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	I haven't seen any statistics on that matter, but it seems likely that more than a half of all images on the Web feature all imaginable sorts of text labels, headings, captions, and miscellaneous inscriptions.  It is no surprise that designers have to resort to GIFs whenever they want their text to stand out, because pure HTML is not particularly rich in text effects.  On the other hand, its capabilities in this realm are not to be underestimated.  Here I'll try to categorize the HTML text tools and provide some suggestions for their creative use. 

Honestly, I wouldn't have written this Tip without the inspiration I had got from some sites that are incredibly imaginative in using such primitive tools as changing type size, color, etc.  Besides the obvious advantage of improving download time (by avoiding graphics) and making more of the text accessible to indexing robots, these efforts have the rare attraction characteristic of any work of art produced with an extremely restricted set of tools.  (ASCII art has something about this attraction, too.)  God forbid me from trying to talk you into discarding all your fancy graphics in the favor of pure HTML;  however, I find that such an approach has, but its charm, certain usability, so it well deserves one of the ten Tips. 
	
	

	
	
	

	 
	 
Okay, so what do we have here? First come the color and size of the font (attributes COLOR and SIZE of the <FONT> tag).  These are relatively straightforward.  What for color, I believe any designer has something to say on the subject;  I'd only like to add that whichever color you use in HTML, it'll never get dithered, as opposed to the majority of colors in images.  Thus, the "#rrggbb" notation gives you the full palette of true color, provided that the display is capable of displaying it and provided that you use a handy device such as the ColorCenter to choose right colors. 
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  The display capabilities mentioned above really do matter.  Don't expect that, using color specifications for fonts or table cells, you'll be able to fool the browser and get a full 256 color non-dithered palette on a 256 color monitor.  What the browser will do in such a case is to approximate the colors you specify by some other, close enough, colors---as promised, without dithering :)  

The worst part of it is that different browsers use quite different---and quite unpredictable---methods to choose these approximating colors.  Experiments with a grayscale table on a 256 color monitor show that both major browsers certainly implement some sort of a randomized algorithm for the task.  I haven't succeeded in figuring out a rule that could predict the real color of a particular "#rrggbb" combination on a 256 color screen.
  

Font size is a bit trickier.  As you may have noticed, the seven steps of font size don't have their metric equivalents increasing linearly;  in the table below, it can be seen that the difference between SIZE=6 and SIZE=7 is much bigger than the rule of monotonous increase would require.  What's more, remember that users can change the base font size (in Internet Explorer, there's even a toolbar button for this), which certainly won't make the dependence any more consistent. 
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A general design rule concerning fonts is to sparingly use big font sizes, and especially, never use them for body text.  Remember that a font smaller than usual may look professional and information-dense, while the same text set in a size above the average may very well be regarded as something too irritably amateurish. 
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font face
	
	

	 
	 
Until recently, HTML allowed using only two different font faces: proportional (typically rendered by Times family, if you haven't set otherwise in your browser's Preferences) and fixed width, or monospace (typically rendered by Courier), the latter being usually invoked by a <TT> tag (beware of the bug connected with it). 

Ironically enough, being initially provided for use in computer texts for code fragments and variable names, Courier proved very stylish and attractive for the eyes of some designers (including me :) and thus became widely used for emphatic headings (sometimes it even becomes foundation of a whole interface).  If you consider borrowing this practice, here are three suggestions: first, avoid capital letters, second, use <B> to add visibility to the type, and third, don't get swayed and never use it for body text! 

Now that Netscape has accepted the FACE attribute of the <FONT> tag, we can use the third type face available on almost any computer platform---the sans serif  font (in Windows, it is Arial).  Here comes a tiny echo of the cross-platform squalls now tearing apart the computer industry:  Although sans serif fonts are available on all platforms, their almost indistinguishable specimens are named differently.  Fortunately, the FACE attribute has a means to account for this.  If you write 

<FONT FACE="Arial, Helvetica, Geneva">

then you can be almost 100% sure that this will switch to sans serif, be it Arial (used under Windows), Helvetica (on UNIX and Macintosh), or Geneva (on Macintosh).  Browser scans the font face specification left to right and enables the first face encountered that's available on that system.  Font names are case insensitive. 

Sans serif availability is a great relief to Web designers.  Surely, such a basic font type is what they've been starving for so long.  However, it almost exhausts the benefits you can get from this new feature, because the only three typefaces that you can bet are on any system are exactly these---proportional, fixed and sans serif.  Of course, you can specify any font name in the above declaration, but it makes little sense unless you don't mind that only a little share of your users will see the improvement.  Say, if you're a fan of Garamond, you can please your fellow fans by writing 

<FONT FACE="Garamond">

Here, Garamond will be used if it's available on user's system, otherwise the default (proportional) font will be substituted. 

After you've set a nonstandard font using FACE attribute, the <I> and <B> tags work as expected, switching to the italics and bold style of your new font (provided that these styles exist and are installed, of course). However, the <TT> tag and its synonyms (<KBD>, <CODE>, <SAMP>) lose their power whatsoever.  So, to switch to a fixed width font from within a non-standard font, you have to call it by name, e.g.: 

<FONT FACE="Courier New, Courier">

Another issue to beware of is that, even if you set the same font SIZE for different font families, don't expect them to really look the same size. Experimenting with the above table in different browsers and on different platforms shows that the difference between proportional and fixed width fonts may reach one SIZE unit (in Internet Explorer on my machine, for example, <TT> with SIZE=6 almost levels with the proportional font with SIZE=5).  The same holds for nonstandard fonts as well.  

My point here is:  Resist the temptation to raise or lower one font size to better match another, because on another platform the difference in visible heights may be quite the other way round.  Keeping equal SIZEs, however unreliable, is still your best bet. 
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background color
	
	

	 
	 
Yes, I do mean here backgrounds for separate characters, not for a whole document.  ...What?  You don't know how to do this?  Think twice :)  It's as simple as putting some characters into a cell of a borderless table and setting the BGCOLOR attribute for the corresponding <TD> tag.  This method is not suitable for highlights in body text because a table always starts a new paragraph, but it is highly usable for heads which can be put entirely into a table. And no, whatever color you specify, it won't dither! (Beware of the pitfall connected with this, however.) 

In fact, this provides for a bit more than just text background color, because in this way you can make rectangles of any size, with arbitrary alignment of text inside them (or without any text, if you so desire).  Also, you can place images inside colored table cells, and by making cell's background the same color as that of the image (or making the image background transparent) you can fool the viewer's eye into thinking that you have a huge picture there, while in fact it's mostly empty background and the image itself is relatively small.  See your HTML reference for information about size and alignment attributes of <TABLE> and <TD> tags. 

In a word, cell background color is a great feature for making headings, captions, sidebars, initials, etc.  It's a pity that Netscape started supporting it only in version 3.0.  I hope we won't wait for more than a version until Netscape catches up with another great feature of Internet Explorer 3.0---background tiling images in table cells. 

  When setting different font sizes in a table, remember that the VALIGN=BOTTOM attribute of the <TD> tag results in the characters being aligned not at their baselines, but at the lowest extremes of their bounding boxes which extend below the baseline the more, the bigger is the font size (to visualize the bounding box, select a character by dragging the mouse over it).  To align at baselines, use BASELINE value for the VALIGN attribute (whose default value is MIDDLE).
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lining under and striking thru
	
	

	 
	 
There's of course that set of conventional text styles in HTML, notably the ubiquitous bold and italics whose uses are, in most part, beyond the scope of this compendium.  Other styles, such as the rarely used underline and strike through, are quite self-explanatory, so I'd better refrain from speculating on how to use them in an unexpected way.  Enough to remember that they exist, and some day you may run into an opportunity to use them.  (Underline, however, is undesirable as it can be mistaken for a link.) 

A couple of words about the notorious <BLINK> tag.  I agree that in most cases it is incredibly irritating (Microsoft seems to even take pride in not supporting this tag in MSIE), but honestly I can imagine cases where <BLINK> may be amusing without annoyance.  Probably the only thing to remember is that you should not make too much text blink:  One blinking character may be amusing (Netscape users: Try to find such an Easter egg on this page :), one blinking word may be acceptable, but a blinking sentence or more is a disaster. 
	
	


