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Learn how preprocessors can make CSS scalable and easy to maintain. You’ll see how to write 
code in a very clean and scalable manner and use CSS preprocessor features such as variables 
and looping, which are missing in CSS natively. Reading Beginning CSS Preprocessors will make 
your life much simpler by showing you how to create reusable chunks of code. In addition to coding 
enhancements, you’ll also learn to automate processes such as generating image sprites and 
minifying code.

Beginning CSS Preprocessors is your guide for getting started with CSS preprocessors. This book 
shows you how to use CSS in your day-to-day work and thus be smart and effi  cient at writing CSS.

You’ll learn:

•  What are preprocessors
•  What are the known preprocessor frameworks
•  What are the features of Sass (Syntactically Awesome Stylesheets)
•  What is Compass (COMPrehensive ASSembler)
•  What is Less (Leaner SS)
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Introduction

CSS preprocessor came into buzz a couple of years ago. The concept intrigued me: Allowing use of 
preprocessor files that could contain one or several things like variables, functions, mixins, and the like. After 
development, these special files would then be compiled into regular CSS files that all web browsers could 
understand.

Being a believer of phrase “if it's not broken, don’t fix it,” I avoided using CSS preprocessors. The initial 
thought that would come to my mind was, “Why add unnecessary processes to my workflow?”. Also, I 
feared the steep learning curve and the command-line interface provided me another reason to avoid CSS 
preprocessors.

Finally, after watching several podcasts and reading through many articles, I had an “a-ha” moment.  
It made me realize that, “Wow, I should be incorporating this in my workflow!”.

Since then, I've been using Sass and Less in my projects, and it seems to have made my development a 
lot simpler and more efficient. In this book, you will learn how both of these preprocessors work.

You’ll first start by learning about the concept of preprocessors and how they work. You also learn 
about the popular flavors of preprocessors available on the market. You then look into the GUI-based tools 
available for people who are not familiar with command-line interfaces.

As the chapters progress, you will learn all about these two preprocessors—Sass and Less—and learn 
about a popular framework based on Sass called Compass.

The knowledge shared in this book can help you improve your productivity and write maintainable and 
scalable CSS code.
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Chapter 1

Introduction to Preprocessors

HTML5 and CSS3 are changing how web pages are designed. CSS3 provided web developers with advanced 
features such as gradients, transitions, and animations, etc. However, these new features increased the 
complexity of CSS code, thus making it more difficult to maintain.

Besides the complexity introduced by CSS3, writing CSS may turn painful with time, because 
programmers have to perform many of the same activities over and over again (such as having to look up 
color values in CSS and margin/padding declarations). These small repetitive tasks add up to quite a bit of 
inefficiency. Preprocessors are the solution to these, and a handful of other, inefficiencies.

CSS preprocessors extend CSS with modern programming-language concepts. In order to use Sass 
(Syntactically Awesome Stylesheets), you must know how to code in CSS. CSS preprocessors allow you to 
use variables, functions, operations, and even rule or selector nesting while coding your CSS. With CSS 
preprocessors, you can apply the “Don’t Repeat Yourself” (DRY) principle to your CSS code. Following the 
DRY principle helps you avoid code repetition.

What Are Preprocessors?
A preprocessor takes one form of data and converts it to another. In the context of CSS, Less and Sass are 
popular preprocessor languages, and they take input in the Less or SCSS format and produce processed CSS.

These CSS preprocessors empower CSS by removing the inefficiencies and making web sites easier 
and more logical to build. The increase in popularity of preprocessors led to the rise of different frameworks 
based on them; one of the more popular is Compass.

Figure 1-1 shows how a preprocessor takes a preprocessor-formatted file and translates it to CSS that 
the browser understands.

Figure 1-1.  Preprocessor-friendly file being translated to normal CSS
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With a preprocessor, you can structure CSS similar to other languages like PHP or JavaScript. Thus, 
a preprocessor brings peace of mind to the developer. It lets you write code that’s future-proof and easily 
maintainable, thus saving time and energy.

Preprocessors are extensions of CSS, which means that valid CSS code is valid preprocessor code. 
Developers familiar with CSS won’t have a learning curve while learning any preprocessor.

Why Use Preprocessors?
CSS uses a declarative form of programming. This means that the styles that you write in the code are used 
directly by the browser, without any compiling.

Many developers prefer to write stylesheets by hand. They believe that preprocessors would add extra 
complexity to their workflow or would have a steep learning curve. But in reality, CSS preprocessors make 
your daily work a lot easier. This book shows you how preprocessors can be more efficient for writing CSS 
without disturbing your workflow.

Let’s consider an example where you need to replace multiple instances of a color that’s used sitewide 
by finding it one instance at a time. Wouldn’t it be great if CSS could simplify this process? Something like 
Listing 1-1 would be an example.

Listing 1-1.  Reusable Variable for Color

$site-color:#eee;
 
a {
        color: $site-color;
}
#topBar {
        background-color: $site-color;
        color:#fff;
}

With a preprocessor, changing a value in one place changes the entire stylesheet. This is shown in 
Listing 1-2.

Listing 1-2.  Output of Listing 1-1

a {
  color: #eee;
}
 
#topBar {
  background-color: #eee;
  color: #fff;
}



Chapter 1 ■ Introduction to Preprocessors

3

Let’s consider another example of code repetition. Many times there are blocks of code used at various 
locations in your stylesheet, as shown in Listing 1-3.

Listing 1-3.  Repeated Code Block

p{
        padding-bottom:45px;
        text-align:center;
}
footer {
        padding-bottom:45px;
        text-align:center;
}

With preprocessors, you can put these redundant rules into a mixin, which is defined once and can be 
included as needed. This is shown in Listing 1-4.

Listing 1-4.  Creating and Using a Reusable Code Block in the Preprocessor

@mixin containerSettings {
        padding-bottom: 45px;
        text-align:center;
}
p {
        @include containerSettings;
}
footer {
        @include containerSettings;
}
 

Listing 1-5.  Output of Listing 1-4

p {
  padding-bottom: 45px;
  text-align: center;
}
 
footer {
  padding-bottom: 45px;
  text-align: center;
}

CSS, which is the foundation of all preprocessors, has a steep learning curve when it comes to 
understanding how different properties work, understanding cascading, browser support for various 
properties, the selectors, the quirks, and so forth. In addition to all the previous points, consider that 
maintaining stylesheets in today’s complex interfaces is a big challenge too. 

Most of the time, stylesheets are immensely repetitive, with properties or groupings of properties, 
etc. The typical CSS file is a linear document. This makes a programmer from an object-oriented domain 
go crazy.

As per the DRY principle: Every piece of knowledge must have a single, unambiguous, authoritative 
representation in a system.


