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Developing Backbone.js Applications: A Comprehensive Guide

Backbone.js, a lightweight yet powerful JavaScript library, remains a favorite for building scalable, modular, and 

maintainable single-page applications (SPAs). Whether you’re a seasoned developer looking to refine your 

workflow or a newcomer eager to grasp the fundamentals, this guide walks you through the entire journey of 

developing Backbone.js applications—from initial setup to advanced patterns, testing, and deployment.

Why Choose Backbone.js?

Backbone.js offers a clear MVC (Model–View–Controller) architecture that promotes separation of concerns. Its

core features include:

•  Models – Represent data and business logic.

•  Views – Render UI components and handle user interactions.

•  Collections – Group and manage sets of models.

•  Routers – Map URLs to application logic.

•  Events – Decouple components with a publish/subscribe system.

Backbone’s minimalistic approach gives developers the flexibility to choose complementary libraries (e.g.,

Underscore.js for utilities, Handlebars for templating) while keeping the core framework lean.

Prerequisites for Backbone.js Development

Before diving into code, ensure you have the following tools and knowledge:

1.  Node.js and npm – For package management and build tools.

2.  Git – Version control for collaborative development.

3.  Basic understanding of JavaScript ES6+ syntax.

4.  Familiarity with MVC patterns.

5.  Knowledge of RESTful API conventions.

6.  Experience with a module loader or bundler (Webpack, Rollup, or RequireJS).

Setting Up Your Development Environment

1. Project Initialization

Open a terminal and run the following commands to scaffold a new project:

mkdir my-backbone-app

cd my-backbone-app

npm init -y

This creates a package.json file where you’ll declare dependencies.

2. Installing Backbone and Dependencies



Backbone relies on Underscore.js for utility functions. Install both via npm:

npm install backbone underscore

Optionally, add jQuery for DOM manipulation and event handling:

npm install jquery

3. Configuring a Bundler

For modern development, use Webpack to bundle modules, transpile ES6, and optimize assets. Install Webpack

and related loaders:

npm install --save-dev webpack webpack-cli webpack-dev-server babel-loader @babel/core @babel/preset-env

Create a webpack.config.js with the following minimal configuration:

const path = require('path');

module.exports = {

  entry: './src/index.js',

  output: {

    path: path.resolve(__dirname, 'dist'),

    filename: 'bundle.js',

  },

  mode: 'development',

  devServer: {

    static: './dist',

    hot: true,

    port: 8080,

  },

  module: {

    rules: [

      {

        test: /\.js$/,

        exclude: /node_modules/,

        use: {

          loader: 'babel-loader',

          options: { presets: ['@babel/preset-env'] },

        },

      },

    ],

  },

};



4. Project Structure

A clean directory layout keeps code organized:

my-backbone-app/

%�%� src/

%�  %�%� app/

%�  %�  %�%� models/

%�  %�  %�%� collections/

%�  %�  %�%� views/

%�  %�  %�%� routers/

%�  %�  %�%� index.js

%�  %�%� templates/

%�  %�%� index.html

%�  %�%� index.js

%�%� dist/

%�%� package.json

%�%� webpack.config.js

Core Backbone Concepts

1. Models

Models encapsulate data and business logic. They provide validation, defaults, and event handling.

import Backbone from 'backbone';

const Task = Backbone.Model.extend({

  defaults: {

    title: '',

    completed: false,

  },

  validate(attrs) {

    if (!attrs.title) {

      return 'Title is required';

    }

  },

  toggle() {

    this.set('completed', !this.get('completed'));

  },

});



export default Task;

2. Collections

Collections manage groups of models, offering sorting, filtering, and batch operations.

import Backbone from 'backbone';

import Task from './models/task';

const TaskList = Backbone.Collection.extend({

  model: Task,

  url: '/api/tasks',

  comparator: 'title',

});

export default TaskList;

3. Views

Views render UI elements and respond to user interactions. Backbone views are tightly coupled with models or

collections.

import Backbone from 'backbone';

import Task from '../models/task';

import template from '../../templates/task.html';

const TaskView = Backbone.View.extend({

  tagName: 'li',

  template: _.template(template),

  events: {

    'click .toggle': 'toggleTask',

    'click .delete': 'deleteTask',

  },

  initialize() {

    this.listenTo(this.model, 'change', this.render);

    this.listenTo(this.model, 'destroy', this.remove);

  },

  render() {

    this.$el.html(this.template(this.model.toJSON()));

    this.$el.toggleClass('completed', this.model.get('completed'));

    return this;



  },

  toggleTask() {

    this.model.toggle();

  },

  deleteTask() {

    this.model.destroy();

  },

});

export default TaskView;

4. Routers

Routers map URL fragments to functions, enabling navigation without full page reloads.

import Backbone from 'backbone';

import TaskList from '../collections/tasklist';

import TaskView from '../views/taskview';

const AppRouter = Backbone.Router.extend({

  routes: {

    '': 'home',

    'tasks/:id': 'showTask',

  },

  initialize() {

    this.tasks = new TaskList();

    this.tasks.fetch();

  },

  home() {

    const list = new TaskView({ collection: this.tasks });

    $('#app').html(list.render().el);

  },

  showTask(id) {

    const task = this.tasks.get(id);

    if (task) {

      const view = new TaskView({ model: task });

      $('#app').html(view.render().el);

    }

  },



});

export default AppRouter;

Building a Sample Application

Let’s create a simple task manager that demonstrates the core Backbone workflow.

1. HTML Template

Place the following in src/templates/task.html:

&lt;div&gt;

  &lt;input type="checkbox" class="toggle" &lt;%= completed ? 'checked' : '' %&gt; /&gt;

  &lt;span&gt;&lt;%= title %&gt;&lt;/span&gt;

  &lt;button class="delete"&gt;Delete&lt;/button&gt;

&lt;/div&gt;

2. Main Application Entry

In src/app/index.js, bootstrap the router and start Backbone history:

import Backbone from 'backbone';

import AppRouter from '../routers/router';

const router = new AppRouter();

Backbone.history.start();

3. Frontend Entry Point

In src/index.js, import the main app module and expose jQuery:

import $ from 'jquery';

import './app';

window.$ = $;

4. HTML Boilerplate

Create src/index.html with a root element and script tag:

&lt;!DOCTYPE html&gt;

&lt;html lang="en"&gt;

&lt;head&gt;

  &lt;meta charset="UTF-8"&gt;

  &lt;meta name="viewport" content="width=device-width, initial-scale=1.0"&gt;



  &lt;title&gt;Backbone Task Manager&lt;/title&gt;

&lt;/head&gt;

&lt;body&gt;

  &lt;div id="app"&gt;&lt;/div&gt;

  &lt;script src="bundle.js"&gt;&lt;/script&gt;

&lt;/body&gt;

&lt;/html&gt;

5. Running the Application

Start the development server:

npx webpack serve

Navigate to http://localhost:8080 to see your Backbone SPA in action.

Enhancing Your Backbone Project

1. Templating Engines

While Underscore’s _.template is lightweight, you can integrate more powerful engines like Handlebars, Mustache,

or EJS for complex layouts.

2. Modularization with ES6 Modules

Backbone’s original API uses global variables, but modern projects benefit from ES6 module syntax. Import and

export modules as shown in the examples above.

3. State Management

For larger applications, consider using a dedicated state manager (e.g., Redux or MobX) alongside Backbone, or

adopt Backbone's built-in event system for simple state flows.

4. Routing with History API

Backbone’s Backbone.history supports HTML5 pushState. Enable it by passing { pushState: true } to

Backbone.history.start() and configuring your server to redirect all routes to index.html.

5. Testing Backbone Applications

Unit tests validate models, views, and routers. Use frameworks like Mocha, Chai, and Sinon for spies and mocks.

// Example test for Task model

import { expect } from 'chai';

import Task from '../src/app/models/task';

describe('Task Model', () => {

  it('should be invalid without a title', () => {

    const task = new Task();

    const error = task.validate({});

    expect(error).to.equal('Title is required');



  });

  it('should toggle completion status', () => {

    const task = new Task({ title: 'Test' });

    task.toggle();

    expect(task.get('completed')).to.be.true;

    task.toggle();

    expect(task.get('completed')).to.be.false;

  });

});
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