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Getting started with WPF
and Visual Studio 2008

We have a confession to make. We hate Hello, World! applications. When we first
started this book, we decided categorically that we were not going to put one in—
particularly not one that looks almost identical to one you might have built in any
other Windows presentation medium for the last decade.

 However…
 We need to accomplish a few things before we can move on to the interesting

stuff. First, we need to go through the basic steps for creating a project in the envi-
ronment to make sure that everything is set up and building correctly. Second, we
want to talk about some options related to applications with WPF, and doing that
with something simple is more straightforward. Finally, we want to point out the
various features of Visual Studio 2008 for working with WPF.

This chapter covers:
■ Building a simple WPF application
■ Targeting different versions of the .NET runtime
■ The joy of TextBlocks
■ A guided tour of Visual Studio 2008
■ Why Kernighan and Ritchie won’t return our 

phone calls
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 Ignoring our cursing of Kernighan and Ritchie for starting the practice in the first
place, we present a Hello, World! application for your edification and enjoyment.

2.1 Your grandpa’s Hello, World!
Creating a WPF application in Visual Studio is pretty much the same as creating a
Windows Forms application. In fact, the process is similar enough that it’s easy to cre-
ate the wrong type of application—Visual Studio still contains complete support for
Windows Forms applications. This is a mistake that we, the authors, make continu-
ously when we’re not paying attention. As you can see in figure 2.1, it’s easy to confuse
the two.

 If you want to follow along, run Visual Studio 2008, and create a new project of
type Windows Application (WPF) as shown in figure 2.1.

 By the way, notice that in the upper-right corner of this dialog is a combo box that
says .NET Framework 3.5.1 A new feature of Visual Studio 2008 allows you to target dif-
ferent versions of the .NET Framework. This is incredibly handy because it means that

1 If you’re using the Express version of Visual Studio, this combo box isn’t shown, but you can still change the
target platform in the Project Properties page.

Windows Forms

WPF Application

Framework Target

Figure 2.1 Creating a new WPF Windows project via the New Project dialog in Visual Studio
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you can use the latest tools even when building old applications. You have the follow-
ing options:

■ .NET 3.5 —The version of .NET that ships with Visual Studio 2008. New projects
should generally use this. Technically, the latest version of Visual Studio ships
with .NET 3.5 SP1, but this difference should rarely be an issue because anyone
who has .NET 3.5 will probably already have received 3.5 SP1 via Windows Update.

■ .NET 3.0 —The version of .NET that ships with Windows Vista. If you want to tar-
get Vista development without requiring a .NET install, this is what you should
choose. Note that a 3.5 application will run on Windows Vista without installing
.NET 3.0—right up until the point where you use something that’s only avail-
able in 3.5.

■ .NET 2.0 —The version of .NET associated with Visual Studio 2005. Use this for
backwards compatibility. If you select it, a number of options will go away.

For the moment, let’s leave this set to .NET Framework 3.5. If everything is working
correctly, you should get a window that looks something like figure 2.2.

 There are a couple of interesting things here. Notice the two tabs in the editor—
Design and XAML. Design and XAML provide two different views of the same thing.

Figure 2.2 A new WPF Windows application
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XAML is the raw XAML that describes the UI. Design is how that XAML will be ren-
dered. Changing one of these windows changes the other.

 You may also notice the file Window1.xaml.cs in the Solution Explorer. This file
contains any implementation code needed for Window1—what Microsoft calls the
interaction code. To open the file, you right-click in the Designer and select View Code,
or expand the Window1.xaml node in the Solution Explorer to access it directly. An
example of interaction code is putting a button onto a window—if you add an event
handler for the button being clicked, the definition for the button and the informa-
tion about the event will be stored in the XAML file, but the implementation for han-
dling the click will be in the cs file. We’ll show this whole process in the next section.

2.1.1 Adding a button and button-handler to the window

Adding a button to a window is as simple as dragging a button from the toolbox (in
the Controls section) onto the window. Let’s do this, and then double-click the but-
ton. This action creates the default event handler for the button. Inside of the click
method, we just put in a call to MessageBox, as shown in listing 2.1.

protected void button1_Click(object sender, RoutedEventArgs e)
{
  MessageBox.Show("Please don’t click this button again");
}

Now, if you move between the two different views, you have the visual Design view
shown in figure 2.3.

Listing 2.1 Handling a button click

Figure 2.3 Hello, World! Design view. This is a drag-and-drop editor for WPF controls.
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The contents of the XAML tab will look like listing 2.2.

<Window x:Class="GoodbyeWorld.Window1"
    xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml/presentation"
    xmlns:x="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml"
    Title="GoodbyeWorld" Height="300" Width="300">
  <Grid>                                          
    <Button Height="23" Click="button1_Click"           
       HorizontalAlignment="Left" Margin="38,35,0,0" Name="button1" 
       VerticalAlignment="Top" Width="75">Button</Button>
  </Grid>
</Window>

The Grid element b defines the layout of the window. By default, a new window is set
up to use a Grid layout. Because the Grid, also by default, only has one row and one
column, it acts like a precisely positioned layout. Most of the properties of the button
are self-explanatory. Notice that the Click event attribute c specifies the method in
the code file that handles the Click event. (You can right-click the event handler
name in the XAML to navigate to the handler if you want to.)

 Finally, the contents for the Source tab (slightly edited for space) are shown in list-
ing 2.3.

using System.Windows;
...a bunch of other using statements...

namespace GoodbyeWorld
{
  /// <summary>Interaction logic for Window1.xaml</summary>
  public partial class Window1 : System.Windows.Window
  {
    public Window1()
    {
      InitializeComponent();
    }

    protected void button1_Click(object sender, RoutedEventArgs e)
    {
      MessageBox.Show("Please don’t click this button again");
    }
  }
}

Other than the massive number of using statements,2 one of the first things to
notice is that this is a partial class. Windows Forms did this as well (starting with .NET
2.0), separating the code that generated the UI from the implementation code. But
with Windows Forms, the code for generating the form was another code file. With

Listing 2.2 Hello, World!—XAML view

Listing 2.3 Hello, World!—Source view

2 Of which only System.Windows is used by the sample code!

b c
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WPF, there’s only the XAML file. The compiler generates the other part of the partial
class at compile time. It also generates the InitializeComponent() method called by
the constructor.

2.1.2 Running Hello, World!

If you hit Ctrl-F5, the application will be compiled and
run. You should get a window with a button. Go ahead,
hit the button. We’ll wait. Exciting, wasn’t it? If you’re
running on Vista, you’ll see something like figure 2.4.
On XP, it will be the old XP-style message box.

 So far, we haven’t done anything particularly spe-
cial. As we get deeper and deeper into WPF, you’ll
start to see the capabilities that differentiate WPF
from older technologies—both in the way that appli-
cations are built and in the capabilities that they
have. In the next section, we’ll add an additional con-
trol to the Hello, World! application that will provide
a glimpse of WPF’s power.

2.1.3 The TextBlock control

To get an idea of the power of WPF, we’d like to add a TextBlock control to the appli-
cation. The TextBlock, as its name implies, is a control that lets you put a block of text
onto a window. But because of the compositional nature of WPF, the TextBlock con-
trol can do so much more.

 If you’re following along, go ahead and drag a TextBlock onto the window
beneath the button. Just as with a Label, you could go to properties and enter a value
into the Text property. This will work, but completely misses the power of the Text-
Block. Instead, we want to set the TextBlock’s Content. The Content property isn’t
available in the properties list because, as you’ll see later, the content can be virtually
anything—and there’s no reasonable property editor for that. If you look at the
XAML, you’ll see something like:

<TextBlock Margin="50,123,108,118" Name="textBlock1" />

We just want to set the content to be some simple text, which will go into the Text-
Block element. The existing XML element is closed—the / before the closing > is the
XML way of indicating an element with no content. Using the closing slash is equiva-
lent to

<TextBlock Margin="50,123,108,118" Name="textBlock1"></TextBlock>

The TextBlock tag is still empty, but now we have a place to put content—between the
opening TextBlock and the closing /TextBlock tags. You can delete the slash and
then type the closing tag, or you can cheat and delete both the slash and the closing >.
Then, when you retype the > character, the editor will automatically create a closing

Figure 2.4 Pressing the button. 
Note that this is how the message 
box looks under Windows Vista. If 
you’re using XP, it will look like the 
old-style message box.
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tag for you! Either way, after you have a closing tag, go ahead and enter some text like
the following:

<TextBlock Margin="50,123,108,118" Name="textBlock1">Hello, 
  World</TextBlock>

By setting the content to a string, we get something that looks pretty much like a
label—in this case with the text Hello, World. But you can also do some more complex
things in the XAML.

<TextBlock FontSize="16" Name="textBlock1" VerticalAlignment="Center" 
   HorizontalAlignment="Center"><Bold>Goodbye</Bold> world, hello 
   <Italic>Mars!</Italic></TextBlock>

Note that you can set the FontSize and the verti-
cal and horizontal alignment. The thing that you
could not have done in Windows Forms is easily
mark part of the text as bold and part as italic.

<Bold>Goodbye</Bold> world, hello 
<Italic>Mars!</Italic>

If you’re used to web development, this seems like
no big deal. However, for Windows Forms devel-
opers, it is ridiculously hard to do things like this
properly (see figure 2.5).

 There is one caveat to using the TextBlock—
handling whitespace. Let’s go back to the Text-
Block, and add some additional spaces after hello.

<TextBlock FontSize="16" Name="textBlock1" 
VerticalAlignment="Center" 

   HorizontalAlignment="Center">
<Bold>Goodbye</Bold> world, hello    <Italic>Mars!</Italic></TextBlock>

If you run again, you’ll see that the extra space has been
ignored (figure 2.6).

 Notice that all the extra spacing has disappeared. This
is probably less of a surprise to web developers than to
Windows developers. XAML, like XHTML, uses normalized spacing. All whitespace
around tags (including carriage returns, spaces, and tabs) is reduced to a single space.
This is a compromise between the needs to have whitespace in content and the rules
for XML that allow it to be formatted in any way. For example, this version of the pre-
ceding XAML is exactly equivalent:

<TextBlock 
  FontSize="16" 
  Name="textBlock1" 
  VerticalAlignment="Center" 
  HorizontalAlignment="Center">
  <Bold>Goodbye</Bold> 

Figure 2.5 A TextBlock with font 
styles. Doing this in Windows Forms is 
really hard.

Figure 2.6 Where have all 
the spaces gone?
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  world, hello    
  <Italic>Mars!</Italic>
</TextBlock>

If the spaces in the text were taken into account, the result would be quite different.
Normalized spacing is a pretty good compromise but can sometimes cause unex-
pected results.3

 Fortunately, there’s a simple way to tell XML to preserve the white space around tags.

<TextBlock FontSize="16" Name="textBlock1" VerticalAlignment="Center" 
  HorizontalAlignment="Center" xml:space="preserve">
  <Bold>Goodbye</Bold> world, hello   <Italic>Mars!</Italic> </TextBlock>

One caution: For the book, we had to wrap this text to fit.
If you put the linebreaks into the code, they would be pre-
served. Assuming you keep everything on one line, the
results should look like figure 2.7.

 For Windows Forms people, at least, this is pretty cool. In Windows Forms, you
have the following three choices for creating this text:

■ Create three label controls, set their font styles individually, and then position them to emu-
late space. If the text changed or the resolution was different or you wanted to
localize the text and so on and so forth, you’d be out of luck.

■ Create a custom control and define your own markup for specifying fonts. Aside from
this being a lot of work, you’d also have to rely on the notoriously inaccurate
methods for measuring the width of text (so that you could figure out where to
put the next word).

■ Use the RTF control. This is extremely heavy, and you’d end up spending a lot of
time making it look like text instead of an edit control, and you’d have to work
with RTF to get the text the way you wanted.

And this is only an example to show how tasks that used to be painful are now simple.
You can go even further with WPF. For example, what if you wanted a rectangle in the
middle of the text?

<TextBlock FontSize="16" Name="textBlock1" VerticalAlignment="Center" 
  HorizontalAlignment="Center" xml:space="preserve">
  <Bold>Goodbye</Bold> world,
  <Rectangle Width="20" Height="20" Fill="Blue"/> hello  
  <Italic>Mars!</Italic></TextBlock>

We shove the definition for a rectangle into the mid-
dle of the text and—voilá—figure 2.8!

 This is where you start to see the real power of
composition—although, arguably, you probably won’t
have many situations where you need to put shapes

3 An example of normalized spacing surprises was ASP.NET 1.1; the editor wrapped lines, causing spaces to be
added in the middle of literal text.

Figure 2.7 A TextBlock 
with whitespace preserved

Figure 2.8 We now have a 
rectangle in the middle of the text.
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into your text. The point is that whatever you need to accomplish, you can invariably
get the desired results by building up, or composing, a description in XAML. The
engine does all the heavy lifting for you.

 This is pretty much as far as we want to go with Hello, World! We do need to talk
about one last thing. Hello, World! is a window inside of an application, primarily writ-
ten as a definition. But what about the definition of the application itself?

2.2 The application definition
Up to this point, we’ve only had to write one line of code—the call to bring up the
message box when the button is pressed. Arguably, a few lines of autogenerated
code were also in the xaml.cs file, but they were just put there as a placeholder for
future implementation.

 But what about the startup code for the application itself? At some point, when a
program is run, Windows has to have some code to run that tells it to display the dia-
log and other stuff. When you execute a program, Windows looks for a function in
your executable either called Main() or WinMain(). In .NET, you have a static method
called Main(). This method usually sets some values, creates a new form, and tells it to
run. Well, with WPF, even that can be defined in XAML!

 In the next two sections, we’ll talk about how an application is defined in XAML
and why it’s done this way.

2.2.1 Defining application startup in XAML

If you look in the Hello, World! application, in the Solution Explorer, you’ll see a file
called App.xaml and its companion implementation file App.xaml.cs. If you look in
App.xaml.cs, you’ll see that it’s an empty shell. The application definition is all in the
XAML file, as shown in listing 2.4.

<Application x:Class="GoodbyeWorld.App"
  xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml/presentation"
  xmlns:x="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml"
  StartupUri="Window1.xaml">   
  <Application.Resources>     

  </Application.Resources>
</Application>

Aside from providing references to the appropriate namespaces and providing a place
to put resources (the Application.Resources tag), the important item here is the
StartupUri attribute. It tells WPF what window to start up. You can also provide other
attributes here—like the following:

  ShutdownMode="OnLastWindowClose"

This attribute sets the application property ShutdownMode, specifying that the applica-
tion should stop running when the last application window is closed.

Listing 2.4 Defining an application in XAML

StartupUri specifies 
window to start
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NOTE XML is case-sensitive. If you put Shutdownmode or ShutDownMode, the
attribute won’t be recognized, and you’ll get a compile-time error.

You can also set properties or do other application startup in code. The Application
tag specifies a handler for the Startup event (the same way you caught the event for
the button click).

<Application x:Class="GoodbyeWorld.App"
  xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml/presentation"
  xmlns:x="http://schemas.microsoft.com/winfx/2006/xaml"
  StartupUri="Window1.xaml" Startup="Application_Startup">

If you type Startup=, IntelliSense gives you the option to create a <New Event Han-
dler>. If you hit the Enter key, a name is automatically assigned, and the event han-
dler is created. If you right-click the handler, you can select Navigate To Event
Handler to be taken to the code (listing 2.5). We add the line of code in the method.

protected void Application_Startup (object sender,StartupEventArgs e) 
{
  this.ShutdownMode = ShutdownMode.OnLastWindowClose; 
}

StartupEventArgs b provides the list of command-line arguments to the application.
If you want, you can launch a different window based on arguments or do any other
application setup. In this case, we only set the ShutdownMode property c. Doing this
here provides the identical result as defining the value in the XAML.

2.2.2 Why define the application in XAML?

There are a number of reasons for going to a XAML-based application definition,
instead of putting the initialization and launch code in a Main() method. First, you
could argue that it’s simpler to change a definition instead of modifying code.4 Work-
ing with definitions is also more familiar to web developers who are used to config files.
Second, by relying on the compiler to take the XAML and generate the appropriate
hunk of code, it gives some flexibility back to Microsoft to change behavior without
breaking code. Three bigger reasons for using XAML are declarative programming,
Windows Vista, and navigation hosting.
DECLARATIVE PROGRAMMING

Every application has certain characteristics that are basically the same. It used to be
that every developer had to build a message loop that was essentially identical—like-
wise, the startup code for applications. Until recently, the model was to autogenerate
the code but allow it to be modified. Because there might be slight differences in
implementation, there had to be a hook for that.

Listing 2.5 Handling the Startup event in code

4 Or you could argue the opposite. Real programmers like code. In fact, we’d prefer to write everything in
assembler. No, directly in binary code. And having 0s and 1s is overkill. We just need 1s!

b

c
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 Ideally, you don’t need startup code; you need a place to tell the system what spe-
cial behavior you want. The application XAML is the perfect place to do that. In real-
ity, the amount of code involved in application startup is pretty minimal, but the idea
of doing everything declaratively—that is, describing what you want the system to do
rather than how it should be done—is the direction of WPF, and .NET development in
general. The future is now.
WINDOWS VISTA

WPF can run under Windows XP or Windows Server 2003, but it was built for Windows
Vista. A number of WPF features only work when running under Vista (like direct
access to the glass look-and-feel, which you can see in figure 2.9). Also, WPF can take
advantage of the more advanced graphics card support behind Vista, making Vista
smoother, prettier, and shinier.
NAVIGATION HOSTING

We are used to building applications either for Windows or the web, but WPF blurs the
distinction in several ways. The Hello, World! application we built was defined as a
Window but could’ve easily been defined as a Page. WPF has built-in support for page-
based applications, including automatic handling for navigating between pages and

Figure 2.9 The glass theme in Windows Vista makes the borders and titles of the windows 
slightly transparent.
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back-and-forward navigation. By default, if
you set up a page-based application, you
automatically get a toolbar with web-style
navigation buttons (figure 2.10).

 To get this behavior, we change the
main element from Window to Page and
the base class of the supporting code. We
also specify that the startup item for the
application is a page instead of a window.
So we change

StartupUri="Window1.xaml"

to

StartupUri="Page1.xaml"

All the back-forward handling, and navigation (if you had hyperlinks, they could ref-
erence other pages), is provided by the application. To be more precise, it’s provided
by the appropriate NavigationService—the default application-based navigation ser-
vice. And, because the application is declared as XAML and not code, it’s easy for
other navigation services to provide different but comparable functionality. We’ll go
into detail about navigation-style applications in chapter 16.

 One of the coolest alternative navigation services comes by way of a technology
called XAML Browser APplication, or XBAP. You can take the same page and put it into
a browser (figure 2.11).

Figure 2.11 Hello, World! in a browser—how cool is that?

Figure 2.10 Hello, World! as a navigation-style 
application
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This isn’t a re-creation of the page in HTML. This is exactly the same page with the
same code, running hosted within Internet Explorer—not only that, but the applica-
tion XAML is also identical! XBAP takes advantage of an enhanced version of the exist-
ing ClickOnce technology that became available with .NET 2.0. For security reasons,
limitations are placed on what’s permitted within a hosted XAML application. By
default, the application is run with the permission given to applications in the Inter-
net Zone.5 For example, you can’t do the following:

■ Interact with the filesystem, registry, or other resources of the host machine
(except in some limited ways)

■ Pop up child windows (such as dialogs)
■ Interact with the web browser via script

Even so, you can do an awful lot; and, if your environment is one where applications
can be given greater trust, you can do even more. Also, XBAPs aren’t limited to Inter-
net Explorer—Firefox supports XBAP too. Another technology, called Silverlight, even
lets you use WPF on the Mac using Safari or Firefox. We’ll talk more about XBAP and
Silverlight in chapter 17.

 We’ve talked quite a bit about how to get started with WPF, as well as application
options with WPF, but this book isn’t only about WPF; it’s about using WPF with Visual
Studio 2008. Visual Studio 2008 is the primary tool you’ll most likely use when work-
ing with WPF, and it has a number of nice features for doing so. In the next section,
we’ll do a flyby and hit on the major ones. 

2.3 A tour of WPF in Visual Studio 2008
Believe it or not, WPF has been around for a while. It shipped as part of Windows Vista
in January of 2007, and several of the utilities and system components of Vista make
use of it. But using WPF hasn’t been entirely practical, largely because there were few
tools to make it easier. You can build WPF applications by writing XAML in notepad
and manually compiling everything, but it isn’t fun or straightforward.

 Now Visual Studio 2008 is available, and that makes a huge difference. Finally,
building WPF applications is as straightforward as building Windows Forms or MFC
apps. There’s one caveat: The Windows Forms and MFC tools have been around for a
while and have had a chance to mature. The WPF tools are still relatively new, and
there are definitely some holes to be filled. Even so, WPF, with Visual Studio 2008 SP1,
is now ready for primetime.

 This section will highlight some of the primary tools in VS 2008 for working with
WPF. We’ll also point out where some of the duct tape is hiding and things that we
know the VS team is improving for the next version.

5 The default security context in Internet Explorer for evil, untrusted websites where most of us spend what is
supposed to be the productive part of our days.
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2.3.1 The XAML designer

By far the most important WPF tool in Visual Studio 2008 is the XAML designer—the
combination control that lets you edit XAML directly or the visual representation of
that XAML. Figure 2.12 shows the designer.

 When the designer comes up, it defaults to show two different panes: the Design
pane and the XAML pane.
THE DESIGN PANE

The Design pane shows the visual representation of a XAML file and automatically
changes to reflect any changes to the raw XAML. It’s fully interactive, so you can
drag elements from the Toolbox. It’s also synchronized with the XAML pane, so if
you select something in the Design pane, it’s automatically selected in XAML, and
vice versa.

 One issue with the Design pane is that it only renders legal XAML. If you break the
XAML, you’ll either get a message at the top of the screen telling you that your

Design
Pane

Zoom
Control

Split
Mode

XAML
Pane

Swap
Panes

Figure 2.12 The Visual Studio XAML editor. We’ve labeled a few of the more 
interesting elements.
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“document contains errors that must be fixed before the designer can be updated,”
or, in very serious cases, you’ll get a big “Whoops” message up above until you correct
your problem. If you do get the error message, clicking it will take you to the Error
List, which will tell you what’s wrong. Most of the time, though, the designer does a
good job of reflecting what’s going on.

 The Design pane also features a Zoom control in the upper-left corner, which
allows you to zoom in and out on your current element. This feature can be handy
when you’re working on a large window that doesn’t quite fit or trying to line up items
that you can’t quite see in regular mode. The Zoom takes advantage of the vector
nature of WPF, so there are no pixilation effects; the control gets bigger or smaller
(figure 2.13). It’s also a good way to make sure that you haven’t done something to
break DPI independence!

 The designer has similar autoposition and autosize features to the Windows Forms
editor, where controls can be automatically snapped to reasonable places relative to
other controls, although there are differences because of the different positioning/
layout behavior of WPF versus WinForms, a topic we’ll discuss in a later chapter. The
positioning is also a little slicker than with WinForms—as well as snapping to reason-
able places, you also get snapping based on the margins of other controls and a dis-
play telling you the number of pixels between close-by items, In addition to context
menus, you also get little handles that let you pull up control-specific behavior—
again, pretty similar to WinForms.
THE XAML PANE

Because the semantics of XAML are so flexible, many things can’t be done directly in
the designer. As each new version of the editor comes out, more holes are filled, but
there are things that will probably never be available via property editors. You’ll have
to do some things directly in XAML.

Figure 2.13 When you zoom in and out in the editor, the quality of the various elements is maintained 
because drawing in XAML is based on vectors, rather than on bitmaps.



37A tour of WPF in Visual Studio 2008

It would be a mistake to dismiss the XAML editor as only a place to type raw XML.
Probably almost as much work has gone into the XAML editor as the designer for one
major reason: IntelliSense support. We started working with XAML back when there
was no Visual Studio release, and we used a generic XML editor. Believe us when we
say the difference is like night and day.

 The XAML editor is good at providing the list of available child tags and attributes
and attribute values; this isn’t trivial because, as we said, XAML is flexible. The editor
also manages to catch a large number of errors immediately. It does more than verify-
ing that you’re following the schema; it keeps track of the code and makes sure that
there aren’t illegal mismatches. The XAML editor also generates code stubs automati-
cally for things like event handlers.

 If we had the choice between either a 10-times-better visual editor with the require-
ment to use a regular XML editor or the XAML editor in Visual Studio, we’d take the
XAML editor.

 Now, with all of that said, the editor is still missing some things. One of the most
serious is something to help with binding (see chapter 11). Microsoft assures us that
this will be addressed in a future release.
SPLIT MODES

Although it isn’t a major feature, one nice thing about the editor is that you can move
the panes so that they’re split vertically instead of horizontally, or you can have either the
XAML or Design views take up the entire editor, swapping between the two by using
the tabs. This is nice if you’re about to do a bunch of edits to the XAML and don’t want
to wait for the Design view to catch up. Figure 2.14 shows the different modes.

 If you want to, you can also swap the panes so that, for instance, the XAML is at the
top and the Design view is at the bottom. One thing that the editor doesn’t currently
have good support for is multiple monitors. We’d love to be able to have the XAML on
one monitor and the Design mode on the other. A cute workaround is to split the
panes vertically and then stretch Visual Studio across both screens.

Figure 2.14 The designer lets you change the orientation of the panes or lets you collapse the panes 
so that only one is visible at a time.
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2.3.2 The Properties grid

Just as with Windows Forms, you can change the various properties of the currently
selected control(s) via the Properties grid. Similarly, there’s a list of events and event
handlers. But WPF has made a few changes (figure 2.15).

 These may seem like minor things, but the WPF Properties grid displays a preview
of the currently selected control in the upper-left corner. Also, the name of the cur-
rent control is now right at the top. The reason we like this change is that it’s much
easier to make sure you’re editing what you think you’re editing.

 Another cool thing they’ve added to the Properties grid is a Search control that
lets you narrow down the properties that are shown. For example, if you type TA, the
property list will be limited to those properties that contain the text TA (Tag, TabIndex,
HorizonTalAlignment). If you type TAB, the list will be narrowed down to IsTabStop
and TabIndex. Having spent a lot of time searching up and down the property list for
a particular property, we think the developer who added this should get a raise and a
corner office.

 On the downside of the WPF property editor, not all the properties have the ele-
gant editors that they used to have; often you have to type a string, get an error, and
then try again. For example, you can choose a named web color from a drop-down, but
there’s no color preview and no support for custom or system colors. Also, WinForms

Figure 2.15 The WPF Properties grid. It’s similar to the Windows Forms Properties grid 
but adds a preview feature and a search option, as well as moving the name of the 
selected control up to the top.
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displayed help text for the selected property or event, but all you get with WPF is a
tooltip that tells you the type of the property.

 One thing that’s missing—deliberately—from the Properties grid is the combo
box that Windows Forms had listing all the controls on the form. Although the ability
to select a control without having to click it was handy, the implementation wasn’t
great. The combo box usually wasn’t wide enough, and it was easy to pick the wrong
control. In WPF, which uses composition to build up complex layouts, it would’ve been
inadequate. At the same time, being able to find the proper control whose property
you want to edit is important—so important that there are at least four different ways
to do it!

2.3.3 Selection controls in Visual Studio

When you want to get to the properties of a
particular control, one simple way is to click
the element within the XAML. This both
selects the control in the Design view and sets
that control as current in the property editor.

 If you don’t want to search through the
XAML but have a number of overlapping
elements, you can right-click an element in
the visual designer, and choose Select. This
gives you access to all the controls currently
under your cursor (figure 2.16).

 Another way of selecting is also pretty
cool. At the bottom of the XAML designer is
a Path control that shows the currently
selected element and lets you move to the
element’s ancestors (figure 2.17).

 This control is easy to miss, but it’s a gem.
First, each ancestor is a hyperlink that takes
you to that element. Second, you get a little
preview of the control so that you can easily
see which control you’re floating over, and
finally, the left/right buttons on the left let you move through a history of your selections.

 The final selection tool is equally cool: the Document Outline.

2.3.4 The Document Outline

The Document Outline is a tree view of all the elements on the window (figure 2.18).
 We have to admit—we love the Document Outline. Particularly when you get into

layout, being able to see what’s owned by whom is invaluable, and it’s a great way of
selecting controls that might not be easily accessible. When you click an item in the
Document Outline, you get a preview (again, easier to make sure you have the right

Figure 2.16 The Context menu’s Select 
option lets you choose any of the controls 
under your current location.

Figure 2.17 Path control shows the currently 
selected element and all the element’s 
ancestors.
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thing selected). Also, what you select in the Outline is automatically selected in the
designer and in XAML, and once selected, the context menu on the designer lets you
jump to the XAML or to the properties for the element.

 The one downside is that the Document Outline is read-only. We’d love to be able
to drag controls from the Toolbox onto the Outline and to rearrange controls right
there using drag-and-drop. The VS developers agree with us, so we hope to see that
functionality in the near future.

 These are the major WPF features in Visual Studio 2008 SP1, although there are a
lot of behind-the-scenes changes to add support. The nice thing is that, when you’re
writing WPF applications, you’re still writing .NET code; all the existing framework and
tools are there, along with the other new features of .NET 3.x like LINQ and WCF.

2.4 Summary
This chapter gives the most basic taste of WPF and Visual Studio 2008 and shows the
pieces that make up a simple WPF application. XAML provides the definition of the look-
and-feel and the details of the application, and then code provides the behavior—
although the behavior of the accursed Hello, World! application isn’t exactly impressive.

 Visual Studio 2008 is one of the most important tools you’ll use when building WPF
applications, but it isn’t the only one. There are a number of tools and technologies
that are related to WPF that you should at least be aware of, and we will cover these in
the next chapter. Don’t worry, though—we will start getting into some more signifi-
cant, useful (and pretty) applications in the near future.

Figure 2.18
The Document Outline. 
A preview of the currently selected 
item is automatically generated.




