
Chapter 3
Color



Key Skills & Concepts

● Identify the Ways in Which Color Is Referenced in Web Development

● Specify Document Colors

Each browser has a set of standard colors for web pages that can be customized by the user 
(see Figure 3-1). If you don’t specify otherwise, your pages will display according to the 

browser’s settings.
To change a color on your web page, you need to know the color you want to change it to, 

as well as the corresponding color value (described in the following section).

Figure 3-1  Customizing color settings in a version of Firefox



 

Identify the Ways in Which Color  
Is Referenced in Web Development

At the beginning of time—Web time—the only way to reference color in an HTML page was 
to use its hexadecimal color value. When CSS became the preferred method of referencing 
color in web pages, we were permitted to use a variety of other units to measure color, 
including RGB (which stands for Red Green Blue) values, RGB percentages, hexadecimal 
shorthand, and color names.

Hexadecimal Color
The “normal” number system in the U.S. is decimal—based on the number 10. This means we 
have 10 units (0–9) to use before we have to repeat a unit (as with the number 10, which uses 
the 0 and the 1).

The hexadecimal system (hex) uses the same concepts as the decimal system, except 
it’s based on 16 units (see Table 3-1). Because standard HTML cannot handle decimal color 
values, the hexadecimal system is used to specify color values on web pages. Instead of 
making up new characters to represent the remaining units after 9, the hexadecimal system 
uses the first six letters of the English alphabet (A–F).

Computer monitors display color in RGB mode, where R = Red, G = Green, and B = Blue. 
Each letter (R, G, and B) is represented by a value between 0 and 255, with 0 being the darkest 
and 255 representing the lightest in the spectrum. In RGB, white and black have the following 
values:

Red Value Green Value Blue Value

White 255 255 255

Black 0 0 0

This is how one graphics program—Adobe Photoshop—displays the RGB values for blue 
(R:00 G:00 B:255). Most other graphics programs have similar ways of helping you determine 
the RGB values of your colors.

Table 3-1  Decimal and Hexadecimal Units

Decimal 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Hex 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 A B C D E F



In Photoshop, one way to find out what the hexadecimal values are for that shade of blue 
is to click the triangle in the upper-right corner of that color window and choose Web Color 
Sliders from the menu.

The resulting window shows the corresponding hex values for that same blue are R:00 
G:00 B:FF.

When using hexadecimal color values in an HTML page, you translate the color from 
decimal (RGB) to hex. Each red, green, or blue value translates into a two-digit hex value. You 
then combine all three of those two-digit hex values into a single string, preceded by a hash 
mark. The following is an example where a hexadecimal color is used to change the text in one 
paragraph to blue.

<p style="color: #0000FF;">

TIP
While you previously needed a scientific calculator to convert between decimal and 
hexadecimal values, many charts, software programs, converters, and even web pages 
are now available to do this for you. Check out www.psyclops.com/tools/rgb/ to see 
an example.

Hexadecimal Shorthand
When referencing a color that has value pairs, you can use a bit of shorthand to reduce the 
amount of typing necessary. For example, a color with a hexadecimal code of 003366 can be 
shortened to 036. This is because each of the two red values is the same, as are each of the blue 
and green values. That wouldn’t work for a hexadecimal code of 003466, because the green 
values—34—aren’t the same.

www.psyclops.com/tools/rgb/


 

The following shows how the same blue used in the preceding code example could be 
referenced, using hex shorthand.

<p style="color: #00F;">

NOTE
Hexadecimal shorthand is only allowed when using style sheets—the preferred method 
of presenting color in your pages. If you previously learned how to use code like this to 
change page colors, <font color="#0000ff">, you can’t start using shorthand in 
those hex values. Only complete hexadecimal codes are permitted in those older, now 
defunct, HTML tags.

RGB Values and Percentages
If hexadecimal color values already have your head spinning, I have good news! Now that 
style sheets are the preferred method of presenting color in all web pages, we no longer have 
to struggle with hexadecimal codes. If a color’s RGB values are handy, use those in your style 
sheet in place of the hexadecimal code, like in the following:

<p style="color: rgb(0,0,255);">

If you don’t have the RGB values handy, as when working in some page layout or design 
programs other than Photoshop, you can also use the RGB percentages, like that shown in the 
following example.

<p style="color: rgb(0%,0%,100%);">

Notice that a comma separates each RGB value and the entire set of values is placed inside 
parentheses. A lowercase rgb precedes those parentheses. In the case of the previous code 
example, R = 0, G = 0, and B = 255. As was the case with hexadecimal shorthand, RGB values 
and percentages are only used to describe color in style sheets, not the older HTML color tags.

Color Names
HTML 3.2 and 4.0 defined a standard set of 16 colors, which could be referenced by names 
in addition to hex values. The first version of CSS continued with these 16 colors, and orange 
was added in CSS 2.1. Although CSS 3 finally gives us a larger set of acceptable colors, I don’t 
encourage their use until the browsers have a chance to catch up with the standards. In the 
meantime, Table 3-2 lists the 17 color names that are almost uniformly supported by browsers.

<p style="color: blue;">

So Which Should I Use?
The wonderful thing about using style sheets to define color in web pages is that we are 
free to use any of the previously mentioned methods. This means you can tailor your color 
presentation method to your particular needs and use whichever makes the most sense to you.



Web-Safe Colors
Have you ever looked at your favorite web site on someone else’s monitor and noticed the 
colors seemed a bit different? This may have been because of different monitor settings. For 
example, all newer computer systems and monitors are capable of displaying millions of 
colors. But that wasn’t the case a few years ago, when most DOS-based PCs were set up to 
display 256 colors or fewer. This reduced color palette meant you couldn’t always be assured 
the color you chose for your web page would be available on the viewer’s system.

To compound the problem, Macintosh systems displayed a different set of 256 colors than 
their DOS-based PC counterparts. Only 216 colors between the two computer systems (Mac 
and PC) were the same! Those 216 colors came to be known as the web-safe color palette. For 
a long time, designers were greatly encouraged to use a color from this palette to ensure that 
the majority of viewers would see approximately the same color selected.

However, a dozen years after the birth of the web-safe palette, the majority of viewers are 
now using much better monitors and computers. This means there is significantly less of a push 
to use web-safe colors, but I still mention them so that you are familiar with the palette should 
you need to absolutely ensure the appearance of a particular color on a web page. In addition, 

Table 3-2  Standard Color Names as of CSS 2.1

Color Name Hex Value RGB Value

black #000000 0,0,0

white #ffffff 255,255,255

silver #c0c0c0 192,192,192

gray #808080 128,128,128

lime #00ff00 0,255,0

olive #808000 128,128,0

green #008000 0,128,0

yellow #ffff00 255,255,0

maroon #800000 128,0,0

navy #000080 0,0,128

red #ff0000 255,0,0

blue #0000ff 0,0,255

purple #800080 128,0,128

teal #008080 0,128,128

fuchsia #ff00ff 255,0,255

aqua #00ffff 0,255,255

orange #ffa500 255,165,0



 

some design software applications may still warn you when you select a color that is not web-
safe for use in a web graphic.

You can easily recognize web-safe colors by their hexadecimal values. Each of the web-
safe colors has RGB values that are multiples of 51. So, every color in the 216-color web-safe 
palette has a hex value made up of the values shown next.

RGB Hex

0 00

51 33

102 66

153 99

204 CC

255 FF

The color selected in this illustration is not web-safe. This is evident because the green 
value is #55, which is not a web-safe hex value. To make this color web-safe, you would have 
to change the green value to #66.

Specify Document Colors
The preferred method of changing document colors, such as the background and the text, is 
with style sheets.

As with any style declaration, you can specify the background, text, and link colors in 
either an inline, internal, or external style sheet. The actual properties used to do so are the 
same, however, regardless of which type of style sheet you use. Unlike with the older HTML 
tags previously used to change document colors, with CSS you aren’t restricted to specifying 
this information within the body tag. In fact, you actually use the a tag (which is used to 
add links to a web page) to change link colors in CSS. To understand, look at the following 
example of an internal style sheet:

<style type="text/css"> 
body {background-color: white; 
      color: gray;} 
a:link {color: blue;} 
a:visited {color: purple;} 
a:active {color: orange;} 
</style>

This symbol warns that the 
color currently selected is not 
web-safe. Clicking the square 
box next to the cube causes 
Photoshop to change the color 
to the nearest web-safe color.

Photoshop’s color window has 
little black lines along each 
of the three color bars (red, 
green, and blue) to show 
where the web-safe values are.



NOTE
Remember, internal style sheets are those placed in between the opening and closing 
head tags in the HTML code of your web page.

With CSS, you have to consider which tag actually creates the content whose color you 
want to change, and use that as your CSS selector. So, in the preceding internal style sheet 
example, I first tell the browser to change the background color of the entire page to white (the 
body tag determines the underlying features of a page, such as background color and default 
text color). Adding the color property to the body selector also specifies that all text on the 
page should be, in this case, gray.

Next, I’m telling the browser to select all content affected by a tags (a:link) and make 
them blue. When those links have been visited, I want the browser to render them as purple, 
as indicated by the line a:visited {color: purple;}. And, finally, the color of active 
links—that is, the color visible when the user is clicking a link—is orange, as defined by the 
line beginning with a:active.

TIP
Although we used the same property—color—to change the default text color and the 
various link colors, remember that it is the selector (in this case body and a) that tells 
the browser exactly which color to alter.

On the Horizon
One of my favorite upcoming aspects of web development is transparency. In the upcoming 
CSS3 specification, the W3C has defined two new ways to create transparency in web pages.

RGBA
Once browsers start to support RGBA, you'll be able to specify the “alpha value” or the 
transparency of a color. The transparency is defined by a number between 0.0 (completely 
transparent) and 1.0 (fully opaque). For example, you might use the following code to tell the 
browser to display a headline at 50 percent of the defined color.

h1 {color: rgba(255,68,253,0.5);}

As of this writing, the latest versions of Safari, Firefox, and Google Chrome all support 
RGBA color specification. Unfortunately, Internet Explorer still does not support this alpha 
transparency. So while it’s a fun bit of code to play with, I don't recommend using it for large 
web audiences until it’s fully supported. In the meantime, if you really want to use alpha 
transparency on your pages, check out this link for a great IE work-around: http://css-tricks 
.com/rgba-browser-support/.

TIP
The closer to 0.0, the more the background will show through.

http://css-tricks.com/rgba-browser-support/
http://css-tricks.com/rgba-browser-support/


 

Try This 3-1

Opacity
Another new addition to the CSS3 specification is the opacity property. Similar to the RGBA 
values just described, opacity values are defined between 0.0 (completely transparent) and 1.0 
(fully opaque).

But even before the W3C added the opacity property to the CSS3 specification, Internet 
Explorer users saw transparency in web pages thanks to the IE-only alpha filter. Different from 
the opacity property adopted by the W3C, IE’s proprietary code uses a number between 0 and 
100, with 100 being fully opaque.

So, until the CSS3 specification is supported universally, you’ll need to use both the 
opacity property and the alpha filter to make sure your transparency works in the most popular 
browsers.

div.transparentbox { 
   background-color:#036; 
   opacity: 0.7;   /* CSS3 standard */ 
   filter:alpha(opacity=60);   /* IE only */ 
}

 Change the Colors of Your Page
Let’s take the index.html page from the last chapter, and change the background and text 
colors of that page. Goals for this project include

● Choosing colors from the web-safe palette

● Specifying the background and text colors of the web page

● Referencing the colors with the appropriate color codes

NOTE
All the files needed to complete the projects in this book for the Chop Point site can be 
downloaded from www.wendywillard.com. In addition, you can view my version of the 
web site anytime by visiting www.choppoint.org.

 1. Open your text editor and load the index.html page saved from Chapter 2.

 2. Add the background-color and color properties to your internal style sheet as the following 
shows. (Feel free to replace these color values with any you deem appropriate.) Save the file.

     <style type="text/css"> 
     body {background-color: #ffe188; 
           color: #602b00;} 
     </style>

(continued)

www.wendywillard.com
www.choppoint.org


  You can find a color in several different ways:

● Go to www.colorblender.com and use the sliders to select your favorite colors. As a 
bonus, this online tool will then suggest matching colors to create a harmonious color 
palette.

● Use a color from Table 3-2.
● Choose one from the color-picker in your favorite graphics program (such as Adobe 

Photoshop).

 3. Open your web browser and choose File | Open Page (or Open File or Open, depending on 
the browser you’re using). Locate the file index.html you just saved.

 4. Preview the page to determine if you approve of your color choices. If you don’t, return to 
your text editor to make changes. After making any changes, save the file and switch back 
to the browser. Choose Refresh or Reload to preview the changes you just made.

Summary
Using a style sheet to change the colors of your web page is not difficult, but it does require 
some planning to find a set of colors that work well together. Viewing your pages on several 
different computer systems can help ensure they all appear as you would like.

www.colorblender.com

