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ABSTRACT

In this short paper we investigate the combination of two emerg-
ing technologies: the tight provisioning requirements of Serverless
computing and the acceleration potential of FPGAs. Serverless plat-
forms suffer from container overheads, notably cold start latency,
while having to adapt to Function-as-a-Service (FaaS) workloads.
By exploring re-configurability of FPGAs and their acceleration
power, we propose an innovative light-weight Serverless platform
for FPGA-based FaaS$ applications which aims to reduce these over-
heads. In this study, we explore the feasibility of the idea by imple-
menting key elements of such platform onto the FPGA. Our initial
results show potential for acceleration in all aspects of function
invocation.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Serverless has become a popular and promising cloud computing
paradigm. On the one hand, users benefit from on-demand costs
and freedom from deployment concerns. On the other, cloud service
providers enjoy fine-grained workloads that maximise computing
hardware utilisation. Yet, achieving the perception of infinite re-
sources and serverless comes at a cost. Serverless system infrastruc-
ture typically relies on existing platforms for containerised applica-
tion, e.g., Kubernetes, Apache OpenWhisk and pVMs [1, 12, 16, 24].
However, such platforms were not originally designed to operate
with the same set of requirements as the ones of serverless. For
instance, containerised applications are more likely to be executed
in a time window of hours or even days [20], compared to FaaS
workloads that tipically have much shorter execution times on the
order of 1 second or even just a few hundred milliseconds [24]. The
provisioning of hundreds of thousands of short-lived serverless
functions creates an unprecedented context switching overhead to
the underlying system architecture. Moreover, the nature of applica-
tions leveraging serverless functions makes the workload inevitably
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latency-sensitive. In traditional containerised applications, the la-
tency caused by cold-start delays, which can be tens of seconds
or even minutes, is too significant for serverless functions, which
should ideally be started in the microsecond range at most [24, 28].

At the same time, heterogeneous hardware architectures are
becoming more available, with Field Programmable Gate Array
(FPGASs) as a prominent option [3, 22]. FPGAs provide a spatial
hardware architecture that operates under a much lower clock
frequency (in MHz) compared to CPUs and GPUs (in GHz), but
are designed to efficiently perform data processing in a multi-
instruction-multi-data fashion. Besides providing great acceleration
potential [2, 4, 5, 9, 17, 19, 25], one key advantage of FPGAs in
comparison to more traditional accelerators is the dynamic ability
to reconfigure portions of their computing fabric during runtime.
More than that, FPGAs can be designed to partially re-configure
only certain portions of their fabric without affecting the operation
of the rest of the system [13, 21]. This provides the basis for multi-
tenancy, necessary for the efficient utilisation of large computing
resources in modern FPGAs, particularly in the context of cloud
computing. In turn, this enables a completely new model of FPGA
deployment, fit for serverless applications, characterised by dy-
namic accelerator libraries which could be provisioned on-demand,
where and when needed.

In this work-in-progress paper, we present an initial exploration
of such a serverless deployment platform integrated directly on
an FPGA board. The FPGA runs an HTTP stack, which exposes
the devices and its kernels over the network. Specific hardware-
accelerated kernels can be made available as a Faa$S registry, and
be invoked over a RESTful interface. Preliminary results show the
potential of such a design: moving the network (TCP/IP and HTTP
stacks) to hardware provides orders of magnitude lower latency,
and the platform can operate at much higher throughput compared
to conventional, commercial HT TP servers running on CPUs. On
top of that, partial reconfiguration, which directly correlates to
function cold-start delays, is more deterministic, does not suffer
from scalability problems, and is orders of magnitude faster on the
FPGA than on a containerised stack.

2 BACKGROUND

Field-Programmable Gate Array (FPGA) is a matrix of logic ele-
ments that can be reconfigured to create various circuitry [27]. The
spatial architecture of an FPGA allows custom designs to exploit
parallelism through deep pipelining and concurrent instances of
processing elements, which enables them to easily process the data
at modern network line rates with minimum added latency over-
heads. Recent work have demonstrated advantages of exposing
FPGA devices directly over the network [7, 8, 10, 26]. Combined
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Figure 1: Block diagram of the architecture in the FPGA.

with Coyote [15], an FPGA shell that provides OS-like abstractions
— notably multi-tenancy and context switching — FPGAs can be-
come powerful and flexible processing nodes that could be exploited
to leverage serverless workload requirements.

Du et al. [6] propose a complete framework for serverless com-
puting to support accelerators (GPUs and FPGAs). They extend their
platform running on the CPU with the capability of provisioning
kernels on-demand. In this work, we make a serverless prototype
module running standalone on the FPGA by exposing the system
as a RESTful interface over HTTP, in such a manner that the ac-
celerator can dynamically evolve and provision itself at runtime
on-demand on incoming serverless requests. We combine partial
re-configuration for multi-tenancy with function provisioning, an
operation handled directly in the execution node (i.e., the FPGA),
in contrast to the centralised Auto-scaling and Master Nodes used
in traditional serverless platforms.

3 DESIGN

Figure 1 depicts the system architecture of our serverless platform
running on the FPGA. It is important to highlight that the host
CPU, connected through the PCIe bus to the FPGA, is only involved
during provisioning of the platform, when it programs the FPGA
with the shell and loads the registry of functions in its local memory.
This operation is equivalent to provisioning the Kubernetes plat-
form itself (i.e., Controller Manager, Master Node, Scheduler, etc)
in a traditional CPU deployment, and does not interfere with the
life cycle of a serverless function. The registry holds all available
functions that can be stored in the FPGA. As a first prototype, we
store it in the local FPGA memory. Real-world deployments would
use a distributed storage system, that can be either fetched via
RDMA from another node of the system, or from the network [26].
HTTP requests carry key information to determine the function to
be executed, data payload and meta values for the platform.

The execution of a serverless function is enumerated in Figure 1:
@ the request comes from the network, received by the TCP/IP
module and parsed by the HTTP stack; @ the Serverless Controller
processes the function, allocating memory in the local DRAM and
buffering the request in internal queues; ® the scheduler calls
the Partial Re-configurable Controller to load the function to be
executed from the registry; @ the PR Controller provisions a sub-
region according to the scheduler; ® the HTTP request is forwarded
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Figure 2: FPGA re-configuration latency in Coyote [15].

to the sub-region and executed; ® the user logic returns the result
of the function execution; @ the Serverless Controller sets the sub-
region as idle, and issues the HTTP response back to the client.

The combination of several FPGA nodes would compose a server-
less FPGA cluster. We envisage that, as the entry point of such a
system, a basic router node would be responsible of load balancing
requests to the set of execution nodes. Given that each execution
node is fully autonomous and has its own Controller, this load
balancing can initially be as simple as using a round-robin dis-
tribution. By not requiring complex HTTP parsing or expensive
scheduling algorithms, the latency introduced by this module is
likely to be limited to the microsecond range, primarily cause by
network round-trip latency [8].

4 EVALUATION

In this section we show two micro-benchmarks, the first demon-
strating the negligible overheads of partial re-configuration and
the second the performance advantages of a fully-offloaded HTTP
stack to the FPGA.

Figure 2 shows the time taken to partially re-configure the sub-
regions of the FPGA with user logic. The operation presents a linear
response as a function to the size of the sub-region. This can be
mapped to VM provisioning in the context of FPGA kernels. Differ-
ently from cold starts and congestion caused by propagation scaling
decisions from the Master node in container-based platforms, the
FPGA implementation is able to sustain invariable response time for
such operation, as control logic is handled internally in hardware,
and memory bandwidth is big enough for such utilisation. The
magnitude of waiting and cold start delays in current Serverless
computing platforms [23] is an order of magnitude higher than
the one observed in FPGA context switching. This implies that the
overheads of such context switching would be negligible in com-
parison to standard serverless cold start times while at the same
time enabling the full acceleration potential of modern FPGAs.

We performed an evaluation of our HTTP server stack running
on the FPGA and compared it to an open source commercial engine
nginx [18] running on the CPU. The purpose of this is primarily to
evaluate the FPGA’s ability to handle HTTP request-responses in
comparison to a CPU-based approach, with the aim of assessing
whether hosting the HTTP server on the host CPU and forwarding
requests to the FPGA over PCle is a suitable option or not. In
Figure 3 the end-to-end latency distribution of 5000 sequentially
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Figure 3: Latency distribution of 5000 sequential HTTP re-
quests as seen from a CPU client.

issued request-responses by a single CPU HT TP client is presented,
along with the maximum, minimum, and 95th and 5t percentiles.
The FPGA exhibits significantly lower latency than nginx, with
execution times up to an order of magnitude faster, as low as 16 us
in contrast to 108 us on the CPU. Notably, the FPGA displays very
low sample variance, with only 4 out of 5000 measurements having
a latency greater than 30 ps, and the gap between the minimum
and 95tP percentile being only 3 s, compared to 23 ps for nginx.
The slowest points for both sets is caused by the first request in
each experiment needing to establish a TCP/IP session.

5 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we discuss the idea of FPGA-based applications ex-
posed via a RESTful interface as functions in a serverless setting.
Preliminary results show significant performance advantages in the
architecture due to the much lower latency in reacting to requests,
as well as the ability to process the request directly on the FPGA,
without the intervention of a host CPU.

Next steps consist of finishing the hardware implementation of
the scheduler, notably exploring different scheduling algorithms for
multi-tenancy, and optimising the hardware queues so that they can
cope with different workloads. In addition, we are also integrating
the FPGA-based serverless platform with a set of heterogeneous
applications running on a cluster of FPGAs in order to exploit
dynamic scalability to tens of FPGA nodes [11, 14]. Finally, the
current Registry is planned to be moved from the FPGA internal
memory to a remote memory device, allowing the system to store
and consume a large set of deployed functions, required to achieve
the scale of serverless deployments.
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