
How to Speed Up a Site 
with 500,000 
Attachments

A case study



About me

I am a WordPress and PHP specialist

I started my first projects in the late 90s.

I worked on projects with millions of page 
impressions. As technical lead I developed 
custom themes, plugins, optimized 
performance and planned coming features.

I am a frequent speaker at WordPress 
events, and founder and co-host of the 
Meetup in Dortmund.

Currently I work as Senior Web Developer at 
Coding Pioneers in Iserlohn.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/christoph-daum/ 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/christoph-daum/


Preparation for the Workshop

1. You need ddev, composer, curl, git cli and an IDE of your 

choice installed locally

2. Clone https://github.com/apermo/performance-workshop

3. Run “./setup.sh”

4. Wait a few minutes until the login mask opens up

https://github.com/apermo/performance-workshop


Get to know the Project
Bonedo.de - a portal/magazine for musicians

Started as TYPO3 site

Relaunch as WordPress in 2020

More than 30’000 posts

250’000+ Audio Attachments

300’000+ Image Attachments

I entered the project in May 2024

Frontend speed was ok, Backend speed was … terrible



Some Numbers

Heartbeat

Saving a post

Opening a post

Fully editable

Before

2.5 s

40+ s

8 s

15+ s



What we won’t talk about 

1. Frontend - Caching

2. Object Caching

3. Server Setup/Scaling



Topics 
  0.     WordPress Plugins for profiling & debugging

1. Tweaking heartbeat
2. Optimizing WordPress Database Tables
3. Custom tables and the filter posts_clauses
4. Optimizing Taxonomy Updates
5. Speed up the media library
6. Removing unused features
7. Profiling with xhprof
8. Redis for php sessions
9. Optimizing attachment_url_to_postid() 



0. WordPress Plugins for profiling & 
debugging
● Query Monitor

● Debug Bar

● Debug Bar Actions and Filters Addon

● Rewrite Rules Inspector



● The default heartbeat fires every 30s
● Main use of heartbeat is locking posts and to log you out once the 

session expired
● We changed it via ‘heartbeat_settings’ to

○ Editor to 60s
○ Backend to 180s
○ Frontend to 1h

https://gist.github.com/apermo/ 

1. Tweaking heartbeat

https://gist.github.com/apermo/


After some research and some conversations I found the 

Plugin: Index WP MySQL For Speed

Which was already validated as I found out later 

https://wordpress.org/plugins/index-wp-mysql-for-speed/ 

2.  Optimizing the WordPress Database

https://wordpress.org/plugins/index-wp-mysql-for-speed/


● Custom table creation via helper class

● Use via filters (posts_clauses) 

● Replacing meta_queries with a simple join

https://gist.github.com/apermo/ 

3.  Custom Tables + posts_clauses

https://gist.github.com/apermo/


After reading the blog by 11bytes, on their 

1 million product WooCommerce

I optimized the taxonomy update following their example.

https://woo-million.11bytes.de/ 

4. Optimizing Taxonomy Updates

https://woo-million.11bytes.de/


Every time you want to use wp_enqueue_media() in the backend, a 
rather expensive query is fired. Lasting 0.3s-0.5s on my test system. 

Adding a filter to media_library_months_with_files speeds things 
up by up to 100% of that.

5.  Speed up the media library



6. Removing unused features

● A feature which was and meant to be a

search filter

● It never really worked

● It created 1400 taxonomies on every single request

● It caused about 10% overhead on average 



Current status?

Improved, but still not fast

Dead End Ideas:

- Remove orphaned 
attachments (not enough)

- Remove ACF (too deeply 
integrated)



● Xhprof is great for profiling single requests

● Will not show an overview of request

● Will not show the request URI

● Will not show the database queries

7. Better profiling with xhprof



Vanilla Xhprof



xhprof.log



db.log



http.log



Additional information with our toolset 
slow SQL queries



Additional information with our toolset 
blocking sessions



Xhprof with our toolset

https://github.com/coding-pioneers/xhprof-toolset

https://github.com/coding-pioneers/xhprof-toolset


8. Redis for PHP Sessions

● By default session_start() is blocking

Multiple requests in short succession will slow

each other down

● session_start() is used by Ninja Firewall*

● Using Redis for sessions will prevent this

*) With Ninja Firewall 4.7, they released a new kind of session management, which might actually fix this issue. 



SELECT post_id, meta_value FROM wp_postmeta WHERE 

meta_key = '_wp_attached_file' AND meta_value = 

‘/2024/11/wordcamp_netherlands.jpg’

9. Optimizing attachment_url_to_postid()

Whooping 4s
In words: four seconds



Evaluated adding an index to wp_postmeta

Used a custom table and a custom query.

Added the query to a custom table using ‘query’

And created a ticket for a better bypass

https://core.trac.wordpress.org/ticket/61383 

Was released with 6.7 earlier this month

9. Optimizing attachment_url_to_postid()

https://core.trac.wordpress.org/ticket/61383


Updated Numbers

Heartbeat

Saving a post

Opening a post

Fully editable

AfterBefore

2.5 s

40+ s

8 s

15+ s

0.7 s

9 s

2 s

4 s



– Anthony Burill

”



Thank you for your attention

Slides at:
coding-pioneers.com/wordcamp/


