
Layout Techniques
Columns and Basic Grids



Common Use of Columns



Mark Boulton

One Column Layout



poshcss.com

One Column Layout



Brown Blog

Two Column Layout



Brown Blog

Two Column Layout



Snook.ca

Two Column Layout



Identity Designed

Two Column Layout



Brand New

Three Column Layout



Grain Edit

Three Column Layout



Austin Town Hall

Three Column Layout



Lord Likely

Three Column Layout



Area 22

Four Column Layout



One Column Layouts

Doesn’t leave much room 
for design.

Very hard to use.



Two Column Layouts

The standard for simple websites.

Usually one column for content and one sidebar.



Three Column Layouts

Usually two small columns and one large.

Putting the two small columns next to each other is 
more visually appealing.



Basic Composition Theory

Devine Proportion and Grids



The Divine Proportion

• A visual representation of the 
number Phi 
(1.618033988749895)

• Also known as the Fibonacci 
Sequence

• Appears everywhere: in math, 
nature, art, design, etc

• Named by Renaissance artists 
“divine” since they thought it 
was created 
by God

• Associated with beauty; just 
“feels” right



How to Apply to the Web?

• Can’t really know height of composition, which rules out precise formula

• Variables in screen resolution, browser window size, etc.

• Can only follow “best case” based on assumptions and approximate

• Take target screen resolution: 1024 x 768

• Subtract for “chrome” (968 with scrollbar, 983 without), accommodate the assumed 
“fold” (578 on a 19” monitor, 410 on a 17” monitor)

• Adjust width maximum to provide for easy subdivision: I’d recommend 960



Apply Rule of Thirds

• “Golden Grid Rule”

• Approximates the divine proportion

• Divide a space into thirds (vertically and horizontally)



Rule of Thirds Basic Web Layout



The 960 Grid System



960 Grid System

• Assume a minimum resolution of 1024x760

• This gives us about 960 pixels of width

• 960 is a nice number

• We have lots of options for grids



A Basic Website Layout With 4 Columns



4 Column Grid Overlay

960 / 4 = 240

Add in a 10px margin on each side

4 columns of 220px wide

Total width of each column is 240px



8 Column Grid Overlay

960 / 8 = 120

Add in a 10px margin on each side

4 columns of 100px wide

Total width of each column is 120px



12 Column Grid Overlay

960 / 12 = 80

Add in a 10px margin on each side

4 columns of 60px wide

Total width of each column is 80px



16 Column Grid Overlay

960 / 4 = 60

Add in a 10px margin on each side

4 columns of 40px wide

Total width of each column is 60px



960 Grid

• The grid is just a guide

• It’s not meant to be followed strictly

• Use it, but also break it



 10K Apart



 10K Apart



Poccuo



Poccuo



What about vertical rhythm?



What about vertical rhythm?

• Vertical rhythm is based on things like text size 
and leading

• Users can change the text size in their browser

• It’s very difficult to control the vertical rhythm


