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Lesson #15:

XSL / XSLT
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XSL and XSLT
 XSL stands for EXtensible Stylesheet 

Language, and is a style sheet language for 
XML documents.

 XSLT stands for XSL Transformations. 
XSLT is used to transform XML 
documents into other formats, like 
XHTML.

 The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) 
started to develop XSL because there was 
a need for an XML-based Stylesheet 
Language. 
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CSS vs. XSL
 CSS = Style Sheets for HTML
 HTML uses predefined tags, and the 

meaning of each tag is well understood.
 The <table> tag in HTML defines a table, 

and a browser knows how to display it.
 Adding styles to HTML elements are 

simple. Telling a browser to display an 
element in a special font or color, is easy 
with CSS. 
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CSS vs. XSL
 XSL = Style Sheets for XML
 XML does not use predefined tags (we can 

use any tag-names we like), and therefore 
the meaning of each tag is not well 
understood.

 A <table> tag could mean an HTML table, 
a piece of furniture, or something else, and 
a browser does not know how to display it.

 XSL describes how the XML document 
should be displayed.
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XSL in three parts
 XSLT: a language for transforming XML 

documents
 XPath: a language for navigating in XML 

documents
 XSL-FO: a language for formatting XML 

documents
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XPath
 Syntax for defining parts of an XML 

document.
 Uses path expressions to navigate in XML 

documents.
 Contains a library of standard functions.
 Seven kinds of nodes: element, attribute, 

text, namespace, processing-instruction, 
comment, and document nodes.

 XML documents are treated as trees of 
nodes. The topmost element of the tree is 
called the root element.
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XPath
Root element node

element node

attribute node
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Xpath path expressions
 Nodes in Xpath can be parents, children, 

siblings, ancestors and descendents.
 XPath uses path expressions to select 

nodes or node-sets in an XML document. 
The node is selected by following a path or 
steps.
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Xpath path expressions
 Some examples:
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Xpath predicates
 Predicates are used to find a specific node 

or a node that contains a specific value.
 Predicates are always embedded in square 

brackets.
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Xpath wildcards
 Wildcards are used to select unknown XML 

elements.
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Xpath (several paths)
 By using the | operator in an XPath 

expression you can select several paths.
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Xpath axes
 An axis defines a node-set relative to the 

current node. 
 A location path can be absolute or relative.
 An absolute location path starts with a 

slash ( / ) and a relative location path does 
not. In both cases the location path 
consists of one or more steps, each 
separated by a slash.

 A step consists of an axis, a node-test and 
zero or more predicates.
axisname::nodetest[predicate]
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Xpath axes examples
 A few examples. 
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Xpath operators
 An XPath expression returns either a node-

set, a string, a Boolean, or a number. 
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What is XSLT?
 XSL Transformations
 The most important part of XSL.
 Used to transform an XML document into 

another XML document, or another type 
of document that is recognized by a 
browser, like HTML and XHTML. Normally 
XSLT does this by transforming each XML 
element into an (X)HTML element.

 All major browsers support XSLT.
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Starting XSLT
 How to transform XML into XHTML using 

XSLT?
 The root element that declares the 

document to be an XSL style sheet is 
<xsl:stylesheet> or <xsl:transform>

<xsl:transform version="1.0" 
xmlns:xsl="http://www.w3.org/1999/XSL/Transform
">
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Transformation Example
 We want to transform the following XML 

document ("cdcatalog.xml") into XHTML.
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Transformation Example
 Then you create an XSL Style Sheet 

("cdcatalog.xsl") with a transformation 
template.

 Add the following line in you xml file:
<?xml-stylesheet type="text/xsl" 
href="cdcatalog.xsl"?>

 The <xsl:template> element defines a 
template. The match="/" attribute 
associates the template with the root of 
the XML source document.

No data copied yet!



  

15. XSL/XSLT - Copyright © Denis Hamelin - Ryerson University

Transformation Example
 The <xsl:value-of> element can be used to 

extract the value of an XML element and 
add it to the output stream of the 
transformation. The value of the select 
attribute is an XPath expression.

<xsl:value-of select="catalog/cd/title"/>
<xsl:value-of select="catalog/cd/artist"/>

Only one line of data copied
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Transformation Example
 The XSL <xsl:for-each> element can be 

used to select every XML element of a 
specified node-set.

 <xsl:for-each select="catalog/cd">
<tr><td>
     <xsl:value-of select="title"/></td><td>
     <xsl:value-of select="artist"/>
</td></tr></xsl:for-each>

The output is complete
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Transformation Example
 We can also filter the output from the 

XML file by adding a criterion to the select 
attribute in the <xsl:for-each> element.

 <xsl:for-each select="catalog/cd[artist='Bob 
Dylan']">

 To sort the output, simply add an <xsl:sort> 
element inside the <xsl:for-each> element in 
the XSL file.

 <xsl:sort select="artist"/>
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Transformation Example
 To put a conditional if test against the 

content of the XML file, add an <xsl:if> 
element to the XSL document.

 <xsl:if test="price &gt; 10">
 To insert a multiple conditional test against 

the XML file, add the <xsl:choose>, 
<xsl:when>, and <xsl:otherwise> elements to 
the XSL file.
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Transformation Example
 The <xsl:apply-templates> element applies a 

template to the current element or to the 
current element's child nodes.
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End of lesson
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