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RabbitMQ in Action 
By Alvaro Videla and Jason J.W. Williams 
 
In RabbitMQ speak, a node is an Erlang node running an Erlang application. 
Don’t get scared off by the mention of Erlang; you don’t need to be an Erlang 
aficionado to understand what’s going on. It’s very similar to what happens with 
the Java Virtual Machine (JVM). This article, based on chapter 3 of RabbitMQ 
in Action, shows you how to start and stop nodes in RabbitMQ. 
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RabbitMQ Server Management 
 
In RabbitMQ speak, a node is an Erlang node running an Erlang application. Don’t get scared off by the mention of 
Erlang; you don’t need to be an Erlang aficionado to understand what’s going on. It’s very similar to what happens 
with the Java Virtual Machine (JVM). 

 
Figure 1 Understanding Erlang nodes and applications 
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When you run a Java application, an instance of the JVM is spun up and begins executing the specified Java 
application. Similarly, Erlang has a virtual machine and each instance of it is referred to as a node. Nodes are 
special, however. Unlike the JVM, multiple Erlang applications can run inside the same node and, more importantly, 
nodes can talk natively to each other (whether they’re on the same server or not). For example, due to the magic 
of Erlang, an application on node asparagus can call functions in applications running on node artichoke as though 
those functions were local. Also, if an application crashes for any reason (for example, RabbitMQ crashing as shown 
in figure 1) the Erlang node will automatically attempt to restart the application (providing Erlang itself didn’t 
crash, of course). This has some interesting benefits when we start talking about plugins and clustering. The 
important thing to remember right now is that, when we talk about RabbitMQ nodes, we’re referring to the 
RabbitMQ application and the Erlang node it runs on. 

Starting nodes 
Luckily for us, RabbitMQ makes it easy to start the Erlang node and the Rabbit application in one step. Find the 
./sbin directory in your RabbitMQ installation and run ./rabbitmq-server. As you watch the console, you’ll 
see the different RabbitMQ subsystems come online and become ready to process your messages. If you encounter 
any errors during startup, take a look at the RabbitMQ log. Normally, it’s found in /var/log/rabbitmq/ and is 
named rabbit@[hostname].log (the rabbit part of the filename is the default Erlang node name running 
RabbitMQ). You can also start the Rabbit node in the background as a daemon by adding the "-detached" flag: 
./rabbitmq-server –detached. That’s all there is to getting a single RabbitMQ node started. Now that it’s 
started though, how do we stop it? 

Stopping nodes 
When it comes to stopping RabbitMQ there’s two ways of doing it, the clean way and the dirty way. If you run 
RabbitMQ attached to the console, you might be really confused when you punch CTRL-C and see something like 
this: 

BREAK: (a)bort (c)ontinue (p)roc info (i)nfo (l)oaded 
       (v)ersion (k)ill (D)b-tables (d)istribution 

Holy moly! What is that all about? All we wanted to do was stop RabbitMQ. 
What you’re looking at is the Erlang node asking you if you want to kill the application, the whole node, or if it’s 

all a big mistake and you want to keep running. Generally speaking, we want to kill the whole node, so abort is 
what we want. But there’s a much better way to stop RabbitMQ—a way that will tell RabbitMQ to cleanly shut down 
and protect all those persistent queues. 

rabbitmqctl is the one-stop shop for almost all of your RabbitMQ management needs. It can help us create 
and list vhosts. Well, it can also help us stop RabbitMQ. When you run ./sbin/rabbitmqctl stop from your 
RabbitMQ installation directory, rabbitmqctl will communicate with the local node and instruct it to cleanly shut 
down. You can also specify a different node to shut down, including remote nodes, by passing the -n 
rabbit@[hostname] option. If you watch the RabbitMQ log, you’ll see something like this: 

=INFO REPORT==== 
    application: rabbit 
    exited: stopped 
    type: permanent 
 
=INFO REPORT==== 
    application: mnesia 
    exited: stopped 
    type: permanent 
 
=INFO REPORT==== 
    application: os_mon 
    exited: stopped 
    type: permanent 

When you see that rabbit, mnesia, and os_mon are stopped, the Rabbit node is completely shut down. If you 
installed RabbitMQ from a packaging system like APT on Ubuntu, you might also have a RabbitMQ 
startup/shutdown script installed in /etc/init.d/. You can use that script to accomplish the same shutdown 
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task. At this point the entire RabbitMQ node is shutdown, including its Erlang parent. Sometimes, though, you want 
to just stop the RabbitMQ application and leave the Erlang parent running. Let’s take a look at how to do that. 

Stopping and restarting the application: what’s the difference? 
So far we’ve talked about stopping the entire RabbitMQ node (application and Erlang node together). However, 
sometimes you just want to restart the RabbitMQ application and keep the Erlang node running. What’s the 
advantage? Well for clustering, it’s required. Since rabbitmq-server starts both the node and the application, it 
preconfigures the RabbitMQ application for standalone mode. To add the node to an existing cluster, we need to 
stop the application and reset the node to a pristine state so it can be prepared for clustering. If we were to use 
./rabbitmqctl stop, we’d shut down both the application and the node, forcing us to start both in standalone 
mode again via ./rabbitmq-server. There’s also the use case where you’re running other Erlang applications 
besides RabbitMQ on the same node, making stopping the whole node undesirable. 

Stopping just the RabbitMQ application is a lot simpler than the reasons for it. Just run ./rabbitmqctl 
stop_app. The Rabbit logs will show the same shutdown messages as shown when shutting down the whole node. 

Summary 
Running a RabbitMQ server effectively can be a little different from other products you’ve used. This is primarily 
because RabbitMQ is written in Erlang and Erlang does things its own way. For the most part, this is a good thing. 
Erlang was designed from day one to make talking between apps on the same machine or different ones 
completely indistinguishable to those apps. For RabbitMQ, this makes clustering and reliable routing of messages a 
breeze. However, accomplishing this “easy distribution” requires two concepts you might be unfamiliar with: the 
Erlang node and the Erlang application. These concepts aren’t as alien as they may sound. If you’re familiar with 
Java Virtual Machine (JVM), these ideas are very similar to the ideas behind the JVM. We’ve just walked you 
through starting and stopping RabbitMQ nodes. 
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Here are some other Manning titles you might be interested in: 
 

 

Erlang and OTP in Action 
Martin Logan, Eric Merritt, and Richard Carlsson 

 

Restlet in Action 
Jerome Louvel and Thierry Boileau 

 

JBoss in Action 
Configuring the JBoss Application Server 
Javid Jamae and Peter Johnson 
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