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Introduction


We live in exciting times; indeed politically, and in the context of this book, technologically. The times are exciting because there has never been a greater wealth of web technologies, tools, and resources to build ever more appealing and performant websites and apps.


The times are also exciting because they are challenging. They are challenging because the wealth of technologies, tools, and resources has led to complexity and confusion.


We can think of the confusion in terms of focus. Precisely, lack of focus, for with all the options we have it has become less apparent what we best pay attention to. This includes what we should do in the first place, and how we should work with what we have at our disposal. It relates to the sites and apps we build, to the frameworks and libraries we use, and—here we get back to why you’re holding this book in your hands—to the code and CSS we write.


In this book we’ll look at ways to improve our CSS. We’ll go over why that generally matters, and why each method matters. We’ll also talk about what doesn’t matter so much. For example, preprocessors. Much of that will have to do with quality as well as craft. Both I find important, no less of an idea of web development would I wish to promote. How to best automate such optimization is a great question, but first we need to understand what to optimize for exactly—and though it’s encouraged to automate as much as possible, whether optimization is to be done manually or automatically is not a concern of this book.


Why Optimization Is Important


Sometimes it can be difficult to answer legitimate questions. Why is optimization important? Why do we need the Web? Why should we breathe?


Optimization is important because quality is important. Quality (and quality control) is important because, as I’ve established in The Little Book of Website Quality Control, “without it, we have no robust way to determine whether what we do and produce is any good. Quality control, therefore, is a key differentiator between professional and amateur work. Consistent quality is the mark of the professional. Quality control, finally, saves time and money and sometimes nerves, particularly in the long run.”


That spontaneous definition, aimed at ways to check our work, doesn’t yet make the beneficiary clear: the user or customer. It’s the end user who benefits and who we want to benefit from great quality work.


As such, optimization, code optimization, CSS optimization all represent a striving to deliver better quality work to the benefit of our users, and to our benefit of becoming greater professionals.


Optimization has a touch of perfectionism, but it’s truly a means and not an end; with optimization, we acknowledge that our initial work can improve.


What’s Not Covered by Optimization


On the pages that follow, I won’t cover all things relating to CSS development these days. The reason for this is simple: Not all of this relates to optimization. And so one thing I won’t cover are CSS preprocessors. Personally, I’ve sided with Roger Johansson and outlined reasons for not using preprocessors. The little there is to optimize through them is already going to be covered in other ways: for example, through repeat emphasis on coding and formatting standards.


On top of that, I deem it useful to stay close to core technologies and not get distracted by abstractions. In the short run, we may benefit from knowing how to work with abstractions; in the long run, we get greater rewards from knowing the underlying technologies. Therefore, we’ll focus on standard CSS rather than preprocessors, like Sass, Less, or Stylus. And when we look at other CSS tools, we won’t discuss optimization of the use of these tools, their workflows, or how to improve the tools themselves, either.



  ⁂





The code in this book follows Google’s HTML/CSS style guide. (For an introduction to coding guidelines and commentary on the Google style guide, see The Little Book of HTML/CSS Coding Guidelines.)


Before we begin, this is a self-published book made with little extra help. You can blame me, the author, for mistakes—but you also have an opportunity to help make the book a little better. Please file an issue for problems you find, or submit a pull request for specific fixes and suggestions. If you bought the book from Leanpub or Google Play Books, you should get updates containing your and other people’s fixes automatically. (Otherwise, there’s always the original source.)


Thank you for your support.
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Resources


The following is a small selection of useful CSS tools, sites, and books. They’re geared towards more experienced developers, yet novice developers may benefit from them as much, if not more, than staying with beginner materials.


Tools


A few handy CSS tools, for manual and automated testing:



  	
clean-css package, to optimize and minify CSS

  	
CSS Minifier online tool, to minify CSS

  	
CSS Stats online tool and script, to analyze style sheets

  	
CSS Validation Service online tool and script, to validate CSS

  	
css-minify package, to minify CSS

  	
CSSJanus Left-to-Right-to-Left-ifyer script, to convert CSS directionality (LTR/RTL)

  	
CSSLint online tool and script, to identify CSS code issues

  	
CSSO package, to optimize and minify CSS

  	
CSSTidy online tool and script, to reformat and optimize CSS

  	
Minify online tool and script, to minify CSS

  	
Minify package, to minify CSS

  	
ngx-unused-css package, to remove unused CSS (for Angular)

  	
pre-commit script, to validate syntax errors in CSS (through CSS Lint) and SCSS (through SCSS Lint)

  	
Prettier package, to format CSS

  	
PurgeCSS package, to remove unused CSS

  	
PurifyCSS script, to remove unused CSS

  	
rm-unused-css package, to remove unused CSS

  	
stylelint package, to lint and format CSS

  	
UglifyCSS package, to minify CSS

  	
UnCSS online tool, script, and package, to remove unused CSS

  	
Unused CSS online tool, to remove unused CSS

  	
YUI CSS Compressor online tool and script, to format and minify CSS




Websites


A small collection of initiatives and individuals covering CSS:



  	Andrew, Rachel

  	Atkins Jr., Tab

  	Barker, Michelle

  	Can I Use

  	Comeau, Josh W.

  	CSS-Tricks

  	Eckles, Stephanie

  	Frain, Ben

  	Heilmann, Christian

  	Kinlan, Paul

  	Meiert, Jens Oliver

  	Meyer, Eric

  	Roberts, Harry

  	Shadeed, Ahmad

  	Van Damme, Bramus

  	W3C (Cascading Style Sheets)

  	Verou, Lea

  	Weyl, Estelle




Books


An even smaller selection of books:



  	CSS Secrets: Better Solutions to Everyday Web Design Problems (Lea Verou)

  	CSS: The Definitive Guide: Visual Presentation for the Web (Eric A. Meyer and Estelle Weyl)

  	CSS: The Missing Manual: The Missing Manual (David Sawyer McFarland)

  	The Little Book of HTML/CSS Frameworks (Jens Oliver Meiert)
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About the Author


Jens Oliver Meiert is a German web developer and author who has been a technical lead at companies like GMX and Google. He has written a few lightweight books about a variety of topics, notably quality web development. Online, he lives at meiert.com. Please say hello.


Other titles by Jens Oliver Meiert:



Upgrade Your HTML (2019–2024)



  The Upgrade Your HTML series is about one thing: Picking examples of HTML in the wild, and explaining how to make that code better. Kindly. Constructively. Thoroughly, as finding a balance between detail and brevity permits.




Available at Amazon, Apple Books, Kobo, Google Play Books, and Leanpub.



The Web Development Glossary 3K (2023)



  What is a BHO? CQRS? An EMD? What is Goanna? Hooking? Sharding? How about dynamic color, the phoenix server pattern, or the rules of ARIA? Covering more than 3,000 terms and concepts, and including explanations from Wikipedia and MDN Web Docs, The Web Development Glossary 3K provides an overview of web development unlike any other book or site.




Available at Apple Books, Kobo, Google Play Books, and Leanpub. (Try the glossary online at WebGlossary.info!)



The Little Book of Little Books (2021)



  The Little Book of Little Books consists of lovingly polished editions of The Little Book of HTML/CSS Frameworks (originally published in 2015), The Little Book of HTML/CSS Coding Guidelines (2015), and The Little Book of Website Quality Control (2016).




Available at Amazon, Apple Books, Kobo, Google Play Books, and Leanpub.



On Web Development (2015)



  On Web Development bundles 134 articles and the last 11 years of technical writings by Jens Oliver Meiert (meiert.com). Freshly reordered and commented, the articles cover processes and maintenance, HTML and CSS, standards, as well as development and design in general; they include coding basics and principles, carefully scathing criticism, and tips and tricks and trivia.




Available at Amazon.



The Little Book of HTML/CSS Frameworks (2015)



  With the speed of web development today, it’s little wonder that so many frameworks are available, since they come with a promise of saving development and design time. But using the wrong framework, or wrongly using the right framework, can be costly. This concise book shares higher-level ideas around web development frameworks that govern HTML and CSS code, whether you’re looking at an external option or planning to build your own.




Available at O’Reilly.
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