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Introduction

In this book, you will learn all about creating a website using Gatsby, getting its content 

from Netlify CMS, a free content management system from Netlify. We’ll start with a 

bare-bones template project and install and configure Netlify CMS from scratch.

In Chapter 1, we’ll look at the JAMstack and what a content management system is. 

We’ll talk about headless CMSs and introduce Netlify CMS.

Chapter 2 is a Gatsby crash course. If you have built a site with Gatsby before, you 

can probably skip this chapter, as it is a very basic overview of Gatsby. Conversely, if you 

haven’t been exposed to Gatsby before, this introduction should be enough to get you 

going.

We’ll start setting up the example project, a coffee shop website, in Chapter 3. We’ll 

take care of signing up for GitHub and Netlify if you haven’t already and also get your 

version of the example project deployed on Netlify.

In Chapter 4, we’ll start adding Netlify CMS to the project. This covers installation of 

the CMS and creation of the configuration file. We’ll set up the blog content and integrate 

with the Netlify identity service.

In Chapter 5, we’ll take a tour of the CMS user interface, and create our first piece of 

content: a blog post. We’ll also look at how to add images to blog posts.

We’ll take the content created by the CMS and start integrating that with Gatsby 

in Chapter 6. We’ll configure some Gatsby plugins which will add the blog content to 

Gatsby’s data model.

Chapter 7 is all about creating pages from data. It will introduce the Gatsby Node 

APIs and show how Gatsby dynamically creates pages by combining data with a page 

template.

Eventually, we’ll end up with too much blog data to show on a single page, so in 

Chapter 8, we’ll learn how to paginate the blog posts. We’ll split the blog post listing into 

several pages (which are also dynamically created).
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Up to now, the content on the landing page, such as the hero image and tagline, is 

managed in the source code. Chapter 9 will explore how to make this content dynamic 

and editable from Netlify CMS. We’ll make several elements of the landing page 

configurable from the CMS, allowing the page content to be updated without writing a 

line of code.

In Chapter 10, we’ll create a menu for the coffee shop. We’ll create new content 

definitions in the CMS configuration for menu categories, items, and prices.

Gatsby has some plugins that can help generate more efficient images to improve 

page load time. We’ll look at how to do this in Chapter 11.

In Chapter 12, we’ll see how we can customize the CMS user interface, extending it 

with a custom preview component so that we can see a live preview of how the menu 

looks from within the CMS.

Finally, in Chapter 13, we’ll look at how to leverage Netlify CMS’s editorial workflow, 

creating draft content and reviewing it via GitHub pull requests.

We’ll close the book in Chapter 14 with some discussion of Netlify CMS beta features 

and pointers to more Netlify CMS resources.

InTroduCTIon
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Netlify 
CMS
Before we dive into the specifics about Netlify CMS, let’s look at a few introductory 

topics. These include the JAMstack, the Netlify service, and content management 

systems in general. From there, we’ll start looking at Netlify CMS itself.

 The JAMstack
Traditional web application stacks such as LAMP (Linux, Apache, MySQL, PHP) or 

MEAN (MongoDB, Express, Angular, Node.js) specify particular server platforms, 

programming languages, and database vendors.

JAMstack - that’s JavaScript, APIs, and Markup - is a new paradigm for building fast 

web applications. It is technology-and tool-agnostic. A JAMstack site might be powered 

by JavaScript via Gatsby or by Ruby via Jekyll.

A JAMstack site pre-renders its pages to static HTML markup which can be served from 

a CDN or other hosting service. These pages contain JavaScript to provide interactivity, 

which loads data from an API of some kind. In this model, the application is decoupled 

from its data.

The API could be a backend service deployed separately, or it could be a third-party 

service like a headless CMS or a set of AWS Lambda functions.

Figure 1-1 shows an overview of the JAMstack architecture.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4842-6297-9_1#DOI
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One of the biggest benefits of using the JAMstack is performance. Because the pages 

are generated ahead of time and deployed as static HTML, there is no dynamic generation 

of HTML from a server and no wait for server-side code to execute. Instead, these static 

resources can be served from a lightning-fast content delivery network (CDN). By using a 

CDN, assets are served to a visitor from a server geographically close to them.

There can also be cost savings. Serving your static assets from a CDN is likely less 

expensive than maintaining your own server infrastructure.

 About Netlify
Netlify (https://netlify.com) is a popular platform for hosting websites and applications. 

At its core, it is a hosting service but also has many other powerful features such as analytics, 

serverless functions, forms, and a CDN. They have a generous free tier of services.

Figure 1-1. The JAMstack

Chapter 1  IntroduCtIon to netlIfy CMS
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Netlify’s workflow is based on Git repositories. A site is created by connecting a 

repository from a service like GitHub or GitLab. When a new commit is pushed, Netlify 

will build and deploy a new version of the site. For this reason, the Netlify platform is 

well suited to building JAMstack applications.

In this book, we will build and deploy the example project on the Netlify platform.

 What is a CMS?
As a web developer, it is easy to build web content by just writing HTML and CSS (or, in 

the case of Gatsby as we’ll see later, Markdown). But consider a nonprofit organization 

that hires a developer to build a website for them. Unless someone at the nonprofit 

knows how to code, they will have to spend more money by having the developer come 

back every time they need the site updated.

A content management system, or CMS, is a solution to this problem. Instead of the 

content being written in source code, the CMS provides a rich editing experience for 

authoring and maintaining content. Some features of a CMS might include a WYSIWYG 

(What You See Is What You Get) editor or a media library for managing images and other 

media.

A CMS allows multiple authors to draft, edit, and publish content to the site, all 

without having to worry about writing markup or code. It’s also easier because content 

can be edited directly in the web browser.

A CMS can be used to manage multiple types of content on a site. The most common 

type of content that comes to mind is an article or blog post. However, a CMS can even 

be used to provide content on a landing page, header, or footer as well.

 Traditional CMS
A traditional CMS is a large web application that handles both the management and 

display of the content. The content is typically stored in a database of some kind. An 

author logs in via a web interface, edits the content, and it is saved to the database.

A visitor to the site will utilize the same application to view the content. It retrieves 

the content from the database where it is presented to the user.

Figure 1-2 shows an overview of a traditional CMS platform.

Chapter 1  IntroduCtIon to netlIfy CMS
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Some examples of traditional CMS platforms are WordPress, Drupal, and Joomla.

 Headless CMS
A headless CMS is a platform for authoring content but does not contain a front-end 

interface for displaying that content. Instead, the content is exposed through an API of 

some kind.

The primary benefit of a headless CMS is that since the content is delivered via an API, 

it can be consumed by multiple front-end applications. It also provides greater flexibility in 

how the content is presented. A traditional CMS may be highly customizable, but you are 

still locked into the platform.

Figure 1-3 shows a typical headless CMS.

Figure 1-2. The architecture of a traditional CMS

Chapter 1  IntroduCtIon to netlIfy CMS
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Some examples of headless CMS platforms are Contentful, Magnolia, and Netlify CMS.

As you can probably tell, a headless CMS is a perfect choice for a JAMstack 

application due to its decoupled, API-first nature. We can build an entire site around the 

API, using it as a data source for our content.

One potential drawback of a headless CMS is that you may not be able to see a 

preview of how the content will look on the live site. Fortunately, Netlify CMS supports 

custom previews, which solves this particular problem.

 Netlify CMS
Netlify CMS is a free, open source headless CMS created by Netlify. Despite its name, it 

is not locked to the Netlify platform. While it is much easier to build and deploy a Netlify 

CMS-powered site on Netlify, it is not required.

Some CMS platforms store their data in databases that are accessed via an 

API. Netlify CMS takes a simpler approach. The content is stored as images and 

Markdown files in a Git repository. This makes it an ideal partner with Gatsby, which has 

plugins for working directly with, and rendering, Markdown data. It should be noted that 

Netlify CMS works with other site generators and platforms as well.

Netlify CMS provides a React single-page application with a rich text editor so that 

content creators don’t have to write Markdown directly. While the user interface is 

powered by React, it can be used with a site built with any technology. Netlify CMS can 

be used with any platform, such as Hugo, Jekyll, Nuxt, as well as Gatsby.

Figure 1-3. The architecture of a headless CMS platform
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 Backends
Netlify CMS supports several different backends for storing its data. These different 

backends also provide authentication mechanisms for logging into the CMS. Some of 

these backends include GitHub, GitLab, and Bitbucket. For these three backends, a user 

can log in using their GitHub, GitLab, or Bitbucket account, respectively.

Another backend (and the one we will use in this book) is the Git Gateway backend. 

This is a Netlify-provided backend that does not require the credentials to the user’s Git 

provider. Instead, authentication is configured via the Netlify Identity service, which 

includes a basic application for managing users. At the time of writing, the Git Gateway 

backend is only supported for GitHub or GitLab repositories.

The Git Gateway backend is deployed with your site on Netlify under a directory 

called .netlify which contains a basic set of APIs for creating the Git commits. When 

new content is added, the browser calls these APIs which have some server-side code 

which will communicate with the configured Git provider’s API to create the new Git 

commit.

Chapter 1  IntroduCtIon to netlIfy CMS


