis, centering might clash with the composition.  In my opinion, however, the asymmetry of a table flushed left on a wide screen is much worse. 

For very short pages, you may go even further and center contents vertically by using the ALIGN=CENTER VALIGN=MIDDLE pair of attributes in the <TD> tag within a table with WIDTH=100% and HEIGHT=100%.  This will ensure that your content will land exactly in the middle of the browser window or frame.  By the way, this is especially useful for framed interface, because very often a navigation bar gets wider or taller than its frame on a user screen (God knows why these annoying scrollbars so readily appear when they shouldn't), and centering the bar in both dimensions will at least guarantee that its most vital part will be visible at once. 

Hmmm.  If there's anything on the Earth that may prevent you from even centering a tabular page, then it is, of course, those fancy backgrounds that make up a sort of a vertical colored strip on the left (e.g. like this) or at the top.  And guess what?  I can't help a suggestion for this case too! 
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for sidebar background, use cell's BGCOLOR
	
	

	 
	 
Unless you want a fancy background for your sidebar, consider using, instead of a background image, table cell's BGCOLOR attribute to put a solid-colored bar at the left (or in any other place) of your table.  Just make one tall cell (ROWSPANning the whole of your table) with that BGCOLOR.  This will probably leave a little gap between the bar and the window border, but in most cases that's all right. 

This method has the added advantage of the bar not necessarily being fixed size: You can make it proportionally change its width along with the entire table.  You can even put several different-colored bars one after another, achieving interesting effects.  (Beware of the pitfall connected with this, however.)  

A "one-sided" background image, by the way, can become the source of another annoyance that becomes apparent only at high resolutions.  Many designers just won't do the horizontal building block of the background wide enough, which results in the vertical sidebar being repeated on the far right of the page.  So if you use this technique, please make sure your background image is at least 1200 pixels wide. 

Still another solution for sidebar addicts is to put entire sidebar into a frame (borderless frames now seem to make me more tolerant to the idea).  This is quite common, and I wouldn't speak about this possibility unless it gave me an opportunity to note that frames, too, may take a percentage value for the size parameter. 

  An a propos tip concerning tabular design is to cut the table with page material into as many pieces as possible.  Remember that Netscape cannot show you a table until it reckons exact sizes of all its elements, so if you put a big enough page in one big table, your viewers will have to sit and wait long enough with nothing on their screens while the browser loads all the stuff.  Consider breaking the table by closing it after every section of your text and especially before an image and then reopening it again---this will make the page load much smoother.
  


	
	


