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Dynamic HyperText 
Markup Language

Do you feel the need to jazz up your
web pages? Are they slow to load and

cumbersome? Have your web pages
become so complex that making simple
style changes is an almost insurmountable
ordeal? If the answers to these questions is
yes, you may be ready to implement
Dynamic HyperText Markup Language
(DHTML) on your web site. This month I
will examine the strengths and weaknesses
of DHTML. As with any web-based pre-
sentation tool, seeing is believing, so I’ve
also included addresses to several web sites
that you can visit to see DHTML in action.

WHAT IS DYNAMIC HTML?

Dynamic HTML is a client-side technology
web page presentation technology that
utilizes only the browser to display and
manipulate the web pages. Two of the
biggest advantages of using DHTML are:

● Your web page style and content can 
be changed on the client without going
to the web server. This helps you create
more dramatic and interactive web pages
with minimum bandwidth consumption.

● No browser plug-ins are required.

To get an idea of what DHTLML looks
like, visit www.htmlguru.com/. This site
contains a great tutorial on DHTML and
several sample DHTML pages that you can
view to get a feel for just how DHTML can
be used to enhance a web site. 

While DHTML can greatly increase the
“wow factor” of any web site, there are two
substantial drawbacks to this technology:

● DHTML requires that the client be 
running Netscape Communicator 4.0 

or Microsoft Internet Explorer 4.0 (or
above). There are many people running
older browsers on the web who can’t
view DHTML pages. If you wish to
provide support for these older browsers,
you will need to develop and maintain
two separate pages, one with DHTML
and one without. 

● Microsoft and Netscape implemented 
the DHTML features in different
manners. This means that you must
code support for both browsers in all 
of your DHTML web pages. While this
is not an insurmountable undertaking,
it is a pain nonetheless. 

DHTML also requires scripting within your
web pages, making the development of
DHTML pages much more difficult than
coding with the standard HTML. 

DHTML COMPONENTS

DHTML is not an entity in itself, but
rather a collection of tools that when 
combined allow you to create dazzling, low
bandwidth, client-side web applications.

DHTML utilizes the following components
to deliver dynamic web pages to the clients:

● HTML 
● Cascading Style Sheets
● Scripting language

HTML
HyperText Markup Language (HTML)

is the main web page presentation tool 
for the Web. HTML transformed the
Internet from a text-based interface to a
graphical interface. HTML is a collection
of commands embedded in web pages that
tell the web browser how to display data
on the screen. To learn more about
HTML, go to your favorite search engine
and perform a search on HTML. You will
be presented with thousands of web sites
that can provide HTML coding tutorials
and examples. 

Cascading Style Sheets
Although you are probably familiar

with HTML and scripting languages,
Cascading Style Sheets (CSSes) may be
new to you. Cascading Style Sheets allow
the web developer to create elements that
can be integrated into many different web
pages. For example, let’s assume that the
pages in your web site contain many
same-sized horizontal lines. With stan-
dard HTML, you must define the charac-
teristics of each horizontal line within 
the HTML code of each page. With CSS,
the web author can define the properties
of this horizontal line once and use it in 
as many pages as desired. There are two
benefits to this:

● The page(s) will download faster to the 
client since one file contains all of the
style information.

DHTML is a great 
tool for providing 
low bandwidth, 
highly graphical 
web applications.
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● If the web author decides to change 
the properties of the horizontal line,
this change is made in one place.

For more information on Cascading Style
Sheets, visit http://builder.cnet.com/author-
ing/CSS/index.html.

Scripting Language
Javascript is a scripting language com-

monly used to develop DHTML web
pages. Java-Script is a scripting language
that is built into the web browser, which
allows the web developer to run scripts on
the client rather than on the web server.
JavaScript is a relatively simple scripting
language to learn, and with a little practice,
you can develop your own scripts in a
small amount of time. There are thousands
of JavaScript teaching sites on the web.
Just point your favorite search engine to
JavaScript and go. 

DEVELOPMENT TOOLS

If you’re not interested in the guts of
DHTML, HTML, CSS or JavaScript, but
want to build DHTML applications quickly,
you may opt to utilize one of the many
DHTML development tools. These tools
help remove you from the actual coding of
HTML tags and the scripting commands.
Some DHTML development tools on the
market include:

● Macromedia Dreamweaver 
(www.macromedia.com)

● NetObjects Fusion 
(www.netobjects.com)

● Microsoft FrontPage 
(www.microsoft.com)

While none of these tools is perfect, they
will help you get your web pages developed
quickly. You may find that to obtain the
desired results, you will need to occasion-
ally modify the code that these tools create
for you. 

LINKS

The best way to get a feel for the power
and flexibility of DHTML is to look at a
web site that utilizes DHTML. The following
sites are a good starting point for the
DHTML curious:
● www.htmlguru.com — This site 

provides a good DHTML tutorial and
also provides many DHTML samples. 

● http//freespace.virgin.net/richard.goode
/dhtml/ — This site provides a good
demonstration of the power of DHTML.

● www.dansteinman.com/dynduo/ — This 
site provides an excellent DHTML
tutorial. If you are seriously interested
in learning how to create DHTML
applications, this site is a must!

● www.projectcool.com/ — This site 
provides a forum and mailing lists for
DHTML authors. 

CONCLUSION

DHTML is a great tool for providing low
bandwidth, highly graphical web applica-
tions. However, be careful if you plan to
implement DHTML on an enterprise web
site. Most enterprise web sites must support
all types of browsers, many of which do not
support DHTML applications. If your web
site must support these older browsers, take
this into account when implementing
DHTML pages. 

If you have any questions or comments on
this material, or have suggestions for future
topics, please feel free to email me at
johnj@fast.net. 
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