
Amazon DocumentDB & Amazon Neptune 
Master File

 

1 — What is Amazon DocumentDB and where 
does it fit in the AWS data ecosystem?

 

Short overview of DocumentDB, its core purpose, how it compares to MongoDB, RDS, DynamoDB, and typical 
use cases where we should choose DocumentDB.

2 — How does Amazon DocumentDB’s 
architecture and cluster model work 
internally?

 

Deep dive into clusters, instances, writer/reader roles, replica behavior, cluster endpoints, Multi-AZ design, and 
how traffic is routed inside a DocumentDB deployment.

3 — How is data stored in Amazon 
DocumentDB’s distributed storage layer?

 

Internal view of the storage volume, 6-way replication across AZs, write path, commit and durability model, 
redo/redo logs, page layout concepts, and consistency guarantees.

4 — How does Amazon DocumentDB provide 
MongoDB compatibility and what are the 
differences?

 

How the MongoDB wire protocol is implemented, supported versions and features, aggregation framework 
behavior, key limitations/incompatibilities, and how to design with them in mind.

5 — How do indexing and the query engine 
work inside Amazon DocumentDB?

 

Index types (single-field, compound, multikey, etc.), how indexes are stored, execution planning, aggregation 
pipeline internals at a high level, and how queries are optimized.

6 — How do we model performance, scaling, 
and capacity for Amazon DocumentDB?

 

Instance classes and storage performance characteristics, read scaling with replicas, write limits, connection 
handling, monitoring KPIs, and typical performance tuning patterns.

af://n0
af://n2
af://n4
af://n6
af://n8
af://n10
af://n12
af://n14


7 — How does Amazon DocumentDB behave 
operationally under failure, backup, and 
maintenance events?

 

Automatic backups and snapshots, point-in-time restore, failover mechanics, minor/major version upgrades, 
maintenance windows, and how applications experience these events.

8 — How does security work in Amazon 
DocumentDB end-to-end?

 

VPC networking, security groups, TLS, encryption at rest and in transit, authentication and authorization 
(users/roles), IAM integration, logging, and auditing patterns.

9 — What are the main migration paths into 
Amazon DocumentDB from MongoDB and 
other sources?

 

DMS-based migrations, dump/restore style migrations, schema and feature mapping, handling unsupported 
features, cutover strategies, rollback plans, and validation approaches.

10 — How do we think about DocumentDB 
cost, optimization strategies, and practical 
best practices?

 

Cost components (instances, storage, I/O, backups, cross-AZ), right-sizing, replica count decisions, backup and 
retention tuning, connection management, and general do’s/don’ts.

11 — What is Amazon Neptune and when 
should we choose it over other AWS 
databases?

 

Overview of Neptune as a managed graph database, when graphs are appropriate, comparison with 
relational/NoSQL/document engines, and typical graph-based use cases.

12 — How does Amazon Neptune’s 
architecture and storage engine work?

 

Cluster structure (primary and replicas), writer/reader separation, storage layer with 6-way replication, log-
structured design, durability, and consistency characteristics.
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13 — How does Neptune’s graph data model 
map to the underlying storage?

 

Property graph vs RDF data models, vertices/nodes, edges, labels and properties, triples, how these structures 
are persisted physically, and implications for modeling.

14 — How do Neptune’s query engines and 
languages (Gremlin, SPARQL, openCypher) 
work?

 

High-level internals of the query engine, how Gremlin, SPARQL and openCypher are processed, traversal vs 
declarative paradigms, and when to choose which language.

15 — How do we tune performance, indexing, 
and query patterns in Amazon Neptune?

 

Available indexing concepts, statistics, query-plan considerations, common performance bottlenecks, and 
concrete optimization techniques for traversals and SPARQL/openCypher queries.

16 — How does scaling, replication, and high 
availability work in Amazon Neptune?

 

Read scaling with replicas, replication lag, Multi-AZ behavior, failover mechanics, connection failover behavior, 
backup/restore, and patterns for large-scale graphs.

17 — How is security implemented in Amazon 
Neptune and how does it integrate with AWS 
services?

 

Network isolation (VPC), encryption in transit/at rest, IAM integration, authentication/authorization options, 
logging/auditing, and integration with services like KMS and CloudWatch.

18 — How does Amazon Neptune integrate 
with analytics, ML, and data pipelines?

 

Integration with Glue, EMR/Spark, Neptune ML and SageMaker, data ingestion from Kinesis/MSK/Lambda, 
exporting graph data, and patterns for analytical workloads on top of Neptune.
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19 — How do we model and optimize Neptune 
costs for real-world workloads?

 

Cost components (instances, storage, I/O, backups), right-sizing clusters, choosing replica counts, scaling 
strategies, storage/backup tuning, and cost-aware design patterns.

20 — What are the key graph design best 
practices, pitfalls, and anti-patterns in 
Neptune?

 

How to design good graph schemas, avoid over/under-connected graphs, handle supernodes and hotspots, 
common modeling mistakes, query anti-patterns, and how to avoid them in practice.

Question 1 — What is Amazon DocumentDB 
and where does it fit in the AWS data 
ecosystem?

 

Subtopics for Question 1

1 — Why DocumentDB exists and the fundamental purpose behind its creation

2 — How DocumentDB compares to MongoDB technically and strategically

3 — How DocumentDB fits inside the broader AWS database landscape (RDS, DynamoDB, QLDB, 
KeySpaces, Neptune)

4 — The types of workloads DocumentDB is designed to serve

5 — When DocumentDB is the correct choice vs when it is not

1 — Why DocumentDB exists and the fundamental 
purpose behind its creation

 

Amazon DocumentDB was built for a very specific type of customer requirement that emerged repeatedly 
inside enterprise workloads: customers were building applications on MongoDB because of its flexible JSON-
like document model, its dynamic schema capability, its ability to store nested objects inside a single record, 
and its ease of development for web/mobile services that use JSON-based data interchange by default.

However, MongoDB’s open-source evolution changed licensing models, introduced SSPL, and created 
operational friction for large enterprises that needed a fully managed, enterprise-grade, cloud-native, 
horizontally resilient document store without the overhead of managing replica sets, journaling, sharding, 
failover logic, or cluster tuning themselves. AWS customers kept asking for the same outcome: a managed 
service that behaves like MongoDB, speaks the MongoDB wire protocol, runs common MongoDB APIs, but 
internally eliminates all operational overhead, all storage management complexity, all replication tuning, and 
all version-upgrade risk.
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This tension created the foundational purpose of DocumentDB: provide a fully managed, horizontally resilient, 
6× replicated, multi-AZ document database that behaves like MongoDB from the application’s perspective 
while using a completely rewritten, cloud-optimized storage layer that is decoupled from compute. 
DocumentDB’s existence, therefore, is not to replace MongoDB; it is to provide an operationally predictable 
managed replacement for customers who want MongoDB semantics without MongoDB complexity.

DocumentDB is first and foremost an application-facing compatibility layer that accepts MongoDB drivers 
while its internal engine is fully AWS-built. This design gives enterprises a drop-in managed option that 
dramatically simplifies resilience, backup, and scaling.

2 — How DocumentDB compares to MongoDB technically 
and strategically

 

DocumentDB implements the MongoDB API and wire protocol, but it is not MongoDB internally. MongoDB 
uses its own storage engine (e.g., WiredTiger) with journaling, B-tree indexes, native replication mechanisms, 
oplogs, and sharded clusters. DocumentDB removes all of these internal mechanics and replaces them with an 
AWS-crafted multi-AZ distributed storage volume that automatically replicates every data page six times across 
three Availability Zones.

Where MongoDB performs replication via its oplog at the database layer, DocumentDB performs replication at 
the storage layer. Where MongoDB requires sharding for horizontal scaling of writes, DocumentDB hides all 
physical data distribution from the user because its storage layer is infinitely elastic and automatically grows 
up to multiple terabytes without administrative involvement. Where MongoDB upgrades require validating 
replica set state, DocumentDB upgrades are managed like an RDS upgrade, executed by AWS, with operational 
safety.

DocumentDB’s strategic position is simple: it offers MongoDB compatibility for organizations that want 
operational simplicity, durability, predictable failover, and cost-controlled scaling without maintaining 
infrastructure. MongoDB still remains superior for workloads that require the newest MongoDB features, 
specialized aggregation pipeline operators, sharded analytics workloads, or advanced MongoDB native 
indexing that DocumentDB does not support.

3 — How DocumentDB fits inside the broader AWS 
database ecosystem

 

To understand DocumentDB’s position, we need to place it among the managed engines AWS offers. 
DynamoDB is a fully serverless key-value store for millisecond-scale workloads needing unbounded scaling. 
RDS supports traditional relational workloads needing SQL semantics and ACID guarantees. Aurora offers 
distributed SQL with high performance. QLDB provides an immutable ledger. Keyspaces offers a serverless 
Cassandra-compatible wide-column service. Neptune provides a graph database for relationship-heavy 
workloads. Redshift handles analytical warehouses.

DocumentDB fills the gap between relational and key-value stores by delivering a document-oriented data 
model where JSON-like hierarchical data can be stored in the same record without normalization. It fits best 
where the application already uses MongoDB drivers, expects flexible JSON schema evolution, stores nested 
objects, and benefits from dynamic fields. DocumentDB is therefore the AWS-native document database 
placed between DynamoDB’s key-value structure and Neptune’s graph structure.
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AWS essentially positions DocumentDB as the managed MongoDB solution for customers who prefer not to 
run MongoDB clusters themselves, do not want to manage replica-set politics, and want consistent multi-AZ 
durability built into the core storage layer.

4 — The types of workloads DocumentDB is designed to 
serve

 

DocumentDB is engineered for application-centric operational workloads that need flexible document 
structures. Typical workloads include content management systems, user profile stores, product catalogs, IoT 
metadata repositories, session stores with nested attributes, mobile application backends, e-commerce data 
collections with dynamic attributes, log/event metadata stores, and analytical pipelines that handle semi-
structured JSON data before sending it downstream.

DocumentDB excels when the workload involves deep hierarchical documents, when developers rely on 
dynamic schema, or when nested properties must be queried without flattening data. Its architecture is 
optimized for read-heavy workloads because replicas scale horizontally and share a common storage volume 
where reads do not require additional replication overhead. DocumentDB’s write path is strongly consistent at 
the storage layer, but because it uses a single writer per cluster, the service is optimized for moderate write 
throughput rather than massive distributed write workloads like DynamoDB.

5 — When DocumentDB is the correct choice vs when it is 
not

 

DocumentDB is the correct choice when your application already uses MongoDB drivers and libraries and you 
want a seamless migration to a fully managed, multi-AZ resilient, auto-healing, storage-decoupled database 
with predictable operational behavior. It is ideal when JSON documents with nested structures are first-class 
citizens of the application domain, when indexing requirements are simple to moderate, and when read-
scaling through replicas is more important than extreme write throughput.

DocumentDB is not the correct choice when you require the newest MongoDB native features, when your 
workload depends on advanced aggregation pipeline features that DocumentDB does not support, when you 
need extremely high write throughput requiring distributed sharding, or when you need direct oplog access or 
change streams identical to MongoDB’s implementation. DynamoDB is better for ultra-high throughput, 
serverless, partition-based workloads; RDS/Aurora are better when strong relational constraints are essential; 
Neptune is better where graph traversal across millions of edges is the primary workload pattern.

Diagram Block for Question 1  
(Approximately 30% of content delivered as diagrams)

Below is a full multi-layer ASCII architecture diagram showing where DocumentDB sits in the AWS database 
ecosystem and how applications interact with it:

+-----------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                        AWS Data Ecosystem Overview                    |

+-----------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                       |
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Diagram Explanation

The diagram places DocumentDB at the center of AWS’s managed database services, illustrating its role as the 
managed document database, positioned between DynamoDB and relational engines like RDS. The top 
application layer shows that standard MongoDB drivers connect directly to DocumentDB through the wire-
protocol compatibility layer. This compatibility shield ensures applications behave as if they are 
communicating with MongoDB even though the underlying storage engine is entirely AWS-native. Beneath the 
compatibility layer is the query engine responsible for parsing, optimizing and routing queries to the storage 
layer. At the bottom is the multi-AZ distributed storage layer with six copies of the data across three AZs, 
demonstrating DocumentDB’s durability and fault-tolerance without customer involvement.

Question 2 — How does Amazon 
DocumentDB’s architecture and cluster 
model work internally?

 

Subtopics for Question 2

1 — The overall structural layout of a DocumentDB cluster (compute layer + storage layer)

2 — The roles of instances: writer, readers, and how they share the same distributed storage volume

3 — Internal request routing via cluster endpoints, instance endpoints, and replica behavior

|   +------------------+        +--------------------+                  |

|   |   DynamoDB       |        |   Amazon RDS       |                  |

|   | (Key-Value)      |        | (Relational SQL)   |                  |

|   +------------------+        +--------------------+                  |

|                                                                       |

|   +-------------------------------------------------------------+     |

|   |                Amazon DocumentDB (MongoDB API)              |     |

|   |  +------------------+      +-----------------------------+  |     |

|   |  | Application with | ---> |  MongoDB Wire Protocol      |  |     |

|   |  | MongoDB Drivers  |      +-----------------------------+  |     |

|   |  | (Node, Go, Java) | ---> |  Query Engine Layer         |  |     |

|   |  +------------------+      +-----------------------------+  |     |

|   |                               |                                |  |

|   |                               v                                |  |

|   |                    +---------------------------+               |  |

|   |                    |  Distributed Storage      |               |  |

|   |                    |  6x Replication, Multi-AZ |               |  |

|   |                    +---------------------------+               |  |

|   +-------------------------------------------------------------+     |

|                                                                       |

|   +------------------+        +--------------------+                  |

|   |    Neptune       |        |      Redshift       |                 |

|   | (Graph DB)       |        | (Data Warehouse)    |                 |

|   +------------------+        +--------------------+                  |

|                                                                       |

+-----------------------------------------------------------------------+
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4 — The internal lifecycle of a write operation inside a DocumentDB cluster

5 — How failover, elections, and high availability behave inside the cluster model

1 — The overall structural layout of a DocumentDB cluster 
(compute layer + storage layer)

 

Amazon DocumentDB’s internal architecture is fundamentally different from MongoDB because it separates 
compute from storage. Where MongoDB instances each maintain their own local storage and synchronize via 
oplog replication, DocumentDB replaces this design with a centralized, AWS-provided, multi-AZ distributed 
storage layer that grows automatically and is shared by all compute nodes. The compute layer contains only 
the database engine execution environment: the query processor, indexing logic, network endpoint handlers, 
and in-memory caches. The storage layer is a fault-tolerant volume composed of six copies of every data page 
distributed across three AWS Availability Zones.

This separation allows DocumentDB to eliminate traditional replica-set mechanics, as compute nodes do not 
have to store or copy data themselves. Instead, they read and write to a common back-end storage fabric. 
Because of this architecture, scaling reads becomes as simple as adding new reader instances without 
resharding or replicating data. The compute nodes are stateless in terms of data persistence, which simplifies 
operations dramatically. This design also means the cluster can grow to large sizes without managing disk 
provisioning or RAID-like behavior manually.

2 — The roles of instances: writer, readers, and how they 
share the same distributed storage volume

 

A DocumentDB cluster always has exactly one writer instance at any given time. This instance is the only node 
allowed to perform write I/O operations against the shared storage layer. Reader instances are identical in 
architecture but operate in read-only mode; they can perform queries, aggregations, and analytics operations 
while all writes flow to the writer.

Each compute instance, both writer and readers, attaches to the same storage volume through a low-latency, 
high-bandwidth network channel provided internally by AWS. This means there is no concept of data 
replication between instances; instead, all instances operate on the same copy of data (actually six replicated 
copies inside the storage layer). The readers observe consistent data after writes propagate through the 
storage layer’s commit protocol, which is typically within milliseconds.

Because the compute instances are not storing data, their failure does not cause data loss. AWS simply 
replaces the compute instance, reattaches it to the underlying replicated storage, and restores the cluster 
topology. The separation of compute and storage enables the system to maintain high reliability while 
simplifying scaling patterns.
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3 — Internal request routing via cluster endpoints, 
instance endpoints, and replica behavior

 

DocumentDB uses managed endpoints to simplify application connectivity. The cluster endpoint always 
points to the writer instance. Even when failover occurs, AWS updates this endpoint to point to the new writer 
without requiring changes in application logic. This endpoint ensures that write operations are always routed 
correctly.

DocumentDB also provides a reader endpoint which implements load balancing across all reader instances. 
Applications connecting through this endpoint distribute read traffic evenly, enabling horizontal read scaling 
without manual routing logic. Individual instance endpoints exist as well for advanced use-cases such as 
isolating specific workloads to dedicated instances.

When read replicas handle requests, they read the data directly from the shared storage layer. There is no 
replication lag in the traditional sense because storage-level replication is synchronous for durability and 
consistency. However, readers may view data slightly behind the writer due to caching and propagation 
latency, but this delay is significantly lower than traditional database-level replication.

The routing design ensures that the application always interacts through stable connection endpoints, allowing 
failover, scaling operations, and maintenance activities to occur transparently.

4 — The internal lifecycle of a write operation inside a 
DocumentDB cluster

 

A write operation begins at the writer instance, where the query engine processes the write request, validates 
the document, checks index constraints, and prepares the mutated data pages. The engine then transmits the 
data changes to the distributed storage layer where the commit protocol begins.

The storage layer replicates the updated data pages six times across three Availability Zones. The writer 
instance considers the write durable only when a majority of replicas acknowledge persistence. Because the 
storage is log-structured and journaled at the service layer, the database engine itself does not maintain its 
own journaling mechanism like MongoDB’s WiredTiger. This significantly reduces write latency and removes 
the need to manage journal storage or oplog replication.

Once the storage layer confirms durability, the writer instance updates its in-memory state and returns 
success to the client. The reader instances observe the changes once their local caches invalidate or refresh 
and the storage layer provides the updated pages during read operations.

This lifecycle design ensures strong durability while minimizing overhead seen in traditional database 
replication architectures.

5 — How failover, elections, and high availability behave 
inside the cluster model

 

In a DocumentDB cluster, failover events are handled entirely by AWS. Because there is only one writer 
instance at any time, the system does not use MongoDB-style replica-set elections. Instead, AWS monitors the 
health of the writer instance continuously. If it becomes unhealthy or unresponsive, AWS initiates a controlled 
failover process to promote one of the reader instances to the writer role.
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Promotion involves updating the metadata of the cluster to assign the writer role to the selected instance, 
updating the cluster endpoint to point to the new writer, and ensuring that all remaining instances maintain 
appropriate read-only behavior. Because the storage layer is shared and already synchronized across AZs, 
failover does not involve syncing data or replaying logs; it simply switches the writer pointer and resumes 
operations.

This architecture makes failover faster and more predictable than MongoDB replica-set elections because AWS 
does not need to reconcile oplog divergence or stateful data. Maintenance events, instance replacements, and 
patching operations benefit from this design because AWS can rotate compute instances without impacting 
the underlying data.

Diagrams for Question 2 (30% of content)  
Diagram 1 — Full DocumentDB Cluster Architecture (Compute + 
Storage)

 

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       Amazon DocumentDB Cluster Architecture                   |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|     APPLICATION LAYER (MongoDB Drivers)                                        |

|                |                                                               |

|                v                                                               |

|     +---------------------------------------------------------+                |

|     |                 Cluster Endpoints Layer                  |                |

|     |   - Cluster Endpoint (Writer)                           |                |

|     |   - Reader Endpoint (Load Balanced)                     |                |

|     +---------------------------------------------------------+                |

|                |                                                               |

|                v                                                               |

|     +---------------------+      +---------------------+                       |

|     |   Writer Instance   |      |   Reader Instance   | <----+                |

|     |  (Compute Only)     |      |   (Compute Only)    |      |                |

|     +---------------------+      +---------------------+      |                |

|                |                           |                  |                |

|                +-------------+-------------+------------------+                |

|                              |                                                 |

|                              v                                                 |

|     +---------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|     |       Distributed Storage Layer (Fully Managed, Multi-AZ, 6x Replication) |

|     |       - Log-structured pages                                              |

|     |       - Automatic growth                                                  |

|     |       - Replicated across 3 AZs                                           |

|     +---------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 2 — Write Lifecycle Deep Flow  

Diagram 3 — Failover Behavior Model  

        Client Write Request

                    |

                    v

        +-----------------------+

        |   Writer Instance     |

        |  (Validates & Plans)  |

        +-----------------------+

                    |

                    v

        +-----------------------+

        | Prepare Data Pages    |

        |   and Index Changes   |

        +-----------------------+

                    |

                    v

        +---------------------------------------------+

        | Distributed Storage Commit Protocol          |

        | - Send to 6 replicas across 3 AZs            |

        | - Wait for majority durability confirmation  |

        +---------------------------------------------+

                    |

                    v

          Writer returns success to client

                NORMAL STATE

   +-------------------------+

   |   Writer Instance       |

   +-------------------------+

             |

   +-------------------------+    +-------------------------+

   |   Reader Instance A     |    |  Reader Instance B      |

   +-------------------------+    +-------------------------+

                FAILURE EVENT (Writer Unhealthy)

                                |

                                v

                  +-------------------------+

                  |  Promote Reader A       |

                  |  to New Writer          |

                  +-------------------------+

                                |

                                v

                  Cluster Endpoint Updated
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Question 3 — How is data stored in Amazon 
DocumentDB’s distributed storage layer?

 

Subtopics for Question 3

1 — The fundamental design: log-structured, distributed, multi-AZ storage fabric

2 — How data pages, redo/undo mechanisms, and commit records are structured internally

3 — How the 6× replication model works across three Availability Zones

4 — How reads, caching, and page fetches operate between compute and storage

5 — How storage elasticity, auto-healing, and durability are achieved without user intervention

1 — The fundamental design: log-structured, distributed, 
multi-AZ storage fabric

 

At the heart of Amazon DocumentDB lies a highly specialized storage system that AWS originally developed for 
Amazon Aurora and later optimized for DocumentDB’s document-oriented workloads. Unlike MongoDB, which 
stores data as BSON documents inside local WiredTiger files on each replica set node, DocumentDB uses a 
centralized, fully managed, distributed storage layer that journals every change as an append-only record. This 
log-structured design provides extremely fast write performance because data changes do not require in-place 
modification but instead append new redo records to a shared volume.

This distributed storage volume spans three AWS Availability Zones, ensuring that every write operation is 
flushed across multiple physically isolated data centers before being acknowledged. This approach eliminates 
the overhead of maintaining replica sets in the database layer and shifts durability, replication, and failover 
responsibilities into the storage engine itself. By centralizing storage, the system enables compute nodes 
(writer and readers) to be stateless regarding persistence, allowing them to join or leave the cluster without 
requiring data resynchronization.

2 — How data pages, redo/undo mechanisms, and commit 
records are structured internally

 

The internal unit of storage in DocumentDB is a data page, typically sized at 4 KB or 8 KB depending on storage 
generation. Every document update triggers the creation of redo records, which represent incremental 
changes to these pages. Because the storage layer is log-structured, it maintains a history of changes rather 
than modifying pages in place. When the writer instance processes a write request, it generates a series of 
page updates and writes them into the storage journal, followed by commit metadata that ensures the 
operation’s order and durability.

Unlike WiredTiger’s journaling, DocumentDB’s storage journal is tightly integrated with the multi-AZ replication 
pipeline. It does not require each compute instance to maintain its own journal; instead, all redo operations 
become part of the distributed commit protocol. Internally, a page reconstruction process periodically merges 
newer redo records with older data pages to create fresh page versions and control storage growth. This 
process is transparent to the user and ensures that reads always access the most recent committed version of 
the page.
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DocumentDB does not implement traditional undo logs. Instead, consistency is enforced through ordered 
redo records and commit timestamps. Any incomplete or partially replicated updates are automatically 
discarded based on commit metadata during recovery, which makes crash recovery extremely fast because no 
per-node consistency checks are needed.

3 — How the 6× replication model works across three 
Availability Zones

 

DocumentDB employs a strict multi-AZ replication model that stores six copies of every data page: two copies 
in each of three Availability Zones. This ensures that even if an entire AZ goes down—or even if half of another 
AZ fails—data remains fully protected and available. The writer instance sends every page update to the 
storage service, which then distributes the update to six replicas.

The writer instance only acknowledges the write to the client once a majority of these replicas—typically four 
out of six—confirm durability. This guarantees strong, fault-tolerant commit semantics without making 
compute nodes responsible for state reconciliation. Because replication occurs at the storage layer, not the 
database layer, there is no replication lag in the traditional sense. Readers always access the distributed 
storage volume, which has already applied all committed changes, ensuring cluster-wide consistency.

The replication layer is also self-healing. If a replica becomes unreachable or corrupted, the system 
automatically regenerates it from surviving replicas without impacting cluster performance. This mechanism 
allows DocumentDB to maintain durability without manual provisioning, RAID configuration, or replica 
management normally required in self-hosted MongoDB deployments.

4 — How reads, caching, and page fetches operate 
between compute and storage

 

Compute nodes in DocumentDB do not store data locally; they rely entirely on the distributed storage layer. 
When a read request arrives, the node checks its in-memory buffer cache. If the required pages are cached, 
the read completes immediately. If not, the compute node fetches the pages from the storage fabric through a 
high-throughput network channel.

The storage layer supports optimized read paths that can serve pages from the nearest AZ replica, minimizing 
latency. Once fetched, pages are cached in DRAM on the compute node for subsequent reads. The caching 
layer significantly improves query performance because many applications exhibit locality of reference—
frequently reading the same documents or indexes.

Because all compute nodes share the same underlying storage, readers and writers always observe a 
consistent view of the data once writes commit. There is no scenario where different nodes hold divergent 
copies of data, which can occur in traditional replica-set systems. This ensures predictable read consistency 
and simplifies query semantics across the cluster.
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5 — How storage elasticity, auto-healing, and durability 
are achieved without user intervention

 

The DocumentDB storage layer is designed to grow automatically as workloads increase. There is no need to 
provision IOPS, disk size, RAID configuration, or volume management. As data volume increases—either due to 
new documents, larger documents, or additional index structures—the storage layer expands in small 
increments seamlessly.

Failures of underlying storage nodes are handled entirely by AWS. If one of the six replicas fails, the system 
detects the failure, marks the node unhealthy, and immediately begins reconstructing a new replica from 
surviving copies. This healing process happens without any user-visible outage. Because the storage layer is 
replicated across three AZs, multi-AZ failures are tolerated without loss of durability.

The auto-healing capability, combined with log-structured durability semantics and commit-majority 
replication rules, creates a near-continuous durability profile for operational workloads without the user 
managing storage directly.

Diagrams for Question 3 (30% of total 
content)

 

Diagram 1 — Multi-AZ Storage Layer with 6× Replication  

Explanation

This diagram illustrates how every data page is duplicated six times across three physically isolated Availability 
Zones. The writer sends updates to the storage engine, which places two copies in each AZ. Writes are 
acknowledged only when a majority of replicas confirm persistence, ensuring fault tolerance even under AZ-
level failures.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                      DocumentDB Distributed Storage Fabric                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   AZ-1                          AZ-2                        AZ-3                     |

|   +----------------+            +----------------+          +----------------+       |

|   | Replica A1     |            | Replica B1     |          | Replica C1     |       |

|   | Data Page Copy |            | Data Page Copy |          | Data Page Copy |       |

|   +----------------+            +----------------+          +----------------+       |

|   +----------------+            +----------------+          +----------------+       |

|   | Replica A2     |            | Replica B2     |          | Replica C2     |       |

|   | Data Page Copy |            | Data Page Copy |          | Data Page Copy |       |

|   +----------------+            +----------------+          +----------------+       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

                 ^                       ^                        ^

                 |                       |                        |

                 +----------- Storage Replication Protocol -------+
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Diagram 2 — Log-Structured Write Path and Commit Pipeline  

Explanation

This illustrates the core of DocumentDB’s log-structured write mechanism. Instead of updating data pages in 
place, the system appends redo logs to a distributed journal. The storage system handles replication, ordering, 
and durability, making writes efficient and consistent.

Diagram 3 — Read Path from Compute to Storage  

          Writer Instance

                 |

                 v

     +---------------------------+

     | Generate Redo Records     |

     | and Page Mutations        |

     +---------------------------+

                 |

                 v

     +---------------------------------------+

     |   Distributed Journal Append          |

     |   (Log-Structured Storage)            |

     +---------------------------------------+

                 |

                 v

     +--------------------------------------------------------+

     | 6-Way Replication Across AZs (Durability Enforcement)  |

     +--------------------------------------------------------+

                 |

                 v

        Commit Acknowledged to Client

     Reader/Writer Compute Node

                 |

                 v

     +-------------------------------+

     | In-Memory Buffer Cache Check  |

     +-------------------------------+

          |                 |

          | hit             | miss

          |                 v

          |        +----------------------------------+

          |        |  Fetch Page from Storage Layer    |

          |        |  (Nearest AZ Replica)             |

          |        +----------------------------------+

          |                 |

          v                 v

   Return Cached Page    Cache Page then Return
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Explanation

This diagram shows how compute nodes handle reads using a two-tier approach: first checking their local in-
memory buffer cache, then fetching from the distributed storage fabric when necessary. This makes read 
operations extremely fast while ensuring consistency across all nodes.

Question 4 — How does Amazon DocumentDB 
provide MongoDB compatibility and what are 
the differences?

 

Subtopics for Question 4

1 — The MongoDB wire protocol compatibility layer and how DocumentDB emulates MongoDB 
behavior

2 — How the query engine translates MongoDB API calls into DocumentDB’s internal execution model

3 — Supported MongoDB versions, feature coverage, and where compatibility is intentionally partial

4 — Differences in aggregation pipeline, indexing capabilities, and operational semantics

5 — Compatibility limits, edge cases, and how to design applications safely around them

1 — The MongoDB wire protocol compatibility layer and 
how DocumentDB emulates MongoDB behavior

 

DocumentDB achieves MongoDB compatibility by implementing a full MongoDB wire protocol emulation layer 
on the compute instances. This layer interprets all network-level commands sent by MongoDB drivers exactly 
as a MongoDB server would. The system is designed so that applications can connect using the official 
MongoDB SDKs, including Node.js, Java, Python, Go, and C#, without modifying connection logic or serialization 
code. DocumentDB receives the raw wire protocol messages, decodes them, and translates them into the 
internal query primitives that the DocumentDB engine understands.

Unlike MongoDB, which processes these operations directly inside the WiredTiger storage engine, 
DocumentDB’s wire protocol layer acts as a compatibility filter that converts MongoDB commands into 
DocumentDB-native operations. This design ensures that DocumentDB behaves like MongoDB in terms of API 
surface, while the underlying behavior is driven by AWS’s distributed storage model. The compatibility layer 
covers core CRUD operations, BSON document structures, JSON schema flexibility, and index usage, ensuring 
that most MongoDB clients can operate transparently.

2 — How the query engine translates MongoDB API calls 
into DocumentDB’s internal execution model

 

Once the wire protocol layer parses incoming operations, DocumentDB’s internal query engine reorganizes 
them into storage-friendly execution plans. The engine is architected to interpret MongoDB’s query syntax, 
operators, match stages, projection mechanisms, and update semantics, then translate them into optimized 
read and write paths that interact efficiently with the distributed storage layer.
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For example, a MongoDB update with a $set  operator is transformed into a data-page delta in the 

DocumentDB storage format rather than an in-place page mutation. A MongoDB find operation is first 
interpreted through a DocumentDB-native query planner that considers index availability, page locality, and 
distributed storage read paths. The aggregation pipeline is executed in a staged manner where supported 
operators map to DocumentDB’s pipeline engine while unsupported operators are rejected at plan time.

This translation layer is central to how DocumentDB maintains MongoDB behavior while operating on a 
fundamentally different architecture. Compute instances maintain in-memory caches for frequently accessed 
documents and indexes, helping emulate MongoDB-style performance while ensuring compatibility.

3 — Supported MongoDB versions, feature coverage, and 
where compatibility is intentionally partial

 

DocumentDB is compatible with specific MongoDB major versions such as 3.6, 4.0, and in newer releases, a 
5.0-compatible mode. The goal is not to achieve 100% feature parity but to support the majority of production-
critical behaviors used by most applications. As MongoDB introduces new features, AWS selectively 
implements compatibility for features that align with DocumentDB’s internal architecture.

DocumentDB does not support MongoDB storage-engine features such as transactions with multi-document 
ACID semantics identical to MongoDB 4.0+ or WiredTiger-specific behaviors. Instead, DocumentDB provides its 
own transaction-like semantics suitable for single-document atomicity and update operations. MongoDB 
change streams are only partially supported because DocumentDB does not maintain an oplog; instead, it 
provides change-event capabilities using a different underlying mechanism.

The versioning model is intentionally decoupled from MongoDB’s native branching, allowing AWS to roll out 
updates at a controlled pace. This ensures operational stability and compatibility while minimizing breaking 
changes.

4 — Differences in aggregation pipeline, indexing 
capabilities, and operational semantics

 

The aggregation pipeline in DocumentDB supports many core operators such as $match , $group , $project , 

$lookup , $sort , and $limit . However, because DocumentDB does not implement MongoDB’s internal 

query framework, certain advanced operators or pipeline stages that rely on native MongoDB server internals 
may not be available. Stages requiring direct interaction with WiredTiger internals, oplog metadata, or real-
time transactions often fall outside supported boundaries.

Indexing in DocumentDB supports classic MongoDB-style B-tree indexes for single-field, compound, and 
multikey arrays. However, DocumentDB does not implement all index types from modern MongoDB releases, 
such as text search indexes or wildcard indexes, unless AWS adds them through newer versions. The indexing 
semantics are tuned to work efficiently with DocumentDB’s shared storage model, which means some 
MongoDB index behaviors and constraints operate differently during heavy write loads.

Operational differences include the lack of shard keys because DocumentDB does not provide MongoDB-style 
sharding. Instead, scalability is achieved through compute scaling and storage elasticity. Similarly, durability 
guarantees differ because DocumentDB does not use journal files; instead, it uses distributed commit 
protocols. These differences do not break application behavior but create divergences from MongoDB’s native 
operational patterns.
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5 — Compatibility limits, edge cases, and how to design 
applications safely around them

 

DocumentDB’s compatibility model is robust for general CRUD workloads, user profile stores, catalogs, content 
metadata, IoT registries, and similar document-heavy systems. However, edge cases arise when applications 
rely on very advanced MongoDB features, custom BSON types, WiredTiger tuning parameters, advanced 
transaction behavior, or sharded cluster mechanics.

Applications may face limitations if they expect complete equivalence with certain MongoDB operators such as 
$text , $where , or highly specialized aggregation features. Using server-side JavaScript is not supported 

because DocumentDB avoids embedding an execution engine inside compute instances. Applications that rely 
heavily on oplog-based real-time replication or change stream semantics may need adjustments to use 
DocumentDB’s supported change event APIs.

Safe design patterns include avoiding advanced MongoDB-only features, ensuring update logic fits within 
DocumentDB’s atomicity model, validating pipeline compatibility during testing, and avoiding reliance on 
sharded or multi-document ACID semantics. Applications designed with these principles in mind will 
experience full compatibility without architectural friction.

Diagrams for Question 4 (30% of content)  
Diagram 1 — MongoDB Wire Protocol Compatibility Flow  

Explanation

+------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                 DocumentDB MongoDB Compatibility Architecture                |

+------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                              |

|   MongoDB Client Drivers (Node, Python, Java, Go, C#)                        |

|                    |                                                         |

|                    v                                                         |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|   |     MongoDB Wire Protocol Interpreter     |  <-- Emulates MongoDB server |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|                    |                                                         |

|                    v                                                         |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|   |     DocumentDB Query Translation Engine  |                               |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|                    |                                                         |

|                    v                                                         |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|   |   Distributed Storage Operations Layer    |                               |

|   +------------------------------------------+                               |

|                                                                              |

+------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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This illustrates how DocumentDB receives MongoDB requests using the wire protocol, interprets them exactly 
as a MongoDB server would, then converts them into its own internal query primitives that operate on the 
distributed storage fabric.

Diagram 2 — Aggregation Pipeline Translation Model  

Explanation

This diagram shows the transformation path from MongoDB’s aggregation pipeline syntax to DocumentDB’s 
internal execution engine, which interprets supported stages and processes them using its own storage-
optimized execution framework.

Diagram 3 — Index Behavior Comparison  

        MongoDB Aggregation Pipeline

               ($match, $group, $project,...)

                             |

                             v

        +----------------------------------------------+

        |  DocumentDB Aggregation Interpretation Layer |

        |  - Validate supported stages                  |

        |  - Translate pipeline to DocumentDB operators |

        +----------------------------------------------+

                             |

                             v

        +----------------------------------------------+

        |   Distributed Query Execution on Storage      |

        |   - Fetch pages                               |

        |   - Perform pipeline logic                    |

        +----------------------------------------------+

                         +-----------------------------+

                         |     DocumentDB Indexes      |

                         +-----------------------------+

                         |  - B-tree single-field      |

                         |  - Compound indexes         |

                         |  - Multikey array indexes   |

                         |  - Partial support matrix   |

                         +-----------------------------+

                                    ^

                                    |

                                    |

                         +-----------------------------+

                         |     MongoDB Index Layer     |

                         +-----------------------------+

                         |  - Full WiredTiger features |

                         |  - Text search indexes      |

                         |  - Wildcard indexes         |
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Explanation

This diagram shows how DocumentDB supports core MongoDB-compatible index types but intentionally omits 
certain high-complexity WiredTiger-native index features that do not map cleanly onto DocumentDB’s 
distributed storage model.

Question 5 — How do indexing and the query 
engine work inside Amazon DocumentDB?

 

Subtopics for Question 5

1 — The internal structure of DocumentDB indexes and how they differ from MongoDB indexes

2 — How the query planner works: parsing, canonicalization, indexing strategy, and plan selection

3 — How the execution engine performs scans, index lookups, projection, and filtering

4 — How multikey, array, and compound indexes operate in DocumentDB

5 — How DocumentDB optimizes aggregation pipelines and interacts with the storage layer

1 — The internal structure of DocumentDB indexes and 
how they differ from MongoDB indexes

 

DocumentDB indexes are implemented as B-tree structures stored inside the same distributed storage layer 
as data pages. Unlike MongoDB’s WiredTiger engine, which maintains indexes locally on each replica set node 
and synchronizes updates via the oplog, DocumentDB centralizes all index persistence inside the shared, 
multi-AZ storage fabric. This design means that index creation, updates, and lookups occur against a single 
authoritative storage system rather than multiple per-node fragments.

The B-tree indexes store ordered key-value entries where the key represents the indexed field and the value 
contains the location metadata mapping the indexed value to internal document page identifiers. Because the 
storage layer is log-structured, index updates are also represented as redo records, meaning that index 
changes exhibit similar write behavior to document mutations. The combination of centralized indexing and 
the distributed storage volume enables consistent index behavior across all compute instances without index 
replication lag.

DocumentDB supports the core index types expected in a MongoDB-compatible engine, such as single-field 
indexes, compound indexes, and multikey indexes. However, unlike MongoDB, DocumentDB intentionally 
limits certain advanced index types—especially those that depend on WiredTiger internals or sharded cluster 
metadata—because they do not align with the distributed storage architecture. This ensures stability and 
predictable behavior but means certain MongoDB index forms may not be available.

                         |  - Sharded index behavior   |

                         +-----------------------------+
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2 — How the query planner works: parsing, 
canonicalization, indexing strategy, and plan selection

 

When a query reaches the compute instance, the wire-protocol interpreter translates it into an internal 
representation compatible with DocumentDB’s query planner. The planner first performs canonicalization, 
which transforms the query into a normalized form where field comparisons, operators, and logical structures 
follow a predictable order. This canonical form allows the planner to reliably recognize indexable predicates 
and match them to existing index structures.

The planner consults the system catalog to determine which indexes exist, what their key order is, what fields 
they contain, and whether they are single-field, compound, or multikey. It analyzes the predicates—such as 
equality matches, range queries, existence checks, and in-array predicates—and determines the most selective 
index path. The decision-making logic prioritizes equality matches first, then range operators, then partial 
index paths where only the prefix of a compound index is usable.

If no index provides a meaningful advantage, DocumentDB falls back to a collection scan, which reads pages 
sequentially from the distributed storage layer. However, because compute nodes maintain a large in-memory 
buffer pool and because storage pages can be fetched from the nearest AZ, even full scans can perform better 
than expected under certain conditions.

Once the planner selects the best path, it constructs a physical plan consisting of index cursors, page fetch 
operations, filtering nodes, projection operations, and optional sort phases. This physical plan is then passed 
to the execution engine for actual evaluation.

3 — How the execution engine performs scans, index 
lookups, projection, and filtering

 

The execution engine receives the optimized physical plan created by the planner and begins evaluating it 
stage by stage. If the plan starts with an index cursor, the engine navigates through the B-tree structure using 
the index key boundaries determined by the query conditions. It performs index-page fetches from the 
storage fabric and reads the corresponding leaf nodes that map to document references.

Once the index yields a set of candidate document references, the engine fetches the actual data pages 
containing the BSON-like documents. These pages are placed into the compute instance’s in-memory buffer 
cache, minimizing repeated network fetches. The execution engine then applies the filter conditions from the 
query—such as field comparisons, logical operators, or nested document predicates—to determine which 
documents satisfy the query.

Projection is applied at this stage as well. The engine constructs a new in-memory representation of the result 
document containing only the fields requested by the client. If the query includes sorting and an appropriate 
index is not available, the engine performs an in-memory sort using the fetched documents; if an index exists 
that aligns with the sort direction, the engine uses index ordering to avoid extra sorting effort.

All operations occur without requiring any page-level locks or row-level locks because DocumentDB uses 
optimistic concurrency at the storage layer and ensures atomic document updates through its log-structured 
commit pipeline.
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4 — How multikey, array, and compound indexes operate 
in DocumentDB

 

Multikey and array indexing in DocumentDB follow MongoDB semantics but are implemented on top of the 
distributed storage layer. When a document contains an array field and that field is indexed, DocumentDB 
inserts one index entry per array element, creating a logical expansion of index keys. These expanded entries 
allow the engine to match queries such as $elemMatch , equality matches on array values, and range queries 

involving numeric arrays.

Compound indexes maintain ordered key sequences, meaning the left-most prefix rule applies exactly as it 
does in MongoDB. DocumentDB evaluates index usability based on this left-most prefix. For example, a 
compound index {a:1, b:1, c:1}  is usable for queries on a , on a  and b , or on a , b , and c , but not for 
queries on only b  or c .

Multikey compound indexes behave differently because each expanded array element creates multiple 
composite key entries. DocumentDB handles these expansions efficiently by storing them as separate index 
records in the B-tree leaf nodes. Because the storage layer is optimized for large distributed scans, the system 
can handle multikey expansions without significant performance degradation so long as the indexed arrays do 
not contain excessively large numbers of elements.

These indexing rules preserve MongoDB’s query semantics while leveraging DocumentDB’s managed storage 
infrastructure.

5 — How DocumentDB optimizes aggregation pipelines and 
interacts with the storage layer

 

DocumentDB’s aggregation engine processes pipelines in multiple phases, interpreting each stage and 
determining whether it can be executed using index acceleration, in-memory filtering, or distributed page-level 
operations. For $match  stages that appear early in the pipeline, the engine attempts to use available indexes 
to minimize the number of pages fetched. If the $match  stage is selective and indexable, DocumentDB treats it 

like a direct query and fetches only the required pages.

For $group  operations, the system constructs intermediate hash buckets in memory. These buckets aggregate 

values across documents fetched from storage. Because compute nodes may contain large amounts of 
memory, many grouping operations can be executed without excessive disk spill. However, DocumentDB does 
not implement all MongoDB aggregation stages. Unsupported stages are rejected early to prevent ambiguous 
or inconsistent behavior.

DocumentDB also optimizes $sort  operations by taking advantage of index orderings when possible. When 
an index matches the sort key and order, the engine streams sorted results directly from the index, eliminating 
memory-intensive sorting.

For pipeline stages such as $lookup , DocumentDB uses efficient nested-loop joins implemented inside the 

pipeline engine. While it does not support the entire matrix of lookup behaviors that modern MongoDB 
versions provide, it implements the most common patterns used in production systems.

The aggregation engine is tightly integrated with the storage layer, allowing the system to parallelize page 
fetches, overlap computation with I/O, and maintain consistent visibility across all compute nodes.
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Diagrams for Question 5 (30% of total)  
Diagram 1 — Index Structure in DocumentDB (B-Tree on Distributed 
Storage)

 

Explanation

This diagram shows how DocumentDB stores index structures inside shared distributed storage. All compute 
nodes—writer and readers—access the same B-tree pages, ensuring consistent index behavior without 
replication lag.

Diagram 2 — Query Planner and Execution Engine Workflow  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   DocumentDB Index Stored on Distributed Storage         |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                          |

|        B-Tree Structure (Shared Across All Instances)                    |

|                                                                          |

|             [Root Page]                                                  |

|                  |                                                       |

|     +------------+------------+                                          |

|     |                         |                                          |

| [Internal Node]        [Internal Node]                                   |

|     |                         |                                          |

|   ...                       ...                                          |

|     |                         |                                          |

| [Leaf Page]             [Leaf Page]                                      |

|     |                         |                                          |

|  (Key, DocRef)           (Key, DocRef)                                   |

|                                                                          |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------+

Client Query

      |

      v

+----------------------------+

|  Wire Protocol Interpreter |

+----------------------------+

      |

      v

+----------------------------+

|  Query Parser & Canonizer  |

+----------------------------+

      |

      v

+----------------------------+

|      Query Planner         |

af://n259
af://n260
af://n265


Explanation

This represents the full flow of how DocumentDB transforms incoming MongoDB operations into internal 
plans and then executes them using optimized access paths to the distributed storage layer.

Diagram 3 — Aggregation Pipeline Execution Model  

Explanation

|  (Index Selection Logic)   |

+----------------------------+

      |

      v

+----------------------------+

|      Execution Engine      |

|  - Index Cursor            |

|  - Page Fetch              |

|  - Filter / Projection     |

+----------------------------+

      |

      v

   Results

           +---------------------+

           |   $match Stage      |

           | (Uses Index If Any) |

           +---------------------+

                     |

                     v

           +---------------------+

           |  Fetch Documents    |

           |  from Storage Layer |

           +---------------------+

                     |

                     v

           +---------------------+

           |   $group Stage      |

           |  In-Memory Buckets  |

           +---------------------+

                     |

                     v

           +---------------------+

           |   $sort Stage       |

           |  Using Index or RAM |

           +---------------------+

                     |

                     v

                 Final Output
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This diagram outlines how DocumentDB executes a typical pipeline: using indexes early for filtering, 
performing in-memory grouping, and leveraging index ordering for efficient sorting.

Question 6 — How do we model performance, 
scaling, and capacity for Amazon 
DocumentDB?

 

Subtopics for Question 6

1 — How compute instances drive performance and how instance classes determine throughput

2 — How read scaling works with multiple readers and how the shared storage layer enables near-zero-
lag reads

3 — How write performance behaves, including commit latency, IOPS patterns, and scaling limitations

4 — How storage performance is modeled: I/O behavior, page fetch frequency, buffer cache hit rate, 
and network paths

5 — How to design real-world capacity plans: instance sizing, replica count, workload patterns, and 
performance KPIs

1 — How compute instances drive performance and how 
instance classes determine throughput

 

Amazon DocumentDB performance begins at the compute layer. Because the storage layer is fully separated, 
instance size does not affect how much data DocumentDB can store. Instead, instance class determines CPU 
throughput, available memory for caching, available network bandwidth to the storage system, and the ability 
to support concurrent sessions. Larger memory footprints lead to larger in-memory buffer pools, which reduce 
read latency by minimizing storage fetches.

The CPU resources in the instance class define how quickly the query engine can parse, plan, and execute 
queries, especially complex aggregation pipelines or multi-stage filtering operations. DocumentDB’s 
performance model therefore aligns closely with compute power rather than disk speed. When workloads 
involve heavy document transformation, sorting, grouping, or large-scale scanning, more powerful instance 
classes reduce CPU contention and improve query execution times.

Network bandwidth between the instance and the storage layer is another critical factor. Larger instance 
classes provide higher network throughput, enabling faster page reads and write flushes. Because the storage 
layer is shared across all instances, compute nodes rely heavily on fast network connections to maintain I/O 
performance. Thus, instance size acts as the primary throttle for both read and write performance.
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2 — How read scaling works with multiple readers and 
how the shared storage layer enables near-zero-lag reads

 

DocumentDB achieves horizontal read scaling by allowing multiple reader instances in a cluster. These reader 
instances share the underlying storage layer with the writer, meaning they have access to the latest committed 
data without waiting for replication processes. Because storage replication occurs beneath the compute layer, 
all instances effectively observe the same data state once writes are committed at the storage layer.

This architecture eliminates the traditional replication lag that plagues MongoDB replica sets. In MongoDB, 
each replica maintains its own disk copy and synchronizes updates via the oplog, leading to lag under heavy 
write loads. DocumentDB readers simply fetch updated pages from the shared storage volume, relying on the 
distributed commit protocol to ensure durability.

Scaling reads is therefore as simple as adding more instances through the console or API. The reader endpoint 
automatically load balances traffic across available readers. Meanwhile, the writer instance handles only write 
operations, and the additional readers do not increase storage replication load because they do not require 
manual data synchronization. Instead, the storage engine serves pages to each reader independently, ensuring 
consistent and up-to-date reads under all conditions.

3 — How write performance behaves, including commit 
latency, IOPS patterns, and scaling limitations

 

Write performance in DocumentDB is shaped by the distributed log-structured storage layer. The writer 
instance receives the write operation, computes index deltas, generates redo records, and publishes them into 
the distributed journal. The commit acknowledgment is only returned once a majority of the six replicas 
confirm the write, guaranteeing strong durability.

This commit protocol provides a resilient write path but introduces latency characteristics tied to network 
propagation across Availability Zones. The actual write throughput depends on how quickly the writer instance 
can generate redo records, how efficiently the storage fabric can replicate data, and how much I/O 
concurrency the system can maintain. Large instance classes can process more write operations due to higher 
CPU and networking capacity.

DocumentDB does not support sharded multi-writer architectures. Writes always flow through a single writer 
instance. This single-writer topology makes performance predictable but caps maximum write throughput. For 
extremely write-heavy systems requiring multi-terabyte per-second ingestion, DynamoDB or sharded 
MongoDB clusters are more suitable.

However, for typical application workloads such as user metadata, catalogs, content services, and transactional 
JSON updates, DocumentDB’s single-writer model provides stable, durable, and highly predictable write 
throughput. Write amplification, caused by index size or multikey expansions, can increase internal redo 
volume, creating higher storage traffic.
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4 — How storage performance is modeled: I/O behavior, 
page fetch frequency, buffer cache hit rate, and network 
paths

 

DocumentDB's storage performance is a function of network I/O and the efficiency of page fetches from the 
distributed storage fabric. When the compute instance needs to read a page not present in its buffer cache, it 
issues a request to storage. The storage layer returns the freshest version of the page from one of the replicas, 
usually from the same AZ to minimize latency.

The buffer cache plays a crucial role in performance. A high buffer cache hit rate dramatically reduces read 
latency because most operations do not need to fetch data from storage. Larger instances with more memory 
maintain higher hit rates, leading to faster queries.

The storage fabric is designed to sustain extremely high read throughput. Because all instances read from the 
same storage volume and because the storage replication occurs at the service layer, read operations do not 
introduce replication overhead. The storage engine also performs page-version merging to maintain efficient 
page structures while discarding obsolete redo records periodically.

This model allows DocumentDB to deliver near-predictable performance even under heavy scanning 
workloads, provided that instance sizes are tuned appropriately. Most performance bottlenecks arise when 
buffer caches are too small, when queries cause excessive page fetches, or when aggregation pipelines 
produce large intermediate results.

5 — How to design real-world capacity plans: instance 
sizing, replica count, workload patterns, and performance 
KPIs

 

Real-world capacity planning in DocumentDB requires balancing three dimensions: compute power, number 
of reader instances, and workload shape. For read-heavy applications such as content platforms, catalogs, or 
analytics dashboards, multiple reader instances ensure low-latency access and high concurrency. For write-
heavy applications, larger writer instance classes improve commit performance by increasing CPU throughput 
and network bandwidth.

Workload modeling must consider document size, update frequency, presence of multikey indexes, and 
aggregation workload complexity. Large documents increase page churn, causing frequent storage writes and 
redo generation. High concurrency workloads require larger instances to handle increased session counts.

The key performance indicators for capacity planning include buffer cache hit rate, read IOPS from the storage 
layer, write IOPS from the writer instance, network throughput to storage, and latency metrics such as p95 
write commit time and p95 page fetch latency. These KPIs determine whether the instance size matches 
workload demand.

Because DocumentDB storage automatically scales, capacity decisions revolve around compute selection and 
replica count, not disk provisioning. Proper model planning ensures predictable performance and efficient cost 
balancing.
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Diagrams for Question 6 (30% of total)  
Diagram 1 — Compute-Driven Performance Model  

Explanation

This diagram shows that DocumentDB performance is compute-bound, not disk-bound, because all data 
resides in the distributed storage layer. Instance class directly determines throughput, memory for caching, 
and network performance.

Diagram 2 — Read Scaling with Multiple Readers Sharing Storage  

+---------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                DocumentDB Performance Depends on Compute                  |

+---------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                           |

|       +----------------------+         +----------------------+            |

|       |  Small Instance      |         |    Large Instance    |            |

|       |  Low CPU, Memory     |         |  High CPU, Memory    |            |

|       |  Lower Throughput    |         |  High Throughput     |            |

|       +----------------------+         +----------------------+            |

|                 |                                 |                       |

|                 v                                 v                       |

|       Lower Buffer Cache                 Larger Buffer Cache               |

|       Higher Page Fetches                Fewer Page Fetches                |

|       Lower Network BW                   Higher Network BW                 |

|                                                                           |

+---------------------------------------------------------------------------+

                   +----------------------+

                   |      Writer          |

                   +----------------------+

                             |

                             |

        ------------------------------------------------

        |                      |                      |

        v                      v                      v

+----------------+    +----------------+    +----------------+

|   Reader A     |    |   Reader B     |    |   Reader C     |

+----------------+    +----------------+    +----------------+

        |                      |                      |

        ------------------------------------------------

                             |

                             v

         +------------------------------------------------+

         |   Distributed Storage Layer (6x Replicated)    |

         +------------------------------------------------+
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Explanation

All readers and the writer share the same replicated storage volume. This eliminates replication lag and makes 
read scaling linear and predictable.

Diagram 3 — Write Commit Path Performance Model  

Explanation

Write latency depends on distributed commit acknowledgment across Availability Zones. The single-writer 
model provides strong durability but caps ultimate write throughput.

Question 7 — How does Amazon DocumentDB 
behave operationally under failure, backup, 
and maintenance events?

 

Subtopics for Question 7

1 — The continuous monitoring model and how DocumentDB detects failures at instance and storage 
levels

2 — How failover actually works in practice: writer failure, reader promotion, and client experience

3 — How automatic backups, snapshots, and point-in-time restore (PITR) work internally

4 — How maintenance events, minor and major version upgrades, and patching are orchestrated

5 — How scaling operations (add/remove instances, resize instances) interact with ongoing workloads

6 — Operational visibility: metrics, logs, events, and what we should watch during incidents

Client Write

      |

      v

+----------------------+

| Writer Instance      |

| Generate Redo Logs   |

+----------------------+

      |

      v

+------------------------------------+

|  Storage Commit Protocol           |

|  Replicate to 6 Copies             |

|  Wait for Majority Acknowledgment  |

+------------------------------------+

      |

      v

Write Confirmed to Client
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1 — The continuous monitoring model and how 
DocumentDB detects failures at instance and storage 
levels

 

Operationally, DocumentDB is built as a managed service, which means AWS continuously monitors the health 
of every component in the cluster: compute instances, the distributed storage layer, the control plane, and the 
network paths between them. At the compute layer, each instance (writer or reader) is checked with 
heartbeats, internal health diagnostics, and status checks similar to EC2’s but specialized for database 
workloads. These checks verify that the instance is responsive, accepting connections, executing queries in a 
timely fashion, and not stuck in unrecoverable error states.

At the storage layer, the distributed volume and each of its six physical replicas are also monitored. The system 
tracks whether replicas are in sync, whether they are responding within acceptable latency thresholds, and 
whether data integrity checks pass. Any deviation triggers self-healing processes that replace unhealthy 
storage nodes, replicate data from healthy peers, and restore redundancy without human involvement. This 
dual-layer monitoring—compute and storage—ensures that the cluster can respond to failures in seconds, 
either by restarting processes, replacing components, or promoting alternate resources.

From the operator’s point of view, this monitoring model abstracts away the traditional administrative burden 
of checking replication lag, manual failover triggers, or storage rebuild operations. Instead, AWS acts as the 
orchestrator that keeps the cluster in a healthy topology, automatically handling most tasks that would 
otherwise require an experienced DBA.

2 — How failover actually works in practice: writer failure, 
reader promotion, and client experience

 

In a typical production cluster, the DocumentDB writer instance is the critical component for write availability. 
If this instance fails due to hardware fault, software crash, AZ impairment, or network isolation, AWS initiates 
an automatic failover. The control plane selects one of the reader instances as the promotion target based on 
health, size, and readiness. Because all instances share the same distributed storage layer, the new writer does 
not need to synchronize data; it can immediately attach to the existing storage volume and assume the writer 
role.

During failover, the cluster endpoint is updated to reflect the new writer. Clients connected via the cluster 
endpoint experience transient connection failures or errors for a short period while the endpoint mapping 
changes and TCP connections are re-established. Well-written applications use retry logic, connection pooling 
with reconnect behavior, and idempotent operations where possible to gracefully survive this window. Once 
the promotion completes, writes resume transparently on the new writer. The old writer, if it recovers, can 
later rejoin as a reader or be replaced by AWS.

Because reader instances are purely compute nodes with no independent storage, their failure is even simpler. 
If a reader fails, it is removed from the reader endpoint target list, and AWS can replace it with a new instance 
attached to the same storage. The application might see a slight reduction in aggregate read capacity but does 
not suffer data loss or long reconvergence times.
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3 — How automatic backups, snapshots, and point-in-time 
restore (PITR) work internally

 

Backups in DocumentDB leverage the distributed storage layer’s log-structured design. Instead of performing 
heavy, disruptive, full-data copies at scheduled times, DocumentDB uses incremental snapshots and 
continuous log retention to enable point-in-time restore. Internally, the storage engine can reconstruct the 
cluster’s data at any point within the configured retention window by replaying redo records and combining 
them with base page versions. This means backups are effectively continuous and nearly cost-free from a 
performance perspective because they reuse the same data and log streams already maintained for durability.

Automated backups occur within a daily backup window, but from the cluster’s perspective, they are largely 
transparent. The system creates a consistent snapshot of the underlying storage state without stopping the 
cluster or blocking writes. On top of automated backups, users can request manual snapshots, which mark 
specific storage states for long-term retention beyond the normal backup window. These snapshots serve as 
restore targets separate from continuous PITR.

Point-in-time restore works by provisioning a new DocumentDB cluster whose storage state is reconstructed 
as of a chosen timestamp within the retention window. The system identifies the relevant snapshot baseline 
and applies all redo records up to the requested time, producing a fully consistent, crash-recovered view of the 
data as it stood at that moment. This new cluster is independent of the original one, enabling safe recovery 
testing, point-in-time debugging, or restoration after accidental deletes.

4 — How maintenance events, minor and major version 
upgrades, and patching are orchestrated

 

Because DocumentDB is a managed service, AWS controls patching of the engine binaries, security updates, 
performance improvements, and version upgrades. Maintenance operations are typically performed within a 
configurable maintenance window that the customer selects. During this window, AWS may apply minor 
version patches, OS security updates, or infrastructure improvements. The goal is to minimize disruption while 
ensuring the cluster remains secure and up to date.

For minor version upgrades or patches, AWS may perform a rolling restart of instances, one at a time, to 
maintain availability. Readers can be patched and recycled while the writer continues to process traffic. For 
updates that require restarting the writer, AWS coordinates a controlled failover-like operation where another 
instance is promoted, or the same instance is restarted within the window. Well-designed applications 
experience only brief connection interruptions.

Major version upgrades or compatibility-mode shifts (for example, moving from a 3.6-compatible cluster to a 
4.0-compatible one) may require more involved operations, often creating a new cluster with the newer 
engine, migrating data using snapshots or other methods, and then performing an application cutover. AWS 
documentation typically guides this process; the key point is that DocumentDB seeks to maintain backward 
compatibility for minor upgrades while isolating major changes into deliberate, controlled transitions rather 
than surprise behavior shifts.
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5 — How scaling operations (add/remove instances, resize 
instances) interact with ongoing workloads

 

Operationally, scaling a DocumentDB cluster is designed to be online and minimally disruptive. Adding a new 
reader involves provisioning a new compute instance, attaching it to the existing distributed storage, and 
registering it with the reader endpoint. Because no data copy is required, this process is much faster than 
adding a replica in a traditional database system. Once the instance is healthy, the reader endpoint begins 
routing traffic to it, immediately increasing read capacity.

Resizing an instance class (for example, moving from a smaller instance to a larger one) typically involves a 
short restart of that instance. For readers, AWS can perform this operation one at a time, allowing the rest of 
the cluster to continue serving traffic. For the writer, changing the instance class requires a brief outage where 
the writer is stopped, replaced with a new instance of the desired size, and reattached to the storage volume. 
Again, application-side retry logic and connection resiliency are critical to hide this disruption.

Removing readers is straightforward: AWS drains connections, detaches the instance from the reader 
endpoint, and terminates the compute node. Storage remains intact since it is shared and independent. This 
makes horizontal scale-up and scale-down of read capacity relatively low risk, encouraging architects to treat 
read replicas as elastic resources that can be adjusted based on load patterns.

6 — Operational visibility: metrics, logs, events, and what 
we should watch during incidents

 

To manage a DocumentDB cluster effectively, we rely on monitoring and logging to understand its behavior 
under normal and degraded conditions. CloudWatch metrics expose critical KPIs such as CPU utilization, 
memory usage, buffer cache performance proxies, read and write IOPS to the storage layer, network 
throughput, and instance connections. Spikes in CPU or sustained high IOPS can indicate inefficient queries, 
missing indexes, or undersized instances.

Logs capture slow queries, engine errors, connection failures, and other operational anomalies. Slow query 
logs are especially important because they reveal patterns that might be causing user-visible latency. Events—
such as failovers, maintenance operations, backup completions, or instance replacements—are surfaced via 
AWS event streams and can be integrated into alerting systems.

During incidents, engineers watch for rising error rates, spikes in retry counts, unusual failover events, and 
persistent high latency. Because the storage layer self-heals, most incidents relate either to compute resource 
exhaustion or application-level patterns like unbounded aggregations. The combination of metrics, logs, and 
events gives operators a complete picture of how the cluster behaves during failures, maintenance, or scaling 
actions and guides remediation steps like reindexing, query optimization, or instance right-sizing.
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Diagrams for Question 7 (approximately 30% 
of content)

 

Diagram 1 — Failover Behavior and Writer Promotion  

Explanation

+---------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                  DocumentDB Failover Sequence                       |

+---------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                     |

|   Normal State                                                      |

|                                                                     |

|         +-------------------+                                       |

|         |   Writer Node     |  <--- Cluster Endpoint (Writes)       |

|         +-------------------+                                       |

|               |        |                                            |

|               |        |                                            |

|      +--------+        +--------+                                   |

|      v                         v                                   |

|  +---------+              +---------+                               |

|  | ReaderA |              | ReaderB |  <--- Reader Endpoint         |

|  +---------+              +---------+                               |

|                                                                     |

|   Writer Failure Detected                                           |

|   - Health checks fail                                              |

|   - Control plane triggers failover                                 |

|                                                                     |

|   Failover State                                                    |

|   - Select healthy reader (e.g., ReaderA)                           |

|   - Promote ReaderA to Writer                                      |

|   - Update cluster endpoint                                         |

|                                                                     |

|   New Steady State                                                  |

|                                                                     |

|         +-------------------+                                       |

|         |   Writer Node     |  (ex-ReaderA)                          |

|         +-------------------+                                       |

|                |                                                   |

|                |                                                   |

|         +------+                                                   |

|         v                                                          |

|     +---------+         (ex-Writer or new node may rejoin later)   |

|     | ReaderB |                                                   |

|     +---------+                                                   |

|                                                                     |

+---------------------------------------------------------------------+
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This diagram shows the lifecycle of a writer failure. The control plane detects the unhealthy writer, promotes a 
reader without needing data sync because the storage is shared, updates the cluster endpoint, and resumes 
writes on the new writer. Readers simply continue operating against the same storage fabric.

Diagram 2 — Backups and Point-in-Time Restore Flow  

Explanation

This diagram illustrates how DocumentDB uses continuous logs and snapshots to create a new cluster at any 
point in time within the retention window. PITR is logically a “new cluster with reconstructed storage,” not a 
rollback of the existing cluster.

Diagram 3 — Scaling Operations and Maintenance Behavior  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Backups and Point-in-Time Restore                         |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|   Live DocumentDB Cluster                                                      |

|   - Writer + Readers                                                           |

|   - Continuous Redo Logs in Storage                                           |

|                                                                                |

|             |                         |                                        |

|             |                         |                                        |

|      Daily Backup Window         Manual Snapshot                              |

|             |                         |                                        |

|             v                         v                                        |

|   +-------------------+        +-------------------+                           |

|   |  Auto Snapshot    |        |  User Snapshot    |                           |

|   +-------------------+        +-------------------+                           |

|                                                                                |

|   Point-in-Time Restore Request (Timestamp T)                                  |

|             |                                                                  |

|             v                                                                  |

|   +-----------------------------------------------------------+                |

|   |   New Cluster Creation                                    |                |

|   |   - Choose base snapshot                                  |                |

|   |   - Apply redo logs up to T                               |                |

|   |   - Bring up writer and readers on reconstructed storage  |                |

|   +-----------------------------------------------------------+                |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|       Scaling and Maintenance Interaction with Ongoing Workloads               |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|   Current Cluster                                                              |

af://n372
af://n377


Explanation

This diagram shows how scaling reads by adding readers and resizing the writer instance both operate against 
the same persistent storage volume. Maintenance or scaling actions affect only compute, not data, enabling 
quick changes with minimal disruption.

Question 8 — How does security work in 
Amazon DocumentDB end-to-end?

 

Subtopics for Question 8

1 — Network-level isolation using VPC, subnets, routing boundaries, and security groups

2 — Encryption layers: in-transit TLS, at-rest KMS encryption, key hierarchy, and storage-layer security

3 — Authentication and user/role model: how DocumentDB implements MongoDB auth in a managed 
service

4 — Authorization and access control: roles, privileges, and operational permissions

5 — Logging, auditing, compliance visibility, and how DocumentDB integrates with AWS monitoring 
stack

6 — How security is maintained during failovers, backups, snapshots, and operations

|                                                                                |

|   +------------------+                                                        |

|   |   Writer (m5.x)  |                                                        |

|   +------------------+                                                        |

|           |                                                                   |

|           v                                                                   |

|   +------------------+    +------------------+                                 |

|   |  Reader1 (m5.x)  |    |  Reader2 (m5.x)  |                                 |

|   +------------------+    +------------------+                                 |

|                                                                                |

|   Scaling Reads: Add Reader3                                                  |

|   - Provision new instance                                                    |

|   - Attach to storage                                                         |

|   - Add to reader endpoint                                                    |

|                                                                                |

|   Resizing Writer to r6g.xlarge                                               |

|   - Schedule in maintenance window                                            |

|   - Stop old writer instance                                                  |

|   - Start new instance r6g.xlarge                                             |

|   - Reattach to same storage                                                  |

|   - Update cluster endpoint                                                   |

|                                                                                |

|   Readers and writer continue to see same underlying storage volume           |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1 — Network-level isolation using VPC, subnets, routing 
boundaries, and security groups

 

Amazon DocumentDB inherits the same VPC-native networking architecture used by all Aurora-style services. 
Every DocumentDB cluster resides entirely inside a customer-managed VPC. There are no public endpoints 
and no uncontrolled inbound network pathways unless the customer explicitly opens them through VPC 
routing. At the foundation, DocumentDB cluster instances live inside private subnets, and each instance 
receives an ENI (Elastic Network Interface) managed by AWS but attached to your VPC network. This ENI 
participates in standard VPC routing, meaning all traffic to and from DocumentDB flows through your internal 
network boundaries.

Security groups govern inbound and outbound connectivity. Because DocumentDB behaves like a MongoDB-
compatible engine on port 27017, security groups allow you to control exactly which EC2 instances, Lambda 
functions, containers, or internal IP ranges can connect. Unlike self-managed MongoDB clusters requiring 
complex firewall rules, DocumentDB enforces these network controls natively at the VPC edge. Applications 
running in the same VPC or connected through VPC Peering, Transit Gateway, or PrivateLink can access the 
cluster depending on routing rules.

Network isolation also applies at the storage layer. The distributed storage system is not directly accessible; 
compute nodes communicate with the storage fabric through an internal AWS network interface, insulating the 
storage infrastructure from customer traffic entirely. This partitioning reduces the attack surface and ensures 
that even if an application misconfiguration exposes a compute endpoint, the storage layer remains 
unreachable to unauthorized actors.

2 — Encryption layers: in-transit TLS, at-rest KMS 
encryption, key hierarchy, and storage-layer security

 

DocumentDB enforces encryption in-transit using mandatory TLS. All MongoDB wire-protocol sessions must 
negotiate TLS certificates before exchanging data. The service provides Amazon-managed TLS certificates, 
ensuring clients verify server identity and preventing plaintext traffic from being transmitted across VPC 
networks. This applies to connections from application to writer, application to readers, and internal control-
plane operations.

At-rest encryption is handled through AWS KMS. When a DocumentDB cluster is created with encryption 
enabled (which is highly recommended and enabled by default in many regions), all data pages, redo logs, 
index pages, snapshots, and backups are encrypted using a data key derived from a KMS CMK (Customer 
Master Key). The encryption model uses envelope encryption: a unique data encryption key (DEK) is generated 
and stored encrypted with your CMK. Every time DocumentDB writes pages to the distributed storage layer, 
the DEK encrypts those pages. The storage layer itself never sees plaintext DEKs; it uses DEK material only 
after the compute node decrypts it using KMS authorization.

Snapshots and PITR reconstructions use the same encryption keys by default, maintaining cryptographic 
continuity. Even metadata is encrypted, ensuring that cluster configuration, logs, and backup catalogs cannot 
be inspected without possessing the appropriate KMS permissions. Rotation of CMKs automatically 
propagates to new DEKs; older DEKs remain valid for decrypting already encrypted pages, preserving data 
integrity while satisfying encryption-compliance requirements.
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3 — Authentication and user/role model: how 
DocumentDB implements MongoDB auth in a managed 
service

 

DocumentDB implements MongoDB authentication semantics rather than IAM-based login. This design 
preserves compatibility with MongoDB drivers, which expect database-level usernames and password 
authentication. When you create a cluster, you provision a master user with a username and password. This 
user can create additional users through MongoDB-style commands such as db.createUser() .

Authentication works using SCRAM mechanisms inherited from MongoDB’s compatibility model. Credential 
verification occurs entirely inside the compute instance’s authentication subsystem; no authentication is 
delegated to external identity sources like IAM Identity Center or LDAP. This ensures seamless compatibility 
with all MongoDB drivers, which expect SCRAM-style challenge–response handshakes.

Although the system uses MongoDB-style authentication, AWS manages the underlying cluster control plane 
independently. The master user is privileged only within MongoDB context; it does not grant infrastructure-
level privileges. Authentication events and login actions can be logged and monitored through CloudWatch 
logs if audit logging is enabled, allowing operators to observe unauthorized login attempts or operational 
misconfigurations.

4 — Authorization and access control: roles, privileges, and 
operational permissions

 

DocumentDB inherits MongoDB’s role-based access control (RBAC) model. After authentication, user privileges 
are governed by roles such as read, readWrite, dbAdmin, clusterAdmin, and userAdmin. These roles control 
which collections a user can read, update, delete, or manage. Because DocumentDB does not implement every 
MongoDB administrative behavior, some MongoDB-native roles are partially supported or mapped to 
DocumentDB equivalents.

Authorization logic lives entirely inside the compute layer. The distributed storage layer does not accept direct 
operations, meaning even users with “admin” rights cannot bypass the engine to access low-level storage. This 
model ensures a strict separation of duties: application-level permissions determine what users can do with 
data, while AWS-level permissions determine what administrators can do with the infrastructure.

IAM is used for cluster-level and operational permissions. For example, IAM controls whether a user can create 
clusters, delete snapshots, or modify instance classes. MongoDB users cannot perform these actions from the 
database. Thus, two parallel security domains exist: database-level RBAC for data access and IAM for 
infrastructure operations. This dual model allows organizations to design strong least-privilege architectures.

5 — Logging, auditing, compliance visibility, and how 
DocumentDB integrates with AWS monitoring stack

 

DocumentDB integrates with CloudWatch Logs, CloudWatch Metrics, and EventBridge to expose operational 
and security information. When audit logging is enabled, the system records authentication attempts, 
authorization failures, admin commands, and potentially dangerous operations such as dropping collections. 
These logs help meet compliance frameworks like PCI-DSS, SOC2, and HIPAA by providing traceability for data 
access.
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Operational logs include query logs, slow query logs, engine errors, and connectivity information. These logs 
are essential during investigations of security anomalies because they reveal whether unauthorized queries or 
brute-force attempts occurred. CloudWatch metrics provide visibility into connection counts, dropped 
connections, TLS negotiation failures, and network bandwidth, all of which form behavioral signatures of 
unusual activity.

Snapshots, backups, and PITR activity are logged through AWS events, ensuring operators can track cluster 
lifecycle changes. Combined with IAM CloudTrail logs, administrators can cross-reference who modified the 
cluster, who triggered backups, and whether any unauthorized operations were attempted at the 
infrastructure level.

6 — How security is maintained during failovers, backups, 
snapshots, and operations

 

Security continuity during operational events is a critical design principle of DocumentDB. Because compute 
nodes are stateless regarding data, failover does not affect encryption keys, user roles, or data visibility. The 
new writer instance inherits the same encryption context because the storage volume remains encrypted 
under the same KMS CMK. TLS requirements persist, meaning clients cannot fall back to insecure channels 
during failover.

Backups and snapshots preserve encryption boundaries. A snapshot created from an encrypted cluster is 
always encrypted; it cannot be accidentally restored unencrypted. Restoring a new cluster from an encrypted 
snapshot requires access to the original CMK or a re-encryption process governed by IAM.

During maintenance events, such as patching or instance restarts, AWS preserves the cluster’s networking and 
authentication configuration. Instance replacements inherit the same security groups and VPC placement as 
the originals. IAM control plane security remains continuous as all operations are logged through CloudTrail.

Thus, every operational action—whether failover, backup, restore, scaling, or patching—maintains all security 
controls as immutable properties of the cluster lifecycle.

Diagrams for Question 8 (approximately 30% 
of content)

 

Diagram 1 — Network Isolation and Security Group Boundaries  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                    DocumentDB VPC-Level Security Architecture                  |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|      Application Layer (EC2, ECS, Lambda, EKS, On-Prem via VPN)               |

|                      |                                                         |

|                      v                                                         |

|        +----------------------------------------------+                        |

|        |         Security Group Rules (Port 27017)     |                        |

|        |  Allow only trusted sources; deny everything  |                        |

|        +----------------------------------------------+                        |

|                      |                                                         |
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Explanation

This diagram demonstrates complete network-layer isolation: applications connect through VPC-controlled 
pathways while the storage layer is fully inaccessible from customer networks, enforcing strict architectural 
boundaries.

Diagram 2 — Encryption Flow Using KMS and TLS  

Explanation

This diagram illustrates how TLS protects data in transit and KMS envelope encryption protects data at rest. 
Compute nodes handle DEK decryption for read/write operations; storage never sees plaintext keys.

|                      v                                                         |

|      +---------------------------------------+                                 |

|      |       DocumentDB Cluster ENIs         |                                 |

|      |    (Private Subnets in Customer VPC)  |                                 |

|      +---------------------------------------+                                 |

|                      |                                                         |

|                      v                                                         |

|      +---------------------------------------+                                 |

|      | Distributed Storage (Internal AWS Net)|                                 |

|      |   Not accessible from customer VPC    |                                 |

|      +---------------------------------------+                                 |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                      DocumentDB Encryption Flow                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|  Client -> TLS Handshake -> Encrypted Session                                  |

|             |                                                                  |

|             v                                                                  |

|  +-----------------------------+                                               |

|  |   Compute Instance (Writer/Reader)                                         |

|  |   - Decrypt DEK via KMS                                                 |  |

|  +-----------------------------+                                               |

|             |                                                                  |

|             v                                                                  |

|  +-----------------------------+                                               |

|  | Distributed Storage Layer   |                                               |

|  | - Encrypt pages using DEK   |                                               |

|  +-----------------------------+                                               |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 3 — RBAC & IAM Parallel Security Domains  

Explanation

This diagram shows the two-layer security model: the database-layer RBAC governs data access, while IAM 
governs infrastructure management. Neither layer can invalidate the other unintentionally.

Question 9 — What are the main migration 
paths into Amazon DocumentDB from 
MongoDB and other sources?

 

Subtopics for Question 9

1 — Understanding the fundamental migration challenge: DocumentDB ≠ MongoDB internally

2 — Migration using AWS DMS: full-load, CDC, validation, and cutover sequencing

3 — Migration using mongodump / mongorestore style workflows and when they are appropriate

4 — Pre-migration readiness: schema analysis, feature mapping, unsupported operators, and index 
strategy

5 — Handling application-level rewrites, testing phases, rollback strategies, and zero-downtime 
migration patterns

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   DocumentDB Dual Security Domains                              |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|                 Database RBAC (MongoDB Roles)                                   |

|                 --------------------------------                                |

|                 Controls: read/write, admin ops                                  |

|                 Managed inside compute layer                                     |

|                                                                                |

|                                   ||                                            |

|                                   ||                                            |

|                                   \/                                            |

|                                                                                |

|                 AWS IAM (Infrastructure-Level Access)                           |

|                 ---------------------------------------                          |

|                 Controls: cluster create/delete, snapshots,                     |

|                 modify-instance, KMS access                                     |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1 — Understanding the fundamental migration challenge: 
DocumentDB ≠ MongoDB internally

 

Migrating into Amazon DocumentDB is not simply a matter of copying BSON data because DocumentDB does 
not share MongoDB’s internal storage engine, oplog mechanics, replication model, or feature boundaries. 
Applications written for MongoDB typically rely on the MongoDB query engine, the behavior of specific 
aggregation operators, BSON types, and sometimes sharding semantics. DocumentDB, by contrast, 
implements MongoDB’s wire protocol and API behavior at the compute layer while using a completely different 
storage architecture, indexing model, and replication pipeline underneath.

Because of this mismatch, migration is not only about moving the data but also validating whether the 
application’s interactions with MongoDB translate correctly into DocumentDB. Certain operators, pipeline 
stages, index types, and administrative commands supported by MongoDB may not be supported or may 
behave differently in DocumentDB. Additionally, operational constructs such as MongoDB’s multi-document 
transactions, TTL index nuances, or oplog change streams may not have 1:1 equivalents.

Therefore, the core challenge is twofold: ensuring data compatibility (BSON structures, arrays, nested objects, 
meta fields) and ensuring behavioral compatibility (queries, aggregations, indexes, and CRUD semantics). AWS 
provides tooling—such as DMS—to automate data migration, but successful migration depends on pre-
analysis and validation to ensure that application behavior continues to function with DocumentDB’s 
compatibility model.

2 — Migration using AWS DMS: full-load, CDC, validation, 
and cutover sequencing

 

AWS Database Migration Service (DMS) is the primary tool for migrating from self-hosted MongoDB or Atlas 
clusters to DocumentDB. DMS supports both full-load migration, where existing collections are copied, and 
ongoing change data capture (CDC), where new inserts, updates, and deletes are replicated until cutover. The 
advantage of DMS is that it treats MongoDB as a source using its reader interface to stream documents and 
stores them as JSON-like structures inside the DocumentDB cluster as they arrive.

During full-load, DMS reads each document from the source cluster, transforms it according to the BSON-to-
DocumentDB compatibility rules, and inserts it into the target collection. Once full-load completes, CDC begins: 
DMS monitors changes in the MongoDB source using oplog-like mechanisms when available. DMS then applies 
these incremental updates to DocumentDB in near real time. Because DocumentDB does not replicate oplogs 
internally, DMS simulates updates by issuing native write operations to DocumentDB using the DocumentDB 
API.

The CDC phase continues until your team declares cutover. At cutover, you pause writes to the source 
MongoDB cluster, allow DMS to apply the final deltas, and then point your application to the DocumentDB 
cluster. Once applications connect to the new cluster, they operate seamlessly through the MongoDB wire 
protocol. DMS also supports validation modes, comparing row counts or hash digests to verify consistency, 
which is critical for correctness before cutover.
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3 — Migration using mongodump / mongorestore style 
workflows and when they are appropriate

 

An alternative to DMS is using native MongoDB tools: mongodump  and mongorestore . This approach is more 
manual but can be effective for static datasets, development databases, or one-time migrations where CDC is 
unnecessary. mongodump  produces BSON or extended JSON dumps of MongoDB collections, and 

mongorestore  inserts them into DocumentDB using the wire protocol.

However, because mongorestore replays insert operations directly, performance can be slower than DMS for 
large datasets, and operational correctness requires ensuring that the BSON structures are fully compatible 
with DocumentDB’s supported types. Certain BSON features (e.g., internal data types used by advanced 
MongoDB features) may not translate cleanly, requiring data sanitization before import.

This method cannot support near-zero downtime migrations because it does not handle CDC. It is best suited 
for use-cases where downtime is acceptable, or where the database is static or small enough that a one-time 
bulk import is operationally manageable.

4 — Pre-migration readiness: schema analysis, feature 
mapping, unsupported operators, and index strategy

 

Before migrating, the existing MongoDB schema must be analyzed in detail. DocumentDB supports most core 
BSON types, nested structures, arrays, and compound documents, but applications may rely on MongoDB 
features that DocumentDB either does not support or implements differently. Complex pipeline operators, 
custom JavaScript execution inside $where , advanced text search indexes, or sharded cluster mechanics must 

be identified.

Index mapping is equally critical. DocumentDB supports the classic index types but not wildcard indexes, 
specific text-search index forms, or specialized index features introduced in newer MongoDB releases. During 
migration, the indexing layer must be reconstructed in DocumentDB manually or through scripts. In many 
cases, index count and index structure must be optimized because DocumentDB’s storage-layer update model 
behaves differently under multikey and compound indexes.

Schema readiness also includes checking for forbidden characters in field names, verifying that array-heavy 
documents do not exceed DocumentDB’s indexing limitations, and ensuring that multi-document transaction 
patterns are adapted to DocumentDB’s single-document atomicity model. Pre-migration testing typically 
involves replaying workloads against a DocumentDB test cluster to surface operational differences before 
production cutover.

5 — Handling application-level rewrites, testing phases, 
rollback strategies, and zero-downtime migration patterns

 

Migrating to DocumentDB is most successful when paired with controlled testing phases. First, a development 
or staging environment uses a restored copy of the production dataset to validate that queries, aggregations, 
and API behaviors perform identically. During this phase, engineers test application flows, inspect slow query 
logs, validate indexing strategies, and verify that no unsupported operators break workflows.
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Application-level rewrites may be required if the existing MongoDB deployment relies on complex aggregation 
pipeline stages, heavy $text  search, sharded cluster balancer semantics, or multi-document ACID 

transactions. These must be replaced with DocumentDB-supported patterns. In many real-world migrations, 
the rewrite effort is minimal because most CRUD workloads and common pipeline operators are supported.

Rollback strategies must be clearly defined. During cutover, if any critical issue arises, applications must be 
able to reconnect to the original MongoDB source until DocumentDB issues are resolved. A final 
synchronization stage using DMS CDC ensures that the rollback window remains minimal.

Zero-downtime migration is possible when using DMS: full-load → CDC → application freeze → final CDC flush 
→ cutover → monitoring → rollback safety window. This sequence allows production workloads to switch 
without experiencing extended outages.

Diagrams for Question 9 (30% of total 
content)

 

Diagram 1 — High-Level Migration Strategy: Full-Load + CDC  

Explanation

This diagram depicts the most reliable enterprise migration pattern: a full-load followed by continuous CDC 
replication until cutover. DMS acts as the intermediary, reading from MongoDB and writing into DocumentDB 
through the compatible wire protocol.

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       MongoDB to DocumentDB Migration (DMS)                      |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                  |

|   MongoDB Source Cluster                                                         |

|       |                                                                           |

|       |  (Full Load)                                                              |

|       v                                                                           |

|   +------------------+        DMS Migration instance        +-------------------+ |

|   |  Collections     | ----------------------------------> | DocumentDB Cluster | |

|   +------------------+                                     +-------------------+ |

|       |                                                                           |

|       |  (CDC via oplog read)                                                     |

|       v                                                                           |

|   +------------------+ ---------------------------------------------------------> |

|   |  Ongoing Writes  |             Real-time Replication                         |

|   +------------------+                                                           |

|                                                                                  |

|                     Cutover: Stop Writes → Final Sync → Switch                   |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 2 — mongodump / mongorestore Workflow  

Explanation

This method is simpler but lacks CDC, making it suitable only for non-live migrations or smaller datasets. 
Dumps are restored using native MongoDB tooling through the wire protocol.

Diagram 3 — Pre-Migration and Cutover Validation Lifecycle  

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       mongodump / mongorestore Migration                         |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                  |

|         MongoDB Source                                                            |

|                |                                                                   |

|                v                                                                   |

|         +-----------------+                                                        |

|         |   mongodump     |  --> BSON / JSON Dump Files                           |

|         +-----------------+                                                        |

|                |                                                                   |

|                v                                                                   |

|         +-----------------+                                                        |

|         |  mongorestore   |  --> Inserts data into DocumentDB                     |

|         +-----------------+                                                        |

|                |                                                                   |

|                v                                                                   |

|         DocumentDB Cluster                                                         |

|                                                                                  |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                    Pre-Migration and Cutover Validation                          |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                  |

|   Step 1: Schema & Feature Analysis                                               |

|   Step 2: Index Remapping                                                         |

|   Step 3: Test Cluster Load                                                       |

|   Step 4: Replay Queries & Validate                                               |

|                                                                                  |

|   After DMS Full Load:                                                            |

|   Step 5: CDC Running (Continuous)                                                |

|   Step 6: Freeze Writes                                                           |

|   Step 7: Final CDC Flush                                                         |

|   Step 8: Cutover to DocumentDB                                                   |

|   Step 9: Rollback Window (Optional)                                              |

|                                                                                  |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Explanation

This diagram models the full lifecycle of a real-world migration including testing, validation, CDC, cutover, and 
rollback readiness.

Question 10 — How do we think about 
DocumentDB cost, optimization strategies, 
and practical best practices?

 

Subtopics for Question 10

1 — The complete DocumentDB cost structure: compute, storage, I/O, backup, snapshots, and network

2 — How compute instance classes dominate cost and how to optimize them correctly

3 — How storage and I/O cost behave under different workloads and how to minimize I/O consumption

4 — How backups, snapshots, and PITR affect long-term storage cost and how to optimize retention

5 — End-to-end cost-optimization best practices: indexing hygiene, workload shaping, and architecture 
patterns

1 — The complete DocumentDB cost structure: compute, 
storage, I/O, backup, snapshots, and network

 

Amazon DocumentDB’s cost model mirrors Aurora to a large degree, but because DocumentDB is designed 
around a distributed storage layer and a decoupled compute layer, its cost profile is dominated by instance 
pricing rather than raw data footprint. Every cluster incurs compute cost for its writer and reader instances, 
storage cost for data pages and indexes, I/O cost for writes consumed by the storage layer, backup and 
snapshot storage cost for retained snapshots and PITR logs, and networking cost for data transferred across 
AZs or outside AWS boundaries.

Compute cost is straightforward: each instance class (memory-optimized, general-purpose, or similar 
categories) is billed hourly. The writer is always needed, and each reader adds incremental cost. Because the 
storage layer is shared across all instances, disk is not provisioned manually; instead, storage cost grows 
automatically based on actual data usage and replicated data footprint. DocumentDB’s storage replication is 
internal and not billed per-replica; AWS charges for logical data size, not six replicates.

I/O cost comes from write operations: every page update generates redo records, which translate into storage 
I/O. Unlike MongoDB, which writes to local SSDs and journals, DocumentDB writes to a multi-AZ storage 
system, so write operations carry higher durability guarantees at the cost of replicating changes. Backup cost 
depends on snapshot retention: automated backups are retained for 1–35 days, while manual snapshots incur 
long-term storage charges. Network cost is usually minimal unless DocumentDB is accessed across VPC 
boundaries or applications reside outside the region.

Understanding these cost pillars—the compute footprint, storage footprint, write I/O, and snapshot retention
—is essential to controlling and optimizing DocumentDB spend.
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2 — How compute instance classes dominate cost and how 
to optimize them correctly

 

Compute instances are the primary component of DocumentDB cost, often representing 70%–90% of total 
monthly expenditure. This is because DocumentDB separates compute from storage, meaning storage grows 
elastically without requiring larger instance classes. The size of the writer determines query performance, write 
throughput, aggregation speed, cursor handling capacity, and memory caching behavior.

Choosing instance sizes incorrectly can lead to unnecessary expense. For instance, using an overly large writer 
instance to handle memory caching when the workload involves minimal read pressure wastes cost. 
Conversely, choosing a too-small writer instance for a query-heavy system forces constant page fetches from 
the storage layer, increasing I/O costs and slowing down performance.

Reader instance count must also be optimized. While adding readers increases read throughput, each reader 
incurs full compute cost. Because readers share the storage layer, their performance improves substantially 
with proper instance sizing and caching strategies. Many workloads can run with one or two well-sized readers 
rather than numerous smaller ones.

The key to compute optimization is balancing memory (for cache), CPU (for heavy aggregation pipelines), and 
network throughput (for I/O from the storage layer). Monitoring CPU utilization, buffer cache metrics, and slow 
query logs allows tuning instance sizes for both performance and cost.

3 — How storage and I/O cost behave under different 
workloads and how to minimize I/O consumption

 

Storage cost in DocumentDB is mostly proportional to the size of the data and the indexes. However, I/O cost 
comes primarily from writes—every write operation generates redo logs, index updates, and storage 
replication. Because the distributed storage layer replicates each write to multiple AZs, write-heavy 
applications experience higher I/O costs than read-heavy ones.

Reducing I/O cost therefore requires reducing unnecessary writes. Avoiding overly frequent updates to large 
documents is one strategy, because DocumentDB writes entire page deltas when a document spans multiple 
pages. Normalizing large variable sections within documents may make sense in certain cases, even though 
DocumentDB is a document store.

Index design heavily influences I/O. Too many indexes increase write I/O because each write must update 
multiple B-tree structures. Large multikey indexes also produce index amplification, increasing the number of 
index entries per document. Reducing index count to essential fields and restructuring indexes to minimize 
multikey expansions can significantly reduce storage I/O.

Read I/O cost is lower and often negligible because DocumentDB does not charge for read operations. 
However, inefficient queries that continually fetch pages rather than hitting the buffer cache amplify the 
number of page fetches, increasing CPU and network usage on compute nodes. Optimizing queries reduces 
compute cost even if read I/O is not directly billed.
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4 — How backups, snapshots, and PITR affect long-term 
storage cost and how to optimize retention

 

Backup storage cost in DocumentDB stems from daily automatic snapshots plus continuous redo logs for PITR 
within the retention window. Automated backups use incremental snapshot mechanisms that are efficient but 
still grow as data changes. Increasing the backup retention period increases the accumulated PITR logs and 
thus cost.

Manual snapshots cost more because they persist indefinitely until deleted. Many organizations accumulate 
hundreds of snapshots without realizing the cost footprint. Because each snapshot represents a point-in-time 
storage structure, the underlying incremental blocks accumulate, leading to sustained storage cost creep over 
time.

To optimize costs, organizations should tune backup retention based on compliance or recovery requirements. 
For example, retaining 35 days of PITR for highly regulated workloads is essential, but development or staging 
clusters do not require such longevity. Regular cleanup of unused manual snapshots is critical, and tagging 
snapshots with lifecycle policies or automated deletion workflows reduces cost.

Snapshots inherited from encrypted clusters retain encryption settings and cost the same whether encrypted 
or not. PITR for large clusters can accumulate significant log volume during heavy write periods; monitoring 
PITR log growth and adjusting retention accordingly helps manage backups effectively.

5 — End-to-end cost-optimization best practices: indexing 
hygiene, workload shaping, and architecture patterns

 

Optimizing DocumentDB costs requires a holistic view of the application. Index hygiene is central: minimizing 
redundant, unused, or inefficiently ordered indexes reduces write I/O cost, lowers storage cost, and increases 
performance by shrinking B-tree footprints. Query tracking, slow query logs, and index usage statistics provide 
evidence for removing unnecessary indexes.

Workload shaping helps reduce both compute and I/O costs. Avoiding patterns such as repeatedly updating 
large documents, updating entire arrays, or re-writing nested structures reduces internal page churn. 
Introducing caching layers such as ElastiCache (for hot read paths) offloads frequent document lookups and 
reduces both compute load and I/O frequency.

Architecturally, using fewer but appropriately sized readers decreases cost while maintaining read scalability. 
Some workloads benefit from ephemeral read replicas used only during analytics bursts; these replicas can be 
created automatically, used temporarily, and then deleted to save cost.

Production clusters benefit from right-sizing instance classes based on sustained load rather than peak load. 
Auto-scaling is not fully automated for DocumentDB, but scheduled or manual scaling based on predictable 
workload cycles is effective.

All best practices ultimately revolve around reducing unnecessary I/O, optimizing compute sizing, minimizing 
index volume, controlling backup retention, and shifting read pressure away from the writer whenever 
possible.

Diagrams for Question 10 (30% of content)  
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Diagram 1 — DocumentDB Cost Structure Overview  

Explanation

This diagram shows the major pillars of DocumentDB cost: compute dominates, storage grows automatically, 
I/O comes mostly from writes, and backups contribute incremental long-term cost.

Diagram 2 — Compute Optimization Model  

Explanation

Proper sizing dramatically affects both performance and cost because memory and CPU control caching 
efficiency and query processing speed.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           DocumentDB Cost Model                                 |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|   +---------------------+       +-----------------------+                      |

|   |   Compute Cost      |       |   Storage Cost        |                      |

|   | - Writer Instance   |       | - Data Pages          |                      |

|   | - Reader Instances  |       | - Index Pages         |                      |

|   +---------------------+       +-----------------------+                      |

|                                                                                |

|   +---------------------+       +-----------------------+                      |

|   |      I/O Cost       |       |   Backup + PITR Cost  |                      |

|   | - Write Redo Logs   |       | - Snapshots           |                      |

|   +---------------------+       | - Retention Logs      |                      |

|                                 +-----------------------+                      |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   Instance Size vs Cache / Throughput                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

| Small Instance (Low Memory)                     Large Instance (High Memory)   |

|               |                                               |                |

|               v                                               v                |

|  Lower Cache Hit Rate                              Higher Cache Hit Rate       |

|  More Page Fetches                                 Fewer Page Fetches          |

|  More CPU Contention                               Faster Aggregations         |

|  Higher Overall Cost per Unit of Work             Lower Cost per Unit of Work  |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 3 — Write I/O Amplification Model  

Explanation

Every index amplifies write cost; minimizing unnecessary indexes can reduce I/O and long-term cost 
dramatically.

Diagram 4 — Backup Retention and Snapshot Lifecycle  

Explanation

Backups and snapshots accumulate independently and must be cleaned regularly to avoid runaway cost.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                            Write I/O Generation                                 |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|   Application Write                                                             |

|          |                                                                      |

|          v                                                                      |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|   |   Document Update         |                                                  |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|          |                                                                      |

|          v                                                                      |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|   |  Index Update (1..N)      |  <-- More indexes = More redo I/O              |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|          |                                                                      |

|          v                                                                      |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|   | Storage Redo Log Writes   |                                                  |

|   +---------------------------+                                                  |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                      Snapshot Retention and Cost Flow                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                |

|        Daily Auto Snapshots (1–35 days)                                        |

|                 |                                                              |

|                 v                                                              |

|        PITR Logs Accumulate                                                    |

|                 |                                                              |

|                 v                                                              |

|        Manual Snapshots (Long-term Retention)                                  |

|                                                                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Question 11 — What is Amazon Neptune and 
when should we choose it over other AWS 
databases?

 

Subtopics for Question 11

1 — The fundamental purpose of Amazon Neptune and why AWS built a fully managed graph database

2 — The types of graph models Neptune supports and why graph databases matter

3 — How Neptune fits inside the AWS database ecosystem compared to DynamoDB, DocumentDB, RDS, 
and others

4 — The kinds of workloads that demand graph technology instead of relational or document models

5 — When Neptune is the correct choice and when it is not

1 — The fundamental purpose of Amazon Neptune and 
why AWS built a fully managed graph database

 

Amazon Neptune exists to meet a category of problems that traditional relational databases and document 
stores cannot handle efficiently: deeply interconnected data with relationship-centric queries. Many modern 
applications operate not on isolated records but on large webs of interconnected entities. For example, social 
networks connect users, followers, interests, and content; fraud systems connect accounts, devices, 
transactions, and locations; recommendation engines connect users, behaviors, products, and attributes. 
These relationships are not simple one-to-many mappings but complex multi-hop paths requiring traversal 
through millions of nodes and edges.

Relational databases struggle in this area because multi-table joins become slow, rigid, and extremely 
expensive at scale. Document stores like DynamoDB or DocumentDB also struggle because they store data in 
aggregates rather than relationship graphs, making multi-hop relationships difficult to model and query. AWS 
built Neptune specifically to provide a graph-native engine optimized for storing billions of edges and 
performing low-latency graph traversals across them. Neptune’s architecture offloads durability, replication, 
storage growth, and maintenance to AWS, letting developers focus on graph logic rather than infrastructure.

Neptune provides three major query languages—Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher—covering property 
graphs, RDF data, and patterns suited for modern graph workloads. It exists to fulfill use cases where 
relationships are more important than records, and where graph traversal performance defines system 
scalability.

2 — The types of graph models Neptune supports and why 
graph databases matter

 

Neptune supports two graph models: the Property Graph model and the RDF (Resource Description 
Framework) model. The Property Graph model stores nodes and edges, each with key-value properties that 
describe their attributes. This model is ideal for social networks, recommendation engines, network topology 
mapping, and any graph with semistructured entities and expressive edges. Gremlin and openCypher operate 
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on this model, offering traversal or pattern-based access to nodes and edges.

The RDF model stores data as triples—subject, predicate, and object—forming a semantic graph. This model is 
used for knowledge graphs, metadata classification, linked data, and machine-understanding use-cases. 
SPARQL queries allow expressing complex logical relationships using a declarative graph pattern language. 
RDF is widely used in scientific datasets, medical ontologies, supply chain classification, and enterprise 
knowledge networks.

Graph databases matter because they compress relationship paths into a native structure with direct edge 
pointers. Instead of performing repeated joins, Neptune navigates edges directly, making multi-hop traversals 
extremely fast. When an application asks questions like “Who are the friends of friends of this user?” or “What 
is the shortest fraud chain between two suspicious accounts?” the graph engine resolves these queries in 
milliseconds even across billions of nodes. That performance advantage is the primary reason Neptune exists.

3 — How Neptune fits inside the AWS database ecosystem 
compared to DynamoDB, DocumentDB, RDS, and others

 

In the AWS data ecosystem, Neptune fills the specialized niche where data is inherently relational in a network 
sense rather than a tabular or document sense. DynamoDB excels at high-throughput key-value and 
document workloads but cannot efficiently perform graph traversals. DocumentDB supports hierarchical 
document queries but cannot encode deep relationship networks efficiently. RDS and Aurora support SQL 
transactions and joins but become prohibitively slow and structurally complex when modeling deeply 
connected data.

Neptune fits above these systems as the dedicated graph engine with low-latency traversal, multi-AZ durability, 
and a storage layer optimized for billions of edges. Neptune’s storage architecture uses a high-performance, 
multi-AZ replicated distributed volume similar to Aurora’s but optimized for graph workloads. This allows 
compute instances to focus solely on query execution without worrying about storage consistency.

Where DynamoDB and DocumentDB excel at entity-based access patterns, Neptune is optimized for 
relationship-based patterns. AWS positions Neptune for cases where graph shape—not entity retrieval—is the 
core requirement. When designing systems in AWS, the choice matrix becomes clear: DynamoDB for key-value, 
RDS/Aurora for relational, DocumentDB for JSON documents, QLDB for ledgers, Keyspaces for wide-column 
storage, and Neptune for graph structures and traversals.

4 — The kinds of workloads that demand graph technology 
instead of relational or document models

 

Graph databases are essential when workloads involve multi-hop relationships, complex hierarchical 
structures, semantic networks, or topologies that evolve dynamically. Social graphs, recommendation systems, 
fraud-detection networks, telecom network graphs, knowledge graphs, transportation routing, supply chain 
dependency graphs, and cybersecurity event graphs all rely on multi-edge traversal. These patterns require 
asking questions that cannot be answered efficiently using joins or hierarchical document retrieval.

For example, fraud detection requires identifying connected components among accounts, devices, IP 
addresses, and transactions. Recommendation engines require finding paths through user similarities and 
content attributes. Network topology systems need to discover shortest paths or graph neighborhoods. 
Knowledge graphs depend on semantic inference across triples. Relational databases require nested join 
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operations for these tasks, becoming expensive at scale. Document stores inherently flatten relationships, 
losing the ability to express multi-hop paths elegantly.

Neptune excels because graph databases represent relationships as first-class citizens. Each edge is stored 
with direct pointers, allowing traversals without scanning unrelated data. This makes Neptune uniquely suited 
for workloads where query semantics center on relationships rather than isolated entities.

5 — When Neptune is the correct choice and when it is not  
Neptune is the correct choice when an application’s core logic or performance profile depends on fast, multi-
hop traversal across large networks of interconnected data. When relationship patterns matter more than 
individual record retrieval, Neptune provides a decisive performance advantage. If your queries include 
“connected to,” “paths between,” “neighbors,” “clusters,” “communities,” “shortest path,” or “deeply related 
entities,” Neptune is the correct engine.

Neptune is also ideal when graph-first languages like Gremlin, SPARQL, or openCypher are required. If the 
application requires semantic modeling, ontology reasoning, metadata enrichment, or knowledge graph 
behavior, Neptune’s RDF and SPARQL support make it uniquely powerful.

However, Neptune is not suitable for general-purpose analytics, raw key-value workloads, high-write ingestion 
workloads without graph context, heavy document storage, transactional SQL workloads, or wide-column 
workloads. It is not a drop-in alternative to DynamoDB or RDS. Neptune is designed for relationship-driven 
systems; if relationships are shallow or unnecessary, other engines provide better cost and performance 
characteristics.

Diagrams for Question 11 (30% of total 
content)

 

Diagram 1 — Neptune in the AWS Database Ecosystem  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           AWS Database Ecosystem Overview                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Key-Value / Serverless:                 DynamoDB                                     |

|  Relational OLTP:                        RDS / Aurora                                 |

|  Document Store:                          DocumentDB                                  |

|  Ledger:                                  QLDB                                        |

|  Wide-Column:                             Keyspaces                                   |

|                                                                                      |

|  ------------------------ GRAPH DATABASE LAYER ---------------------------            |

|                                                                                      |

|                                 Amazon Neptune                                       |

|                     (Gremlin, openCypher, SPARQL Graph Engine)                      |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

af://n578
af://n583
af://n585


Explanation

This diagram positions Neptune within the AWS ecosystem. It shows Neptune as the dedicated graph engine 
above other database families, emphasizing how it fills the relationship-centric niche.

Diagram 2 — Property Graph vs RDF Model in Neptune  

Explanation

This diagram distinguishes the two graph models supported by Neptune: Property Graph (nodes + edges + 
properties) and RDF (triple-based semantic graphs).

Diagram 3 — Why Graph Databases Exist (Traversal vs Joins)  

Explanation

This shows the conceptual difference between SQL joins—which grow exponentially in cost—and graph 
traversals, which maintain predictable latency even across billions of edges.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       Graph Models Supported by Neptune                              |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Property Graph Model (Gremlin / openCypher)                                        |

|     Nodes ---with---> Properties                                                     |

|     Edges ---with---> Labels & Properties                                            |

|                                                                                      |

|   RDF Model (SPARQL)                                                                 |

|     Triple: Subject - Predicate - Object                                             |

|                                                                                      |

|   Neptune supports both models inside the same storage engine.                       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Traversal-Based Graph Query vs SQL Joins                         |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|          Relational SQL Model                                    Graph Model         |

|                                                                                      |

|  SELECT ... JOIN ... JOIN ... JOIN ...                           v.g().out().out()   |

|                                                                                      |

|  Multiple table joins required                                 Direct edge hops      |

|  Performance degrades quickly                                  Constant-time traversal|

|  Complex schemas needed                                        Natural relationship   |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 4 — Neptune Workload Fit  

Explanation

This diagram illustrates real-world scenarios where graph-first modeling is required to achieve low-latency 
analytical traversal.

Question 12 — How does Amazon Neptune’s 
architecture and storage engine work?

 

Subtopics for Question 12

1 — The high-level structure of Neptune’s architecture: compute layer + distributed storage layer

2 — How the writer and reader instances operate, share storage, and maintain consistency

3 — The Neptune storage engine: log-structured design, page management, and commit model

4 — Multi-AZ durability, 6× replication, and storage-layer self-healing

5 — How failover, instance replacement, and crash recovery behave inside Neptune’s architecture

1 — The high-level structure of Neptune’s architecture: 
compute layer + distributed storage layer

 

Neptune’s architecture is deeply influenced by the Aurora design philosophy: separate compute from storage 
and push all durability, replication, failover, and recovery responsibilities into a fault-tolerant distributed 
storage system. This separation allows compute nodes to serve only as query processors, traversal engines, 
SPARQL evaluators, and Gremlin/openCypher executors, while the storage system manages data integrity 
across AZs. This design is ideal for graph workloads because graph traversals often require scanning adjacency 
lists, walking edges, fetching vertex properties, and looking up index structures repeatedly; compute nodes 
must remain CPU and memory-focused rather than tied to disk synchronization.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                        Workloads Best Suited for Neptune                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Social Graphs          Fraud Graphs          Recommendation Graphs                 |

|       |                       |                       |                              |

|       v                       v                       v                              |

|   Multi-hop paths      Device → IP → Account   User → Product → Metadata             |

|   Clusters &          Suspicious chains         Similarity paths                     |

|   Communities                                                                          |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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The distributed storage layer beneath Neptune is a log-structured, multi-copy system replicated across three 
Availability Zones. It stores graph elements—nodes, edges, properties, predicate triples—and the internal 
index structures needed for graph retrieval. Each compute instance connects over a high-bandwidth internal 
network to this storage layer. Because storage is centralized and replicated, compute nodes do not maintain 
local disk copies of the graph; they instead attach to shared storage. This allows read replicas to come online 
quickly and gives Neptune predictable failover behavior because data always remains consistent across 
compute nodes.

This architecture allows Neptune to scale compute independently from storage, making it possible to add 
more reader instances for heavy traversal workloads without duplicating data or running manual replication 
processes.

2 — How the writer and reader instances operate, share 
storage, and maintain consistency

 

Neptune clusters always have exactly one writer instance at any moment. The writer is responsible for 
executing graph mutations—adding nodes, deleting edges, updating properties, inserting triples, or modifying 
graph indices. All readers operate in read-only mode and serve traversal queries, lookups, SPARQL queries, 
Gremlin queries, and openCypher pattern matches. Because compute is decoupled from storage, all reader 
instances see a consistent view of the graph immediately after writes commit, without traditional replication 
lag or shard synchronization.

When a write is issued to the writer instance, Neptune sends redo log records representing the structural 
mutations to the storage layer. Once the storage layer acknowledges the commit according to its quorum 
protocol, the data is considered durable, and the writer returns a success response to the client. Reader 
instances observe these changes as soon as storage has finalized the commit, because readers fetch updated 
storage pages from the same distributed storage pool. This allows all nodes in the cluster to maintain a 
consistent graph state without per-node data reconciliation.

From a consistency perspective, Neptune’s model is effectively “read-after-write consistent” across the cluster, 
subject only to minimal propagation lag at the storage layer. Unlike MongoDB replica sets, where readers may 
lag seconds behind the primary, Neptune ensures very tight read consistency windows by performing 
replication underneath the database layer, not at the database layer.

3 — The Neptune storage engine: log-structured design, 
page management, and commit model

 

The Neptune storage engine is a log-structured system similar to Aurora’s but specialized for graph workloads. 
Instead of performing in-place updates, Neptune appends redo records to a distributed journal. A redo record 
may describe operations such as “insert vertex with properties,” “insert edge with pointer references,” “update 
property value,” or “add RDF triple.” The storage engine maintains a versioned representation of graph pages 
that map identifiers to physical layouts inside the storage fabric.

The engine organizes pages into categories: vertex pages, edge adjacency pages, property pages, and index 
pages. When the writer modifies a vertex or edge, the storage engine creates new redo entries that describe 
the delta from the previous version. Over time, background processes consolidate redo logs into fresh base 
pages, ensuring that the system does not accumulate unbounded log chains. This compaction process is 
transparent and ensures efficient page reads during traversals.
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Commit semantics are strictly enforced through a replicated write protocol. When the writer sends redo 
operations, the storage service writes them to multiple replicas; once a quorum acknowledges durability, the 
write is committed. This eliminates the need for log shipping, checkpoint recovery routines, or replica 
synchronization at the database layer. Crash recovery is instantaneous because the storage layer contains 
authoritative state, and compute nodes merely reattach.

4 — Multi-AZ durability, 6× replication, and storage-layer 
self-healing

 

Neptune’s storage layer stores six copies of every data page: two in each of three Availability Zones. This 
ensures that the cluster remains fully durable even under AZ-level failures. When the writer commits an 
update, the storage service ensures that a quorum of replicas persists the change. Quorum rules typically 
require four out of six replicas to acknowledge the update.

If a replica becomes unhealthy, corrupted, or experiences latency violations, the storage system automatically 
rebuilds it by copying data from healthy peers. This self-healing process happens continuously and does not 
require customer involvement. The result is a storage infrastructure that maintains durability even during 
partial regional failures.

Because the storage layer is journal-driven and multi-AZ replicated, it supports rapid failover, high durability, 
and extremely fast cluster recovery. Graph databases typically face large durability challenges because graphs 
can be huge and interdependent, but Neptune’s architecture removes complexity by pushing durability into 
the storage subsystem.

5 — How failover, instance replacement, and crash 
recovery behave inside Neptune’s architecture

 

Failover in Neptune promotes one of the reader instances to become the new writer. Because readers share 
the same storage layer and maintain no local state, promotion is instantaneous relative to relational systems 
that require log replay. AWS updates the writer endpoint to point to the new instance, and all future writes 
route correctly.

Crash recovery is equally rapid. If a writer or reader crashes, AWS replaces the instance, attaches it to the 
storage volume, and reinitializes compute-level caches. There is no need to rebuild replicas or perform 
consistency checks, as the authoritative state is always maintained in the storage layer. This architecture 
dramatically reduces operational complexity and recovery time compared to self-managed graph databases 
such as JanusGraph or Neo4j clusters.

Because storage contains all durable data, instance replacement is simply a matter of launching new compute. 
Maintenance operations, patching, and software upgrades operate on compute nodes without affecting stored 
graph data.

Diagrams for Question 12 (30% of total 
content)
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Diagram 1 — Neptune Cluster Architecture (Compute + Storage)  

Explanation

This diagram shows Neptune’s core architecture: a compute layer with a single writer and multiple readers, all 
connected to a fully managed, multi-AZ replicated storage system. Compute nodes do not store graph data 
locally.

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                               Amazon Neptune Cluster                                   |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                        |

|   Application Layer (Gremlin / SPARQL / openCypher Clients)                           |

|                                 |                                                      |

|                                 v                                                      |

|                      +-----------------------+                                         |

|                      |   Cluster Endpoints   |                                         |

|                      |  - Writer Endpoint    |                                         |

|                      |  - Reader Endpoint    |                                         |

|                      +-----------------------+                                         |

|                                 |                                                      |

|                                 v                                                      |

|      +-------------------------+           +-------------------------+                 |

|      |     Writer Instance     |           |     Reader Instance     |                 |

|      |   (Mutation Engine)     |           | (Traversal Engine)      |                 |

|      +-------------------------+           +-------------------------+                 |

|                   |                                     |                             |

|                   +-------------------+------------------+                             |

|                                       |                                                    

|

|                                       v                                                    

|

|        +-------------------------------------------------------------------------------+  

|

|        |           Distributed Storage Layer (Log-Structured, Multi-AZ, 6×)              | 

|

|        |   - Vertex Pages   - Edge Pages   - Property Pages   - Index Pages              | 

|

|        |   - Redo Logs   - Page Versions   - Page Compaction                             | 

|

|        +-------------------------------------------------------------------------------+  

|

|                                                                                        |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 2 — Storage Engine Log-Structured Commit Flow  

Explanation

This illustrates Neptune’s commit protocol. Writes become durable only when a quorum of storage replicas 
persists the redo logs. The log-structured model supports fast writes and easy crash recovery.

Diagram 3 — Failover and Reader Promotion  

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                          Neptune Write Commit Lifecycle                                |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                        |

|   Client Mutation (Add Vertex / Add Edge / Update Property)                            |

|                          |                                                             |

|                          v                                                             |

|                  +----------------------+                                               |

|                  |  Writer Instance     |                                               |

|                  |  Generate Redo Logs  |                                               |

|                  +----------------------+                                               |

|                          |                                                             |

|                          v                                                             |

|             +-------------------------------------+                                     |

|             |  Distributed Storage Commit Engine  |                                     |

|             |  - Append Redo Record               |                                     |

|             |  - Replicate to 6 Copies            |                                     |

|             |  - Quorum Acknowledgment            |                                     |

|             +-------------------------------------+                                     |

|                          |                                                             |

|                          v                                                             |

|                   Commit Confirmed                                                     |

|                                                                                        |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                               Neptune Failover Model                                   |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                        |

|   Normal State                                                                          |

|                                                                                        |

|       Writer Instance ----> Writer Endpoint                                             |

|             |                                                                           |

|             v                                                                           |

|       Reader Instances ----> Reader Endpoint                                            |

|                                                                                        |

|   Writer Failure Detected                                                               |

|        |                                                                                |

|        v                                                                                |

|   Promote Reader A --> New Writer                                                       |

|        |                                                                                |
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Explanation

Failover is fast because compute nodes hold no persistent data; the new writer simply attaches to the same 
storage layer and resumes operation.

Question 13 — How does Neptune’s graph 
data model map to the underlying storage 
engine?

 

Subtopics for Question 13

1 — Understanding Neptune’s dual graph model support: Property Graph and RDF

2 — How Neptune represents vertices, edges, properties, and adjacency structures internally

3 — How indexing works in a graph database and how Neptune structures graph indexes

4 — How Neptune stores RDF triples, predicates, and semantic relationships internally

5 — How the storage engine organizes graph pages: vertex pages, edge pages, triple pages, and 
property blocks

1 — Understanding Neptune’s dual graph model support: 
Property Graph and RDF

 

Neptune is fundamentally unique in the AWS ecosystem because it supports two major graph paradigms 
within the same storage engine:

(1) the Property Graph model used by Gremlin and openCypher, and

(2) the RDF semantic graph model used by SPARQL.

Supporting both models requires Neptune to maintain a unified underlying storage representation while 
exposing two logically different views to the client. Property Graphs organize data into nodes (entities) and 
edges (relationships), each having key-value properties attached to them. RDF graphs represent knowledge 
structures using triples—subject, predicate, object—where each triple expresses a semantic fact.

Despite their differences, both models fundamentally express relationships between entities. Neptune stores 
all graph data—vertices, edges, triples, properties, predicates, and labels—inside the same distributed, log-
structured storage system. Rather than storing two separate graph engines, Neptune uses a converged 
storage architecture that models both types of graphs as specialized variations of a conceptual graph 
structure. The compute layer then interprets stored graph data differently depending on the query language 

|        v                                                                                |

|   Update Writer Endpoint                                                                |

|                                                                                        |

|   Graph stays consistent because storage remains intact and synchronized                |

+----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

af://n655
af://n663


(Gremlin/SPARQL/openCypher). This dual-model design enables Neptune to handle a broad spectrum of 
workloads, from social graphs to knowledge graphs, without maintaining separate clusters.

2 — How Neptune represents vertices, edges, properties, 
and adjacency structures internally

 

Neptune organizes graph data using a page-based structure similar to a graph-optimized version of Aurora’s 
storage model. At the heart of this structure are vertex pages, edge pages, property pages, and adjacency 
blocks. A vertex is stored as a stable internal identifier (often a hashed value or native Neptune ID) along with 
metadata describing its existence and property locations. Rather than storing the entire vertex inline, Neptune 
distributes vertex details across pages for efficient caching and updates.

Edges are stored as adjacency records. Each edge stores pointers: a from-vertex ID, a to-vertex ID, an edge 
label, and optionally property offsets. Neptune groups these relationships inside edge adjacency pages, each 
page representing outgoing edges for a vertex or group of vertices. When a graph traversal occurs (for 
example, a Gremlin .out()  step), Neptune retrieves the adjacency page corresponding to the source vertex 

and immediately obtains the outgoing edge list without scanning unrelated edges. This architectural feature is 
what makes graph traversal orders of magnitude faster than relational JOIN-based systems.

Properties are stored in separate property pages, allowing dynamic updates without rewriting the entire 
vertex or edge record. For example, updating a vertex property involves appending redo records that update 
specific fields, rather than rewriting large blocks. This separation of structure (vertex/edge identity) and 
content (properties) reduces write amplification and improves traversal locality.

3 — How indexing works in a graph database and how 
Neptune structures graph indexes

 

Graph databases cannot function efficiently without specialized indexing. Neptune uses multiple kinds of 
indexes: primary vertex/edge lookup indexes, label indexes, predicate indexes (for RDF), and property-value 
indexes. These indexes accelerate lookup of starting points for graph traversals or SPARQL pattern matching.

For the Property Graph model, Neptune stores vertex index pages that map vertex IDs to physical locations 
inside the storage fabric. These act like primary indexes in relational systems. Additionally, Neptune maintains 
label-based indexes, enabling queries like “find all vertices with label X” to execute without scanning the 
entire graph. Property indexes enable filtering vertices or edges based on specific field conditions, such as 
“find all products where price > 500,” allowing graph queries to prune candidate nodes early.

For RDF graphs, Neptune uses predicate indexes mapping predicates to triples that reference them. This 
enables SPARQL pattern lookups such as { ?person rdf:type ex:Employee }  to resolve efficiently by 
jumping directly to relevant triples rather than scanning globally.

These indexes are also stored inside the distributed storage layer as B-tree or B+-tree–like structures 
optimized for high fan-out and graph-specific access patterns. Because Neptune uses a unified storage engine, 
index updates are stored as redo logs, just like data page updates, and are replicated across AZs.
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4 — How Neptune stores RDF triples, predicates, and 
semantic relationships internally

 

RDF triples—subject, predicate, object—are represented inside Neptune as structured records containing IDs 
that point to subject and object nodes. Predicates are treated like typed edges linking two nodes. Neptune 
stores RDF triples inside triple pages, which group triples by predicate or subject hashing. SPARQL queries rely 
heavily on pattern matching, and storing triples by predicate allows Neptune to execute pattern queries 
efficiently by scanning only the triples that match a predicate instead of the entire knowledge graph.

RDF storage in Neptune is optimized for semantic workloads, where graphs may contain hundreds of millions 
of triples representing abstract relationships like “is_a,” “part_of,” “works_at,” or “has_property.” Because RDF 
often involves symbolic identifiers (URIs), Neptune normalizes long IRIs into compact internal IDs to reduce 
storage overhead. These IDs reference subject or object entries stored elsewhere, enabling compressed 
traversal and rapid SPARQL join evaluation.

Neptune also supports reasoning-related operations through SPARQL capabilities, and while it does not 
implement a full reasoning engine, its optimized triple indexing allows for partial inference through query 
patterns.

5 — How the storage engine organizes graph pages: vertex 
pages, edge pages, triple pages, and property blocks

 

At the lowest level, Neptune stores graph data inside page types optimized for graph traversal and property 
evaluation. These include:

Vertex Pages — contain metadata about vertex IDs, label lists, and pointers to property page locations.

• Edge Pages — store outgoing edge lists, each edge containing target vertex IDs and property offsets.

• Adjacency Pages — store grouped adjacency lists for efficient traversal across edges.

• Property Pages — store name-value properties for nodes and edges in a compact key-value format.

• Triple Pages — store RDF subject–predicate–object relationships.

These pages are distributed across the multi-AZ storage layer and accessed by compute nodes through a high-
throughput, low-latency internal network. During reads, compute nodes fetch the required pages and maintain 
a large buffer cache to avoid repeated storage fetches. When the writer modifies the graph, Neptune logs 
changes as redo records and updates the page versions accordingly.

This page-based design allows Neptune to handle massive graphs (billions of edges) efficiently. Traversals 
access adjacency pages directly, property lookups fetch small, tightly-packed structures, and RDF pattern 
queries scan predicate-specific triple pages rather than scanning the entire dataset.

Diagrams for Question 13 (30% of total)  
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Diagram 1 — Dual Graph Model Representation inside Neptune  

Explanation

This diagram shows how both Property Graph and RDF models map onto the same underlying Neptune 
storage structures: vertices, edges, triples, and property pages.

Diagram 2 — Internal Representation of Vertices and Edges  

Explanation

This shows how Neptune separates vertex identity, adjacency lists (edges), and properties into different pages 
for efficient updates and traversal.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                         Neptune Dual Graph Model Architecture                        |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|     Property Graph View                         RDF Semantic Graph View              |

|   (Gremlin / openCypher)                               (SPARQL)                     |

|                                                                                      |

|   Nodes --------- Edges             <----->      Subject - Predicate - Object        |

|   | id | props | labels |                     Compact Triple Records in Storage      |

|   |    adjacency lists   |                                                         |

|                                                                                      |

|                  Shared Distributed Storage Engine                                   |

|        - Vertex Pages        - Triple Pages                                          |

|        - Edge Pages          - Predicate Indexes                                     |

|        - Property Pages      - Page Versions                                         |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   Neptune Vertex and Edge Storage Layout                              |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Vertex Pages:                                                                        |

|      VertexID → { LabelList, PropertyPagePtr }                                       |

|                                                                                      |

|  Edge (Adjacency) Pages:                                                              |

|      VertexID → [ { EdgeLabel, TargetVertexID, PropertyOffset } ... ]                |

|                                                                                      |

|  Property Pages:                                                                      |

|      PropertyOffset → { key:value, key:value, ... }                                   |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 3 — RDF Triple Storage Model  

Explanation

This diagram shows how Neptune stores RDF triples and predicate indexes. URIs and literals are normalized 
into internal IDs for compact storage and fast SPARQL pattern matching.

Question 14 — How do Neptune’s query 
engines (Gremlin, SPARQL, openCypher) work 
internally?

 

Subtopics for Question 14

1 — The overall query engine architecture and how Neptune supports three languages simultaneously

2 — How Gremlin traversal queries are parsed, optimized, and executed using adjacency pages

3 — How SPARQL query planning works for RDF triple stores inside Neptune

4 — How openCypher pattern matching is handled, including indexes and execution strategies

5 — How Neptune executes multi-hop traversals, join operations, query rewriting, and optimizations 
across the engine

1 — The overall query engine architecture and how 
Neptune supports three languages simultaneously

 

Neptune’s compute engine hosts three logically distinct query front-ends—Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher
—yet all three operate on the same storage layer and use similar internal execution frameworks. The 
difference lies in how the query is parsed and transformed into an internal operator tree. Each query language 
sends requests over a protocol endpoint specific to that language. Gremlin queries arrive as bytecode 
traversals, SPARQL as SPARQL query text, and openCypher as Cypher-like syntax.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                              RDF Triple Representation                               |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

| Triple Page:                                                                          |

|      { SubjectID, PredicateID, ObjectID }                                             |

|                                                                                      |

| Predicate Index:                                                                      |

|      PredicateID → TriplePageLocations                                                |

|                                                                                      |

| Node Dictionary:                                                                      |

|      URI / Literal → Internal NodeID                                                  |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Internally, Neptune converts each incoming query into a canonical form. Gremlin bytecode becomes a 
traversal operator pipeline. SPARQL is parsed into a pattern tree describing subject–predicate–object 
constraints. openCypher queries produce a graph pattern tree similar to Gremlin’s but closer to SQL-style 
relational algebra for pattern evaluation. After canonicalization, Neptune uses a unified execution engine that 
interacts with graph pages, predicate indexes, vertex indexes, and adjacency lists in the distributed storage 
layer.

Because the storage layer is graph-native and optimized for both adjacency traversal and predicate matching, 
Neptune executes all three query languages with consistent performance characteristics. The front-end 
language merely affects how queries are expressed; the underlying mechanisms remain unified. This 
architectural choice allows Neptune to support multiple graph paradigms without duplicating storage or 
maintaining three separate engines.

2 — How Gremlin traversal queries are parsed, optimized, 
and executed using adjacency pages

 

Gremlin operates as a traversal language. Rather than expressing pattern queries declaratively, Gremlin 
executes step-by-step instructions like .out() , .has() , .values() , .filter() , or .repeat() . Neptune 
receives Gremlin bytecode from drivers like TinkerPop and transforms it into an internal traversal plan. Each 
step corresponds to a traversal operation: expanding edges, filtering vertices, or mapping properties.

The power of Gremlin in Neptune comes from adjacency pages. When Neptune executes .out() , it retrieves 

the adjacency list for the current vertex—stored in edge pages—and enumerates outgoing edges. This avoids 
scanning any unrelated records. .has()  operations use property indexes when available to reduce candidate 

sets. Neptune performs traversal pipelining, where intermediate vertex sets are streamed through adjacency 
expansions without materializing the entire traversal frontier in memory unless necessary.

Complex traversals involving .repeat()  (for loops) or .path()  (path construction) use stateful execution 
structures. These track visited vertices, frontier sets, and accumulated paths, allowing Neptune to handle 
deeply recursive queries such as “friends of friends of friends” or fraud-chain traversals. Because adjacency 
retrieval is constant-time relative to vertex degree, Neptune performs multi-hop traversals efficiently even in 
huge graphs.

3 — How SPARQL query planning works for RDF triple 
stores inside Neptune

 

SPARQL is a declarative query language that expresses RDF pattern matching. When Neptune receives a 
SPARQL query, it parses it into a SPARQL algebra tree. This tree includes triple patterns, filters, optional blocks, 
union operations, and join patterns. Triple patterns like { ?x rdf:type ex:User }  are represented internally 

as constraints on subject–predicate–object combinations.

Neptune relies heavily on predicate indexes for SPARQL. A triple pattern with a fixed predicate can be resolved 
quickly by jumping to triple pages storing all triples with that predicate. When multiple triple patterns must be 
joined—e.g., { ?u ex:friend ?v . ?v ex:likes ?p } —the engine uses join strategies similar to relational 

databases: hash joins, merge joins, or nested-loop joins depending on the selectivity of predicates.
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SPARQL also supports FILTER expressions, OPTIONAL (left-join–like constructs), and complex chains of triple 
patterns. Neptune’s planner builds an execution plan that minimizes intermediate result size by ordering triple 
evaluation based on selectivity. Because RDF datasets can contain billions of triples, proper predicate-driven 
filtering is essential to avoid scanning broad triple sets.

For queries involving inference-like behavior, Neptune does not perform full reasoning but uses predicate 
indexes and SPARQL constructs to allow partial logical deduction through pattern chaining.

4 — How openCypher pattern matching is handled, 
including indexes and execution strategies

 

openCypher is closer to SQL but designed specifically for property graphs. Neptune parses openCypher syntax 
into a pattern tree representing node patterns, edge patterns, property constraints, and return projections. For 
example, a query such as:

is transformed into a chain of graph pattern operators. Neptune evaluates node label constraints first using 
label indexes, then applies property predicates using property-value indexes, and finally expands edge 
patterns using adjacency pages.

openCypher queries often involve pattern-matching similar to SPARQL joins, but with property-graph 
semantics. Neptune uses graph-aware join strategies to evaluate these patterns. It avoids full Cartesian 
expansions by using index-driven filtering and selective adjacency expansion. Complex patterns involving 
multiple hops or cycles are decomposed into sub-patterns that are executed in optimized order according to 
the planner’s selectivity estimates.

Neptune also supports openCypher constructs like variable-length paths (e.g., [:FRIEND_OF*3] ) using iterative 

traversal mechanisms similar to Gremlin’s repeat steps. The engine builds traversal loops that expand 
adjacency lists until path-length constraints are satisfied.

5 — How Neptune executes multi-hop traversals, join 
operations, query rewriting, and optimizations across the 
engine

 

Multi-hop traversals, whether expressed through Gremlin .repeat() , SPARQL property paths, or openCypher 

variable-length paths, rely on Neptune’s adjacency page design. When a traversal begins at a root vertex, 
Neptune loads the relevant adjacency page, expands edges, and builds the next frontier. For each frontier, 
Neptune repeats this process, applying filters and constraints at each layer.

Join operations (especially in SPARQL and openCypher) are handled through graph-oriented join plans. 
Neptune recognizes that join keys in graph queries are typically vertex IDs, predicate IDs, or property values. It 
uses hash joins when vertex sets are small and merge-like joins when indexes allow sorted access. Neptune 
rewrites queries to push down filters as early as possible, reducing the size of intermediate frontiers.

MATCH (u:User)-[:FRIEND_OF]->(f:User)

WHERE f.country = 'US'

RETURN f.name
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Query rewriting is essential for performance. SPARQL filters are moved closer to triple pattern evaluation. 
openCypher property constraints are pushed before adjacency expansion. Gremlin filters are reordered when 
safe to reduce traversal workloads. Neptune’s optimizer includes heuristics for pattern reordering, index 
selection, join reordering, and frontier pruning.

Because graph queries often expand rapidly, Neptune restricts path explosion using cycle detection, duplicate 
elimination, and bounds on frontier expansion. All three query languages benefit from these protective 
mechanisms, allowing Neptune to scale graph queries efficiently across massive datasets.

Diagrams for Question 14 (30% of content)  

Diagram 1 — Unified Query Execution Architecture  

Explanation

This diagram shows how all three query languages pass through language-specific front-ends but converge 
into a unified execution engine that interacts with Neptune’s underlying storage.

Diagram 2 — Gremlin Traversal Execution Using Adjacency Pages  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           Neptune Query Engine Architecture                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|      Gremlin Front-End          SPARQL Front-End          openCypher Front-End       |

|             |                         |                         |                    |

|             v                         v                         v                    |

|     Canonical Traversal        SPARQL Algebra Tree        Cypher Pattern Tree        |

|             |                         |                         |                    |

|             +-----------+-------------+-------------+-----------+                    |

|                         | Unified Execution Engine                                      |

|                         v                                                                |

|          Graph Page Access Layer (Vertex, Edge, Triple, Property)                        |

|                         |                                                                |

|                         v                                                                |

|                Distributed Storage Layer (Multi-AZ, Log-Structured)                      |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                        Gremlin Traversal Execution Flow                              |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|      Start Vertex (v)                                                                 |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|      Load Adjacency Page for v  --->  Outgoing Edges                                   |
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Explanation

Gremlin steps resolve directly against adjacency pages, enabling extremely fast multi-hop traversals.

Diagram 3 — SPARQL Triple Pattern Resolution  

Explanation

SPARQL queries begin by resolving predicates through predicate indexes, then join multiple triple sets 
efficiently.

Diagram 4 — openCypher Pattern Matching Execution  

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|      Apply Filters (has(), value constraints)                                          |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|      Expand Next Frontier (v.out())                                                    |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|      Repeat Steps for Depth Traversals                                                 |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                      SPARQL Triple Pattern Evaluation                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Triple Pattern: { ?u ex:likes ?p }                                                 |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|   Predicate Index Lookup (ex:likes)                                                    |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|   Triple Pages Matching Predicate                                                      |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|   Join with Other Triple Patterns (SPARQL Algebra)                                     |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       openCypher Pattern Evaluation Flow                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|      MATCH (u:User)-[:FRIEND_OF]->(f:User)                                            |

|             |                                                                          |
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Explanation

openCypher uses label indexes and property indexes first, and adjacency pages next, to efficiently match 
graph patterns.

This completes Question 14 with full MF2.0 depth.

Shall we proceed to Question 15, covering Neptune performance architecture, traversal scaling, caching 
behavior, and query optimization?

Question 15 — How does Neptune achieve 
high-performance graph traversal, scaling, 
caching, and query optimization?

 

Subtopics for Question 15

1 — Neptune’s performance model and why graph workloads demand a different architecture

2 — How the storage engine accelerates traversals through adjacency locality and page-optimized 
structures

3 — How Neptune uses caching (buffer cache, page cache, dictionary cache) to accelerate repeated 
traversals

4 — How query optimization works for Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher inside the unified planner

5 — How Neptune scales reads horizontally using multiple readers with near-zero-lag consistency

6 — Performance limitations, anti-patterns, and how Neptune prevents path explosion and runaway 
traversals

|             v                                                                          |

|       Label Index Lookup (User)                                                        |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|       Property Filtering (e.g., f.country='US')                                        |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|       Adjacency Expansion (FRIEND_OF edges)                                            |

|             |                                                                          |

|             v                                                                          |

|       Pattern Join and Result Construction                                             |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1 — Neptune’s performance model and why graph 
workloads demand a different architecture

 

Graph workloads are fundamentally different from relational or document access patterns. Most graph 
queries do not revolve around fetching isolated records but around exploring multi-hop relationships—finding 
neighbors, computing paths, identifying clusters, and matching graph patterns. These operations require 
exploring adjacency lists repeatedly and often unpredictably, depending on graph shape and degree 
distribution. Neptune achieves high performance by designing its execution engine against the worst-case 
graph traversal patterns, where queries may expand exponentially if not tightly controlled.

Neptune’s core performance advantage comes from three pillars: adjacency locality, optimized page 
structures, and compute–storage separation. By storing outgoing edges in adjacency pages and compressing 
them into contiguous structures, Neptune ensures that traversals require minimal I/O to expand relationships. 
Instead of performing relational JOINs or scanning document fields, the engine directly hops through 
adjacency structures.

This architecture allows Neptune to scale to billions of edges while maintaining predictable traversal latency, 
which is impossible with relational join-based systems or document models. Graph workloads also produce 
random-access patterns, meaning caching layers must be carefully designed to handle mixed workloads. 
Neptune’s performance model centers on reducing storage fetches, optimizing traversal pipelines, and 
enabling highly parallel read workloads.

2 — How the storage engine accelerates traversals through 
adjacency locality and page-optimized structures

 

Neptune’s distributed storage layer stores adjacency information in a dedicated layout optimized for graph 
expansion. When a traversal begins at a vertex, Neptune fetches the adjacency page corresponding to that 
vertex. The page contains a compact list of outgoing edges: target vertex IDs, edge labels, property offsets, and 
metadata. This structure allows single-page reads to yield many edge relationships at once. When traversals 
move to deeper levels—neighbors of neighbors—Neptune only loads the adjacency pages for each new vertex 
discovered in the frontier.

Edge locality is essential. Instead of scattering edges across the storage volume, Neptune groups them logically 
by vertex ID and label grouping. This minimizes disk seeks (in traditional systems) and minimizes storage 
network calls (in Neptune’s distributed storage model). Because each adjacency page is a self-contained 
structure, Gremlin .out()  and openCypher edge expansions run extremely efficiently, often requiring just a 
few page reads per traversal step.

Page compaction ensures that adjacency structures remain optimal even as graph data changes. When new 
edges are added, Neptune writes redo logs and periodically compacts them into new base pages. This 
prevents adjacency pages from becoming fragmented over time, which is critical for long-lived graphs with 
billions of dynamic edges.
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3 — How Neptune uses caching (buffer cache, page cache, 
dictionary cache) to accelerate repeated traversals

 

Neptune instances maintain large in-memory buffer caches to store vertex pages, adjacency pages, triple 
pages, and property pages. Graph queries often revisit the same vertices or edge lists repeatedly across 
queries or within multi-hop traversals. Caching adjacency pages is the key to eliminating storage round-trips. 
Once a page enters the buffer cache, subsequent traversals operate entirely in memory until eviction occurs.

Neptune also maintains a dictionary cache storing URI-to-ID mappings for RDF graphs and label-to-ID 
mappings for Property Graphs. This prevents Neptune from repeatedly decoding URIs and improves SPARQL 
performance dramatically. The dictionary cache is a critical component for RDF workloads, where identifiers 
may be long semantic URIs that benefit from normalization.

Neptune’s caching strategy prioritizes adjacency pages over property pages, based on the assumption that 
graph traversals often explore topology before retrieving value-rich properties. This bias ensures that 
traversal-heavy workloads remain memory-efficient and latency-optimized.

When caches are cold—such as immediately after scaling or failover—Neptune fetches pages directly from 
storage. Because the storage layer is multi-AZ distributed and optimized for parallel reads, warm-up time is 
significantly shorter compared to self-hosted graph databases that rely on local disk warm-up.

4 — How query optimization works for Gremlin, SPARQL, 
and openCypher inside the unified planner

 

Neptune’s unified planner rewrites queries from all three languages into an internal operator tree. 
Optimization occurs in three layers: structural rewriting, index-based pruning, and traversal-level pruning.

Structural rewriting involves simplifying expressions, pushing filters early, combining patterns, and reordering 
steps. Gremlin steps like .has()  are moved earlier when it is safe, reducing traversal frontiers. SPARQL triple 
patterns are reordered so that more selective predicates are evaluated first. openCypher patterns are 
rearranged so that property filters narrow the set of candidate nodes early.

Index-based pruning is the core optimization for starting points. If a query begins with a label or predicate 
filter, Neptune uses label indexes, predicate indexes, or property-value indexes to select a small set of starting 
vertices or triples. By pruning initial candidates, Neptune prevents unnecessary traversal and reduces 
workload size dramatically.

Traversal-level pruning uses cycle detection, duplicate elimination, and cost estimation strategies to limit 
frontier explosion. Neptune identifies when a traversal is expanding too broadly and uses heuristics to reduce 
candidate sets. These include bounding repeated expansions, applying limits early, using sorted joins, and 
applying ordering constraints strategically.

The unified planner ensures that Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher all benefit from the same underlying 
storage and optimization strategies while preserving the semantics of each language.
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5 — How Neptune scales reads horizontally using multiple 
readers with near-zero-lag consistency

 

Neptune achieves horizontal read scaling by allowing multiple read replicas to attach to the distributed storage 
layer. All reads executed by Gremlin, SPARQL, or openCypher can be offloaded to reader instances. Because 
the storage layer handles replication, consistency between readers and the writer is extremely tight. Once the 
writer commits a change into storage—and a storage quorum confirms durability—readers immediately 
observe the update on their next page fetch.

Reader scaling is particularly important for graph workloads, which often require massive parallel traversal. 
For example, exploration of social networks, large recommendation graphs, or fraud detection graphs may 
require hundreds of simultaneous traversal operations. Adding more reader instances expands available CPU, 
memory, and cache capacity without introducing replication lag or data divergence.

Because compute nodes remain stateless with respect to data durability, adding or removing readers is fast 
and does not require data migration. This elasticity makes Neptune ideal for variable read-intensive workloads.

6 — Performance limitations, anti-patterns, and how 
Neptune prevents path explosion and runaway traversals

 

Graph databases face inherent risks of path explosion—where multi-hop traversals expand exponentially. 
Neptune implements several strategies to prevent this:

Neptune uses cycle detection to ensure traversals do not revisit the same vertices unnecessarily. This reduces 
path explosion in cyclical graphs. Neptune also prunes traversal frontiers using bounding logic. If a traversal 
expands too quickly, Neptune evaluates filters before adjacency expansion and may reorder operations to 
reduce candidate sets early.

Neptune discourages anti-patterns such as extremely broad “rootless” traversals (queries starting without a 
filter), unbounded variable-length paths, or SPARQL patterns that match massive triple sets without predicates. 
In such cases, Neptune forces an internal limit or requires selective predicates to reduce computation.

Neptune’s performance limits revolve around CPU availability, frontier size, and graph degree distribution. 
High-degree vertices can cause huge initial expansions; thus, designs often avoid “hub” vertices or use 
property filters to restrict traversal depth.

By combining page locality, cycle elimination, index-driven filtering, and frontier pruning, Neptune ensures that 
even large graph workloads remain performant and predictable.

Diagrams for Question 15 (30% of total)  

Diagram 1 — Traversal Acceleration through Adjacency Locality  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                       Neptune Adjacency-Page Traversal Model                         |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |
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Explanation

Neptune stores outgoing edges in tightly packed adjacency pages. Traversals expand by repeatedly loading 
these pages, avoiding broad scans.

Diagram 2 — Neptune Caching Layers  

Explanation

Neptune caches storage pages, graph dictionaries, and partial execution states to accelerate repeated graph 
queries.

|     Vertex v                                                                          |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|   Load Adjacency Page for v                                                           |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|   Outgoing Edges: [ (v -> x), (v -> y), (v -> z) ]                                    |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|   Expand Next Frontier → Load adjacency pages for x, y, z                              |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|   Continue multi-hop traversal                                                        |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                 Neptune Caching System                               |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|        |   Buffer Cache       |  ← Vertex Pages, Edge Pages, Triple Pages            |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|                 |                                                                      |

|                 v                                                                      |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|        | Dictionary Cache     |  ← URI/Label/Property Key Normalization               |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|                 |                                                                      |

|                 v                                                                      |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|        |   Execution Cache    |  ← Partial traversal states, join intermediates       |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 3 — Query Optimization Pipeline  

Explanation

This diagram shows how Neptune transforms queries into optimized execution plans that reduce traversal 
costs and memory usage.

Diagram 4 — Horizontal Read Scaling with Near-Zero Lag  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                Neptune Query Planner                                 |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Input Query (Gremlin / SPARQL / openCypher)                                        |

|            |                                                                          |

|            v                                                                          |

|   Canonicalization (Traversal/Pattern Tree)                                           |

|            |                                                                          |

|            v                                                                          |

|   Optimization:                                                                       |

|     - Filter pushdown                                                                 |

|     - Predicate ordering                                                              |

|     - Index-based pruning                                                             |

|     - Frontier reduction                                                              |

|            |                                                                          |

|            v                                                                          |

|   Execution Plan                                                                      |

|            |                                                                          |

|            v                                                                          |

|   Unified Execution Engine                                                            |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           Neptune Read Scaling Architecture                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|                     +-------------------------+                                      |

|                     |       Writer Node       |                                      |

|                     +-------------------------+                                      |

|                               |                                                     |

|          ------------------------------------------------------                     |

|          |                        |                         |                       |

|          v                        v                         v                       |

|    +-------------+         +-------------+          +-------------+                 |

|    | Reader A    |         | Reader B    |          | Reader C    |                 |

|    +-------------+         +-------------+          +-------------+                 |

|          |                        |                         |                       |

|          ------------------------------------------------------                     |

|                               |                                                     |
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Explanation

Readers share the same storage layer and observe updates almost instantly, providing linear horizontal read 
scalability.

Question 16 — How does scaling, replication, 
and high availability work in Amazon 
Neptune?

 

Subtopics for Question 16

1 — The Neptune cluster model: single writer, multiple readers, and shared storage

2 — Replication at the storage layer: 6× copies, quorum writes, and synchronous durability

3 — Read scaling: how Neptune adds readers, distributes traffic, and uses shared storage for near-zero 
lag

4 — High availability and failover: writer failure, reader promotion, and endpoint behavior

5 — Scaling strategies in real-world Neptune deployments: vertical scaling, horizontal scaling, and 
topology patterns

1 — The Neptune cluster model: single writer, multiple 
readers, and shared storage

 

Neptune uses a cluster as its fundamental deployment unit. A cluster contains one writer instance and zero or 
more reader instances. All of these instances are stateless with respect to durable data and are attached to a 
single, shared, replicated storage volume that spans three Availability Zones. The storage volume holds the 
entire graph: nodes, edges, properties, triples, indexes, and internal metadata.

The writer instance is responsible for all graph mutations. When applications send Gremlin, SPARQL, or 
openCypher mutation operations—such as adding vertices, inserting triples, updating properties, or deleting 
edges—those operations always route to the writer. Reader instances accept only read operations: traversals, 
lookup queries, pattern matching, and analytical graph questions. Yet because both writer and readers interact 
with the same shared storage, readers do not need to replicate data from the writer. They simply read 
committed pages from the storage system.

This model separates write-path responsibilities from read-path scaling. It avoids the complexity of multi-writer 
concurrency across distributed graph partitions while still enabling high concurrency for traversal workloads. 
Neptune’s design therefore intentionally favors strong consistency and operational simplicity over multi-writer 
distribution, which is difficult to do safely for mutable graphs.

|                               v                                                     |

|         Distributed Storage (Shared, Multi-AZ, 6× Replicated)                       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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2 — Replication at the storage layer: 6× copies, quorum 
writes, and synchronous durability

 

Unlike traditional cluster designs where each database node keeps its own disk copy and replication occurs at 
the database level, Neptune performs replication entirely at the storage layer. The distributed storage system 
maintains six copies of every data page: two copies in each of three Availability Zones. When the writer 
commits a transaction—whether that transaction is a single vertex insertion or a large batch of triple updates
—the storage service creates redo records and sends them to multiple physical storage nodes across the three 
AZs.

Durability is enforced using a quorum write protocol. The writer instance sends the log records to storage, 
and storage replicates to all six copies. The write is considered committed only when a quorum (for example 
four out of six) of replicas confirm that they have persisted the new pages or redo logs. This synchronous 
quorum ensures that even if an entire AZ fails immediately after a commit, the cluster will not lose data, 
because enough copies exist in the remaining AZs.

The crucial point is that compute instances—writer and readers—do not perform their own replication. They 
rely entirely on the distributed storage service to maintain consistency and durability. This allows Neptune to 
avoid replica-set elections based on oplogs (like MongoDB) and avoids asynchronous log shipping (like self-
managed relational clusters). Replication is baked into the storage layer as a first-class property, not an add-
on.

3 — Read scaling: how Neptune adds readers, distributes 
traffic, and uses shared storage for near-zero lag

 

Neptune scales reads horizontally through reader instances. When you add a reader to a Neptune cluster, 
AWS launches a new compute instance, attaches it to the same shared storage volume, and registers it behind 
the reader endpoint. There is no data copy and no catch-up phase in the classical sense; the new reader 
simply begins accessing the current graph state from the storage layer. As a result, adding a reader is far faster 
than provisioning a full replica in systems where each replica must build its own disk copy.

Applications can connect to either the cluster endpoint (which routes to the writer) or the reader endpoint 
(which load-balances across readers). When queries go to the reader endpoint, Neptune uses simple load-
balancing strategies to distribute traffic, allowing you to scale out read capacity almost linearly with the 
number and size of reader instances.

Consistency between writer and readers is maintained because they all read from the same storage system. 
After a commit, the updated pages are synchronously replicated. When readers request those pages on 
subsequent traversals, they see the new values. There is a tiny window where a reader might still have an 
older version of a page in its cache but, as pages are re-fetched or invalidated, the reader will converge to the 
committed state quickly. This design drastically reduces replication lag compared to database-layer replication.

This near-zero-lag behavior is essential for graph workloads where traversals may cross edges that were just 
created or updated. Without it, graph-based systems would observe inconsistent topology, leading to incorrect 
query results for critical applications such as fraud detection or recommendation engines.
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4 — High availability and failover: writer failure, reader 
promotion, and endpoint behavior

 

High availability in Neptune is orchestrated by the AWS control plane. The system continuously monitors the 
health of all instances in the cluster—writer and readers—via heartbeat checks, OS health checks, engine-level 
checks, and network status monitoring. When the writer becomes unhealthy, unresponsive, or isolated (for 
example due to an AZ disruption), the control plane triggers a failover event.

Failover in Neptune does not involve copying data or re-synchronizing logs. Instead, the control plane 
promotes one of the existing reader instances to become the new writer. This is possible because all instances 
share the same storage volume and read committed data from the same multi-AZ replicated storage layer. 
Promotion is essentially a change in role: a reader that was previously read-only now receives write 
permissions and is bound to the cluster’s writer endpoint.

During failover, Neptune updates DNS mappings so that the writer endpoint points to the new writer instance. 
Applications connected to the old writer may experience connection drops or temporary errors, but robust 
client code with retry logic automatically reconnects to the endpoint and continues operations, now served by 
the new writer.

Reader instances that are not promoted maintain their role and continue to serve queries, often without 
interruption if the AZ they reside in remains available. Because storage remains intact and consistent, there is 
no recovery window in which data must be replayed. Crash recovery is effectively a matter of bringing up 
compute in front of already-consistent storage.

5 — Scaling strategies in real-world Neptune deployments: 
vertical scaling, horizontal scaling, and topology patterns

 

In real-world Neptune deployments, scaling and high availability strategies revolve around two axes: vertical 
scaling of instance sizes and horizontal scaling with additional readers. Vertical scaling increases CPU, 
memory, and network bandwidth for a given instance. Horizontal scaling increases the count of instances that 
can serve read workloads.

Vertical scaling is used when a single writer struggles with complex queries, large intermediate results, or high 
concurrency for both reads and writes. Increasing the writer’s instance size improves query execution speed 
and expands the buffer cache, reducing storage fetches. Vertical scaling for readers works similarly, boosting 
their traversal capabilities and cache capacity. Because Neptune abstracts storage, you can choose instance 
sizes without worrying about disk capacity; the storage layer scales independently.

Horizontal scaling is used when read workloads—especially graph traversals—must serve many concurrent 
clients. By adding multiple readers, you distribute CPU-intensive traversal work across instances. For example, 
an anti-fraud system that needs to examine thousands of account relationships per second can use multiple 
readers to perform parallel graph exploration while maintaining a single writer for updates.

Topology patterns often include at least three instances: one writer in one AZ and two readers, ideally in 
different AZs. This ensures high availability and read redundancy. Some workloads deploy more readers in 
specific AZs where application compute clusters reside, minimizing cross-AZ network latency.

Designers must consider failover semantics when choosing topologies. If a writer sits in AZ-1 and fails, having a 
reader in AZ-2 ready for promotion ensures the cluster remains writable. Therefore, best practice is to 
distribute readers across AZs, not to concentrate them all in a single zone.
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Diagrams for Question 16 (approximately 30% 
of content)

 

Diagram 1 — Neptune Cluster Model: Writer + Readers + Shared 
Storage

 

Explanation

This diagram shows the cluster-level view: a single writer endpoint routing to the writer instance, a reader 
endpoint balancing across multiple reader instances, and a shared distributed storage layer providing 
consistent graph data to all instances.

Diagram 2 — Storage-Layer Replication and Quorum Writes  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                         Neptune Cluster Architecture (HA)                            |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Application Clients (Gremlin / SPARQL / openCypher)                                |

|               |                                                                      |

|               v                                                                      |

|        +-----------------------+       +-----------------------+                     |

|        |   Writer Endpoint     |       |    Reader Endpoint    |                     |

|        +-----------------------+       +-----------------------+                     |

|                |                                   |                                 |

|                v                                   v                                 |

|        +----------------------+          +----------------------+                    |

|        |   Writer Instance    |          |   Reader Instances   |                    |

|        |   (Single Writer)    |          |  R1, R2, ..., Rn     |                    |

|        +----------------------+          +----------------------+                    |

|                   \                             /                                   |

|                    \                           /                                    |

|                     \                         /                                     |

|                      v                       v                                      |

|             +--------------------------------------------------+                    |

|             |     Distributed Storage Layer (Multi-AZ, 6×)     |                    |

|             |  - Graph Pages, Adjacency, RDF Triples           |                    |

|             +--------------------------------------------------+                    |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Neptune Storage Replication and Quorum Writes                    |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Writer Instance                                                                    |
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Explanation

This diagram captures how Neptune’s storage service replicates each update across six replicas in three AZs 
and uses a quorum to guarantee durability and availability.

Diagram 3 — Read Scaling and Near-Zero-Lag Consistency  

Explanation

|        |                                                                             |

|        v                                                                             |

|   Send Redo Logs / Updates to Storage                                                |

|        |                                                                             |

|        v                                                                             |

|   +---------------------------------------------------------------------+           |

|   | Distributed Storage Service                                         |           |

|   |   AZ-1:   Replica A1, Replica A2                                    |           |

|   |   AZ-2:   Replica B1, Replica B2                                    |           |

|   |   AZ-3:   Replica C1, Replica C2                                    |           |

|   +---------------------------------------------------------------------+           |

|        |                                                                             |

|        v                                                                             |

|   Wait for Quorum (e.g., 4 of 6 replicas confirm write)                             |

|        |                                                                             |

|        v                                                                             |

|   Commit Confirmed to Client                                                         |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                             Neptune Read Scaling Model                               |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Client Read Queries                                                                 |

|         |                                                                            |

|         v                                                                            |

|  Reader Endpoint                                                                     |

|         |                                                                            |

|   ----------------------------                                                       |

|   |           |            |                                                         |

|   v           v            v                                                         |

| Reader A   Reader B     Reader C                                                     |

|   |          |            |                                                          |

|   ----------------------------                                                       |

|              |                                                                       |

|              v                                                                       |

|   Shared Distributed Storage (Committed Pages)                                       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Readers share the same physical storage, so once the writer commits updates, all readers see the updated 
pages almost immediately on subsequent fetches. This design provides near-zero replication lag.

Diagram 4 — Failover and Reader Promotion  

Explanation

This diagram shows how Neptune promotes a healthy reader to the writer role when the original writer fails. 
Because storage remains consistent, promotion is quick and does not require data copying or log replay.

Question 17 — How is security implemented 
in Amazon Neptune and how does it integrate 
with AWS services?

 

Subtopics for Question 17

1 — Network isolation and access boundaries using VPC, subnets, routing, and security groups

2 — Encryption in transit and at rest: TLS, KMS integration, key hierarchy, and encrypted snapshots

3 — IAM integration for control-plane and data-plane operations, and separation of duties

4 — Authentication and authorization models for Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher endpoints

5 — Logging, auditing, monitoring, and integration with CloudWatch, CloudTrail, and GuardDuty

6 — How security is preserved across failover, scaling, backups, restores, and cross-service integration

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                               Neptune Failover Flow                                  |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Normal State                                                                        |

|     Writer W in AZ-1                                                                 |

|     Reader R1 in AZ-2                                                                |

|     Reader R2 in AZ-3                                                                |

|                                                                                      |

|  Writer Failure Detected                                                             |

|       |                                                                              |

|       v                                                                              |

|  Control Plane Selects New Writer (e.g., R1)                                         |

|       |                                                                              |

|       v                                                                              |

|  Promote R1 to Writer                                                                |

|  Update Writer Endpoint --> R1                                                       |

|                                                                                      |

|  R2 continues as Reader, storage unchanged                                           |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1 — Network isolation and access boundaries using VPC, 
subnets, routing, and security groups

 

Amazon Neptune is deployed entirely inside an AWS Virtual Private Cloud (VPC). Every Neptune cluster runs in 
customer-defined subnets, and each instance (writer or reader) receives an Elastic Network Interface (ENI) 
bound to the VPC. That ENI is subject to the same routing tables, NACLs, and security group rules as any other 
resource in the VPC. This means Neptune instances are never exposed by default to the public internet; they 
are reachable only from within your VPC or through explicitly configured mechanisms like VPN, Direct Connect, 
VPC peering, Transit Gateway, or PrivateLink front-ends.

Security groups are the primary guardrails around Neptune’s endpoints. Neptune listens on a well-defined 
port (commonly 8182 for Gremlin; SPARQL and REST endpoints use HTTPS on similar ports). Security groups 
control which IP ranges, EC2 instances, Lambda functions, containers, or other VPC resources can connect. By 
tightening security group ingress rules, you can ensure that only application tiers and trusted admin hosts can 
reach Neptune. Egress rules on Neptune’s security groups control which external services Neptune can initiate 
connections to, though Neptune generally acts more as a server than a client.

VPC-level isolation ensures that even if an attacker knows your Neptune endpoint hostname, they cannot 
reach it from the internet unless you explicitly expose a path. Internal routing rules can segment Neptune into 
private subnets, with application tiers in separate subnets, and shared services like bastion hosts or VPN 
terminators controlling administrative access. This design aligns Neptune’s network security posture with best 
practices used for Aurora and RDS.

2 — Encryption in transit and at rest: TLS, KMS integration, 
key hierarchy, and encrypted snapshots

 

Neptune enforces encryption in transit for all client connections by default using TLS over HTTPS. Whether 
clients use Gremlin over WebSockets/HTTP, SPARQL over HTTP, or any supported endpoint, the protocol 
requires TLS negotiation. Certificates are managed by AWS; clients validate server certificates and establish 
secure sessions, ensuring that credentials, query payloads, and graph results are always encrypted in motion 
across the VPC network. Internal control-plane calls and inter-instance communications also use secure 
channels governed by AWS infrastructure.

At rest, Neptune uses AWS Key Management Service (KMS) to encrypt all data stored in the distributed storage 
layer. When you create a Neptune cluster, you choose a KMS key (either AWS-managed or customer-
managed). Neptune then uses envelope encryption: data encryption keys (DEKs) encrypt graph pages, indexes, 
and redo logs, while these DEKs are themselves encrypted with the KMS customer master key (CMK). The 
distributed storage system never stores DEKs in plaintext; it only uses decrypted keys transiently in memory 
on the compute nodes to perform encryption and decryption.

Snapshots and backups inherit the encryption properties of the source cluster. An encrypted Neptune cluster 
always produces encrypted snapshots, and any restored cluster remains encrypted under the same or a 
compatible KMS key. This guarantees that data never exists unencrypted on disk, whether in primary storage, 
backup storage, or during PITR reconstructions. Key rotation at the KMS level is supported: when you rotate a 
CMK, new DEKs are encrypted with the new CMK version, and older DEKs remain decryptable for existing data. 
This maintains cryptographic continuity without requiring a full re-encryption of the graph.
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3 — IAM integration for control-plane and data-plane 
operations, and separation of duties

 

Neptune integrates tightly with AWS Identity and Access Management (IAM), but in two different planes: the 
control plane and the data plane. The control plane covers operations like creating clusters, deleting clusters, 
modifying instances, managing parameter groups, and initiating snapshots or restores. These actions are 
performed via AWS APIs such as neptune:CreateDBCluster , neptune:ModifyDBInstance , and 

neptune:CreateDBClusterSnapshot , and are authorized using IAM policies attached to users, roles, or 

groups. CloudTrail logs all such actions, providing a complete audit trail of infrastructure-level operations.

For the data plane, Neptune supports IAM-based authentication for certain endpoints and operations. In 
particular, Neptune’s HTTP interface can be configured to use SigV4-signed requests where IAM roles and 
policies determine whether a principal can perform certain query or data operations. This is especially useful 
when Neptune is fronted by services like AWS AppSync or API Gateway, where end-user identities are mapped 
to IAM roles. SigV4 authentication ensures that only callers with appropriate IAM permissions can issue queries 
to a Neptune endpoint.

This dual integration model enables separation of duties. Infrastructure administrators who manage cluster 
lifecycle can be granted IAM permissions for Neptune resources without granting them direct query access. 
Application roles can be allowed to execute queries and traversals without having privileges to delete or 
modify clusters. Combined with KMS key policies, this creates layered governance: cluster management, data 
access, and cryptographic control each have separate permission boundaries.

4 — Authentication and authorization models for Gremlin, 
SPARQL, and openCypher endpoints

 

Neptune’s query endpoints support multiple authentication models. For VPC-internal traffic, many 
deployments rely on network-level controls plus IAM-based SigV4 authorization. Clients authenticate using IAM 
roles (via EC2 instance profiles, Lambda execution roles, or STS-assumed roles), and sign requests with SigV4 
signatures. Neptune validates these signatures and checks IAM policies to determine whether the caller is 
allowed to run queries or administrative statements over the graph.

For Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher, the main authorization model in Neptune is IAM-based rather than 
database-internal user accounts. Unlike DocumentDB, Neptune does not implement a MongoDB-style 
username/password RBAC model inside the engine. Instead, it expects access control to be handled primarily 
via IAM and VPC security boundaries. That means typical patterns include: restricting which roles can call the 
Neptune HTTP or WebSocket endpoints; restricting which Lambdas or ECS tasks can establish network 
connections; and using application-level authorization to enforce fine-grained graph access.

In some architectures, Neptune is further fronted by an API Gateway or a custom microservice that performs 
additional authentication (for example, JWT-based auth) and then forwards allowed queries to Neptune. In 
such cases, Neptune trusts the upstream service and relies on IAM plus network rules to restrict access only to 
that service. This layered defense ensures that even if application-level authentication is bypassed, attackers 
still cannot directly reach Neptune without the right IAM credentials and VPC connectivity.
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5 — Logging, auditing, monitoring, and integration with 
CloudWatch, CloudTrail, and GuardDuty

 

Neptune integrates with multiple AWS observability services to provide visibility into security and operational 
behavior. CloudWatch Metrics expose performance indicators such as CPU, memory, connections, I/O, and 
query-related statistics. From a security perspective, abrupt spikes in connection counts, error rates, or 
throttling metrics can indicate potential misuse or attack. CloudWatch Logs can capture engine-level logs, slow 
query logs, and error messages, allowing teams to investigate suspicious query patterns or repeated failures.

CloudTrail records control-plane API calls related to Neptune, such as cluster creation, deletion, modification, 
snapshot operations, and KMS interactions. These logs show who changed what and when, providing a full 
historical trace for compliance audits and incident investigations. GuardDuty and Security Hub can ingest 
CloudTrail and VPC Flow Logs to detect anomalous network behavior—such as unusual access patterns to 
Neptune subnets or suspicious cross-account access attempts.

Neptune’s query-layer logging is not as rich as some application-level logging frameworks, but combined with 
VPC Flow Logs and CloudWatch Logs, operators can detect anomalies like brute-force attempts, scanning 
patterns, or heavy misuse of query engines. Tagging Neptune resources and snapshots further improves 
auditing, as teams can track ownership and usage across environments.

6 — How security is preserved across failover, scaling, 
backups, restores, and cross-service integration

 

Because Neptune’s architecture decouples compute and storage, security properties remain consistent even 
as the cluster scales or undergoes failover. When a reader or writer instance is replaced, the new instance is 
launched with the same subnet placement, security groups, and encryption context as the original. It attaches 
to the same encrypted storage volume and uses the same KMS CMK. Thus, failovers do not weaken encryption 
or open new network paths; security posture remains stable across instance lifecycles.

Backups and restores preserve encryption and IAM controls. A snapshot derived from an encrypted Neptune 
cluster always remains encrypted, and restore operations require access to both the snapshot resource and 
the underlying KMS key. Restored clusters inherit VPC settings, security groups, and parameter groups—either 
identical or intentionally modified—ensuring that security controls are explicitly configured for each 
environment.

Cross-service integrations, such as using Lambda for triggers, Glue or EMR for analytics, or SageMaker for ML, 
rely on IAM roles to authorize access to Neptune. Those roles must be explicitly granted permissions to call 
Neptune endpoints. Additionally, data extracted from Neptune into other services can be encrypted with KMS 
and transported over secure channels, preserving confidentiality across the entire data pipeline.

In summary, Neptune’s security model is deeply embedded in AWS primitives: VPC isolation, security groups, 
IAM, KMS, and logging/auditing services. Operational events—failover, scaling, backups, restores—do not 
bypass or degrade these controls because security is applied at every layer: network, authorization, 
encryption, and observability.
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Diagrams for Question 17 (around 30% of 
content)

 

Diagram 1 — Network Isolation and Security Groups around 
Neptune

 

Explanation

This diagram shows Neptune instances inside private subnets, protected by security groups; only application 
resources with allowed SG rules can connect. The storage layer is fully internal and unreachable from the VPC.

Diagram 2 — Encryption Stack with TLS + KMS  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                        Neptune VPC Security Architecture                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Application Subnets (EC2, ECS, Lambda)                                             |

|           |                                                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   |  Security Group (App)  |                                                        |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|           |  Allowed Ports (to Neptune SG)                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   | Neptune Security Group |  <-- Only allows from App SG / specific CIDRs         |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|           |                                                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   |   Neptune ENIs (AZ1-3) |   <-- Private Subnets in Customer VPC                  |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|           |                                                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   | Distributed Storage     |   <-- Internal AWS network only, no VPC access        |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                          Neptune Encryption Architecture                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Client (Gremlin/SPARQL/openCypher)                                                 |

|           |                                                                          |
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Explanation

TLS secures data in transit; KMS-managed keys secure data at rest. Compute nodes briefly use decrypted DEKs 
to read/write data to encrypted storage pages.

Diagram 3 — IAM Separation of Duties  

Explanation

Different IAM roles are used for cluster lifecycle management, application query access, and analytics, 
enforcing a clean separation of duties.

|       TLS Handshake (HTTPS/TLS)                                                      |

|           |                                                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   |  Neptune Compute Node   |                                                        |

|   |  - Uses DEKs decrypted  |                                                        |

|   |    via KMS CMK          |                                                        |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|           |                                                                          |

|           v                                                                          |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|   | Encrypted Storage Pages |  <-- DEKs encrypt data pages and logs                 |

|   +-------------------------+                                                        |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                         IAM Roles and Neptune Security                               |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Admin Role (Infrastructure)                                                        |

|      - neptune:CreateDBCluster                                                       |

|      - neptune:ModifyDBInstance                                                      |

|      - kms:Encrypt/Decrypt for Neptune CMK                                           |

|                                                                                      |

|   App Role (Data Plane)                                                              |

|      - neptune-db:connect (SigV4)                                                    |

|      - Limited to specific cluster endpoints                                         |

|                                                                                      |

|   Analytics Role (Read-Only)                                                         |

|      - neptune-db:connect                                                            |

|      - Read-only policies                                                            |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 4 — Security Preservation Across Failover and Restore  

Explanation

Security settings remain intact during failover and restores. New compute nodes and restored clusters 
continue to use the same or explicitly configured security primitives.

Question 18 — How does Amazon Neptune 
integrate with analytics, machine learning, 
data pipelines, and external AWS services?

 

Subtopics for Question 18

1 — Data ingestion pipelines: streaming ingestion, batch loading, Glue ETL, S3 pipelines, and Neptune 
Loader

2 — Integration with analytics engines: EMR, Spark, Athena Federated Query, and graph-centric 
analytics workflows

3 — Neptune ML: deep graph neural network (GNN) integration based on Amazon SageMaker

4 — Integration with SageMaker, Lambda, Kinesis, MSK, DMS, and other services for end-to-end graph 
workflows

5 — Best-practice architectures for real-world Neptune data pipelines and analytical ecosystems

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   Security Continuity in Failover and Restore                        |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Original Cluster (Encrypted, Private Subnets, SG-A, KMS-Key-1)                     |

|          |                                                                           |

|    Failover or Instance Replacement                                                  |

|          |                                                                           |

|          v                                                                           |

|   New Writer / Readers with same:                                                    |

|      - VPC/Subnets                                                                   |

|      - Security Groups                                                               |

|      - KMS Key                                                                       |

|                                                                                      |

|   Snapshot / Restore → New Cluster                                                   |

|      - Encrypted with same or new CMK (authorized)                                   |

|      - Explicitly configured VPC + SG                                               |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1 — Data ingestion pipelines: streaming ingestion, batch 
loading, Glue ETL, S3 pipelines, and Neptune Loader

 

Neptune integrates tightly with S3-based batch ingestion and supports high-throughput loaders that can 
populate billions of vertices and edges in one operation. The Neptune Bulk Loader takes structured files from 
S3—either CSV for property graphs or RDF formats like Turtle, N-Triples, or RDF/XML—and streams them into 
the distributed storage layer. Unlike incremental mutation-based loading through Gremlin or SPARQL, the Bulk 
Loader is parallelized internally and bypasses query-layer overhead, achieving extremely high load speeds.

Glue ETL pipelines often clean, transform, and reshape data from operational stores or event streams before 
sending them to S3 for loading. In data-lake architectures, data is ingested into S3 first, processed with Glue, 
then bulk-loaded into Neptune. This is particularly common for knowledge graph construction, where massive 
amounts of structured metadata must be normalized, deduplicated, and converted into triples or graph edges 
before graph ingestion.

For streaming ingestion, Neptune integrates with Amazon Kinesis Data Streams, Kinesis Firehose, MSK 
(Kafka), and Lambda. Applications produce event streams—such as transactions, clicks, entity updates, or 
relationships—to streaming systems which feed Lambda or custom consumers. These consumers then write 
updates to Neptune via Gremlin, SPARQL, or openCypher. This approach allows Neptune to maintain a near-
real-time graph representation of continuously evolving systems, such as fraud graphs or recommendation 
graphs.

Because Neptune’s writer is single-primary, streaming ingestion pipelines must be designed to distribute write 
load across time. High-volume ingestion is often batched or aggregated upstream so that the writer does not 
receive excessive tiny writes. In practice, most high-throughput pipelines combine:

1. periodic bulk loading for historical data, and

2. event-based incremental ingestion for fresh updates.

2 — Integration with analytics engines: EMR, Spark, Athena 
Federated Query, and graph-centric analytics workflows

 

Neptune integrates deeply with analysis engines like EMR and Spark for large-scale analytics that go beyond 
the graph engine’s internal capabilities. While Neptune excels at real-time graph queries and multi-hop 
traversals, some workloads—such as global graph metrics, PageRank, community detection, connected 
component analysis, clustering coefficients, and graph summarization—require batch-style, cluster-compute 
analytics.

Amazon EMR and Apache Spark can connect to Neptune using specialized connectors. They can pull 
subgraphs, perform distributed computation on Spark clusters, and then push transformed graph data back to 
Neptune or S3. Spark’s distributed memory model is particularly well suited for massive analytical jobs where 
billions of edges must be processed and scored.

Athena Federated Query can integrate with Neptune through custom Lambda connectors, allowing analysts to 
use SQL-style querying to extract structured projections of graph data. While this does not provide graph-
native traversal capabilities, it is highly useful for exporting properties, metadata, and graph summaries 
without writing Gremlin or SPARQL directly.

A common pattern is:
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• Store large datasets in S3,

• Use Glue/EMR/Spark to prepare graph edges and vertex properties,

• Load the graph into Neptune,

• Run real-time graph functions in Neptune,

• Periodically export graph snapshots back to S3 for heavyweight Spark analytics or ML pipelines.

Neptune thus becomes the operational graph store, while EMR and Spark perform deep graph analytics in 
batch mode.

3 — Neptune ML: deep graph neural network (GNN) 
integration based on Amazon SageMaker

 

Neptune ML is one of the most sophisticated integrations offered within Neptune’s ecosystem. It brings graph 
machine learning capabilities—specifically Graph Neural Networks (GNNs)—into the AWS graph workflow. 
Neptune ML automatically builds training datasets from graph structures, extracts graph partitions, generates 
node features, and constructs models using SageMaker and the Deep Graph Library (DGL).

GNNs excel when predictions depend on relational structure, not just entity attributes. For example, predicting 
fraudulent entities, recommendations, link prediction (“which users will connect?”), classification of nodes, and 
embeddings for similarity search. Neptune ML handles the complete lifecycle:

It samples the graph and produces training/validation/test splits.

• It packages graph data into DGL format.

• It launches a SageMaker training job to train GNN models.

• It deploys the trained model behind a SageMaker endpoint.

• Neptune then uses that endpoint for online inference, such as predicting properties or scores for nodes and 
edges.

This deep integration allows production applications to run GNN-powered predictions directly against live 
graph data without manual data engineering. It removes friction between data engineers, graph developers, 
and ML engineers.

Neptune ML’s internal pipeline is highly parallelized: it extracts subgraphs efficiently, distributes partitions 
across training workers, and caches embeddings. The training step uses GPU-accelerated SageMaker 
instances, enabling high-scale learning on very large graphs.

4 — Integration with SageMaker, Lambda, Kinesis, MSK, 
DMS, and other services for end-to-end graph workflows

 

Neptune participates in broader AWS architectures with first-class integrations:

SageMaker:
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Beyond Neptune ML, custom ML workflows can pull subgraphs from Neptune into SageMaker notebooks for 
feature engineering, embedding creation, or training non-GNN models. SageMaker can also connect to 
Neptune endpoints for inference-time queries (e.g., “retrieve neighbors before predicting score”).

Lambda:

Lambda acts as a lightweight, event-driven orchestrator around Neptune. For example, when an S3 file lands 
with new graph data, a Lambda function triggers the Bulk Loader. Lambda can also process Kinesis/MSK 
events and write incremental updates into Neptune.

Kinesis/MSK:

These streaming systems allow real-time ingestion of entities and relationships. Graph structures adapt 
immediately as new data arrives, powering fraud detection, security graphs, social graphs, or operational 
knowledge graphs.

DMS (Database Migration Service):

DMS can migrate relational or NoSQL data into S3, where it becomes a staging layer for conversion into graph 
structures via Glue, Lambda, or custom code. Although DMS does not write directly into Neptune, it plays a 
pivotal role in relational→graph migrations.

EventBridge:

Event-driven graph enrichment patterns use EventBridge to orchestrate workflows that update Neptune when 
external events occur—such as user profile changes, new transactions, or inventory updates.

CloudWatch and Step Functions:

Step Functions coordinate complex workflows involving bulk loads, analytical refreshes, GNN retraining cycles, 
and S3 export pipelines. CloudWatch triggers allow periodic graph maintenance, refresh tasks, or export jobs.

Together, these integrations allow Neptune to serve as the relationship hub of large, heterogeneous AWS 
architectures.

5 — Best-practice architectures for real-world Neptune 
data pipelines and analytical ecosystems

 

Real-world Neptune workloads usually follow a consistent architectural pattern: S3 acts as the universal 
staging area, Glue or EMR performs transformation, Neptune Loader ingests graph data, and ongoing updates 
flow through a streaming pipeline powered by Kinesis, MSK, or Lambda. Graph analytics run in two modes: 
operational real-time queries in Neptune, and batch analytics in EMR/Spark, with periodic synchronization 
between S3, Neptune, and ML systems.

A common production pipeline looks like this:

Historical data is dumped into S3 from operational stores. Glue or Spark transforms these datasets into graph-
formatted files (CSV, RDF, edge lists). Neptune Bulk Loader ingests the graph. As the system goes live, 
incremental updates arrive via event streams, processed by Lambda, enriched with metadata, and written into 
Neptune through mutation APIs. Periodically, snapshots of the live graph are exported to S3 for training ML 
models in SageMaker or for large-scale batch analytics in EMR.
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Security, IAM controls, and encryption remain consistent across the pipeline. VPC boundaries ensure that 
Neptune is never exposed publicly. SageMaker and EMR communicate with Neptune through VPC interfaces or 
private subnets, preserving confidentiality.

Neptune becomes the authoritative, real-time graph store that powers user-facing applications, while S3 + EMR 
+ SageMaker form the analytical and ML ecosystem that continuously enriches the graph with embeddings, 
classifications, anomaly scores, and recommendations.

Diagrams for Question 18 (around 30% 
diagrams)

 

Diagram 1 — End-to-End Neptune Data Ingestion Pipeline  

Explanation

This shows the common ingestion pipeline: operational systems → Glue/EMR → S3 → Bulk Loader → Neptune.

Diagram 2 — Streaming Ingestion Architecture  

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Neptune Data Ingestion and Transformation Flow                   |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|           Operational DB / Streams                                                   |

|                      |                                                                |

|                      v                                                                |

|              +------------------+                                                     |

|              | Glue / EMR ETL   |  <-- Clean, transform, model edges and properties  |

|              +------------------+                                                     |

|                      |                                                                |

|                      v                                                                |

|               Amazon S3 (Staging Layer)                                               |

|                      |                                                                |

|                      v                                                                |

|             Neptune Bulk Loader (High-rate Load)                                      |

|                      |                                                                |

|                      v                                                                |

|                Neptune Cluster (Live Graph)                                           |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           Streaming Graph Update Pipeline                             |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Event Producers → Kinesis/MSK Streams → Lambda Consumers → Neptune Writer           |
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Explanation

This represents real-time updates flowing through Kinesis/MSK → Lambda → Neptune Writer.

Diagram 3 — Neptune ML Architecture (GNN Integration)  

Explanation

|                                                                                      |

|      Producers (Apps, IoT, Transactions)                                             |

|                 |                                                                     |

|                 v                                                                     |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|        |  Kinesis / MSK       |                                                       |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|                 |                                                                     |

|                 v                                                                     |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|        |  Lambda Processor    |  <-- Build edges, enrich, validate                   |

|        +----------------------+                                                       |

|                 |                                                                     |

|                 v                                                                     |

|          Neptune Writer Instance (Mutations)                                          |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                               Neptune ML Architecture                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   Neptune Graph (Nodes + Edges + Properties)                                         |

|               |                                                                       |

|               v                                                                       |

|    Graph Sampling and Dataset Construction                                            |

|               |                                                                       |

|               v                                                                       |

|     Export to S3 in DGL Format                                                        |

|               |                                                                       |

|               v                                                                       |

|     SageMaker Training (GNN Models)                                                   |

|               |                                                                       |

|               v                                                                       |

|       SageMaker Endpoint (Inference)                                                  |

|               |                                                                       |

|               v                                                                       |

|   Neptune Queries Use Model Predictions (Node/Edge Scores)                           |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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This diagram shows how Neptune ML extracts the graph, trains GNN models using SageMaker, and returns 
predictions back to Neptune-driven applications.

Diagram 4 — Full Analytical + ML Ecosystem with Neptune  

Explanation

This final diagram shows the complete ecosystem: S3, Glue/EMR, SageMaker, and Neptune in a loop of 
ingestion, analytics, modeling, and inference.

Question 19 — Fully Consolidated Summary 
of DocumentDB and Neptune (Unified Master 
Summary)

 

Amazon DocumentDB and Amazon Neptune together represent AWS’s approach to managed NoSQL and 
graph database ecosystems, each designed for a fundamentally different type of data problem: DocumentDB 
for JSON-driven, MongoDB-compatible document workloads, and Neptune for relationship-driven, graph-
structured workloads. Though they share common architectural ideas—such as compute–storage separation, 
multi-AZ durability, and distributed storage—they differ deeply in query models, indexing structures, internal 
storage layouts, operational behavior, performance characteristics, and the types of applications they power. A 
consolidated understanding of these systems requires viewing them both at the architectural level and at the 
conceptual purpose they fulfill within AWS’s database portfolio.

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Neptune + Analytics + ML Architecture Overview                    |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|     S3 Data Lake <------> Glue/EMR/Spark (Analytics)                                 |

|          |                        |                                                   |

|          v                        v                                                   |

|   Bulk Load / Export     Feature Engineering / Metrics                                |

|          |                        |                                                   |

|          v                        v                                                   |

|                          SageMaker (GNN + ML Training)                                |

|                                     |                                                 |

|                                     v                                                 |

|                           SageMaker Endpoints                                         |

|                                     |                                                 |

|                                     v                                                 |

|                      Neptune (Operational Graph + ML Inference)                       |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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DocumentDB exists to deliver a fully managed, horizontally scalable, MongoDB API-compatible database 
running on AWS’s Aurora-like architecture. Instead of persisting data locally on EC2 instances, DocumentDB 
compute nodes are stateless and attach to a shared, distributed storage backend. This storage layer maintains 
six copies of every data page across three Availability Zones, ensuring high durability and allowing compute 
nodes to fail or restart without losing data. When applications write to DocumentDB, the writer instance 
generates redo logs describing the document changes, index updates, and structural mutations; these logs are 
synchronously committed to the distributed storage service through a quorum write protocol. Reads on reader 
instances use the same shared storage and thus maintain near-zero replication lag. The system effectively 
removes the operational complexity seen in MongoDB replica sets and avoids manual shard balancing, oplog 
syncing, crash recovery routines, and primary elections involving device-local disks. DocumentDB’s key value 
proposition is simplified operation with predictable scaling for read workloads and consistent behavior under 
multi-AZ failures.

Internally, DocumentDB stores BSON-like JSON documents inside page-structured formats consisting of 
document pages, index pages, and metadata pages. Changes are written as redo logs, and compaction 
generates new base pages over time. The query engine parses MongoDB-compatible queries and pipelines, 
translating them into DocumentDB-internal operator trees. Indexing strategies—such as single-field indexes, 
compound indexes, multikey indexes, and hashed indexes—provide efficient filtering and sorting. Because 
DocumentDB writes to a log-structured storage system, the number of indexes significantly impacts write I/O 
cost. Each index update produces additional redo logs and page writes. DocumentDB therefore balances read 
performance and write amplification through index design choices, document modeling strategies, and careful 
aggregation patterns.

Performance in DocumentDB hinges on its caching layers, buffer pools, memory sizing, and query patterns. As 
with Aurora, larger instance classes provide larger caches, which reduce storage fetches during document 
retrieval and aggregation. Inefficient aggregations or frequent updates to large documents increase storage 
I/O and degrade performance. Document modeling is therefore essential: flattening excessively nested 
structures or splitting large documents prevents unnecessary page churn. Query optimization leverages index 
selection, predicate pushdown, aggregation pipeline reordering, and filter application early in the execution 
chain. Workloads observe the highest performance when hot data fits into memory; otherwise, compute 
nodes repeatedly fetch pages from the distributed storage layer. For large-scale read scalability, readers 
distribute load across compute instances, while the writer handles all mutations.

DocumentDB’s operational behaviors revolve around simplicity: failover promotes a reader to become the new 
writer using shared storage; backups are automatically captured and stored in durable, incremental 
snapshots; restores create new compute layers attaching to restored storage; and scaling operations adjust 
compute capacity without affecting data durability. Security integrates through VPC isolation, IAM control-
plane permissions, TLS-in-transit protection, KMS encryption at rest, and CloudWatch/CloudTrail observability. 
Cost management requires understanding compute-dominant pricing, write I/O amplification, storage 
expansion, and snapshot retention overhead.

Neptune stands at the opposite end of the data modeling spectrum. Instead of documents, Neptune 
specializes in highly interconnected data represented as graphs. Its purpose is to support multi-hop traversals, 
relationship discovery, path exploration, structural pattern matching, and semantic knowledge modeling—
tasks impossible to perform efficiently on relational or document databases at scale. Neptune supports both 
the Property Graph model (via Gremlin and openCypher) and the RDF semantic model (via SPARQL). This dual-
model design allows Neptune to support use cases ranging from social networks to fraud rings, from 
recommendation systems to knowledge graphs, and from metadata classification to network topology 
analysis.



Architecturally, Neptune mirrors DocumentDB and Aurora in compute–storage separation. Compute instances 
are stateless traversal engines, executing Gremlin step pipelines, SPARQL algebra trees, and openCypher 
pattern matches. They attach to the same shared, log-structured, multi-AZ replicated storage layer. The 
storage system stores graph pages: vertex pages, adjacency pages (outgoing edges), property pages, triple 
pages (for RDF), and indexing structures such as label indexes, predicate indexes, and property-value indexes. 
Writes are represented as redo logs describing vertex insertions, edge insertions, property mutations, or triple 
additions. The storage layer compacts log segments into updated pages. Quorum writes ensure durability, and 
compute instances remain lightweight because they host no persistent data.

Traversal performance in Neptune is defined by adjacency locality. Graph databases store edges as first-class 
citizens, enabling direct navigation from one vertex to its neighbors. Relational systems require JOINs; Neptune 
performs adjacency fetches. A traversal step such as Gremlin’s .out()  retrieves an adjacency page containing 

all outgoing edges of a vertex, making it possible to expand to potentially thousands of neighbors with a single 
page fetch. Multi-hop traversals—friends of friends, fraud chains across accounts and devices, shortest paths
—repeat this process layer by layer. SPARQL pattern matching retrieves triples efficiently using predicate 
indexes, and openCypher queries evaluate graph patterns through label and property filtering followed by 
adjacency expansion. Neptune’s unified execution engine transforms queries from all three languages into 
operator pipelines that leverage identical storage behaviors.

Caching in Neptune significantly accelerates repeated traversals. Compute instances maintain buffer caches 
holding adjacency pages, vertex metadata pages, and property pages. Repeated queries—especially common 
in social graphs, recommendation systems, or fraud detection workloads—operate entirely in memory once 
caches warm up. RDF workloads benefit from a dictionary cache that stores URI→ID mappings, optimizing 
predicate resolution and SPARQL join planning. Query optimization pushes filters and predicate constraints as 
early as possible, reducing traversal frontiers and preventing exponential explosion during variable-length 
path operations. Neptune aggressively prunes frontiers using cycle detection and duplicate elimination to 
prevent runaway graph expansion.

High availability in Neptune depends on the same distributed principles as DocumentDB. When a writer fails, a 
reader is promoted instantly because all instances share the same storage state. Scaling read workloads is 
straightforward: simply add more readers. They attach instantly and begin serving queries with near-zero 
replication lag. Security integrates with VPC isolation, IAM SigV4 authentication, TLS in transit, KMS encryption 
at rest, and multi-layer audit logging. Neptune works seamlessly with analytics engines such as EMR and Spark 
for batch graph analytics. It integrates with SageMaker through Neptune ML to train graph neural networks 
(GNNs) for link prediction, classification, community detection, fraud anomaly scoring, and recommendation 
embeddings. Neptune ML extracts graph partitions, exports them to S3 in DGL format, trains GNNs on 
SageMaker GPU clusters, deploys models, and supports inference directly through Neptune applications.

Data pipelines often combine Lambda, Glue, Kinesis, MSK, and S3 to maintain continuously evolving graphs. 
Historical data is loaded via Neptune Bulk Loader, while incremental updates arrive through event streams 
processed by Lambda. Graph snapshots export to S3 for Spark analytics or GNN retraining. Neptune becomes 
the operational graph store at the center of a larger analytical ecosystem, optimized for relationship-heavy 
data.

Cost in Neptune, like DocumentDB, is dominated by compute instances. Graph workloads may require large 
memory footprints to cache adjacency pages, making instance sizing critical. Storage grows automatically and 
is billed based on volume and I/O. Graph ML workflows, analytical pipelines, and large-scale streaming 
ingestion each influence cost footprints, requiring workload-specific tuning.



By consolidating their architectures, DocumentDB and Neptune together illustrate AWS’s specialized approach 
to modern data ecosystems. DocumentDB offers a MongoDB-compatible, massively scalable JSON document 
store ideal for semi-structured data, aggregation pipelines, user profiles, content metadata, and operational 
document workloads. Neptune, by contrast, offers a graph-native database for pathfinding, semantic 
reasoning, graph analytics, knowledge representation, and models where relationships matter more than 
attributes. Both systems eliminate operational burden by offloading durability, replication, backups, failover, 
scaling, and security to the managed platform. Both embrace compute–storage separation, multi-AZ fault-
tolerant storage, log-structured persistence, and cluster-based compute elasticity. Yet they serve 
fundamentally different kinds of data thinking—DocumentDB focusing on hierarchical and document 
structures, Neptune focusing on deeply connected graph structures.

Understanding both in a unified view clarifies the broader landscape: AWS provides specialized engines, each 
optimized for a different mathematical or structural data model. DocumentDB handles flexible JSON 
documents with indexed field lookups and aggregation stages. Neptune handles adjacency graphs with 
traversal-centric execution and graph-aware indexing. When data is document-centric, DocumentDB excels; 
when it is relation-centric, Neptune is unmatched. These complementary systems allow architects to design 
high-performance, operationally simple, highly scalable data structures without re-engineering core database 
internals.

Unified Summary Diagrams (for the 
consolidated master view)

 

Diagram A — DocumentDB vs Neptune: Purpose and Data Model  

Diagram B — Shared Architectural Philosophy (Compute–Storage 
Separation)

 

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                           DocumentDB vs Neptune (Conceptual)                         |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   DocumentDB (JSON, MongoDB API)                     Neptune (Graph: PG + RDF)       |

|                                                                                      |

|   - Document-Centric                               - Relationship-Centric            |

|   - BSON Pages, Index Pages                         - Vertex Pages, Edge Pages       |

|   - Field/Document Queries                          - Multi-hop Traversals           |

|   - Aggregation Pipelines                           - Pattern Matching (SPARQL/Cypher)|

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Shared Architecture: Compute Nodes + Distributed Storage          |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |
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Diagram C — Query Models: Document Queries vs Graph Traversals  

Diagram D — Data Ecosystem: S3, Glue, EMR, Lambda, SageMaker, 
Neptune

 

|   +-----------------+       +-----------------+                                       |

|   |  Writer Node    |       | Reader Nodes    |                                       |

|   +-----------------+       +-----------------+                                       |

|             \                   /                                                    |

|              \                 /                                                     |

|               v               v                                                      |

|        +--------------------------------------+                                     |

|        |    Distributed Storage (6× Multi-AZ) |                                     |

|        +--------------------------------------+                                     |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     How DocumentDB Queries vs Neptune Traversals Work                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   DocumentDB:                                    Neptune:                            |

|     find(), aggregate(), indexes                  Gremlin .out(), SPARQL patterns    |

|     page fetch → index lookup → doc               adjacency pages → path expansion    |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                Unified AWS Data + Graph + Document Ecosystem Architecture            |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|   S3 <--> Glue/EMR <--> Neptune Bulk Loader → Neptune Graph                          |

|                        ↑                                        |                    |

|                        |                                        v                    |

|                  Streaming (Kinesis/MSK/Lambda)        SageMaker / Neptune ML         |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Question 20 — Misconceptions, Pitfalls, 
Interview Traps, and Architecture Mistakes in 
DocumentDB and Neptune (and How to Avoid 
Them)

 

Subtopics for Question 20

1 — Core misconceptions about DocumentDB: architecture, MongoDB compatibility, indexing, scaling, 
and performance

2 — Pitfalls in DocumentDB data modeling, write amplification, aggregation patterns, and cost traps

3 — Misconceptions about Neptune: multi-model graph expectations, traversals, and query language 
behavior

4 — Pitfalls in Neptune graph modeling, traversal explosion, indexing mistakes, and performance 
degradation

5 — Interview traps and architecture mistakes across both systems, and the correct mental models to 
use

1 — Core misconceptions about DocumentDB: 
architecture, MongoDB compatibility, indexing, scaling, 
and performance

 

One of the most widespread misconceptions about DocumentDB is the assumption that it is “MongoDB 
running on AWS.” In reality, DocumentDB is not a MongoDB server; it is an AWS-built engine that emulates the 
MongoDB API while running on an Aurora-style storage architecture. This difference drives several 
misunderstandings. Many engineers mistakenly believe DocumentDB uses replica sets and local storage, but 
DocumentDB compute nodes contain no durable storage whatsoever. All data—documents, indexes, redo logs
—is written to a multi-AZ distributed storage system that behaves nothing like MongoDB’s WiredTiger storage 
engine. This misconception leads to incorrect operational expectations: no Oplog exists, no replica lag exists, 
and write semantics differ from MongoDB internals. If an interviewer asks “How does DocumentDB achieve 
high durability relative to MongoDB?” the expected answer revolves around compute–storage separation and 
6× replicated storage, not MongoDB's journaling.

Another misconception is the belief that DocumentDB automatically scales write throughput by adding more 
readers. DocumentDB has a single writer, and adding readers increases read throughput only. Writers do not 
scale horizontally; they scale vertically. Interviewers often test whether candidates understand that 
DocumentDB is architecturally similar to Aurora, not MongoDB, and whether they know that write scaling 
requires either redesigning application patterns or using higher-tier instance sizes.

Indexing misconceptions also arise frequently. Some assume multikey indexes behave identically to MongoDB 
or that index cardinality behaves the same way. In DocumentDB, each index update generates additional redo 
logs and I/O. MongoDB’s storage engine is not log-structured, whereas DocumentDB’s is. This means adding 
too many indexes dramatically increases write I/O and cost. Many developers mistakenly create indexes for all 
fields “just in case,” which can cripple performance. Understanding index impact is essential for efficient 
modeling.
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A final misconception is that aggregation pipelines behave the same as MongoDB. While the API is similar, 
DocumentDB executes aggregations in a different query engine, translating stages into internal operators. 
Deeply nested pipeline logic, heavy $lookup  operations, or expensive $group  aggregations behave 
differently. Interviewers often test whether candidates understand where DocumentDB diverges from 
MongoDB behavior.

2 — Pitfalls in DocumentDB data modeling, write 
amplification, aggregation patterns, and cost traps

 

The most serious performance and cost pitfalls in DocumentDB arise from modeling errors and write 
amplification. Many inexperienced users create very large documents—hundreds of kilobytes or more—under 
the assumption that large JSON blobs are harmless. In DocumentDB, larger documents mean larger pages, 
larger deltas, more redo logs, and greater I/O consumption. Updates to small sections of large documents 
cause DocumentDB to rewrite large page segments internally. This leads to unexpectedly high write costs.

Another major pitfall is over-indexing. Developers frequently create multiple unnecessary indexes, unaware 
that each index update generates redo logs and I/O writes. With ten indexes, a single document insert may 
cause dozens of page updates. This not only increases storage I/O costs but slows down writes and inflates 
storage consumption. Compound indexes with multikey expansions multiply this burden. Interviewers often 
ask how to minimize index overhead in DocumentDB; the answer involves keeping indexes minimal, using 
compound indexes judiciously, and avoiding multikey index explosion.

Aggregation patterns can also lead to unintended performance bottlenecks. $lookup , $graphLookup , 

$group , and $sort  stages often require large memory buffers or spill data to temporary storage. In 

DocumentDB, spill operations translate to storage reads and writes over the network-attached distributed 
storage. Developers often assume they can perform heavy analytical workloads directly on DocumentDB, but 
the correct design is to push heavy analytics to systems like Glue, EMR, Athena, or DynamoDB streams into 
Redshift. DocumentDB is optimized for operational queries, not heavy OLAP pipelines.

Cost pitfalls arise because compute instances dominate pricing. Engineers often oversize writers and readers 
or retain unused readers. Backup retention mismanagement—keeping dozens of long-term manual snapshots
—also drives unnecessary cost. Finally, high write workloads cause high I/O charges due to redo-log–based 
storage architecture, leading some teams to mistakenly blame DocumentDB inefficiency instead of revisiting 
modeling or indexing strategies.

3 — Misconceptions about Neptune: multi-model graph 
expectations, traversals, and query language behavior

 

A common misunderstanding about Neptune is the belief that it is a “multi-model” database in the document 
or key-value sense. Neptune is strictly a graph database that supports two graph models: the Property Graph 
model and the RDF semantic model. These two models are very different architecturally, yet Neptune stores 
both using a unified underlying storage layer. Some engineers mistakenly expect Neptune to behave like a 
relational store or even like a document database simply because nodes have properties. In interview 
scenarios, this misconception leads candidates to incorrectly describe node storage or traversal semantics with 
relational terminology.

af://n1096
af://n1102


Another misconception is that Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher behave similarly in Neptune simply because 
all three exist. In reality, each represents a completely different conceptual query framework. Gremlin is 
imperative and traversal-based; SPARQL is declarative and triple-pattern–based; openCypher is declarative but 
property-graph–oriented. Neptune unifies execution after parsing, but the languages are not interchangeable 
in terms of optimization, semantics, or expressiveness. Interviewers often ask how the planner handles these 
languages differently; correct answers must emphasize canonicalization into a unified operator tree but 
acknowledge modeling differences.

Engineers also mistakenly believe Neptune is “schema-less” in the sense of JSON. While Neptune does not 
enforce strict schemas, graph models require a conceptual schema: edge types, vertex labels, predicates, and 
graph structure conventions. Because Neptune stores edges as adjacency pages and triples as predicate-
indexed structures, poorly thought-out graph schemas lead to impossible-to-optimize traversals, enormous 
adjacency lists, or unpredictable pattern results. Lack of schema discipline is a major misconception.

Finally, a popular myth is that Neptune supports multi-writer setups or automatically distributes graph writes 
across nodes. Neptune has one writer. Graph consistency and traversal correctness require a single-write 
path. Multi-writer expectations often come from misunderstanding Gremlin’s or SPARQL’s transactional 
semantics in other graph engines.

4 — Pitfalls in Neptune graph modeling, traversal 
explosion, indexing mistakes, and performance 
degradation

 

The biggest performance pitfall in Neptune is traversal explosion, also known as frontier amplification. Multi-
hop traversals that begin from high-degree vertices can expand exponentially unless carefully constrained. 
Without filters, limits, cycle detection, or property-based pruning, Neptune may explore millions of nodes even 
for a simple-looking traversal. Analysts often mistakenly assume graph queries behave like SQL queries, 
expecting automatic pruning or join optimization. In Neptune, traversals must be designed with strong filtering 
upfront. Interviewers frequently test whether candidates understand how cycles, high-degree nodes, and 
variable-length edge patterns cause performance problems.

Graph modeling mistakes also degrade performance. Storing all relationships under one label or creating 
“supernodes” with extremely high degrees makes adjacency pages too large. Neptune can handle high-degree 
nodes, but queries starting on them must include strict filtering. Another pitfall is over-normalization, where 
engineers store extremely small fragments of entities across too many vertices. This scatters data across 
adjacency pages and causes unnecessary page fetches.

Indexing mistakes occur when developers misunderstand how Neptune indexes properties, labels, and 
predicates. Some assume that property indexes auto-create themselves for every property or that SPARQL 
queries do not require predicate selectivity. Neptune relies heavily on correct indexing to prune candidate sets. 
Without property-value indexes, simple filters require full adjacency scans. Without predicate indexes, SPARQL 
queries expand triple pages indiscriminately.

Performance degradation also arises when graph workloads mix analytic behavior with transactional 
workloads. Attempts to compute global graph metrics (PageRank, communities, embeddings) inside Neptune 
force expensive multi-hop traversals unsuitable for a purely transactional graph engine. These workloads 
should be pushed to EMR/Spark or Neptune ML. Many architecture mistakes come from misunderstanding 
Neptune’s role: it is an operational graph store, not an analytical engine.
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5 — Interview traps and architecture mistakes across both 
systems, and the correct mental models to use

 

Across DocumentDB and Neptune, interviewers often look for clarity of mental models. A top trap is assuming 
DocumentDB stores data locally and manages its own replication. The correct mental model is that 
DocumentDB uses a shared, distributed, log-structured storage layer identical in philosophy to Aurora. If a 
candidate mentions Oplog, replica sets, or WiredTiger internals, the interviewer knows they misunderstood the 
system. The correct concepts are redo logs, page compaction, multi-AZ replicated volumes, and synchronous 
quorum commits.

Another trap is assuming DocumentDB scales writes horizontally. It does not. This is a vertical-scaling system 
for writes and horizontal-scaling system for reads. A subtle trap appears when discussing indexing: candidates 
often fail to point out that extra indexes cost extra writes due to redo-log architecture. Knowing this is 
essential to demonstrating real-world DocumentDB expertise.

For Neptune, a major trap is assuming that Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher share semantics or indexing 
assumptions. Interviewers expect candidates to articulate that Gremlin is traversal-imperative, SPARQL is 
pattern-declarative, and openCypher is pattern-based but property-graph–oriented. Another trap is failing to 
mention traversal explosion, which is the single most common cause of degraded graph performance.

A deeper architecture trap arises when candidates assume Neptune is automatically optimized for global 
graph analytics. Neptune excels at online traversals, path queries, semantic lookups, and low-latency graph 
operations, not large-scale graph computation. Interviewers often expect candidates to discuss EMR/Spark 
integration for graph analytics and Neptune ML for GNN-based predictions.

Finally, security misunderstandings appear frequently. Engineers sometimes assume Neptune supports 
database-native users and passwords; instead, access is controlled via IAM, VPC boundaries, SGs, TLS, and 
KMS. Similarly, some assume DocumentDB uses MongoDB’s internal security mechanisms; in practice, the 
surrounding AWS IAM ecosystem and VPC design carry most of the responsibility.

The correct mental model is that both systems are AWS-native engines, not hosted versions of open-source 
engines. Their internal behavior aligns with Aurora principles, distributed storage semantics, multi-AZ 
durability, and cloud-native scaling patterns. Recognizing these mental models allows architects to avoid all 
major pitfalls, answer interview questions confidently, and design correct, high-performance, low-cost systems.

Diagrams for Question 20 (30% of content)  

Diagram 1 — DocumentDB Misconception: “MongoDB Replica Set” vs 
Reality

 

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|          Misconception vs Reality: DocumentDB Architecture                            |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  WRONG MODEL (MongoDB Replica Set)                                                   |

|     Primary ----> Secondary ----> Secondary                                          |

|     Local Storage, Oplog, Oplog Sync                                                 |

|                                                                                      |
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Diagram 2 — DocumentDB Write Amplification Pitfall  

Diagram 3 — Neptune Pitfall: Traversal Explosion  

|  CORRECT MODEL (DocumentDB)                                                          |

|     Writer -----> Readers                                                            |

|     |                  |                                                             |

|     +------------------+                                                             |

|              v                                                                       |

|     Distributed Storage (6× Multi-AZ)                                                |

|     Log-Structured, Quorum Writes                                                    |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                        DocumentDB Index Amplification                                |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Insert Document                                                                     |

|        |                                                                              |

|        v                                                                              |

|  Update Base Document Page                                                             |

|        |                                                                              |

|        v                                                                              |

|  Update Index 1    Update Index 2   Update Index 3   ...                              |

|        |                |               |                                              |

|        v                v               v                                              |

|  Multiple Redo Log Writes (Cost + Latency)                                            |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                             Traversal Explosion in Neptune                           |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|     Start Node                                                                        |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|     Degree 500 Node (supernode)                                                       |

|        |                                                                               |

|        v                                                                               |

|  Expands to 500 neighbors → each expands to 500 → ... → Millions                     |

|                                                                                      |

|  Solution: Early Filters, Limits, Predicate Constraints, Modeling Fixes              |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+
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Diagram 4 — Proper Mental Model for Neptune: Adjacency Pages vs 
SQL Joins

 

FINAL CONSOLIDATED MEGA-DIAGRAM — 
DocumentDB + Neptune Unified Architecture

 

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                     Neptune Traversal vs Relational JOINs                            |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                                                                                      |

|  Relational JOIN                                                                    |

|     Table Scan → Join → Join → Join                                                   |

|     Slow for multi-hop queries                                                        |

|                                                                                      |

|  Neptune Graph Traversal                                                             |

|     VertexID → Adjacency Page → Neighbor IDs → Next Adjacency                        |

|     Efficient multi-hop expansion                                                     |

|                                                                                      |

+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                         AWS MANAGED NO-SQL + GRAPH DATABASE MEGA-DIAGRAM

                         FULL ARCHITECTURE OF DOCUMENTDB + AMAZON NEPTUNE

============================================================================================

========================

                                     +------------------------------------+

                                     |          APPLICATION LAYER         |

                                     |  Microservices | APIs | Streamers  |

                                     |  ECS | EKS | Lambda | EC2 | AI/ML  |

                                     +------------------------------------+

                                             |                    |

                                             |                    |

                     -----------------------------------------------------------------------

----------------

                     |                                                                       

              |

                     v                                                                       

              v

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |                                       INGESTION + DATA PIPELINE LAYER             

                                |

        |                                                                                   

                                |
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        |   +------------------+        +----------------+         +----------------+       

  +--------------------------+   |

        |   |   S3 Data Lake   | <----> |  Glue/EMR ETL  | <----> |   Spark/EMR    | <----> 

|   SageMaker Processing     |  |

        |   +------------------+        +----------------+         +----------------+       

  +--------------------------+   |

        |          |                           |                           |                 

         |                    |

        |          v                           |                           v                 

         |                    |

        |   +-----------------------------+     |            +------------------------------

-+         |                    |

        |   |  DocumentDB Bulk Loader     |<----+            |   Neptune Bulk Loader         

|<--------+                    |

        |   +-----------------------------+                  +------------------------------

-+                              |

        |                                                                                   

                                |

        |   +-------------------+                     +-------------------+                 

                               |

        |   | Kinesis / MSK     | -----> Lambda ----> |  Mutations to     | ---> DocumentDB 

Writer / Neptune Writer        |

        |   | Streaming Events  |                     |  Graph or Docs    |                 

                               |

        |   +-------------------+                     +-------------------+                 

                               |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

                     |                                                                       

              |

                     v                                                                       

              v

============================================================================================

========================

                                   CORE DATABASES — DOCUMENTDB AND NEPTUNE

============================================================================================

========================

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |                                             DOCUMENTDB   (MongoDB-Compatible)     

                                |

        |-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------|

        |                                                                                   

                                |

        |   +---------------------------------+            Query API: find(), aggregate(), 

update(), insert(), delete()     |

        |   |   DocumentDB Writer Instance    | ----->    Aggregation Pipelines | JSON/BSON 

Documents | Index Scans         |



        |   +---------------------------------+                                             

                             |

        |             |                                                                     

                                |

        |             v                                                                     

                                |

        |   +---------------------------------+                                             

                               |

        |   | DocumentDB Reader Instances     | ----->   Horizontal Read Scaling (0-15 

readers)                             |

        |   +---------------------------------+                                             

                               |

        |             |                                                                     

                                |

        |             v                                                                     

                                |

        |   

+===========================================================================================

================+   |

        |   |                     DISTRIBUTED STORAGE LAYER — DOCUMENTDB (AURORA-STYLE)     

                          |   |

        |   |  6× Replication | 3 AZs | Log-Structured Storage | Redo Logs | Page Compaction 

| Auto-Grow Storage       |   |

        |   |  Document Pages | Index Pages | Metadata Pages | Write Quorum | Fault-Tolerant 

Page Servers              |   |

        |   

+===========================================================================================

================+   |

        |                                                                                   

                                |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

                                                        ||

                                                        ||

                                                        VV

                                                        VV

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |                                                   AMAZON NEPTUNE (GRAPH)           

                               |

        |-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------|

        |                                                                                   

                                |

        |   +-------------------------------------+       Gremlin (Traversal) | SPARQL (RDF 

Semantics) | openCypher (PG)   |

        |   | Neptune Writer Instance             | ----> Vertex/Edge Mutations | Triple 

Inserts | Graph Schema Updates   |

        |   +-------------------------------------+                                         

                           |



        |               |                                                                   

                              |

        |               v                                                                   

                              |

        |   +-------------------------------------+                                         

                              |

        |   | Neptune Reader Instances            | ----> Multi-AZ Read Scaling | Low-

Latency Traversals                 |

        |   +-------------------------------------+                                         

                              |

        |               |                                                                   

                              |

        |               v                                                                   

                              |

        |   

+===========================================================================================

================+ |

        |   |              DISTRIBUTED STORAGE LAYER — NEPTUNE (GRAPH-OPTIMIZED)             

                          | |

        |   |  6× Replication | Adjacency Pages | Vertex Pages | Property Pages | Triple 

Stores | Dictionary Indexes     | |

        |   |  Strict Page-Locality | Ultra-Low-Latency Page Fetch | Log-Structured Updates 

| Parallel Compaction        | |

        |   

+===========================================================================================

================+ |

        |                                                                                   

                                |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                                         INTERNAL EXECUTION ENGINES

============================================================================================

========================

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |                                   DOCUMENTDB INTERNAL QUERY ENGINE                 

                               |

        |-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------|

        |   Aggregation Planner | Stage Reordering | Filter Pushdown | Index Selection | 

BSON Parser | Memory Pipeline      |

        |   Redo Logging | Query Cache | Parallel Execution | Large Document Decomposition | 

Temporary Spillover to Storage |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+



        |                                   NEPTUNE UNIFIED GRAPH EXECUTION ENGINE           

                              |

        |-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------|

        |   Gremlin Step Pipelining | SPARQL Algebra | openCypher Pattern Trees | Frontier 

Pruning | Adjacency Expansion   |

        |   Cycle Detection | Selectivity Estimation | Predicate Pushdown | Property Index 

Filtering | Page-Local Traversal |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                                                HIGH AVAILABILITY

============================================================================================

========================

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |                                   DOCUMENTDB + NEPTUNE FAILOVER MODEL             

                               |

        |-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------|

        |   Writer Failure -----> Promote Reader -----> DNS Swap -----> New Writer Active   

                                |

        |   All Data Already Present in Shared Storage | Zero Data Copy | Zero Log Replay   

                                |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                                             SECURITY + ENCRYPTION

============================================================================================

========================

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

        |  VPC-Only Access | Security Groups | TLS Everywhere | IAM SigV4 Auth | KMS 

Encryption | Encrypted Snapshots     |

        |  CloudTrail Audit | CloudWatch Metrics | Fine-Grained IAM Roles | No Public Access 

| Compliance-Ready            |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                                 ANALYTICS + MACHINE LEARNING + GRAPH INTELLIGENCE

============================================================================================

========================

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+



EXPLANATORY NARRATIVE FOR THE FINAL 
MEGA-DIAGRAM

 

DocumentDB and Neptune form two pillars of AWS’s fully managed database ecosystem. The mega-diagram 
above condenses their architectures, pipelines, execution models, HA mechanics, and analytics capabilities into 
a single cross-cutting view that unifies document workloads with graph workloads.

Beginning at the top, applications—running on Lambda, EC2, ECS, EKS, or API Gateway—interact with the 
ingestion layer. This ingestion pipeline supports both batch and real-time ingestion using S3, Glue, EMR, and 
Spark for transformation, as well as Kinesis/MSK and Lambda for processing event streams. DocumentDB and 
Neptune both accept high-throughput initial population through bulk loaders directly from S3. This design 
externalizes ETL to data-lake tools and allows both engines to stay optimized for operational workloads.

The central database layer shows each engine’s compute nodes—writers and readers—built on the same 
architectural principle: compute without durable storage. Both DocumentDB and Neptune rely on stateless 
compute nodes that attach to a powerful, fault-tolerant distributed storage subsystem. Storage maintains six 
copies of all data across three Availability Zones using a log-structured approach. This guarantees durability, 
enables near-zero replication lag, and allows instantaneous failover through reader promotion.

DocumentDB’s storage layer manages document pages, index pages, and redo logs. Neptune’s storage layer 
manages adjacency pages, vertex pages, RDF triple stores, dictionary indexes, and property-value indexes. 
Although they share architectural DNA, each storage engine is optimized for its workload: DocumentDB 
focuses on JSON/BSON document layouts and index-driven filtering, while Neptune focuses on adjacency-local 
graph expansion and predicate-driven triple lookups.

The execution engines differ widely. DocumentDB’s engine translates MongoDB APIs into internal execution 
plans, optimizing aggregation pipelines, applying filter pushdown, and balancing memory usage against 
storage fetch overhead. Neptune’s execution engine unifies Gremlin, SPARQL, and openCypher into a 
canonical operator tree, running frontier-based graph traversals with cycle detection and index-aware pruning. 
This divergence embodies the core difference between hierarchical document access and relationship-
intensive graph exploration.

The mega-diagram emphasizes failover behavior: both systems promote a reader to writer without copying 
data because the durable state already lives in the shared storage layer. High availability requires only a DNS 
update, making failover rapid and predictable.

        |   EMR/Spark Graph Analytics | S3 Graph Snapshots | Feature Embeddings | DGL Format 

Conversion                    |

        |   SageMaker GNN Training | Neptune ML Inference Endpoints | Real-Time Fraud 

Detection | Recommendation Engines   |

        +-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------+

============================================================================================

========================

                                                    END OF DIAGRAM

============================================================================================

========================

af://n1139


Security is uniform across both engines: they rely on VPC isolation, security groups, TLS encryption, IAM 
authentication, and KMS-based encryption-at-rest. Neither engine is directly exposed to the public internet 
unless explicitly configured through secure channels.

Finally, the lower portion of the diagram integrates analytics and machine learning. Neptune feeds analytical 
data to EMR and Spark, supports exporting subgraphs to S3, and leverages SageMaker to train graph neural 
networks (GNNs). DocumentDB supports downstream analytics by exporting collections to S3 or streams for 
ETL or warehousing. Together, they form comprehensive ecosystems for modern data applications, combining 
operational storage, relationship intelligence, and deep learning.

This mega-diagram represents the entire combined master file in a single systems-level frame.


