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Preface 

 

Huh? 

So if that little intro wasn’t clear enough, this little book you’ll be reading will 

hopefully get you up to speed in the basic level of front-end knowledge. You should 

be able to code up a simple site, edit your Tumblr blog, or at the very least be able 

to understand a bit better what all the cryptographic messages mean when you 

“right click, View Source” a website, after reading the book. 

Oh Really? 

Yea really! The best part is this book was designed to teach you from the ground 

up. You don’t need any previous web knowledge, but computer literacy is expected 

(if you don’t at least know what a browser is, this is not the best place to start 

learning). If you do happen to be experienced already, you still might learn 

something new. Though I’d question your purchasing choices as the cover clearly 

indicates this is a beginner’s guide, you silly developer you. 

What?  

Front-end covers a vast amount of topics, but as previously mentioned, this book 

will just cover the basics. However, there are a few things that should differentiate 

this book with any other front-end guide. 

You’ll probably notice an unusual amount of 

comics and doodles guiding you through the 

learning material. This is in hopes that all the 

silly visuals will help you learn, and more 

importantly, remember the stuff you’ll be 

reading. On top of that, the whole book (as 

you might’ve noticed already) will be written a 

bit more informal than what might be the 

norm.  



This may be due to the fact that I’m not an actual writer, but a simple front-end 

developer with a knack for cartoons (or a cartoonist with a knack for front-end?), 

who wishes to share his knowledge through whatever means necessary. That or 

you can pretend that informal language is another sort of tool that allows for better 

mental retention. Take your pick. 

Cool! 

Indeed. We’ll start off with your basic concepts about HTML, then CSS. What they 

are, how it all works, what they do, etc. Once we briefly run through that, we’ll dive 

right into the good stuff. You’ll get an introduction to setting up your computer for 

some front-end fun, using freely available programs and sites you can find online, 

and then we’ll get our hands dirty with some code.  

Coding might sound scary, but do not fear! I never would have imagined getting 

into front-end myself, as someone who mainly enjoys drawing and design. Even as 

a computer geek who has learned a few programming languages, I can’t, and 

probably never will, consider myself a programmer; I simply don’t have the mindset 

for that. Coding a website though? It feels completely different. Front-end 

development is almost like playing with Legos, except your Legos are made of text 

and then magically transform into a website once you’re done. Well, you’ll see what 

I mean! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HTML 

You’ve heard the name, you know it’s what the internet is “made of”, but what is it? 

Well, if you want to go back and learn some of its history, let me go ahead and point 

you to the wonderful read that is Dive Into HTML51. I think you can summarize 

HTML5 (the current version of HTML) into 2 definitions. The first, and probably the 

most relevant bit for you at the moment, is that HTML is a language. This book is 

written in English, websites are written in HTML. There is a certain way to write it, 

you have your “rules of grammar” and such, and this will be what I’ll focus on within 

the rest of this section. Secondly, and something important to keep in mind as you 

mature as a developer, HTML5 is a platform; a set of many different components 

created for the purpose of an “open web”. It’s a set of API’s, something like rules for 

a program, that allow a user, the browser, and the web to all interface with each 

other.  

 

Some of the things you are probably running into already are things like the audio 

and video elements, which are methods of transmitting multimedia elements 

without the need of the old (and slowly dying) Flash plugin. There’s a camera API 

and something called WebRTC as well. Basically these two components of HTML5 

open up the browser for native real-time communications. In the future, web apps 

like Google Hangouts or Skype will use these features to allow you to video chat 

online (with your browser), without the need of plugins or external programs. There 

are a ton more features and components2, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves; this 

is a beginner’s guide, after all. 

 

 

                                                
1
 http://diveintohtml5.info/  

2
 https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/HTML/HTML5  

http://diveintohtml5.info/
https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/HTML/HTML5
http://diveintohtml5.info/
https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/HTML/HTML5


Structure 

First thing’s first. We need to know how to write HTML to use it. HTML uses a 

system where you define different pieces of the website (known as elements) 

within tags, denoted with the greater than/less than symbols, like so:  <element> 

Keeping this in mind, let’s get a better 

understanding of your typical HTML document. 

Let’s take a step back and think of it this way: 

you are given the task to program a new species 

on Earth, the “human”. So you give it a starting 

tag of <human> to define its type first. The 

<human> is created with some different parts. 

We find this top part called the <head>, and that 

contains an element known as the <brain>. 

Then we have this whole lower section called the 

<body>, which is comprised of a slew of different 

parts like the <torso>, <hip>, and <legs>. Now, 

before you go deconstructing the whole human 

body, let’s compare this with an actual HTML 

document. 

You’ll notice there are actually a good chunk of 

similarities. Let’s start from the top: 

The very first tag in any HTML document should 

be: <!DOCTYPE html>. This is one of the more 

unique tags, since it’s only used once at the very 

top of your HTML and it starts with an 

exclamation mark (almost as if it’s screaming, 

“Hey! I’m important!”). As you can probably guess from the name, this basically sets 

the document type to html. Are there other document types, you ask? Technically, 

yes. However, HTML5 is all over the place nowadays, and will be sticking around for 

the foreseeable future. We have no need for those older types (which look a lot 

more complicated) so forget about those and let’s move on! 



Since we have now defined the document type, we can start seeing the parallels 

with our coded human. It all starts with the <html> tag; since that’s the type of 

document we’ve defined. Inside that we will find – just like before – a <head>. You’ll 

notice inside that instead of a <brain> we have a <title>. The <title> is a very 

important tag (just like the brain is to a human), since it gives your website an actual 

name. This name is the one you see on your tab or browser window and is the first 

way of identifying your website. We’ll learn about some other tags that go inside the 

<head> as well, but let’s leave it there for now. Something worth mentioning 

however, is that unlike on a human, the <head> in a website is actually invisible. It’s 

not really used to define elements that you’ll see on a website, but define different 

properties of it. Think of it like memories; we can’t see each other’s memories, but 

the memories make us who we are.  

Moving on, you will also find a <body>. This is where we define all are structural 

elements like headers and sidebars in our page, and where you will be having most 

of your coding fun. These 5 tags: <!DOCTYPE>, <html>, <head>, <title>, and <body>  

are your starting point for any page you make 

from now on. To help you never forget, here is 

mnemonic device to always keep in mind: DOH! 

Hippos hate those bananas. Good enough.  

 



Tags 

We looked at a very general overview of tags, but let’s look at them a bit deeper. 

First off, tags normally come in pairs. So for almost every tag you start, you need to 

give it a matching ending pair. An ending tag looks like its starting tag except with 

an extra / at the front. For example, we start with <html> and end with </html>. 

Simple! Looking back at our previous structure, this is what an actual (empty) HTML 

file would look like: 

There are a few that don’t close that way. 

<!DOCTYPE html>, for instance, “ends” itself. It’s a 

single “start” tag. There are a few tags that end 

themselves like that too. For example an image 

looks like: <img src='image.png'> instead of 

like this: <img>image.png</img>.  

Tags like this are used on void elements (like an 

image), so there’s no need to end them like 

others, since they don’t contain anything! 

Now, you may have noticed that src bit in the image tag above. Within a starting 

tag, you can add extra pieces of information known as attributes. This specific 

attribute, src, tells the image the source of the image it’s supposed to display. Let’s 

look at fake example, using our previous body metaphor. I can define a <hand> 

element, but that hand contains some extra information. On our hands we find 4 

fingers and a thumb, so let’s add this to our hand with a thumb and fingers 

attribute! 

As you can also see, an attribute takes a value, using an equal sign and either a 

word or number, usually within apostrophes or quotation marks. There are a bunch 

of different attributes, some specific to certain tags, others which can be used on 

anything. We’ll probably run into a few once we actually start are coding examples 

but I’ll explain one of the most used attributes, class.  

<hand fingers='4' thumb='1'></hand> 

<!DOCTYPE html> 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title></title> 

  </head> 

  <body></body> 

</html> 

 

 



Let’s say you’re working at a small restaurant. You have 6 tables, all occupied at the 

moment. 2 of the tables have families, 3 tables have couples, and 1 is just a hobo 

ordering some coffee. So in HTML, and using our class attribute, this could look 

something like: 

Interestingly enough, 1 of the families 

and 2 of the couples happen to be 

tourists. Also, one of the tourist 

couples, and now that you notice, the 

hobo, appear to be aliens (as indicated 

by the green antennae poking out of 

their heads). The neat thing about 

class is that you can have multiple 

“classes” to categorize your different 

elements, so now we have: 

Awesome, you have now classified all the tables in your restaurant. That way, you 

know to give the family tables some crayons and paper for the kids, the tourists can 

get a pamphlet for attractions around the city, and the aliens can receive the 

“Welcome to Earth” figurines that the restaurant has, precisely for this occasion. 

Back in the real world, you’re wondering what the heck this has to do with coding a 

website. Perhaps some of you wittier ones might already be thinking of ways to 

apply this. On an actual site, a good example for this could be with buttons. Your 

website contains a certain palette of green, blue, and red.  

<table class='family'></table> 

<table class='family'></table> 

<table class='couple'></table> 

<table class='couple'></table> 

<table class='couple'></table> 

<table class='hobo'></table> 

 

 

<table class='family'></table> 

<table class='family tourist'></table> 

<table class='couple'></table> 

<table class='couple tourist'></table> 

<table class='couple tourist alien'></table> 

<table class='hobo alien'></table> 

 

 



Each color can be a class you apply to a button, so 

that they use one of the colors. However, some 

buttons have different sizes. Each size can be a 

class as well (small, medium, large). At this point, 

you are free to mix 6 classes of colors and size to 

make a button of your preference, be it a small blue 

button, or a large red one! This can further be 

expanded into a concept known as OOCSS (Object 

Oriented CSS), which Smashing Magazine has a great article3 about. Keep that 

saved somewhere, as it’s something you’ll want to read in the near future, seeing as 

how we haven’t even covered CSS yet. 

Semantics 

So we’ve covered the basics of writing HTML, or markup for short. You (hopefully) 

understand its hierarchical structure (elements containing other elements), its tag 

syntax (open/close) and some cool properties we can apply to it (attributes) now. 

One last thing to cover about HTML is something known as semantics. Over at 

HTML5Doctor you can read a post4 on the subject, but let’s give a simple summary. 

When we “coded” our <human>, remember how we specified our parts? We said it 

had a <brain> and a <torso> and not simply something like <bodypart> which 

although technically true, is a lot less precise.  

                                                
3
 http://coding.smashingmagazine.com/2011/12/12/an-introduction-to-object-oriented-css-oocss/  

4
 http://html5doctor.com/lets-talk-about-semantics/  

http://coding.smashingmagazine.com/2011/12/12/an-introduction-to-object-oriented-css-oocss/
http://html5doctor.com/lets-talk-about-semantics/
http://coding.smashingmagazine.com/2011/12/12/an-introduction-to-object-oriented-css-oocss/
http://html5doctor.com/lets-talk-about-semantics/


Same thing goes for the web. HTML5 has a couple of different tags such as 

<header>, <footer>, <section> and <aside>.  If you or someone else were reading 

that HTML, you can automatically tell that a <header> is supposed to be a header 

on the page, easy! In fact, the “bots” that search engines use to “read” the structure 

of your website can also understand these tags and this helps them find 

information about your page even faster and more accurately; something you want, 

because this helps your site show up more often in the search engine’s results. 

This is just something to keep in mind as you learn about all the different elements 

HTML has to offer. There’s a cool flowchart in that previous HTML5Doctor article, if 

you want to get an idea of what each of the elements is designed for, however, 

there’s no need to stress over memorizing all of them right away. Throughout this 

book we’ll try to stick to semantically writing our code, but if you happen to use a 

<section> instead of a <header> while practicing with your own project, don’t 

worry about the Semantic Police busting down your door or anything like that. This 

is something that will quickly evolve as you gain experience, and will eventually 

become second-hand nature in the future.  

With that, we’ve covered all our essentials for HTML. You should now be capable of 

constructing the “skeleton” of a website. However, as you may know, skeletons 

aren’t what most would consider the attractive part of a human. There is an 

outward appearance, and in the world of web development, this is defined by 

something called CSS. Without it, every element is just an empty, invisible box, all 

that you’ll see is content (text and images). Clearly, this is not what we want, so let’s 

see how to make our stuff look beautiful.
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