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Preface
Less (Leaner CSS) is a preprocessor, which means Less code compiles into static CSS 
code. Less changes the way you write and maintain your CSS code; the final CSS 
code will be the same, but better organized in many situations.

In your hands is the Less Web Development Essentials, Second Edition book. Since 
the successful first edition of this book, Less has been improved still further. This 
book has been updated for the all new features that come with the release of Less 
Version 2. The Less Version 2 release not only has many improvements, but has also 
introduced the possibility to use and write Less plugins. Less plugins will enable you 
to customize Less for your own unique needs.

In the semantic sense, valid CSS code is also valid Less code. Less tries to stay as 
close as possible to the declarative nature of CSS. Coding Less is intuitive and easy to 
learn for those who are already familiar with CSS.

Since the introduction of CSS3 in 2012, the role of CSS in modern web development 
has become more and more important. Nowadays, CSS3 is not only used to style 
your HTML documents, but also plays an important role in the responsibility of your 
designs. Last but not least, CSS3 extends CSS with features such as animations and 
transitions.

Writing correct functional CSS code will be the first thing—and keeping this code 
readable—working on all major browsers will be the second. CSS files grow and 
become untidy during the development and maintenance processes. CSS also doesn't 
have the ability to modify existing values or reuse common styles. Also, doing math 
or defining variables is not possible in CSS. This is where Less comes into the frame.
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Less is a dynamic style sheet language designed by Alexis Sellier. Started in 2010 and 
now maintained and extended by the Less core team, it helps you make your CSS 
code maintainable, reusable, and also prevents code duplications. It also enables you 
to write your CSS code DRY (Do not Repeat Yourself), extending CSS syntax with 
variables, mixins, functions, and many other techniques. Less ensures that the CSS 
language is more maintainable, themable, and extendable.

In this book, you will learn to write, compile, and understand Less. We will help you 
to perform faster and more cost effective web development. You will get practical 
tips to integrate Less into your current and new projects. After reading this book, 
you will write clear and readable CSS3 with Less. Instead of spending your time 
debugging your complex CSS code for a specific device or browser, you can pay 
more attention to your real-design tasks.

Your clients will be happy with your advanced and stable designs. Development and 
maintenance time, along with expenditure, will decrease.

Also, other projects know the power of Less. Projects such as Twitter Bootstrap and 
the WordPress Roots theme rely on Less. These projects build clear and extendable 
frameworks with Less.

Less is open source and licensed under Apache License. The source code of Less is 
maintained on GitHub. Everybody will be allowed to contribute to it. You can use 
Less free of charge.

What this book covers
Chapter 1, Improving Web Development with Less, talks about how CSS3 brought 
web designers advanced functions such as gradients, transitions, and animations; 
however, it also stresses how CSS code can become more complex and difficult to 
maintain. Less helps you to make your CSS maintainable, reusable, and also prevents 
code duplications.

Chapter 2, Using Variables and Mixins, explains why variables allow you to specify 
widely used values in a single place and then reuse them throughout the style sheet, 
making global changes as easy as changing one line of code. Mixins allow you to 
embed all the properties of a class into another class by simply including the class 
name as one of its properties. It also explains what parametric mixins are and how to 
use them.

Chapter 3, Nested Rules, Operations, and Built-in Functions, explains how to use nested 
rules for making inheritance clear and creating shorter style sheets. It also shows 
you how to create complex relationships between properties and use the built-in 
functions of Less.
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Chapter 4, Testing Your Code and Using Prebuilt Mixins Libraries, explains how to use 
well-written and tested Less code of third parties for your projects. Pre-built mixins 
and other sources help you to (re)use them.

Chapter 5, Integrating Less in Your Own Projects, explains how to organize your files 
for new projects or get the projects you maintain ready for using Less.

Chapter 6, Using the Bootstrap 3 Frontend Framework, explains how to use, customize, 
and extend Bootstrap with Less. Bootstrap is a popular CSS, HTML, and JavaScript 
framework to build mobile-first responsive designs.

Chapter 7, Less with External Applications and Frameworks, explains how to use other 
frameworks and grid systems to build your HTML designs with Less, and with 
greater ease, including the integration of Less into WordPress.

What you need for this book
To understand and fully profit from the contents of this book, we first expect you 
to build a website with CSS. A basic understanding of CSS will also be required. 
Understanding CSS selectors and CSS precedence will help you to get the most out 
of it. We will introduce these CSS aspects in short, in the first chapter. Understanding 
the basics of using functions and parameters in functional languages such as 
JavaScript is valuable but not required. Don't panic if you know nothing about 
functions and parameters, as this book contains clear examples. Even without any 
(functional) programming knowledge, you can learn Less and we will help you do 
this. The most important skill will be the willingness to learn.

All the chapters of this book contain examples and example code. Running and 
testing these examples will help you to develop your Less skills. You will need 
a modern web browser such as Google Chrome or Mozilla Firefox to run these 
examples. Use any preferred text or CSS editor to write your Less code.

Who this book is for
Every web designer who works with CSS and wants to spend more time on real 
design tasks should read this book. It doesn't matter whether you are a novice web 
designer or have used CSS for years, both will profit reading this book and learn 
Less. We also recommend this book for teachers and students in modern web design 
and computer science. Less does not depend on a platform, language, or CMS. If you 
use CSS, you can and should profit from Less.
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Conventions
In this book, you will find a number of text styles that distinguish between different 
kinds of information. Here are some examples of these styles and an explanation of 
their meaning.

Code words in text, database table names, folder names, filenames, file extensions, 
pathnames, dummy URLs, user input, and Twitter handles are shown as follows: 
"Using the Less autoprefix plugin or the -prefix-free library will be the best 
practice to add vendor prefixes."

A block of code is set as follows:

.box-shadow(@style, @c) when (iscolor(@c)) {  box-shadow: @style  
  @c;
}
.box-shadow(@style, @alpha: 50%) when (isnumber(@alpha)) {
  .box-shadow(@style, rgba(0, 0, 0, @alpha));
}

When we wish to draw your attention to a particular part of a code block, the 
relevant lines or items are set in bold:

#sidebar{
  h2{
    color: black;
    font-size: 16px;
    .screenreaders-only;
  }
}

Any command-line input or output is written as follows:

lessc --modify-var="mobile=true" source.less

New terms and important words are shown in bold. Words that you see on the 
screen, for example, in menus or dialog boxes, appear in the text like this: " In this 
case, the compiler throws an error: RuntimeError: No matching definition was 
found for .mixin(a, b, c, d)."
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Warnings or important notes appear in a box like this.

Tips and tricks appear like this.

Reader feedback
Feedback from our readers is always welcome. Let us know what you think about 
this book—what you liked or disliked. Reader feedback is important for us as it helps 
us develop titles that you will really get the most out of.

To send us general feedback, simply e-mail feedback@packtpub.com, and mention 
the book's title in the subject of your message.

If there is a topic that you have expertise in and you are interested in either writing 
or contributing to a book, see our author guide at www.packtpub.com/authors.

Customer support
Now that you are the proud owner of a Packt book, we have a number of things to 
help you to get the most from your purchase.

Downloading the example code
You can download the example code files from your account at http://www.
packtpub.com for all the Packt Publishing books you have purchased. If you 
purchased this book elsewhere, you can visit http://www.packtpub.com/support 
and register to have the files e-mailed directly to you.

Downloading the color images of this book
We also provide you with a PDF file that has color images of the screenshots/
diagrams used in this book. The color images will help you better understand the 
changes in the output. You can download this file from http://www.packtpub.com/
sites/default/files/downloads/40720S_ColoredImages.pdf.

www.packtpub.com/authors
http://www.packtpub.com
http://www.packtpub.com
http://www.packtpub.com/support
http://www.packtpub.com/sites/default/files/downloads/40720S_ColoredImages.pdf
http://www.packtpub.com/sites/default/files/downloads/40720S_ColoredImages.pdf
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Errata
Although we have taken every care to ensure the accuracy of our content, mistakes 
do happen. If you find a mistake in one of our books—maybe a mistake in the text or 
the code—we would be grateful if you could report this to us. By doing so, you can 
save other readers from frustration and help us improve subsequent versions of this 
book. If you find any errata, please report them by visiting http://www.packtpub.
com/submit-errata, selecting your book, clicking on the Errata Submission Form 
link, and entering the details of your errata. Once your errata are verified, your 
submission will be accepted and the errata will be uploaded to our website or added 
to any list of existing errata under the Errata section of that title.

To view the previously submitted errata, go to https://www.packtpub.com/books/
content/support and enter the name of the book in the search field. The required 
information will appear under the Errata section.

Piracy
Piracy of copyrighted material on the Internet is an ongoing problem across all 
media. At Packt, we take the protection of our copyright and licenses very seriously. 
If you come across any illegal copies of our works in any form on the Internet, please 
provide us with the location address or website name immediately so that we can 
pursue a remedy.

Please contact us at copyright@packtpub.com with a link to the suspected  
pirated material.

We appreciate your help in protecting our authors and our ability to bring  
you valuable content.

Questions
If you have a problem with any aspect of this book, you can contact us at 
questions@packtpub.com, and we will do our best to address the problem.

http://www.packtpub.com/submit-errata
http://www.packtpub.com/submit-errata
https://www.packtpub.com/books/content/support
https://www.packtpub.com/books/content/support
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Improving Web  
Development with Less

It is impossible to imagine modern web design without CSS. With CSS3, web 
designers are able to rely on advanced functions such as gradients, transitions, and 
animations. On the other hand, with these, the CSS code becomes more complex 
and difficult to maintain. Less is a CSS preprocessor that extends CSS with modern 
programming-language concepts. It enables you to use variables, functions, 
operations, and nesting (rule or selector) while coding your CSS. It also helps you 
write CSS with the don't repeat yourself (DRY) principle. The DRY principle 
prevents you from repeating any kind of information in your code.

This chapter will cover the following topics:

•	 Introduction to CSS3
•	 Compiling Less into CSS
•	 Vendor-specific rules
•	 CSS3 rounded corners, animations, and gradients
•	 Using box-sizing border-box
•	 Server-side compiling, setting up a build process, and using GUIs
•	 The OOCSS, SMACSS, and BEM methodologies
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Using CSS3 for styling your HTML
In web design, you will use HTML to describe the structure of your documents and 
the CSS language to describe their presentation, including fonts, colors, and layout. 
The current standard HTML5 and CSS3 versions work on most modern browsers 
and mobile devices. CSS3 extends the old CSS with new selectors, text effects, 
background gradients, and animations. The power of CSS3, its new functionalities, 
and high acceptance on mobile devices using HTML5 and CSS3, makes it the 
standard for modern web design. The combination of HTML5 and CSS3 is ideal for 
building responsive websites because of their high acceptance on mobile phones and 
other devices.

Together, HTML5 and CSS3 introduce many new features. In this book, you will be 
shown and taught about the concepts of the most significant ones.

Using the CSS selectors to style your HTML
With Less (and CSS), you can style your HTML code using selectors. The CSS 
selectors are patterns or names that identify which HTML elements of the web page 
should be styled. The CSS selectors play an important role in writing the Less code.

For body p.article {color:red}, the selector here is body p.article. Selectors 
don't refer exclusively to one element. They can point to more than one element and 
different ones can refer to the same element. For instance, a single p selector refers 
to all the p elements, including the p elements with a .article class. In case of 
conflicts, cascade and specificity determine the styles that should be applied. When 
writing the Less code, we should keep the aforementioned rules in mind. Less makes 
it easier to write complex CSS without changing how your website looks. It doesn't 
introduce any limitations on your final CSS. With Less, you can edit well-structured 
code instead of changing the effect of the final CSS.

CSS3 introduces many new and handy selectors. One of them is :nth-child(n), 
which makes it possible to style, for example, every fourth paragraph's p tag in an 
HTML document. The CSS code for the preceding description will look as follows:

p:nth-child(4n) {
  color:red;
}

Downloading the example code
You can download the example code files from your account at  
http://www.packtpub.com for all the Packt Publishing books you 
have purchased. If you purchased this book elsewhere, you can visit 
http://www.packtpub.com/support and register to have the files 
e-mailed directly to you.
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Such selectors add powerful functions to CSS3. Nowadays, we are able to perform 
operations with CSS alone. However, in the past, we needed JavaScript or hardcoded 
styles (or classes at the very least). Less helps you organize and maintain these new 
selectors well and this is one of the reasons to learn it. Powerful selectors make 
CSS more important, but the CSS code also becomes cumbersome and difficult to 
maintain. Less will prevent this problem in CSS, even making complex code flexible 
and easy to maintain.

Visit http://www.w3.org/TR/selectors/#selectors for a 
complete list of the CSS selectors.

Specificity, inheritance, and cascade in CSS
In most cases, many CSS styles can be applied on the same HTML element, but only 
one declaration for each individual property will win. The properties of an element 
may come from declarations in different rules. The W3C specifications describe 
the rules for which CSS styles will get the most precedence and will ultimately be 
applied. You can find these specifications in the next section.

The rules regarding the order of importance have not significantly changed with 
CSS3. They are briefly mentioned to help you understand some of the common 
pitfalls with Less/CSS and how to solve them. Sooner or later, you will be in a 
situation where you're trying to apply a CSS style to an element, but its effect stays 
invisible. You will reload, pull out your hair, and check for typos again and again, 
but nothing will help. This is because in most of these cases, your style will be 
overruled by another style that has a higher precedence.

The global rules for cascade in CSS are as follows:

•	 Find all the CSS declarations that apply to the element and property in 
question

•	 Inline styles have the highest precedence, except for !important.
The !important statement in CSS is a keyword used to add weight to a 
declaration. The !important statement is added at the end of a CSS property 
value. After this, check who set the declaration; styles set by the author get 
a higher precedence than the styles defined by the user or browser (default). 
Author styles are defined by CSS in the web page; user styles are set by the 
user via the settings of his or her web browser; and default styles are set by 
the web browsers. The importance of the user is higher than the default, and 
the code with the !important statement (refer to Chapter 2, Using Variables 
and Mixins, for its meaning in Less) will always get the highest precedence. 

http://www.w3.org/TR/selectors/#selectors
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Note that browsers such as Firefox have options to disable pages in order to 
use other alternatives to user-defined fonts. Here, the user settings overrule 
CSS of the web page. This way of overruling the page settings is not part of 
the CSS precedence unless they are set using !important.

•	 Calculate the specificity, which is discussed in the next section.
•	 If two or more rules have the same precedence and specificity, the one 

declared last wins.

As a Less/CSS designer, you will be making use of the calculated CSS specificity in 
most cases.

How CSS specificity works
Every CSS declaration gets a specificity, which will be calculated from the type of 
declaration and the selectors used in its declaration. Inline styles will always get the 
highest specificity and will always be applied (unless overwritten by the first two 
cascade rules). In practice, you should not use inline styles in many cases as it will 
break the DRY principle. It will also disable you from changing your styles only on a 
centralized location and will prevent you from using Less for styling.

An example of an inline style declaration is shown as follows:

<p style="color:#0000ff;">

After this, the number of IDs in the selector will be the next indicator to calculate 
specificity. The #footer #leftcolumn {} selector has two IDs, the #footer  {} 
selector has one ID, and so on.

Note that in this case, an ID is a unique selector starting with #. The 
[id=] selector for the same HTML element counts as an attribute. This 
means that div#unique {} has one ID and div[id="unique"] {} 
has zero IDs and one attribute.

If the number of IDs for two declarations is equal, the number of classes, pseudo 
classes, and attributes of the selector will be of importance. Classes start with a dot. 
For example, .row is a class. Pseudo classes, such as :hover and :after, start with a 
colon, and attributes, of course, are href, alt, id, and so on.

The #footer a.alert:hover {} selector scores two (one class and one pseudo 
class) and the #footer div.right a.alert:hover {} selector scores three (two 
classes and one pseudo class).


