
Zen
The Ultimate Starting Theme for Drupal



Who is this JohnAlbin guy anyway?

I was born a poor black child in Mississippi.

Drupal Nick: JohnAlbin 
Real Name: John Albin Wilkins

Attended the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign. (CS Degree, May 1996)

Marc Andreesen developed the Mosaic Web 
Browser. Released in November 1993.

meh.

I’ve been writing HTML since 1994.



More stuff about JohnAlbin 
that’s not even slightly related to Drupal, Theming, Zen, and the number 42.

(IE 1.0 was released in 1995.)

Batman Forever!!!

Spacer GIFs Forever!!!

Joined Tandem Computers in 1996.

Biz card said: “John Wilkins, Tag Monkey”

Technically CSS 1.0 was released in Dec 1996



Even more stuff about JohnAlbin 
K. Can we got on with it, already?

Feb 2001. ALA: A List Apart Issue #99. 
“To Hell with Bad Browsers” By Jeffrey Zeldman

(July 3, 2001. Moved to Ahwatukee. 107º.)

Jan 2002. CSS-D: CSS-Discuss Mailing List. 
Eric Meyer, “Big John” Gallant, Holly Bergevin, Owen Briggs.

Box Model Hack. Star HTML Hack.

Apr 2002. head:first-child+body /* Owen Hack */

Early 2005. Rudimentary Zen layout method.



5 Slides in and 
we’re just NOW 

talking about the 
Zen theme? wtf!?

Sorry, no. One more slide about me.



Sep 2005. User 32095. 
http://drupal.org/user/register

Find a bug. Submit an Issue. 
Roll a Patch. Do a little dance. 
Get down. Tonight.

Mar-Jul 2007. Theme Settings API.

May 2007. JJeff asks for help 
developing the Zen theme.

Oct 2007. Zen 5.x-0.7

How to Join the Drupal Community



Drupal Theming
Why Drupal 5 isn’t bad. 

And why Drupal 6 rocks!



THE DRUPAL THEMING LAYER
(The big picture.)



push $content theme('node')

theme('page')

theme('blocks')

theme('block')

theme('item_list')
theme('box')

theme('links')

theme('username')

theme('breadcrumb')

theme('help')

theme('menu_local_tasks')

theme('menu_local_task')
theme('closure')

theme('links')

pull data

pull data
pull data

pull data

theme('menu_local_task')

T H E M I N G  F U N C T I O N S
Putting the pieces together
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Drupal Templates
page.tpl.php 

node.tpl.php 

block.tpl.php 

comment.tpl.php 

node-story.tpl.php 
node-[type].tpl.php 

page-node-37.tpl.php 
page-node-[nid].tpl.php



Template Variables

NODE 
Template

content

“Read More”, etc.

Author Info

Title
Conditional



Modifying Variables
In Drupal 5:

_phptemplate_variables() 
  
 

One function for all 
templates

In Drupal 6:

THEME_preprocess_HOOK() 
mytheme_preprocess_page(), 
Mytheme_preprocess_node()

one function for each 
template



Drupal 5’s 
_phptemplate_variable()



Drupal 6’s 
preprocess functions

Page Variable 
modifications

Node Variable 
Additions



Creating 
Your own theme
And How to do it right in D5 and D6



Creating a theme
The standard 
Drupal 5 
Method:

Find a theme you like

Hack away!!! 
(i.e. fork it.)

The standard 
Drupal 6 
Method:

Find a theme you like

Use it as a base theme

override and modify 
only what you need to



Benefits of Base Themes
Bug fixes. 
If you have modified any of Zen’s core files, it will be 
difficult for you to incorporate any of those bug fixes 
into your modified version of Zen.

New features. 
Occasionally there will be new features (like the Block 
Editing links.)

Support. 
If you have modified an existing theme, sometimes the 
only answer you will get to your support question is 
“Well, it works fine in the original theme.”

Rapid Theme Development. 
Many things are built for you.

JohnAlbin won’t glare at you in IRC or in the queue.



Some History (yet again)

During Drupal 5’s development, people were 
debating… we need a new theme; what should it be?

Beautiful…

or Easy to modify

 Zen Vs. Garland

Zen 5.x-0.6 became a contrib theme.

I didn’t start modifying Zen until after Drupal 
6’s “code freeze” in July 2007.



Zen’s online docs
http://drupal.org/project/zen 

http://drupal.org/node/193318

http://drupal.org/project/zen
http://drupal.org/node/193318


Zen’s online docs
http://drupal.org/project/zen 

http://drupal.org/node/193318

http://drupal.org/project/zen
http://drupal.org/node/193318


Zen’s online docs
http://drupal.org/project/zen 

http://drupal.org/node/193318

http://drupal.org/project/zen
http://drupal.org/node/193318


Zen’s online docs
http://drupal.org/project/zen 

http://drupal.org/node/193318

http://drupal.org/project/zen
http://drupal.org/node/193318


Creating a Zen Sub-theme

1. Copy the STARTERKIT folder… 

2. …and rename it to be your new sub-theme. 
 IMPORTANT: Only lowercase letters and 
 underscores should be used. 
 
For example, copy the zen/STARTERKIT folder and 
rename it as zen/foo. 

3. Copy layout-liquid.css or layout-fixed.css. Copy 
print.css. Copy Zen.css. 

4. Don’t modify any of the “core” Zen files. Instead, 
make a copy, move it to your sub-theme, and then 
modify.



Why else would I want to 
use Zen?

Besides the advantages of base themes?

Besides the extensive on-line documentation?

It’s also got a laundry list of features. (which are 
exciting to use, but boring to list.)

Extensive in-line comments in PHP and CSS files.
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Why else would I want to 
use Zen?

Besides the advantages of base themes?

Besides the extensive on-line documentation?

It’s also got a laundry list of features. (which are 
exciting to use, but boring to list.)

Extensive in-line comments in PHP and CSS files.

A fantastically flexible CSS Layout method.

which I’ve run out of time to discuss in detail. :-(

But I will write about it on Planet Drupal.



Brief overview of Zen’s Layout method
Source-ordered HTML: The importance of the pieces 
of content determines the order in HTML, and not 
the graphic design.

Flexible layout options:

Fluid (100% width) or fixed-width layout

Optional horizontal navbar

1-3 columns  built-in. More columns are possible 
without mind-bending contortions.

Zen’s default Layout Method is completely 
pluggable. If you don’t like it, just replace the 
layout.css file with your own layout method: YUI, 
YAML, Jello Mold, Holy Grail, etc.
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What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



What Does Zen Look Like?

Recent IRC Chat on #drupal-themes:

mikey_p: what exactly does zen look like? isn't zen 
just semantic structure?

JohnAlbin: My hope is that no Zen sub-theme looks 
like Zen. 

JohnAlbin: Zen is plain. By design.

NikLP: zen looks like nothing - and everything.



Zen
The Ultimate Starting Theme for Drupal


