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4Introduction

Introduction

This book will, as the title suggests, walk you though the process of creating your own custom template for use 
with the SiteMason Content Management System.  A custom template is always nice for your site because it 
gives your company, organization, or personal site a distinct design.  Your own template will also obviously be 
tailored to your specific needs.

This book will be useful to only those who are knowledgeable in web design and are able create an HTML 
page.  You can, however, use whatever means you are comfortable with in order to create the page.  Some users 
will use HTML editors such as Macromedia Dreamweaver or Adobe Go Live, while others will choose to do it 
by hand using nothing more than a text editor.  The quality of your HTML is important.  If your initial HTML 
page is not cross-browser compatible, your finished SiteMason template will not be cross-browser compatible 
either.  So, be sure that youʼve tested your page on a variety of browsers and platforms.  

A second prerequisite to creating a custom template is that youʼre comfortable using a text editor to modify the 
HTML code.  Again, you can use your favorite program.

Design Considerations

There are a few things to consider when designing your SiteMason template.  Perhaps the most important is the 
way that the navigation will work.  In order to have a fully-dynamic and scalable site, your navigation area must 
be horizontal or vertical.  The reason for this requirement is the fact that SiteMason will generate the navigation 
using a loop control statement.  You can use CSS to do all sorts of creative things to the actual navigation text, 
but this general requirement still stands if you want the ultimate flexability.

Another aspect to consider is sidebar content.  Do you want to have a Poll displayed on the side of your site?  
Or would you like a News and Events Publisher available to display new news to your visitors?  If you want 
sitebar tools, you should consider space for them when designing your page.

Once youʼve met the prerequisites and have considered the options mentioned above, turn over to Chapter 1 to 
begin!
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1
Preparing Your HTML Page
The first step to creating a SiteMason template is the same as for traditional website design: create a basic 
HTML page layout.  Weʼll assume that if youʼre reading this document, you probably have your own process 
through which a design concept materializes into an HTML page.  So, weʼll pick it up at this point where you 
have a completed HTML page of your own design.

Converting to XHTML

The next step is to prepare your HTML page.  By preparing it, we mean converting it into XHTML.  What is 
XHTML?  If you want a full explaination, you might want to peruse the World Wide Web Consortiumʼs page 
on it: http://www.w3.org/TR/xhtml1/  However, for our purposes, itʼs nothing more than “very clean” HTML, 
where every tag is explicitly closed.

Basically, to convert your HTML page into XHTML, youʼll need to search for all line breaks <BR> and close 
them by changing them to <BR />.  Youʼll also need to do the same with image tags:

HTML: <img src=óhttp://www.mydomain.com/graphic.jpgó>
XHTML: <img src=óhttp://www.mydomain.com/graphic.jpgó />

What to do with images

Images will ultimately be managed via the SiteMason File Manager, where you can upload the image files 
and store them.  However, the File Manager is currently still in Beta stages, so weʼll have to resort to another 
method for the meantime.  The current solution is to upload the images to the SiteMason server (or anywhere 
else on the Web) via FTP and link to them as shown in the lines above.

At this stage, you should go through your page and replace the image source with the new source.

http://www.w3.org/TR/xhtml1/
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Converting HTML entities

HTML entities will need to be converted to their decimal values.  A good source for a full listing of these values 
can be found here: http://www.htmlhelp.com/reference/html40/entities/, however, the two most popular ones are 
non-breaking spaces and the copyright sign.  Non-breaking spaces (&nbsp;) should become simply &#160; and 
copyright signs (&copy;) should become &#169; 

Saving as an XSL file

Before anything else is added, we must add a few vital lines to your XHTML page.  At the top of the page, 
insert these lines:

<xsl:stylesheet xmlns:xsl=óhttp://www.w3.org/1999/XSL/Transformó version=ó1.0ó>
<xsl:output method=óhtmló encoding=óISO-8859-1ó media-type=ótext/htmló/>
<xsl:template match=ósiteó>

These should be the first three lines of the page.  And at the bottom of the page, these should be the last lines:

</xsl:template>
</xsl:stylesheet>

These will tell the server that youʼre using an XSL stylesheet.  After youʼve added these lines, save the file with 
a .xsl extension (as opposed to .html).

Youʼre well on your way to having a working SiteMason template at this point!  Before you add in any XSL 
code, you may want to upload your “work in progress” template and test it to make sure that you donʼt get any 
errors at this point and all of your graphics show up.  Testing it now will also allow you to debug any errors that 
you might get before diving into the XSL.  If this test sounds like a good idea, skip to the chapter “Uploading 
Your Template” to learn how to upload and apply your template, then proceed with the next chapter.  However, 
if youʼre brave or just feel lucky, go ahead and turn to the next page and weʼll add the XSL code to your 
template!

http://www.htmlhelp.com/reference/html40/entities/
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2
Adding XSL Code
SiteMason utilizes XML to convey site data and the XML is translated into something useful by your XSL 
template.  All XML tags, with the exception of the main content and site navigation, are filled with data 
provided in the “Header and Footer” tab of your Site Builder.  The data in this tab is site-wide information, such 
as the copyright date, the siteʼs title, and even other attributes such as the header graphic, footer information, 
and sidebar tools.  The idea is: if, for example, you fill in the copyright field under the “Header and Footer” tab, 
it will be displayed on every page of your site.  And if next year you were to change this copyright information, 
the update would be reflected on every page in your site.

Keep in mind that all fields are optional.  If you wonʼt ever be changing the images of your site (or perhaps 
you simply donʼt want your client to be able to change them!), thereʼs no need to make them changable under 
the “Header and Footer” tab.  You also may have no need to regularly change things like the company name or 
slogan.  But nonetheless, weʼll go through all of the available fields.

There are two available configurations for SiteMason sites: Basic and Standard.  The difference between them is 
merely the number of fields.

META Description  meta_description the description for META tags
META Keywords  meta_keywords the keywords for META tags
Site title (Page titles)  title   the pages  ̓titles
Header Image URL  header_image  an image for use in the header (or anywhere else)
Main Image URL  main_image  a main image that can go anywhere
Header   header   a text field good for the company name
Slogan   slogan   a text field good for a slogan or tagline
Background Image URL bg_image1  an image for use as the background image
Image 1 URL   image1  a generic image that can go anywhere
Nav Tool   nav_tool  a SiteMason tool that can go in the sidebar
Footer    footer   a text field for the footer of the pages
Maintainer   maintainer  a text field for the site webmaster
Maintainer email  maintainer_email a text field for the site webmasterʼs email address
Maintainer URL  maintainer_url a text field for the site webmasterʼs homepage
Copyright   copyright  a text field for the siteʼs copyright information

Field    XML tag name description

The Basic Configuration
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The Standard Configuration
The Standard Configuration contains all of the fields of the Basic Configuration, plus the ones listed below.  The 
purpose of the Standard Configuration is to give the utmost flexability for site-wide changes to be made.

Header Image Link  header_image_link the hyperlink of the header image
Main Image Link  main_image_link the hyperlink of the main image
Background Image 2  bg_image2  a secondary background image (possibly a cell background)
Image 1 Link   image1_link  the hyperlink of the first generic image
Image 2 URL   image2  a second generic image that can go anywhere
Image 2 Link   image2_link  the hyperlink of the second generic image
Tool 1    tool1   a SiteMason tool that can go anywhere
Tool 2    tool2   a SiteMason tool that can go anywhere

Field    XML tag name description

Adding some basic XSL

Now that weʼve listed all of the possible things to include in your SiteMason template, let s̓ add a few.  Weʼll 
start out with something simple, then add a few very important pieces.  You can follow along with these 
examples by downloading the example template from our support page: http://www.sitemason.com/support/ 
or by directly downloading it here: http://www.sitemason.com/support/ct_example.xsl.  This example template 
is the “Fanfare” template offered in our SiteMason SBS packages.  This template complies with the Standard 
Configuration and by examining the code, you can learn exactly how it works and apply the same theories to 
your own template.  Most of the example code in this chapter is taken from this example template.

Adding the Page Title and META tags

One basic tag to add is the page title.  The <title> tag is located inside the <head> tags at the top of the page.  
Whatever the title is, replace it with <xsl:value-of select=ótitleó />.  Your finished result should look like 
this:

<title><xsl:value-of select=ótitleó /></title>

What this line does is tell SiteMason to take whatever you have entered under the Title field in the “Header and 
Footer” tab of your Site Builder and make it the title of the page.  Pretty simple isnʼt it?  And most of the other 
fields work exactly the same way, just replace select=ótitleó with select=ó[XML tag name]ó!

http://www.sitemason.com/support/
http://www.sitemason.com/support/ct_example.xsl


9Chapter 2: Adding XSL Code

Hereʼs another twist: the META tags.  The META tags for the keywords and description will look like this:

<xsl:if test=ómeta_descriptionó>
 <meta name=ódescriptionó content=ó{meta_description}ó />
</xsl:if>
<xsl:if test=ómeta_keywordsó>
 <meta name=ókeywordsó content=ó{meta_keywords}ó />
</xsl:if>

Here weʼve combined two examples into one.  The first thing youʼll notice is the <xsl:if> commands.  This 
command checks to see if an XML element exists and if so, does something (and in this case, that something 
is to create a META tag).  Second, inside each <xsl:if> tag, weʼve placed the XML tag that weʼre looking 
for in braces.  We did this as opposed to the <xsl:value-of select=óó> tag because we want to embed the 
META description into the <meta name...> HTML tag.  This is a bit confusing initially, but after a few more 
examples youʼll get the hang of it.

Adding the main content

The most important part of your site is the main content.  This will include the text and photos of Page Builders, 
Custom Forms, News and Events Publishers...basically the meat of your page.  Adding the content area is as 
simple as pasting this code into your page wherever you want the content to be displayed:

<xsl:for-each select=ócontentó>
 <xsl:apply-templates/><br/>
</xsl:for-each>

Most designers will have this main content contained within some cell of a table.

Adding navigation

There is no point to a multi-page site if you canʼt navigate between pages.  And most sites will have one area 
of the page that contains a central navigation area for the site (as opposed to having all links buried within the 
text...which is also possible, of course).  Here is some XSL code to display navigation:

<xsl:for-each select=ónavó>
 <a href=ó{link}ó class=ónavlinkó><xsl:value-of select=ótitleó/></a><br clear=óalló/>
</xsl:for-each>

This code tells SiteMason to create a link out of the title of each tool contained in the Site Builderʼs “Organize 
Pages” tab.  Note that we also pulled the “link” value using {link} as opposed to select=ólinkó, this is because 
weʼve embedded the value into a regular HTML line.  The above code will display all navigation links, but 
suppose we want to display some sort of graphic next to the page that weʼre currently viewing.  For this new 
task, youʼll need some additional code:
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<table>
<xsl:for-each select=ónavó>
<tr>
 <td>
  <img alt=óó>
  <xsl:attribute name=ósrcó>
  <xsl:choose>
  <xsl:when test=ócurrently_displayed = ôtrueõó>http://mydomain/selection.gif</xsl:when>
  <xsl:otherwise>http://mydomain/selection-clear.gif</xsl:otherwise>
  </xsl:choose>
  </xsl:attribute>
  </img>
 </td>
 <td>
<a href=ó{link}ó class=ónavlinkó><xsl:value-of select=ótitleó disable-output-escaping=óyesó/></a>
 </td>
</tr> 
</xsl:for-each>
</table>

This code segment tells SiteMason to create a table row for each link in the navigation (and as you can see, 
weʼve wrapped the segment around <table> tags).  For the first column of the row, weʼre displaying a graphic.  
If this row corresponds to the page that is currently being displayed (note the “test” under the xsl:when 
function), we want to use “selection.gif”, otherwise we want to use “selection-clear.gif”.

In the next column, we will display the actual link.  You might also notice that weʼve used the CSS class 
“navlink” on the text.  If we define this class within the <head> section of the page, then we can apply effects 
to the text such as mouseover effects.

Adding other elements

So far, weʼve added the title, content, META tags, and navigation.  There are plenty more items that you can add 
as well - anything and everything else from your target configuration.  For convenience and to provide more 
examples, weʼll list some of these below.

The page background

<body bgcolor=ó#BCC0C1ó leftmargin=ó0ó topmargin=ó0ó marginwidth=ó0ó marginheight=ó0ó>
<xsl:choose>
 <xsl:when test=óbg_image1ó>
  <xsl:attribute name=óbackgroundó>
   <xsl:value-of select=óbg_image1ó />
  </xsl:attribute>
 </xsl:when>
 <xsl:otherwise>
 </xsl:otherwise>
</xsl:choose> 
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Header image (and link)

<!-- header_image -->
 <xsl:choose>
  <xsl:when test=óheader_imageó>
   <xsl:choose>
    <xsl:when test=óheader_image_linkó>
     <a href=ó{header_image_link}ó>      
      <img alt=óó border=ó0ó>
       <xsl:attribute name=ósrcó>
        <xsl:value-of select=óheader_imageó />
       </xsl:attribute>
      </img>
     </a>
    </xsl:when>
    <xsl:otherwise>
     <img alt=óó border=ó0ó>
      <xsl:attribute name=ósrcó>
       <xsl:value-of select=óheader_imageó />
      </xsl:attribute>
     </img>
    </xsl:otherwise>
   </xsl:choose>
  </xsl:when>
  <xsl:otherwise>
  </xsl:otherwise>
</xsl:choose>

This sure seems like a lot of code to simply display the Header Image!  The reason itʼs so long is because 
we need to check to see if thereʼs a link associated with that image and if so, make it work; and if there is no 
link, we donʼt want to make the image clickable.  Other images can be added in the same fashion, just change 
“header_image” to “image1” and “header_image_link” to “image1_link“ and so forth.  The example template 
has code for all of these; examine the code for details.

Copyright text and footer

Hereʼs a one-liner to display the copyright information:

<xsl:value-of select=ócopyrightó disable-output-escaping=óyesó />

And another one-liner for the footer:

<xsl:value-of select=ócopyrightó disable-output-escaping=óyesó />
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Maintainer information

This line will display the maintainerʼs name, as well as his/her email address:

<a class=ólinkó href=ómailto:{maintainer_email}ó><xsl:value-of select=ómaintaineró /></a>

Other content within XML tags can be displayed using the <xsl:value-of select=óó> command.  Again, the 
example template contains an example of every field under the Standard Configuration, so take a look at that for 
plenty of good examples.
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3
Uploading Templates
At the present time, we have a somewhat obscure way to upload templates.  This process will be changing as 
soon as the File Manager becomes available to the masses, so when that time comes, rest assured this chapter 
will undergo some significant changes!  Until then, this process will get you moving; and itʼs really quite 
simple.

The Upload Process

To start the upload process, log into SiteMason and go to the administration area of the Site Builder that you 
would like to use your new template with (you get there by clicking on the title of the site).  Next, append the 
URL with the text /upload as shown in the example below.

To start the template upload process, go to the 
Site Builder setup (administration) area and ap-
pend the URL with ñ/uploadò.

Youʼll be taken to a screen like the one below, where you can give the template a label (name), insert a 
description, and upload the .xsl file and a graphical preview of the template.

The template upload screen.  Here you can upload the 
template and a preview graphic, as well as assign a 
name and description to the template.
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After youʼve filled in the fields, click on the Choose Templates tab (or any other tab).  By clicking on a tab, 
the actual upload will take place.  And if you now look under the Choose Templates tab, youʼll see your 
template listed with the others!

Notes on Uploading

Chances are that youʼll have adjustments to make to the template after your first upload.  Youʼll probably also 
want to upload the edited template over the first one.  To overwrite the first template, with that template selected 
under the Choose Template tab, follow the same procedure to upload, but keep the filename and label the 
same.  If youʼve already uploaded a description and/or preview graphic, there is no need to fill these in the 
second time, unless changes are desired to these fields as well.

Viewing Your Template

To view your template on a working Site Builder, just click on the View My Web Tool button at the top of the 
administration area and a new window will pop up containing the site using your custom template.
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4
Additional Resources
There are many complex, but interesting features that can be added to your XSLT templates.  There is a plethora 
of XSL information on the Internet and there are several good books on the subject.  If youʼre looking for books 
on XSL, we suggest XSLT and XSLT Cookbook, both from OʼReilly (http://xml.oreilly.com/).

http://xml.oreilly.com/
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5
Getting Help
If you run into problems while creating your SiteMason template, we can provide limited assistance.  For 
custom template questions, support is currently available via email only:

Email support: support@sitemason.com

Please keep in mind that template support gets a lower priority than support for our general services, so there 
could be a delay in response.  But, we do want you to create your own templates and weʼll help you as best we 
can!

The best place to go for help with template creation is the SiteMason Forums section of our website: 

http://www.sitemason.com/forums

Here you will find questions and answers from other SiteMason template authors (as well as from the 
SiteMason staff).  And if you canʼt find the answer to your question, you can certainly post a new one and have 
it answered.

mailto:support@sitemason.com
http://www.sitemason.com/forums
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