Visual Guide to Computer Systems

gRPC A Visual Guide

Understand Service Contracts Streaming Reliability and Operations from the
Ground Up

Reiner Braun

Sample Book — Chapters 1 to 2

Introduction

This book is designed for readers who are taking their first steps with gRPC, including systems engineers who
want to build the right foundation from the start.

Rather than asking you to memorize more than you need, the book focuses on the essential concepts that will
support your future study and day-to-day work. More advanced topics are included only when they are likely to
become useful to many readers, and even then they are introduced only far enough to explain their purpose,
context, and overall role.

Processes, relationships, and structures that can be difficult to picture from text alone are supported by
diagrams. By moving between explanations, visuals, and examples, you can build a clearer and more practical
understanding of the subject.

Product names, service names, logos, icons, and other identifying marks mentioned in this book are trademarks
or registered trademarks of their respective owners. This book is not an official publication, certified training
resource, or endorsed learning material of any company or organization.

How to Use This Book

Read the chapters in order on your first pass. The sequence builds the required background step by step,
beginning with the gRPC mental model and contract design before moving into reliability, security, operation,
testing, and architecture.

Before reading a chapter, review What You’ll Be Able to Do. This short statement identifies the practical
outcome to keep in view while working through the chapter.

Use the diagrams to clarify relationships, processes, structures, boundaries, and changes over time. They
support the explanations but do not replace the surrounding text.



Try the code and hands-on examples yourself whenever possible. Running a small example, changing one input,
and observing both success and failure usually builds stronger understanding than reading alone.

At the end of each chapter, use the Chapter Summary and Review Questions to confirm that you understand
and can recall the essential fundamentals before moving on.

Advanced-topic overviews do not need to be memorized at this stage. Treat them as signposts: recognize what
the topic is for, where it fits, and when you may need to study it in greater depth later.
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gRPC is a contract-first framework for communication between programs. A team defines service
operations and message types in a language-neutral contract, generates client and server interfaces from that
contract, and lets the gRPC runtime handle serialization and network transport. The result is an API that feels
convenient to call from application code while remaining explicit about types and service boundaries.

That convenience must not hide the central systems-engineering fact: every gRPC call crosses a distributed-
systems boundary. The client and server can fail independently, a response can be delayed or lost, and a caller
may not know whether the server performed an operation. Good gRPC design therefore combines a clear
contract with bounded calls, meaningful status codes, compatible schema evolution, and deliberate choices
about unary or streaming communication.

This guide builds the subject in twenty chapters. Chapters 1-10 establish the gRPC mental model, Protocol
Buffers, service design, reproducible code generation, a runnable Python example, streaming behavior, flow
control, and error contracts. Chapters 11-20 develop the operational disciplines needed for real systems:
deadlines, cancellation, security, retries, routing, health management, observability, performance, testing,
compatible change, and architecture boundaries. The concepts are language-neutral unless a section is explicitly
labeled as a Python example.



Chapter 1 — What gRPC Is and Where It Fits

What You'll Be Able to Do

After completing this chapter, you will be able to explain gRPC as a typed, contract-first RPC framework, identify
its major layers, and decide when direct gRPC communication is or is not a suitable fit.

The useful mental model

gRPC lets one program invoke a named operation provided by another program through a strongly typed
contract. The caller uses a generated client method, the server implements a generated service interface, and
both sides agree on the request and response message types before they exchange data.
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Figure 1-1: A Local-Looking Method Call That Crosses a Remote Boundary

A remote procedure call, usually shortened to RPC, is a communication model in which a client asks a remote
server to run a named operation. The word procedure is historical; in modern code the operation may appear as
a method, function, coroutine, or asynchronous call.

Consider a deployment platform that needs host information before releasing software. With a hand-built HTTP
client, the deployment service might assemble a URL, create JSON, send a request, inspect an HTTP status, and
parse a response. With gRPC, application code can call a generated method such as:

inventory_client.GetHost(GetHostRequest(host_id="host-42"))



This resembles a local method call, but the generated method is only the entry point. The gRPC runtime
serializes the request, sends it to the inventory service, receives the response, converts it into a generated
message object, and reports a final RPC status.

The contract-first stack

A typical gRPC system has five layers:

1. An Interface Definition Language (IDL) describes callable methods and message structures independently of

a specific programming language.

Protocol Buffers usually provide that IDL and the binary message format.

Code-generation tools produce language-specific message classes, clients, and server interfaces.
The gRPC runtime transports calls, commonly over HTTP/2.

Uk WD

Handwritten application code implements business behavior and decides what each operation means.
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Figure 1-2: The Contract-First gRPC Stack and Responsibility Split

Protocol Buffers, often called Protobuf, are a language-neutral way to define typed messages and serialize
them into a compact binary representation. A .proto contract can describe both the data and the service:
syntax = "proto3";
package inventory.vi;
service InventoryService {

rpc GetHost(GetHostRequest) returns (Host);
}

message GetHostRequest {



string host_id = 1;

}

message Host {
string host_id = 1;
string operating_system = 2;

The contract does not implement the inventory lookup. It declares that a method named GetHost accepts one
GetHostRequest and returns one Host. A server team writes the lookup logic; a client team calls the generated
client method.

This separation is important. The .proto file defines the boundary, generated code enforces the shape of
that boundary, and handwritten code supplies the behavior.

Why teams choose gRPC

Teams commonly select gRPC when several of these conditions apply:

. Services communicate frequently inside a controlled environment.

. Client and server code use different programming languages.

. Strong request and response types are more valuable than manually shaped JSON.
. Low overhead and compact messages matter.

. The API needs server streaming, client streaming, or bidirectional streaming.

. Teams want generated clients rather than separately maintained client libraries.

. The organization can manage contract evolution and generated-code workflows.

These are tendencies, not guarantees. A poorly designed gRPC service can still be slow, fragile, or difficult to
operate. Network distance, database work, queueing, payload size, and failure handling often matter more than
serialization format alone.



gRPC, REST/JSON, and message brokers solve different problems

The following comparison focuses on interaction style rather than claiming that one technology is universally

superior.

Perspective

gRPC

REST/JSON API

Message broker

Primary interaction

Invoke a service method

Manipulate or retrieve resources
through HTTP conventions

Publish and consume messages
asynchronously

Contract style

Usually a versioned .proto schema
with generated code

Often an OpenAPI description,
conventions, and JSON schemas

Event or command schemas plus topic
or queue conventions

Typical response timing

Caller usually waits for the RPC result
or consumes a live stream

Caller usually waits for an HTTP
response

Producer often continues without
waiting for a consumer result

Streaming

Native RPC streaming modes

Possible, but commonly added
through separate HTTP techniques

Continuous delivery is a core use case

Browser access

Usually needs gRPC-Web or a
gateway

Directly supported by browser HTTP
APIs

Usually accessed through a backend or
specialized client

Durability

A live call is not durable storage

A live request is not durable storage

Often designed to retain messages
and redeliver them

Human readability on
the wire

Binary by default

JSON is easy to inspect

Depends on the chosen message
format

A REST/JSON API can be the better boundary for a public API that must be easy to call with ordinary web tools. A
message broker can be the better choice when work must survive producer or consumer disconnection. grRPC is
especially effective when the need is direct, typed communication between known software components.

Where gRPC is a poor fit

Using gRPC everywhere creates unnecessary friction. It may be a poor fit when:

. The primary consumers are web browsers and no gateway layer is desired.

. Operators or users need to make ad hoc calls with basic HTTP tools and human-readable payloads.
. The sender must hand off work durably and continue even if no consumer is available.

. The system depends on store-and-forward delivery, replay, or consumer groups.

. A simple public HTTP interface is more important than generated clients and binary efficiency.

A live gRPC stream does not become a durable event log merely because it carries many messages. If the
connection breaks, messages not stored elsewhere may be lost. Similarly, a unary gRPC call is not automatically
faster than a well-designed HTTP/JSON call; performance depends on the complete path.

Two misconceptions to remove immediately
Misconception 1: gRPC is simply faster REST.

Both can carry request-and-response APIs, but their design centers differ. gRPC starts from named methods,
typed messages, and generated interfaces. REST usually starts from resources, standard HTTP methods, and
representations. Either can be implemented well or badly.



Misconception 2: gRPC is a message queue.

A gRPC call represents active communication between a caller and a reachable service. A message queue or log
is normally designed to retain data independently of a particular consumer connection. Streaming changes the
number of messages in one call; it does not add durable delivery semantics.

A practical selection question

When reviewing a proposed service boundary, begin with this question:

Does the consumer need a direct answer or live conversation with a known service, or does it need durable
asynchronous delivery independent of that service’s current availability?
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Figure 1-3: Choosing Between Direct RPC, HTTP/JSON, and Durable Messaging

The first need often points toward gRPC or HTTP. The second often points toward a broker. Once direct service
communication is the correct model, contract requirements, browser support, streaming needs, team skills, and
operational constraints help determine whether gRPC is appropriate.

The essential conclusion is that gRPC is a typed service-call framework, not a universal transport
replacement.

Chapter Summary

gRPC combines a language-neutral service contract, generated interfaces, and a runtime for direct calls between
software components. It is useful for typed service-to-service communication and streaming, but it is not a
universal replacement for browser-oriented HTTP APIs or durable messaging.



Review Questions
1.  Which responsibilities belong to the .proto contract, generated code, the gRPC runtime, and handwritten
application code?
What requirement would point toward a durable message broker rather than a live gRPC call?
Why is describing gRPC as merely “faster REST” incomplete?



Chapter 2 — A Remote Call Is Not a Local Function Call

What You'll Be Able to Do

After completing this chapter, you will be able to recognize the failure behavior that makes an RPC different
from a local call and identify the time-bound, cancellation, status, and idempotency decisions every practical
method needs.

Similar syntax, different reality

An RPC may look like a local function call, but it has network latency, independent failure, and uncertain
outcomes. Treating it as an ordinary in-process call is one of the fastest ways to create an unreliable distributed

system.
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Figure 2-1: Local Function Call Versus RPC Failure Boundaries

Alocal function call normally shares a process, memory space, and failure boundary with its caller. If it returns,
the caller has the result. If it raises an exception before changing state, the caller can often reason directly about
what happened.

A remote call crosses several boundaries:

. The client process can fail.
. The server process can fail.



. The network can delay, drop, duplicate, or interrupt communication.
. A proxy or load balancer can fail between them.

. The server can be alive but overloaded.

. The server can finish the operation while the response is lost.

Partial failure means that one component of a distributed system can fail while other components continue
running. The client may be healthy while the server is unavailable, or the server may be healthy while the
client’s connection has disappeared.

The telephone-order analogy

Imagine placing a meal order by telephone:

1.  You tell the restaurant your order.
2. The employee writes it down and sends it to the kitchen.
3. The telephone call drops before you hear confirmation.
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What do you know? You know that you did not receive confirmation. You do not know whether the kitchen
received the order.

An RPC has the same uncertainty. The server may have received and committed a request, but the response may
not reach the client. If the client repeats the operation without safeguards, the server may perform it twice.



This is why a timeout or connection error is not equivalent to “the server did nothing.” It only tells the client that
it did not obtain a conclusive successful result within the call’s conditions.

A call has several possible failure points

Consider a client invoking CreateTask:

1. The client constructs a valid request.
2. The runtime attempts to reach the server.
3. The server receives and deserializes the request.
4. Application code writes the task to a database.
5. The server constructs a response.
6. The response travels back to the client.
[J
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Figure 2-3: CreateTask Failure Windows Across the Request Lifecycle

A failure before step 3 probably means the server did not process the request. A failure after step 4 may mean
the task now exists even though the client saw an error. From the client’s perspective, many network failures do
not reveal the exact step reached.

Distributed systems frequently produce an unknown outcome, not merely a success or failure outcome.
Good API design gives the client a safe way to recover from that uncertainty.



Transport success and business success are separate

A completed RPC with an 0K status means the transport-level operation completed successfully according to the
service contract. It does not necessarily mean the business outcome was positive.
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Figure 2-4: RPC Outcome and Business Outcome Are Separate Dimensions

For example, a task-search operation may complete successfully and return zero matches. That is usually a valid
business result, not a transport failure. Conversely, a malformed task identifier should normally produce a non-
OK RPC status even if the server process and network worked perfectly.

A useful distinction is:

. RPC outcome: Did the call complete with an 0K or non-OK gRPC status?
. Business outcome: What does the valid response mean for the domain?

Do not force ordinary business states into transport errors. A search returning no results, a job still being in
progress, or a policy evaluation returning “not approved” may all be valid responses. Use a non-OK status when
the requested operation could not be completed under its contract.

Four decisions every real RPC needs

Before a remote method is considered production-ready, its design should answer four questions.



1. How long may the caller wait?

Remote work must be bounded. The caller needs a time limit that reflects the user or system’s tolerance. Without
one, a failed dependency can leave work waiting far longer than intended.

The detailed mechanics of time budgets are separate from the basic point here: a network call must not inherit
an assumption of infinite patience.

2. What should stop when the caller no longer needs the result?

If a user cancels a request or the client disconnects, continued server work may waste threads, database
capacity, or external API quota. The server needs a way to notice that the call is no longer active and stop work
when practical.

Cancellation cannot reverse side effects that already happened. It is a signal to stop unnecessary remaining
work, not a transaction rollback mechanism.

3. What do failures mean?

The service must distinguish invalid input, missing data, permission problems, overload, temporary
unavailability, and internal defects. Client code should react to a stable status category, not parse an English
error message.

4. Is the operation safe to repeat?

Idempotency means that repeating an operation has the same intended effect as performing it once. Reading
task task-123 is naturally idempotent: repeated reads do not create extra tasks. Creating a task may not be
idempotent unless the request includes an identifier that lets the server recognize duplicates.

Idempotency is part of the operation’s semantics. It is not guaranteed by gRPC and should not be guessed from a
method name.

Why automatic retry is not a universal answer

Suppose CreateTask reaches the database, creates the record, and then loses its response. Retrying the same
request could create a second record. A retry policy cannot decide whether this is safe without understanding
the method’s semantics and server-side deduplication behavior.
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Figure 2-5: How a Lost Response Turns a Blind Retry into a Duplicate Mutation
The beginner-safe rule is:

Do not retry a failed RPC merely because it failed. First determine whether the failure is transient and
whether repeating the operation is safe.

This does not mean all retries are bad. It means retry behavior is an API and reliability decision, not a generic
exception handler.

Synchronous and asynchronous APIs do not change the network model

A synchronous API blocks the calling control flow until the RPC produces a result or error. An asynchronous
API lets the caller continue other work while the RPC is in progress, usually through a future, callback, coroutine,
or event loop.

The programming model changes, but the distributed-systems behavior does not. Both styles still face latency,
cancellation, server failure, and uncertain outcomes.

Choose the style that fits the application’s concurrency model:

. A simple command-line tool may be clearest with blocking calls.
. A high-concurrency server may use asynchronous calls to avoid tying up one thread per wait.
. A batch program may issue several independent calls concurrently and gather their results.



Asynchrony can improve resource use, but it does not make failures disappear. It may make them easier to
overlook because errors surface later through a future or callback.

A practical review habit

When joining a project, select one existing RPC and trace these questions:

. What exact operation does the method promise?

. What is its time bound at the caller?

. Which failures are represented by which status codes?

. Can the client distinguish a permanent failure from an uncertain outcome?
. Is repeating the operation safe?

. Does server work stop when the call is cancelled?

. Is an empty or negative business result represented as data or as an error?

This review often reveals more about reliability than reading the method implementation alone.

The central lesson is that an RPC is a distributed operation wearing the syntax of a method call. Design for
the distributed operation.

Chapter Summary

An RPC crosses process and network boundaries, so the client may not know whether a timed-out operation ran
or committed a side effect. Safe designs bound waiting, propagate cancellation, define failure meaning, and
decide whether repetition is safe before enabling retries.

Review Questions
1. Why does a client timeout not prove that the server performed no work?
2. How do transport success and business success differ?
3. What must be known before a failed mutation can be retried safely?
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