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R E S T

REST stands for Representational State Transfer.

REST is a way of thinking about the architecture of distributed 
hypermedia systems. Many web applications can be categorized this 
way.

The ideas behind REST were formalized in Chapter 5 of Roy Fielding!s 
2000 PhD dissertation.

In a REST approach, servers communicate with clients using stateless 
connections: all the information about the state of the interaction 
between the two is encoded into the requests and responses between 
them. 

Clients access these resources using a well-deÞned (and severely 
constrained) set of resource identiÞers (URLs in our context).

REST is designed to support highly scalable computing while 
constraining application architectures to be decoupled by nature. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Representational State Transfer has been here for a while 
and now that the Big Guys are making their resources 
available to developers through RESTful APIs, it's time to 
start gearing up for REST.

In this introduction, I summarize material from RESTful 
Web Services by Leonard Richardson and Agile Web 
Development with Rails by Dave !omas. I thank them for 
their clear and instructive exposition of this fascinating 
(and esoteric) subject. If this brief introduction grabs your 
fancy, show your appreciation by purchasing their 
thoughtfully wri"en books.
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 T h e  A d v a n t a g e s  o f  R E S T

The formalities of a RESTful approach mean that network designers know 
when and where they can cache responses to requests. This enables load 
to be pushed out through the network, increasing performance and 
resilience while reducing latency. 

Second, the constraints imposed by REST can lead to easier-to-write (and 
maintain) applications. 

RESTful applications donÕt worry about implementing remotely accessible 
services. Instead, they provide a regular (and simple) interface to a set of 
resources. 

Your application implements a way of listing, creating, editing, and deleting 
each resource, and your clients do the rest.
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W h a t  R E S T  D o e s  F o r  Y o u

REST provides a set of verbs to work on a rich set of nouns.

In HTTP, the REST verbs are the HTTP methods GET, PUT, POST, 
and DELETE.

For example, a CMS might contain a set of articles at the URL 
/articles . To view the article with identifier 29, we would use a 
GET request: /articles/29 . Notice that there is no "action." 

To update article 29, we would use a PUT request and 
/articles/29 . The context determines the action on the server.
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T h e  S e v e n  R E S T   V e r b s

METHOD    URL                           Action

GET    /articles        index
POST   /articles        create 
GET    /articles/new    _new 
GET    /articles/1      show 
PUT    /articles/1      update 
GET    /articles/1;edit edit 
DELETE /articles/1      destroy 
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T h e  index   A c t i o n 

index
 
Return a list of the resources. 
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T h e  create   A c t i o n 

create
 
Create a new resource from the data in 
the POST request, adding it to the 
collection.
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T h e  _new  A c t i o n 

_new
 
Construct a new resource, and pass it to 
the client. This resource will not have been 
saved on the server. You can think of the 
new action as creating an empty form for 
the client to Þll in.

In PHP new is a reserved work, so we must 
create another method: _new
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T h e  show  A c t i o n 

show
 
Return the contents of the resource identified 
by the identifier ($this->request['id']  in our 
framework).
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T h e  update   A c t i o n 

update
 
Update the contents of the resource 
identified by $this->request['id']  with 
the data associated with the request. 
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T h e  edit   A c t i o n 

edit
 
Return the contents of the resource 
identified by $this->request['id']  
in a form suitable for editing. 
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T h e  destroy   A c t i o n 

destroy
 
Destroy the resource identfied by 
$this->request['id'] . 
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P U T   a n d  D E L E T E

The PUT and DELETE methods are not implemented 
in modern browsers. And some network gateways 
disregard DELETE requests. These two methods must 
be emulated in the server language, whether it be PHP, 
Ruby, Python, or Java.

Since HTML forms allow only the GET and POST 
methods, we can implement PUT and DELETE by 
adding a _method field.

<input type="hidden" name="method" value="put" /
>
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R E S T f u l  E x a m p l e s

Amazon's S3 is a prime example of a large REST web service. 
Developers can store data on Amazon's servers and 
manipulate the data using REST. (http://www.amazon.com/s3)

Most of Yahoo's web services (http://developer.yahoo.com/)

Services that expose the Atom Publishing Protocol

Most other non-SOAP web services

Static web sites

Many web applications, especially search engines
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R E S T f u l  R e a d i n g

Two excellent resources.

Agile Web Development with RailsRESTful Web Services
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