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Chapter 1
Main memory

In this chapter, we will cover the modern memory design and operations in
memory chips and modules that enable efficient data transfer between the
memory controller and so called DIMMS, i.e., memory modules used in
modern computer systems. To understand the organization and operation of
modern memory chips fully, we need to start with some fundamental digi-
tal building blocks. Then, we gradually build memory components, arrays,
operations inside the memory chips, timings and the techniques to boost
the performance of memory chips. At the end of the chapter, you should
fully understand modern DDR SDRAM chips, the DDR memory technol-
ogy, memory timings, DIMM modules and multi-channel architecture.
From this chapter, you should gain a basic understanding of the design and
operation of computer memory and storage circuits including:

e Static memory circuits using the six-transistor cell

e Dynamic memory circuits including the one-transistor cell

e Sense amplifier circuits required to detect the information stored in the
memory cells

e Sense amplifier circuits required to detect the information stored in the
memory cells

e Overall DRAM memory chip organization

1.1 Introduction

We are now already familiar with CPUs and caches. In this chapter, we focus on
the main memory used in modern computer systems as one in Figure 1.1. Figure
1.1 illustrates the memory hierarchy in the Intel 17-860 based system. Intel i7-860 is
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an out-of-order execution processor that includes four cores. The L1 and L2 caches
are separate for each core, while the L3 cache is shared among the cores on a chip.
The L1 cache is the 32 KB, four-way set-associative cache. There are two L1 caches
per core: instruction (I) and data (D) . The L2 cache is the 256 KB, eight-way set-
associative cache. Finally, the L3 cache is the 8 MB, 16-way set-associative cache.

Intel Core i7-860

Main Memory
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Fig. 1.1: Intel i7-860 memory hierarchy

A CPU core directly accesses only its L1 cache. If a hit in L1 occurs, the data
is returned after an initial latency of 4 cycles. If the L1 cache misses, the L2 cache
is accessed. If a hit in L2 occurs, the block of size 64B is returned after an initial
latency of 10 cycles at a rate of 8 bytes per clock cycle. If the L2 cache misses, the
L3 cache is accessed. If a hit occurs in L3, the 64-byte block is returned after an
initial latency of 35 cycles at a rate of 16 bytes per clock. If L3 misses, memory
access is initiated - the on-chip memory controller must get the block of size 64B
from the main memory.

The main memory is implemented of DDR3 memory chips placed on the printed
circuit boards called Dual In-Line Memory Module (DIMM). The memory con-
troller on i7-800 supports two 64-bit memory channels. Each channel is used to
access eight 8-bit memory chips placed on one side of DIMM (64 bits per access).
Two 64-bit memory channels are used simultaneously as one 128-bit channel (since
there is only one memory controller, and the same address of the missing block in
L3 is sent on both channels) to fill the missing block in L3. Thus, the memory con-
troller fills the 64-byte cache block at a rate of 16 bytes (124 bits) per memory clock
cycle.

Have you struggled reading the description of the memory hierarchy in the Intel
17-860 based system? Don’t worry, at the end of this chapter you should be able to
understand it. Let us now begin our journey into the world of modern memory.
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1.2 Basics of Digital Circuits: A Quick Review

Before looking under the hood of modern memory chips used in the computer sys-
tems, we should apprehend some basic concepts from digital electronics like MOS
transistors used as logical switches and MOS inverters. The aim is to understand
the operations in modern memory chips and not to fall into the physical equations
of electronic circuits. Therefore, the description of the basic concepts of digital cir-
cuits will be significantly simplified.

The basic building block of all digital circuits is the MOS transistor. MOS is an
acronym for Metal-Oxid-Semiconductor and indicates the manufacturing process
used to make transistors. The MOS transistor has three terminals: gate (G), drain

D D
G G
B
S S
nMOS pMOS

Fig. 1.2: nMOS nad pMOS transistor symbols.

(D) and source (S). The gate terminal is a control input: it controls the flow of
electrical current between the source and drain terminals. There are two types of
MOS transistors: nMOS and pMOS. Figure 1.2 shows the symbols of both types of
MOS transistors. We will consider only the type of operation where MOS transistors
act as logical switches.

1.2.1 MOS transistor as a switch

Consider first an nMOS transistor. If the gate terminal is grounded (logical 0), no
current flows between drain and source. Hence, we say the transistor is OFF. If the
gate voltage is high and corresponds to logic 1, a conducting path of electrons is
formed from source to drain, and current can flow. We say the transistor is ON.

The reverse holds for a pMOS transistor. When the gate is at a positive voltage
that corresponds to logic 1, no current flow, so the transistor is OFF. A sufficiently
low gate voltage that corresponds to logic 0 forms a conducting path from source to
drain, so the transistor is ON.

In summary, the gate of a MOS transistor controls the flow of current between
the source and drain. Simplifying this to the extreme allows us to view the MOS
transistors as ON/OFF switches. When the gate of an nMOS transistor is 1, the
transistor is ON, and the current flow between source to drain. When the gate is 0,
the nMOS transistor is OFF, and no current flows between source to drain. A pMOS
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Fig. 1.3: Switch-level models of nMOS nad pMOS transistors.

transistor is just the opposite, being ON when the gate is low and OFF when the
gate is high. Figure 1.3 illustrates this switch model.

1.2.2 CMOS inverter

The most straightforward logic gates that can be built using MOS transistors are
an inverters. An inverter is built from two complementary MOS transistors, one
nMOS, and one pMOS, hence the name complementary MOS (CMOS) inverter.
Figure 1.4 shows the schematic and the switch-level model for a CMOS inverter or
NOT gate using one nMOS transistor and one pMOS transistor. The bar at the top
of the schematic indicates a supply voltage (Vdd), and the triangle at the bottom
indicates the ground terminal (GND). The input IN connects both transistors’ gates.
When the input IN is 0, the nMOS transistor is OFF, and the pMOS transistor is ON.
Thus, the output OUT is pulled to logic 1 because it is connected to Vdd through
the pMOS transistor. Conversely, when IN is 1, the nMOS is ON, the pMOS is OFF,
and OUT is pulled down to ‘0’, because it is connected to GND through the nMOS
transistor.

IN ouT ouT=1 OUT=0

Fig. 1.4: CMOS inverter and its switch-level models.

O
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1.2.3 Bistable element

Now, as we are familiar with MOS transistors and CMOS inverter, it is time to learn
how we can store one bit of information in a MOS digital circuit, i.e., how to form a
1-bit storage (memory) cell using MOS transistors and inverters. The fundamental
building block of memory is a bistable element - a logic element with two stable
states. Figure 1.5 shows the bistable element composed of two inverters, 11 and 12.
The inverters are cross-coupled, meaning that the input of 11 is the output of 12 and
vice versa.

[s]]
9]

Fig. 1.5: A bistable element.

If Q = 0, 12 receives a FALSE input, so it produces a TRUE output on Q. I1 re-
ceives a TRUE input, so it produces a FALSE output on Q. This is consistent with the
original assumption that Q=0, so the circuit is in the stable state. If O = 1, 12 receives
a TRUE input, so it produces a FALSE output on Q. I1 receives a FALSE input, so it
produces a TRUE output on Q. This is consistent with the original assumption that
Q=1, so the circuit is again in the stable state. Because the cross-coupled inverters
have two stable states, 0 and 1, the circuit is said to be bistable. The state of the
cross-coupled inverters is contained in one binary state variable, Q. Specifically, if
0 =0, it will remain O forever, and if Q = 1, it will remain 1 forever. Although the
cross-coupled inverters can store a bit of information, they are not practical because
the user has no inputs to control the state. So, we have to expand the bistable element
with a circuitry, which provides inputs to control the value of the state variable. One
such element that can accept the inputs to control the value stored in the bistable is
a static RAM cell.

The gate of a MOS transistor controls the flow of current between the source
and drain. Simplifying this to the extreme allows us to view the MOS tran-
sistors as ON/OFF switches.

An inverter is built from two complementary MOS transistors, one nMOS,
and one pMOS.

The fundamental building block of memory is a bistable element. It is com-
posed of two cross-coupled inverters. It stores one bit of information.
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1.3 SRAM cell

Static random-access memory (static RAM or SRAM) is a type of random-access
memory (RAM) that uses a bistable element to store one bit of information. This
is the type of memory used as the building block of most caches because of its
superior performance over other memory structures, specifically DRAM, which we
will cover later. SRAM is faster and more expensive than DRAM,; it is typically used
for CPU cache and registers while DRAM is used for a computer’s main memory.

Tl

BL BL

WL

o

(a) A basic structure of a SRAM cell.

WL
o O
Vdd Vdd
BL BL

(b) 6-transistor SRAM cell.

Fig. 1.6: SRAM cell.

A typical SRAM cell is made up of six MOS transistors - two complementary
pairs that form two cross-coupled inverters (bistable), and two access nMOS transis-
tors that serve as a switch used to control the state of the bistable element during the
read and write operations. Figure 1.6 shows an SRAM cell. Each bit in an SRAM
cell is stored in the bistable element composed of four transistors that form two
cross-coupled inverters. As we have already learned, this cross-coupled connection
creates regenerative feedback that allows it to store a single bit of data indefinitely
provided that power is supplied to the SRAM cell. The SRAM cell also has two bit
lines that control both the input and output of the data from the cell. The first bit line
(BL), holds the same value that is stored in the cell. The second bit line (BL) holds
the inverse of the value that is stored in the cell.

When the word line (WL) is not selected (WL=0), the cell is in standby mode.
Setting the word line to a logic high enables the access nMOS transistors. This
connects the cell with both bit lines and allows the cells to be read or written. The
SRAM cell is read by asserting a WL and detecting the voltage difference at the bit
lines BL and BL. The SRAM cell is written by setting the content on the bit lines
BL and BL and asserting the word line.
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Due to the ability to store the information indefinitely and the high speed of
SRAM cells, they are used to implement caches and registers in microprocessors.
Furthermore, the main advantage of SRAM is that it uses the same fabrication pro-
cess as the microprocessor core, simplifying the integration of cache and CPU reg-
isters onto the processor die. On the other hand, the main disadvantages of SRAM
cells are price, low density, and high operational power consumption. These
disadvantages prevent the usage of SDRAM cells in the main computer memory.

Since SRAM cells are not used to build the main memory, we will end up dealing
with and learning about SRAM cells at this point, and we are now going to deep dive
into DRAM cells. By contrast, DRAM typically uses a different process that is not
optimal for logic circuits, making the integration of CPU logic and DRAM harder
than the integration of CPU logic and SRAM. But DRAMs are smaller, cheaper, and
consume less power, which makes them the better candidate for implementing the
main memory.

A SRAM cell uses a bistable element to store one bit of information. It is
made up of a bistable and two access nMOS transistors that serve as a switch
used to control the state of the bistable element during the read and write
operations.

Due to the ability to store the information indefinitely and the high speed of
SRAM cells, they are used to implement caches and registers in micropro-
cessors.

1.4 DRAM cell

Dynamic Random Access Memory (DRAM) is the main memory used for all com-
puters. To pack more bits per chip, a DRAM cell consists only of a single MOS
transistor (T) and a storage capacitor (C) as shown in Figure 1.7. The data in the

WL (Word Line)
T
1°
Vyq/2
BL (Bit Line)

Fig. 1.7: A DRAM cell.
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cell can be read or written through the bit line (BL) terminal. In contrast to SRAMs,
DRAMs store their contents as a charge on a capacitor C. This way, the DRAM
cell is substantially smaller than the SRAM cell. The transistor T acts as a switch
between the storage capacitor and the bit line. The word line (WL) terminal is used
to switch on/off the transistor T. Reading the bit from the DRAM cell discharges
the capacitor and thus destroys the information. Even if we do not read the DRAM
cell, the charge leaks from the capacitor because the cell transistor does not en-
tirely disconnect the storage capacitor from the bit line. Even though the transistor
is switched off, a tiny current flows from the capacitor to the bit line and discharges
the capacitor. Therefore, the charge (information) must be refreshed several times
each second. Hence the name dynamic.

1.4.1 Basic operation of DRAM

The transistor T acts as a switch between the storage capacitor C and the bit line BL.
One node of the capacitor is connected to V,;/2. The voltage across the capacitor
is either +V,,/2, if the capacitor stores "1", or —V,;/2, if the capacitor stores "0".
The charge stored in a capacitor is equal to capacitance times voltage across the
capacitor:

Q:Cded/Z. (11)

In a 90 nm DRAM process technology, the capacitance of a DRAM storage cell is
30 fF. If we assume V,;; = 3.3V, then

Q =30fF x3.3V/2=345fC.

As you may recall from physics class, one electron equals to a charge of
1.6-1071°C, thus the storage capacitor stores only 210000 electrons! Even though
the transistor has a very high resistance when switched-off, the charge on the capac-
itor leaks away through switched off transistor in tens to hundreds of milliseconds.
Storage cells should be regularly refreshed to avoid loss of data.

The data is written into a memory cell by placing the "1" or "0" charge into the
storage capacitor. To write data into a cell, we first set the bit line to Vdd ("1") or
to GND ("0") and assert the word line to connect the capacitor to the bit line. The
storage capacitor then retains the stored charge after the word line is de-asserted,
and the transistor is turned off. The electric charge on the storage capacitor slowly
leaks off, so without intervention, the data on the chip would soon be lost. This
capacitor will be accessed for either a new write, a read, or a refresh.

To read data from the cell, the bit line is first precharged to V,,/2. The word
line is then driven high to connect a cell’s storage capacitor to its bit line. This
causes the transistor to conduct, transferring charge from the storage cell to the
connected bit line (if the stored value is "1") or from the connected bit-line to the
storage cell (if the stored value is "0"). This process is depicted in Figure 1.14.
In both cases, information stored in the DRAM cell is lost. Thus, reading from
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READ "1"
WL"{"

T

g

C

dischargeT
Vo2
BL = Vy4/2+8V BL = Vy4/2-0V
(@) (b)

Fig. 1.8: Reading from a DRAM cell. (a) Reading "1" from a DRAM cell discharges
the storage capacitor and slightly increases the voltage of the bit line. (b) Reading
"0" from a DRAM cell charges the storage capacitor and slightly decreases the volt-
age of the bit line. In both cases, information is lost.

DRAM is a destructive operation. The bit lines are relatively long because they

wL
BL T
c
Vdd/2 T
)
Data

Fig. 1.9: A DRAM cell with a sense amplifier.

connect storage cells in all memory words, and they act as a capacitor with relatively
high capacitance (the capacitance of the bit lines is ten times the capacitance of
the storage capacitor). According to the charge-sharing equation (capacitive voltage
divider), the voltage swing (the magnitude of a voltage difference) 6V on the bit

line during readout is
Vaa  C

2 C+Cp’
where C is the capacitance of the storage capacitor and Cpy, is the capacitance of
the bit line. If the capacitance of the bit line is ten times the capacitance of the
storage capacitor and V,; = 3.3V, the voltage difference 6V on the bit line during
the read operation is only 150 mV! When dealing with such tiny voltage swing,

oV =

(1.2)



10 1 Main memory

correctly detecting the bit value is quite a challenge. Thus, we need a special
circuit to sense this small voltage swing. Sensing is necessary to read the cell data
properly. A special circuit used to detect the voltage swing and read the data is a
sense amplifier.

To sense the voltage swing on the bit line, a sense amplifier is used, as presented
in Fig 1.9. A sense amplifier has two inputs. One input is connected to the bit line,
and the other input is tied to V;,/2. The sense amplifier detects the voltage differ-
ence at its inputs and outputs O at the Data terminal if the voltage on the bit line is
less than Vy,/2, or 1 otherwise.

1.4.2 Basic operation of sense amplifiers

A sense amplifier is a simple circuit made up of two cross-coupled CMOS inverters
- so itis a SRAM cell. Figure 1.10 shows a sense amplifier built from cross-coupled
CMOS inverters. Initially, the bit line (BL) is precharged to V,,/2. During a read,
the bit line changes its voltage by a small amount, 8V If the voltage of the bit line
is higher than V;;/2 (Figure 1.10a), the n2 nMOS transistor begins to conduct and
pulls the precharged line down to "0". This, in turn, causes the p1 pMOS transistor
to conduct. After a small delay, BL is pulled high, and OUT=1. On the other hand,
if the voltage of the bit line is lower than V,,/2 (Figure 1.10b), the (p2) pMOS
transistor begins to conduct and pulls the precharged line up to "1". This, in turn,
causes the n1 nMOS transistor to conduct. After a small delay, BL is pulled down
to "0", and OUT=0. The feedback that occurs from the cross-connected inverters

V,/2 Vg

BL>V,,/2
n, n
b

s0OUT=1 sOUT=0
(a) Sensing "1". (b) Sensing "0".

Vyo/2

BL<V,/2

Fig. 1.10: A simplified structure and operation of a sense amplifier. (a) Sensing "1".
(b) Sensing "0".

thereby amplifies the small voltage difference between the BL and the precharged
input reference until the bit line is entirely at the lowes or the highest voltage.
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We have just learned that the main function of sense amplifiers is to sense the
tiny voltage swing on the bit lines that occurs when an access transistor is turned
on and a storage capacitor places its charge on the bit line. The second function
of sense amplifiers is to restore the value of cells after the voltage on the bit lines
is sensed. Recall that turning on the access transistor allows a storage capacitor to
share its stored charge with the bit line. However, the process of sharing the charge
from a storage cell discharges that storage cell. Thus, the information in the cell is
lost and cannot be read again. But this information is stored in the sense amplifier, as
the sense amplifier is a bistable circuit made up of two cross-coupled inverters. As
such, it can store information as long the supply voltage is present. Consequently,
after sensing, the sense amplifier is used to write back the the bit value to the storage
cell. This operation is referred to as (row) precharge.

Dynamic Random Access Memory (DRAM) is the main memory used for
all computers. DRAMs store their contents as a charge on a capacitor. A
DRAM cell consists only of a storage capacitor and a single nMOS transis-
tor that acts as a switch between the storage capacitor and the bit line.

Reading from a DRAM cell is a destructive operation. Besides, the charge
on the capacitor leaks away through switched off transistor in tens to hun-
dreds of milliseconds. Thus DRAMSs should be regularly refreshed.

A sense amplifier is a special circuit used to detect the tiny voltage swing on
the bit line and read the data. The sense amplifier is also used to write back
the bit value to the storage cell. This operation is referred to as precharge.

1.5 DRAM Arrays and DRAM Banks

DRAM is usually arranged in a rectangular memory array of storage cells orga-
nized into rows and columns. Figure 1.11 shows a simplified basic structure of a
DRAM cell array containing R-by-C cells. DRAM arrays usually contain many
hundreds or thousands of cells in height and width. The cells of a DRAM are
accessed by a row address and a column address. The rows address lines (i.e., the
word lines) are connected to the gates of the nMOS transistors, and the column lines
are connected to the sense amplifiers.

The array size represents a trade-off between density and performance. Larger
arrays contain more bits of information, but they also require longer word lines and
bit lines. Longer word and bit lines have a higher capacitance. An array that contains
thousands of cells in height and width has an order of magnitude higher capacitance
on the bit line than in the cell, so the bit line voltage swing 6V during a read is tiny,
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Fig. 1.11: A simplified structure of a DRAM array.

which is hard to detect. Besides, due to a higher capacitance, larger arrays are slow.
A typical array size in a recent DRAM is 32K words (rows) by 1024 bits (columns).

A DRAM memory chip can have 4-16 DRAM arrays that are accessed simulta-
neously, and transmits or receives a number of bits equal to the number of arrays
each time the memory controller accesses the DRAM. Each array provides a sin-
gle bit to the output pin. DRAM chips are described as xN, where N refers to the
number of memory arrays and output pins. For example, in a simple organization,
a x8 DRAM (pronounced “by eight”) indicates that the DRAM has at least eight
memory arrays and that a column width is 8 bits (each column read or write access
transmits 8 bits of data). This means that the DRAM transmits or receives eight
bits each time the memory controller accesses the DRAM. A set of memory arrays
accessed simultaneously is referred to as a bank.

DRAM is arranged in a rectangular memory array of storage cells organized
into rows and columns.

The cells of a DRAM are accessed by a row address and a column address.

A bank is a set of N memory arrays accessed simultaneously, forming an
N-bit width column. Usually, there are 4, 8, or 16 DRAM arrays in a bank.
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Fig. 1.12: Simplified structure of a 256K x 8-bit DRAM chip.

Figure 1.12 presents the basic structure of a DRAM chip. As we have learned,
the DRAM memory is organized as a rectangular matrix of rows and columns. The
DRAM chip in Figure 1.12 contains a bank of 8 arrays. Each array has 1024-by-
256 storage cells. All arrays in a bank are accessed at the same time, so the DRAM
chip in Figure 1.12 reads or transmits eight bits in a single access (D0 to D7). The
components identifying the row and column are referred to as the row address
decoder and the column selector. The row address decoder is used to activate the
appropriate word line from the given row address. The column selector is used to
select the appropriate column from the given column address.

As the capacity of DRAM:s is large, the DRAM chips would require a large num-
ber of address lines to address a row and a column. For example, to address a cell
in a 32256-by-1024 array, we need 15 bits to select a word and 10 bits to select
a column. Such a large number of address bits could be an issue. The solution is
to multiplex the address lines. Firstly, the row address is applied to the address
lines, then the column address follows. In such a way, the number of address pins
is cut almost in half. The same holds for DRAM in Figure 1.12. Instead of hav-
ing 18 address bits (10 for the row and 8 for the column), only 10 address bits are
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used. To indicate which of two addresses is currently on the bus, we need two addi-
tional control signals: the row access strobe (RAS) and the column access strobe
(CAS). When the RAS signal is activated, the address bits A0 to A9 are latched into
the row address latch. Similarly, when the CAS signal is activated, the address bits
A0 to A7 are latched into the column address latch.

Two more control signals are required to appropriate transfer data into and from
a DRAM chip. The write enable (WE) signal is used to choose a read operation or
a write operation. A low voltage level signifies that a write operation is desired; a
high voltage level is used to choose a read operation. During a read operation, the
output enable (OE) signal is used to prevent data from appearing at the output until
needed. When OE is low, data appears at the data outputs as soon as it is available.
OE is kept high during a write operation. Figure 1.13 illustrates a pinout diagram of
a 256K x 8-bit DRAM from Figure 1.12.

GND L1 N 26 |1 GND
oo L2 25 | 1 D7
b1 []3 24 [0 De
D2 L4 S 23|lDbs
s L 2o
wex []e6 [a)] 21 || CAs#
ras# L] 7 i 20 | OE#
I F ~ 191 A0
A e 8 s A
a2 [ N a7 a8
A3 ] n 16 || A7
A4 )12 15 A6
vee )3 14 A5

Fig. 1.13: 256K x 8-bit DRAM chip pinout.

DRAM chips contain at least one memory bank. The row address decoder
is used to activate the appropriate word line from the given row address. The
column selector is used to select the proper column from the given column
address.

As the number of address bits required to select rows and columns can be
quite large, the address lines are multiplexed. To indicate which of two ad-
dresses is currently on the bus, we need two additional control signals: the
row access strobe (RAS) and the column access strobe (CAS).

The write enable (WE) signal is used to choose a read or a write operation.
During a read operation, the output enable (OE) signal is used to prevent
data from appearing at the output until needed.
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FALLACY: Memories (DRAMs) are physically organized as a liner vec-
tor of memory words.

It is a common and erroneous belief that memory is physically organized
as a vector of memory words (and not as a rectangular array of rows and
columns). Such an organization of memory would otherwise be ideal. A
memory array would be just one long vector of memory cells, and there
would be only one memory cell in a word. All memory cells would then be
connected to the same bit-line. In that case, a DRAM array would contain R-
by-1 memory cells. The memory with 8-bit words would then be composed
of eight parallel R-by-1 memory arrays. In this case, the row address would
already be the column address, because there would be only one column
in a row. The memory addresses would not be multiplexed, and we would
not need the RAS and CAS signals. Wouldn’t that be great? However, it is
physically impossible to make such memory because, in such memory, the
bit lines would be extremely long and would have huge capacitance. The
capacitance of such long bit lines would probably be several thousand times
greater than the capacitance of the memory cells, and it would be impossible
to detect a tiny voltage swing.

1.7 Basic DRAM operations and timings

The most challenging aspect when working with DRAM:s is resolving the timing
requirements. DRAMs are generally asynchronous, responding to input signals
whenever they occur. As long as the signals are applied in the proper sequence,
with signal durations and delays between signals that meet the specified limits, the

DRAM works properly. The following signals control the DRAM operations:

1. Row Address Strobe (RAS). RAS is active low. To enable RAS, a transition

from a high voltage to a low voltage, is required. The voltage must remain low
until RAS is no longer needed. During a complete memory cycle, there is a
minimum amount of time that RAS must be active (fgas). There is a minimum
amount of time that RAS must be inactive before activating it again, called the
RAS precharge time (¢zp). tgp tells us how fast the row can be precharged before
we can engage another RAS.

. Column Address Strobe (CAS). CAS is used to latch the column address and to
initiate the read or write operation. It is active low. The memory specification
lists the minimum amount of time CAS must remain active (fcss). For most
memory operations, there is also a minimum amount of time that CAS must be
inactive before activating it again, called the CAS precharge time (zcp).

3. Write Enable (WE). The write enable signal is used to choose a read operation

or a write operation. It is active low.
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4. Output Enable (OE). It is active low. When OE is low during a read operation,
data appears at the data outputs as soon as it is available. During a write opera-
tion, OE should be high.

5. Address. The addresses are used to select a memory location on the chip. The
address pins on a memory device are used for both row and column selection
(multiplexing).

6. Data In or Out. The data pins on the DRAM memory device are used for data
input and output. During a write operation, data at data pins are stored in the
selected memory cells. During a read operation, data from the selected memory
cells appear at the data once access is complete, and OE is low.

1.7.1 Reading data from DRAM memory

tRC
RAS 2 /7
tRAS tRP
CAS* 5 /7
tRCD tCAS ;
ADDRESS[9:0] Row Column
1 3
WE* 2

OE*

6
DOUT[7:0] { " Valid data out

tCL

Fig. 1.14: Simplified DRAM read cycle.

To read the data from a DRAM memory cell, we must select the DRAM memory
cell by applying its row and column addresses to the address input pins. The charge
on the selected DRAM cell must then be sensed by the sense amplifier and sent to
the data output (pins). In terms of timing, the following steps must occur:

1. The row address must be applied to the address input pins on the memory device
before RAS goes low.

2. RAS must go from high to low and remain low for the prescribed amount of time
(tras)- When RAS goes low, the memory row addressed by the row address is
open, and the charge from the cells in the selected row starts to flow to the bit
lines.
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. The column address must be applied to the address input pins on the memory

device before CAS goes low.

. WE must be set high for a read operation to occur before the transition of CAS,

and remain high after the transition of CAS.

. Only after the prescribed amount of time (fzcp), CAS must go from high to low

and remain low for the prescribed amount of time (fcss). RAS-to-CAS delay
(trcp) time ensures that the charge from the selected cells is on the bit lines and
properly sensed by the sense amplifiers.

. Data appears at the data output pins of the memory device. The time at which

the data appears is called CAS latency (fcr).

. Before the read cycle can be considered complete, CAS and RAS must return

to their inactive states. A new read or write access can start only after the pre-
scribed amount of time (tgp- Row Precharge).

The read access lasts for a row cycle time (fz¢):

fRC = tRAS T IRP - (1.3)

The row cycle time, tgc, determines the minimum time a memory row takes to
complete a full cycle, from row activation up to the precharging of the active row.
This is an interval between accesses to different rows in a given set of DRAM arrays.

1.7.2 Writing data to DRAM memory

tRC
RAS* 2 /7
tRAS tRP

CAS* N6 /7

tRCD tCAS
ADDRESS[9:0] Row. Column

1 3
WE* 5
OE*
4

DIN[7:0] Valid data in

Fig. 1.15: Simplified DRAM write cycle.
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To write to a DRAM memory cell, the row and column address for the DRAM
cell must be selected, and data must be presented at the data input pins. The sense
amplifier either charge the memory cell’s capacitor or discharges it, depending on
whether a 1 or 0 is to be stored. In terms of timing, the following steps must occur:

1. The row address must be applied to the address input pins on the memory device
before RAS goes low.

2. RAS must go from high to low and remain low for the prescribed amount of time
(tras). When RAS goes low, the memory row addressed by the row address is
open.

3. Data must be applied to the data input pins before CAS goes low.

4. The column address must be applied to the address input pins on the memory
device after RAS goes low and before CAS goes low.

5. WE must be set low for a write operation to occur.

6. Only after the prescribed amount of time (tgcp), CAS must switch from high to
low and remain low for a prescribed amount of time (fcas).

7. Before the write cycle can be considered complete, CAS and RAS must re-
turn to their inactive states. A new read or write access can start only after the
prescribed amount of time (tgp).

The write access also lasts for a row cycle time (tzc).

1.7.3 Refreshing the DRAM memory

Since DRAM memory cells are capacitors, the charge they contain can leak away
over time. If the charge is lost, the data is lost! To prevent the loss of data, DRAMs
must be refreshed, i.e., the charge on the individual memory cells must be restored.
DRAMs are refreshed one row at a time. The frequency of refresh depends on
the silicon technology used to manufacture the memory chip and the design of the
memory cells. Most of today’s DRAMSs require a refresh to occur every 64 ms.

Reading or writing a memory cell has the effect of refreshing the selected cell
because after read/write the entire row is precharged. Unfortunately, not all cells
are read or written within 64 ms time frame. Hence, each row in the array must be
accessed and restored during the refresh interval. The refresh cycles are distributed
across the entire refresh interval of 64 ms in such a way that all rows are refreshed
within the required interval. If, for example, a DRAM array has 4096 rows, every
15.6 microseconds a new row must be refreshed. At the end of the 64 ms interval,
the process begins again.

DRAMSs use an internal oscillator to determine the refresh frequency and a
counter to keep track of which row is to be refreshed, and initiate the refresh pe-
riodically. Such an auto-initiated refresh is referred to as self refresh. To refresh
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one row of the memory array, the so-called CAS-before-RAS refresh is used. The
following steps form the CAS-before-RAS refresh:

1.

2.
3.

CAS must switch from high to low, while the WE signal remains in a high state
(equivalent to read).

After the prescribed delay, RAS must switch from high to low.

The internal counter determines which row is to be refreshed and applies the
row address at the address pins

. After the required delay, CAS returns to a high level.
. After the necessary delay, RAS returns to a high level.

DRAMs are asynchronous systems, responding to input signals whenever
they occur. The DRAM will work properly, as long as the input signals are
applied in the proper sequence, with signal durations and delays between
signals that meet the specified limits.

Typical operations in DRAMs are: read, write, and refresh. All these opera-
tions are initiated and controlled by the prescribed sequence of input signals.

The read and write accesses last for a row cycle time (tgc):

IRc = tRAS T IRP -

DRAMs must be refreshed in order to prevent the loss of data. DRAMs are
refreshed one row at a time. DRAMSs use an internal oscillator to determine
the refresh frequency and initiate a refresh and a counter to keep track of row
to be refreshed. Such an auto-initiated refresh is referred to as self refresh.
Self-refresh uses the so-called CAS-before-RAS sequence.
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Name

Symbol Description

CAS latency

Row Address to

Delay

Random Access
Time

Row Precharge
Time

Row Cycle
Time

Row Active Time tgas

Column Address tgep and activating CAS . It is the time interval between row access

The minimum amount of time RAS is required to be active (low)

to read or write to a memory location.

" This is the time interval it takes to read the first bit of memory from
cr a DRAM with the correct row already open.

The minimum time required between activating RAS

and data ready at sense amplifiers.
This is the time required to read any random memory cell.
It is the time to read the first bit of memory from an DRAM
without an active row. tgac= frep+ ter.
After a successful data retrieval from the memory, the row
trp that was used to access the data needs to be closed.
This is the minimum amount of time that RAS must be inactive.
This is the time associated with single rad or write cycle.

tRC
IRC= IRAST IRP

1.8 Improving the performance of a DRAM chip

As mentioned earlier, one DRAM access is divided into row access and column
access. Let’s first look at how we read two consecutive columns from the same row
in classic DRAMs. A timing diagram for reading two consecutive columns, A and
B, in the same row X is shown in the Figure 1.16. Although both columns are in
the same row X, we have to repeat the entire reading cycle from Figure 1.14 to read
each column. Wouldn’t it be better to keep the entire row open’ once the amplifiers

RAS*

CAS* / 2
4———tRCD —! 4——tRCD —!
ADDRESS[9:0] X Rowx XX Coumna X X Rowx XX Column B
DOUT([7:0] ’w Valid data_) fVaIid data
v—lCL—'E ~—lCL—§

Fig. 1.16: Simplified read timing for two columns in the same row for conventional

DRAM.

sensed all bits in

that row? Actually, the sense amplifiers can act like a row buffer to

keep the row data. That way, we don’t have to access the row every time and then
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close it after reading each column. Exactly this solution was used for one of the first
performance enhancements in DRAM memories. But wait, how often do we access
two or more consecutive columns from the same row? Very often, indeed, due to
temporal and spatial locality. All methods used to improve the performance of a
DRAM chip and to decrease the access time rely on the ability to access all of the
data stored in a row without having to initiate a completely new memory cycle.

1.8.1 Fast Page Mode DRAM

Fast Page Mode DRAM is a minor modification to the first-generation DRAMs that
allows faster access to data in the same row. The performance of read and write ac-
cesses to a row was improved by avoiding the inefficiency of opening and precharg-
ing the same row repeatedly to access different columns in the same row. Fast Page
Mode DRAM eliminates the need for a row address if data is located in the row
previously accessed. In the Fast Page Mode DRAM, after a row has been opened by
holding RAS low, the row bits are kept by the sense amplifiers, and multiple reads
or writes could be performed to any of the columns in the open row. Each column
access is initiated by asserting CAS and presenting a column address.

RAS* \
1CP !
CAs* ; Vo
{———tRCD ———»
ADDRESS[9:0] Row X Column A Column B Column C
DOUT[7:0] Valid data A {"Valid Data B
Y RR ReR

Fig. 1.17: Simplified read timing for two columns in the same row for conventional
DRAM.

To read data using Fast Page Mode, we start a regular read operation by address-
ing the row (same steps 1 through 6 as in Figure 1.14). Once the row data is valid,
we switch CAS high but leave RAS low. There is a minimum amount of time that
CAS must be inactive, called the CAS precharge time (fcp). When CAS has been
inactive (high) for the required amount of time (fcp), we repeat steps 3 through 6
of the read operation from Figure 1.14. We can continue in this way until a new
row address is required or the chip needs to be refreshed. Figure 1.17 is a simplified
timing diagram that illustrates a Fast Page Mode read cycle.

Let’s use an example to illustrate how fast page mode impacts the system’s per-
formance. In this example, we compare two scenarios: 4 memory accesses in the
same row without fast page mode, and 4 memory accesses in the same row with
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fast page mode. We are assuming that ¢ is 70 ns, tgcp is 20 ns, and #¢p is 15
ns. In the first scenario, the data from the fourth column will be available after
3-trc +1trep +ter = 245ns. In the second scenario, we are also assuming that CAS
should remain high for 5 ns before going down again (t¢p is 5 ns), and that data is
kept valid for 20 ns. Now, the data from the fourth column will be available after
trep +3 - (tcr +20 +tcp) = 140ns.

1.8.2 Extended Data Output DRAM

The second change to improve the performance is Extended Data Out (EDO)
DRAM. EDO is very similar to FPM. The primary advantage of EDO DRAMs
over FPM DRAMs is that the data outputs are not disabled when CAS goes high on
the EDO DRAM, allowing the data from the current read cycle to be present at the
outputs while the next read cycle begins, i.e., data is still present on the output pins,
while CAS is changing and a new column address is latched. This allows a certain
amount of overlap in operation (pipelining), resulting in faster access (cycle) time.
Figure 1.18 is a complete timing diagram that illustrates an EDO mode read cycle.
Let’s now illustrate how EDO impacts the system’s performance using the same ex-

RAS* \
; {CP [e——sie—CAS —}
CAs* i
fe———tRCD ——]
ADDRESS[9:0] X Row X X:X Column A Column B olumn C X
DOUT([7:0] ¢ valid dataiA_ )¢ valid Datd B ){_ Valid Data C
tcLt etcLy tcL

Fig. 1.18: Simplified read timing for two columns in the same row for conventional
DRAM.

ample as before, i.e., 4 memory accesses in the same row with EDO. Assuming, that
we keep the data valid for 20 ns, the data from the fourth column becomes available
after tgep +tcr + 3 - 20 = 95ns.
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Due to temporal and spatial locality, we often access two or more consecu-
tive columns from the same row.

All methods used to improve the performance of a DRAM chip and to de-
crease the access time rely on the ability to access all of the data stored in a
row without having to initiate a completely new memory cycle.

Fast Page Mode DRAM eliminates the need for a row address if data is
located in the row previously accessed.

In EDO DRAM:s, data is still present on the output pins, while CAS is chang-
ing, and a new column address is latched. This allows a certain amount of
overlap in operation (pipelining), resulting in faster access time.
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1.9 Synchronous DRAM

Originally, DRAMs that we have just covered and were produced from the early
1970s to early 1990s had an asynchronous interface, in which input control signals
have a direct effect on internal functions. The synchronous DRAM (SDRAM) de-
vice represents a significant improvement over the DRAM devices. In particular,
SDRAM devices differ from previous generations of DRAM devices in two signifi-
cant ways:

1. the clock signal was added to the SDRAM device; hence the SDRAM device
has a synchronous device interface, where commands instead of signals are used
to control internal latches, and

2. SDRAM devices contain multiple independent banks.

Besides, SDRAMs typically also have a programmable mode register to hold the
number of bytes requested, and hence can send many bytes over several cycles per
request without sending any new addresses. This type of transfer is referred to as
burst mode.

SDRAMs have the clock signal and all internal actions occur on its negative
edge. As we have seen, in DRAM devices, the RAS, CAS, and WE signals from
the memory controller directly control internal latches and input/output buffers, and
these signals can arrive at the DRAM device’s pins at any time. The DRAM devices
then respond to the RAS, CAS, and WE signals as soon as possible. Contrary, in
SDRAM devices, the RAS, CAS, and WE signals do not directly control internal
latches and buffers. In SDRAM devices these signals form a command bus used to
transmit commands to the internal state machine, which executes the commands
at the falling edge of the clock signal. In this way, the control of internal latches
and input/output buffers moved from the external memory controller into the state
machine in the SDRAM device’s control logic. The RAS, CAS and WE names were
retained for signals on the command bus that transmits commands, although these
specific signals no longer control latches and buffers that are internal to the SDRAM
device.

The second feature that significantly differentiates the SDRAM device from the
DRAM devices is that the SDRAM devices contain multiple banks. The presence
of multiple, independent banks in each SDRAM device means that while one bank
is busy with a row activation command or a precharge command, the memory con-
troller can send a new command to a different bank. Multiple banks now enable
the interleaving of memory requests to different banks in a single SDRAM device.
SDRAM devices contain either 2, 4, or 8 independent banks. One to three bank
address inputs (BAO, BA1, and BA2) determine which bank the command refers to.
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Fig. 1.19: Simplified block diagram of a SDRAM device with two banks.

1.9.1 Functional description

Figure 1.19 shows the simplified block diagram of an SDRAM device with two
independent banks. The hash (#) beside a signal name denotes that the signal is
active low. Each bank has its row address latch and decoder, its column decoder,
and its sense amplifiers. Each bank in the SDRAM device in Figure 1.19 consists
of eight DRAM arrays of size 4096-by-1024 bits. The address now consists of bank
number (BAO), row address (A[11:0]), and a column address (A[9:0]).

In an SDRAM device, commands are decoded on the rising edge of the clock
signal (CLK) and executed on the falling edge of CLK if the chip-select signal (CS)
is active. The command is asserted on the command bus by the external memory
controller . The command bus consists of WE, CAS, and RAS signals. All these
signals are active low. Although the signal lines retain the function-specific names
from DRAMs, they only form a command bus. Table 1.1 shows the command set
of the SDRAM device and the input signal combinations on the command bus that
designate the commands. The table also shows that as long as CS is not active, the
SDRAM device ignores the signals on the command bus.

The control block in Figure 1.19 consists of control logic, a multiplexor to select
a row address, a refresh counter and bank control logic. The refresh counter keeps
track of the row to be refreshed. The multiplexor is used to select a row address
to be transferred into the row address latch and decoder. The address is either an
address coming from the refresh counter (in case the control logic performs a re-
fresh cycle) or an address from the external address bus coming from the DRAM
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Table 1.1: SDRAM commands.

Command CS# RAS# CAS# WE# Address
COMMAND INHIBIT H X X X X
NO OPERATION (NOP) L H H H X
ACTIVE (select bank and activate row) L L H H Bank/row
READ (select bank and column, and start READ burst) L H L H Bank/col
WRITE (select bank and column, and start WRITE burst) L H L L Bank/col
PRECHARGE (deactivate row in bank) L L H L Bank/row
AUTO REFRESH L L L H X
LOAD MODE REGISTER L L L L Code

controller. Control logic contains a command decoder, a finite state machine that
executes commands, and the mode register. The mode register is a programmable
10-bit register whose individual bits determine:

e CAS latency (CL). CL is #¢cy, rounded-up to the nearest number of clock cycles,
o the length of the burst transfer,
e and the order of memory words in the burst transfer.

The control logic receives a command from the command bus. Then, depend-
ing on the type of command and values contained in the respective fields of the
mode register, the control logic performs specific sequences of operations to exe-
cute the command. These operations are performed by the internal state machine on
successive clock cycles without requiring clock-by-clock control from the memory
controller. Figure 1.20 illustrates a simplified state diagram of the internal state ma-
chine. After the initialization of the mode register, the internal state machine is in the
Idle state with all banks and rows precharged. If no command is issued to SDRAM,
the SDRAM chip will regularly perform the self-refresh. The internal counter drives
the self-refresh operation. To start memory access, the memory controller should
first issue the ACTIVE command. This will eventually open a row/bank, and the
internal state machine waits in the Active state for additional commands. To read
data, the memory controller should issue the READ command, and to write data
into memory, the memory controller should issue the WRITE command. Then, the
internal state machine enters the Read or Write state, and uses the column address
and generates the appropriate internal signals to access the column. The READ or
WRITE commands can be followed by any number of READ or WRITE commands
or the PRECHARGE command can be issued to restore the data and close the open
bank/row. After the precharge operation has been executed, the internal state ma-
chine will wait in the IDLE state.

For example, in the case of the ACTIVE command, the state machine passes the
row address to the row address latch and decoder through the multiplexor. The ad-
dress bit BAO determines the bank, which will be accessed. The bank control block,
which acts as a decoder, selects the appropriate row address latch and decoder, and
the appropriate column decoder based on the BAO bit. The selected row is then
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Fig. 1.20: Simplified state diagram of the internal state machine.

opened and its content is transferred into the sense amplifiers. In the case the mem-
ory controller asserts a READ command, the internal state machine drives the bank
control logic, which selects the appropriate column decoder, based on the BAO bit.
The column decoder then selects the word from the sense amplifiers of the chosen
bank. Each bank has its own column decoder - this feature is especially useful when
interleaving transfers from two (or more) active banks. The SDRAM device in Fig-
ure 1.19 provides for two rows of the DRAM to be opened simultaneously. Memory
accesses between two opened banks can be interleaved to hide RAS-to-CAS delay
and row precharge time. When an address is firstly sent that designates a new bank,
the row in that bank must be opened. But when subsequent access specifies the same
row in an already open bank, the access can happen quickly, sending only the col-
umn address. This feature requires that each bank has its own row address latch,
sense amplifiers and a column decoder. For example, while one row is accessed,
the memory controller can send an ACTIVE command to a different bank and, in
such a way, transfer a new row into the sense amplifiers. This row can than be read
or written to without waiting for 7gcp. Later, we will learn how data is transferred
to/from SDRAM chip and how the burst transfers and bank interleaving can speed
up memory transactions.
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SDRAM devices have a synchronous device interface, where commands,
instead of signals, are used to control internal latches.

In SDRAM devices, signals CAS, RAS, WE and OE form a command bus
used to transmit commands to the internal state machine.

SDRAM devices contain multiple independent banks.

SDRAMs can transfer many columns over several cycles per request without
sending any new addresses. This type of transfer is referred to as burst mode.

1.9.2 Basic operations and timings

Now that we are familiar with the basic functionality of SDRAMs, we are go-
ing to present four basic operations in SDRAMs: ACTIVE, READ, WRITE, and
PRECHARGE.

1.9.2.1 Activate (open) row

'
'
CKE Control logic !
O e | ACTIVATE :
csi Ly 1
2 Bank 1 '
wee E% Row address latch Bank 1 !
CAS# H' | 8 0 and decoder
S# B |
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1 » MUX et | || osedorine) '
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Fig. 1.21: The progression of the ACTIVE command.
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Before any READ or WRITE commands can be issued to a bank within the
SDRAM, a row in that bank must be opened. This is accomplished via the ACTIVE
command. The purpose of the ACTIVE command is to open (activate) a row in a
selected bank and move data from the DRAM arrays to the sense amplifiers of the
open bank. Figure 1.21 illustrates the progression of the ACTIVE command. The
address A11-A0 from the address bus is stored into the row address latch and de-
coder of the selected bank. The address bit BAO selects the bank and its row address
latch and decoder. Then, the entire row of data is read into the sense amplifiers.
Similarly to DRAMs, two timings are associated with the ACTIVE command: Row
Address to Column Address Delay (trcp) and Row Active Time tgras. trep 1 the time
it takes for the ACTIVE command to move data from the DRAM cell arrays to the
sense amplifiers that hold the entire row of data. After tgcp, a column read or write
access commands can be issued to move data between the sense amplifiers and the
memory controller through the input/output block and data bus (Figure 1.22). Row

—— Kk ——

Lk TN

COMMAND(3:0] ACT NOP NOP READ/WRITE

ADDRESS[12:0] Row, Bank Column, Bank

Fig. 1.22: Meeting tgcp-

address to column address delay, rcp, should be divided by the clock period and
rounded up to the nearest whole number to determine the earliest clock edge after
the ACTIVE command on which a READ or WRITE command can be issued. For
example, a tgcp of 20ns with a 125 MHz clock (8ns period) results in 2.5 clock pe-
riods, rounded to 3. A subsequent ACTIVE command to a different row in the same
bank can only be issued after the previous active row has been precharged.

Row active time, fg4s, is the minimum amount of time that must elapse before
the PRECHARGE command can be issued to the open row. fg4s is also referred to
as ACTIVE-to-PRECHARGE time.

1.9.2.2 Read

Figure 1.23 illustrates the progression of a column read command. A column read
command moves data from the sense amplifiers of a selected bank to the memory
controller through 10 gating and write drivers and data output register. The address
A[9:0] from the address bus is stored into the column address latch and column
decoder of the selected bank. The address bit BAO selects the bank and its column
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Fig. 1.23: The progression of the READ command.

decoder and sense amplifiers. Then, the selected 8-bit data is read from the sense
amplifiers and output to DQ pins. There are two (timing) parameters associated
with a column read command: CAS latency (CL) and burst length (BL).

CL is the time it takes for the SDRAM device to move the requested data from
the sense amplifiers through IO gating and output register onto the data DQ bus.
For SDRAMSs, the CAS latency (CL) is the delay, in clock cycles, between the
registration of a READ command and the availability of the output data. In modern
SDRAMs, the CAS latency can be set to two or three clocks. If a READ command
is registered at clock edge n, and the CL is m clocks, the data will be available by
clock edge n+ m. Now, we can combine the timing parameters, fgcp and CL, to

'—tCLK—‘é BL=4
a N\
commanpiz:o] | X_ ReaD X Nop nor X nop X nop X

ADDRESS[12:0] X_Cal,Bank X

DQI7:0] pit X b2 X b3 X D4 r—

CL=2

Fig. 1.24: The READ burst with CL=2 and BL=4.
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form a random access time (fgac).
trac = trep +CL (1.4)

Random access time, fg4c, denotes the speed at which the SDRAM device can move
data from the DRAM arrays into the memory controller.

Modern memory systems move data in relatively short bursts, and the burst length
(BL) is programmable. The burst length determines the maximum number of col-
umn locations that can be accessed for a given READ or WRITE command. Typi-
cally, BL is 2, 4, or 8. Read bursts are initiated with a READ command, as shown in
Figure 1.24. The starting column and bank addresses are provided with the READ
command. During READ bursts, the valid data from the starting column address is
available following the CAS latency after the READ command. Each subsequent
data will be valid by the next positive clock edge. Upon completion of a burst, as-
suming no other commands have been initiated, the DQ signals will go to High-Z.

Data from a fixed-length READ burst can be followed immediately by data from
anew READ or WRITE command. In such a way, a continuous flow of data can be
maintained. SDRAM devices use a pipelined architecture, and therefore, a READ
command can be initiated on any clock cycle following a READ command. The

—tClK —! —x=1—

commanpiz:ol | X reab X nop X inop XU nop X reap X nop X iwnop X mop X mop X Nop X
appRessii20) | X X
DQ(7:0] b1 X_ b2 X ip3 X o4 b1 X_ b2 X 03 X o4

Fig. 1.25: Two consecutive READ bursts with CL=2 and BL=4.

new READ command should be issued x cycles before the clock edge at which the
last desired data element is valid, where x = CL — 1. This is shown in Figure 1.25
for CL=2 and BL=4. Full-speed random read accesses can be performed to the same
bank, or each subsequent READ can be performed to a different open bank (bank
interleaving).

1.9.2.3 Write

Figure 1.26 illustrates the progression of the WRITE command. The WRITE com-
mand moves data from the DQs pins through IO gating and write drivers and data
input register to the sense amplifiers of a selected bank. The column address A[9:0]
from the address bus is stored into the column address latch and column decoder of



32 1 Main memory

j
:
——»-—{ Control logic ;
O, | WRITE ;
cst L, ;
L 2 Bank 1 '
WE# L: E e Row address latch Bank 1 i
and decoder
cast ) | €8 / / 1
U o '
RAS# H I [ '
' 1
' 1
: Bank 0 ;
! Row 4096 '
‘ s e :
‘ » :r:; 409 | (4096x1024x8) '
1 decoder 5. '
' Sense amplifiers g3l , |
' 3 :
£9
: I 5|92/|:/%8192 S = :
' . L] '
'
! / — " Bank control 10 gating and \ - —
1 T BAO logic wiitedrivers e\ logic [* 7 pa0 a0l
' \ A '
' | — 1024 (x8), » !
' z - '
! g 23 i
p z = 2y
A[11:0], BAO | g 7 Column decoder 2 '
5 2 N
R 8 :
' o '
[l 3 \
2
' 1
' 1
1 !
' AI9:0] i
' 1
' 1
' 1
' 1
' 1
. 1

latch / couffter

Column addfess

Fig. 1.26: The progression of the WRITE command.

the selected bank. The address bit BAO selects the bank and its column decoder and
sense amplifiers.

commanp:o] X wrime X Nop X nop X Nop X

ADDRESS[12:0] X_Col,Bank X

DQ[7:0] —(_ b1 X b2 X b3 X b4

Fig. 1.27: The WRITE burst with BL=4.

Figure 1.27 shows a write burst with BL=4. The starting column and bank ad-
dresses are provided with the WRITE command, which initiates write bursts. During
write bursts, the first valid data is registered coincident with the WRITE command.
Subsequent data are registered on each successive positive clock edge. Upon com-
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pletion of a fixed-length burst, assuming no other commands have been initiated,
the DQ pins remain at High-Z, and any additional input data is ignored.

Data from a fixed-length WRITE burst can be followed immediately by data from
anew READ or WRITE command. In such a way, a continuous flow of data can be
maintained. Figure 1.28 shows two consecutive write bursts with BL=2.

f—tCLK —

commanp:o] X wrime X nop X write X Nop X

ADDRESS[12:0] | X_Col,Bank X X Col,Bank X

DQ[7:0] — o1 X 02 X o1 X o

BL=2 BL=2

Fig. 1.28: Two consecutive WRITE bursts with BL=2.

1.9.2.4 Precharge

So far, we have seen that accessing data on a SDRAM device is a two-step process.
First, the ACTIVE command opens a row in a selected bank and moves data from
the DRAM cells in that row to the sense amplifiers. The data then remains in the
sense amplifiers and can be transferred to or from SDRAM using the READ and
WRITE commands. The PRECHARGE command is used to deactivate the open
row in a particular bank or the open row in all banks - it restores data in the row,
resets the sense amplifiers and the bit lines, and prepares the sense amplifiers for
another row access. Figure 1.29 illustrates the progression of the PRECHARGE
command. The address A[11:0] from the address bus is stored into the row address
latch and decoder of the selected bank. The address bit BAO selects the bank and its
row address latch and decoder. Then the selected bank is precharged.

The timing parameter associated with the (row) PRECHARGE command is
row precharge time,tgp. The bank(s) will be available for a subsequent access row
precharge time (tgp) after the PRECHARGE command is issued. Recall that fgas
is the minimum amount of time that the row should remain open before issuing
the PRECHARGE command (i.e., ACTIVE-to-PRECHARGE time). Now, we can
combine the timing parameters, fgp and fg4s, to form a row cycle time (tx¢):

IRC = IRAS T IRP (1.5)
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Fig. 1.29: The progression of the PRECHARGE command.

Row cycle time, fgc, denotes the speed at which the SDRAM device can bring data
from the DRAM arrays into the sense amplifiers, restore the data to the DRAM cells,
and be ready for another ACTIVE command. #g¢ is the fundamental limitation to the
speed at which data may be retrieved from different rows within the same SDRAM
bank.

—x=1—
commanpz:0l | X_Reap X Nop X nop X Nop X pre X Nop X_ nop X act X
ApDREss12:0] | X_Cal.Bank X X Row,Bank X X Row,Bank X
DQI7:0] — p1 X b2 X b3 X b4
=2 RP

Fig. 1.30: READ to PRECHARGE.

A PRECHARGE command may follow a READ or WRITE burst to the same
bank. In the case of PRECHARGE after READ, the PRECHARGE command
should be issued x = CL — 1 cycles before the clock edge at which the last data
element in a burst is valid. This is shown in Figure 1.30 for CL = 2. In the case
of PRECHARGE after WRITE, the PRECHARGE command should be issued at
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least one clock period after the positive clock edge at which the last input data is
registered, regardless of frequency (Figure 1.31).

etk —i tRP i
commanp:ol L X wrte X Nop X pre X nop X Nop X Nop X act X
ADDRESS[12:0] X_Col,Bank X X Bank X X_Row,Bank X
DQI7:0] — o1 X D2

BL=2

Fig. 1.31: WRITE to PRECHARGE.

Following the PRECHARGE command, a subsequent command to the same
bank cannot be issued until #gp is met. The disadvantage of the PRECHARGE com-
mand is that it requires that the command and address buses be available at the
appropriate time to issue the command.
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1.10 Double Data Rate SDRAM

How can we further speed-up memory transfers? The solution is to access two ad-
jacent columns simultaneously with one READ/WRITE command. So, instead of
reading/writing one 8-bit memory word (column), we can read/write two adjacent 8-
bit memory words (columns). But with that solution, a new challenge arises. How to
transfer two 8-bit words in the same amount of time as one 8-bit word? One solution
would be to have a twice wider bus. Thus, instead of the 8-bit data bus (DQ[7:0]),
the SDRAM device would have had a 16-bit data bus (DQ[5:0]). But this could
be challenging because more wires mean more noise on the data bus and worse
data/signal integrity. The second solution would be to have a twice faster bus. But
this is also challenging because higher frequency means worse data/signal integrity
and higher power consumption. The better solution is to transfer data at both clock
edges to double data bus bandwidth without a corresponding increase in clock
frequency or in data bus width.

i
—o—{ Control logic
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8arrays
(4096x1024x8)

Mode register

12

Sense amplifiers

.

BAO,BA1 Bank control 10 gating and
logic write drivers

16-bit output
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1024 (x8),
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3
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‘

&
&
g
$
s
3
2

registers

Fig. 1.32: Simplified block diagram of a DDR SDRAM device with four banks.

In SDRAM devices, each time a column read command is issued, the control
logic determines the duration of the data burst, and each column is moved separately
from the sense amplifiers through the I/O logic to the external data bus. However,
the separate control of each column limits the operating data rate of the SDRAM
device. In Double Data Rate (DDR) SDRAM devices, two adjacent columns are
moved in parallel from the sense amplifiers to the output data register, and the
data is then pipelined through a multiplexor to the external data bus. The feature
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to access two columns at a time is referred to as 2N-prefetch. Figure 1.32 illus-
trates the simplified block diagram of a DDR SDRAM device with four independent
banks. We can see that the internal structure is similar to the internal structure of an
SDRAM device except for the IO block. The memory arrays and banks used in DDR
SDRAMs are the same as in SDRAMs. The name "double data rate" refers to the
fact that a DDR SDRAM with a certain clock frequency achieves nearly twice the
bandwidth of an SDRAM running at the same clock frequency, due to this double
pumping. Double data rate SDRAM is a significant improvement of SDRAM. DDR
SDRAMSs have been used in computer systems’ memory since 2001.

The main difference in the internal organization of DDR SDRAM over SDRAMs
is an improved I/O block. The I/O block of an 8-bit DDR SDRAM device from Fig-
ure 1.32 now consists of a 16-bit output register, a 2/1 multiplexor, a DQS generator,
two 8-bit input registers, a write FIFO and IO logic. Figure 1.32 shows that, in the
case of the READ access, given the width of the external data bus (DQ) as 8-bit, 16
bits are moved from the sense amplifiers to the output register, and the 16 bits are
then pipelined through the multiplexor to the external data pins. The clock signal
controls the select input of the multiplexor. In the case of the WRITE access, two 8-
bit data are stored successively (one after the other) in two 8-bit input registers and
then transferred together into a 16-bit write FIFO. From there, data is transferred to
the sense amplifiers through IO gating and write drivers. Besides, DDR SDRAMs
have two new control signals: data strobe (DQS) and data mask (DM). In the fol-
lowing subsections, we are going to describe the operation of the IO block during
the READ and WRITE accesses, and the role of DQS and DM in more detail.

The downside of the 2N-prefetch architecture means that short column bursts are
no longer possible. In DDR SDRAM devices, a minimum burst length of 2 columns
of data is accessed per column read command.

1.10.1 Functional description

The DDR SDRAM uses a double data rate architecture to achieve high-speed op-
eration. The double data rate architecture is essentially a 2N-prefetch architecture
with an I/O block designed to transfer two data words per clock cycle at the I/O
pins. A single read or write access for the DDR SDRAM effectively consists of a
single 2N-bit-wide, one clock cycle data transfer at the internal DRAM core, and
two corresponding N-bit-wide, one-half clock cycle data transfers at the I/O pins.
The DDR SDRAM operates from a differential clock . Differential clock em-
ploys two complementary clock signals, CLK and CLK#. In general, a clock sig-
nal can be regarded as a binary signal whose duty cycle is nominally 50%. As we
know, the clock signal is used to synchronize and capture data at its rising or falling
edges. In DDR SDRAMs, data are synchronized and captured at both clock edges.
But clocks are notoriously bad at having 50% duty cycles at high frequencies. As
a rule of thumb, high frequency is generally considered to be above 100MHz. So,
the reason for having two separate clocks is to allow for more precise alignment of
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the rising edges of the clock with the data. The crossing of CLK going HIGH and
CLK# going LOW is referred to as the positive edge of CLK. Commands (address
and control signals) are registered at every positive edge of CLK.

Read and write accesses to the DDR SDRAM are burst oriented. Accesses start
at a selected location and continue for the BL number of locations in a sequence.
Similarly to SDRAMSs, accesses begin with the registration of an ACTIVE com-
mand, which may then be followed by a READ or WRITE command. The address
bits registered coincident with the ACTIVE command are used to select the bank
and row to be accessed. The address bits registered coincident with the READ or
WRITE command are used to select the bank and the starting column location for
the burst access. The DDR SDRAM provides for programmable READ or WRITE
burst lengths of 2, 4, or 8 locations.

1.10.1.1 Read

Das DQs
10
generator . : R
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p
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Fig. 1.33: Operation of the IO block during READ.

Figure 1.33 illustrates the operation of the I/O block during the READ access to
an 8-bit DDR SDRAM. First, 16 bits (two adjacent 8-bit columns) are transferred
from the sense amplifiers to the 16-bit output register as the consequence of the
READ command. Then, when CLK is HIGH, the first 8-bit word is transferred
through the multiplexor onto the I/O pins; when the CLK signal is LOW, the second
8-bit word is transferred through the multiplexor onto the IO pins. In such a way, two
8-bit words from the DRAM array are transferred in one clock cycle. A bidirectional
data strobe (DQS) signal is transmitted, along with data, for use in data capture at the
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memory controller. The DQS generator generates the DQS signal and synchronizes
it with the memory controller’s global clock. The DQS signal is edge-aligned with

data for READs.

1.10.1.2 Write

Figure 1.34 illustrates the operation of the I/O block during the WRITE access to an
8-bit DDR SDRAM. Two 8-bit words are successively transferred from the data bus
into the input registers.Two input registers form a DDR input pair. A bidirectional
data strobe (DQS) signal is now transmitted by the memory controller, along
with data, for use in data capture at DDR SDRAM. The first 8-bit word is captured
into the first data input register at the positive edge od DQS, while the second 8-bit
word is captured into the second input register at the negative edge of DQS. Hence,
input data is registered on both edges of DQS, and DQS signal is center-aligned
with data for WRITEs. Then, the 16-bit data is transferred into the write FIFO
at the positive edge od the CLK signal and written to the sense amplifiers and the
DRAM array during the PRECHARGE command.
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Fig. 1.34: Operation of the 10 block during WRITE.



40 1 Main memory

1.10.2 DDR SDRAM timing diagrams

1.10.2.1 Read bursts

Figure 1.35 shows the timing for a read burst with CL=2 and BL=4. During READ
bursts, the valid data-out element from the starting column address is available fol-
lowing the CL after the READ command. Each subsequent data-out element is valid
at the next positive or negative clock edge (i.e., at the next crossing of CLK and
CLK#). DQS is driven by the DDR SDRAM along with output data. The initial
LOW state on DQS is known as the read preamble; the LOW state coincident with
the last data-out element is known as the read postamble. Upon completion of a read
burst, assuming no other commands have been initiated, the DQ will go High-Z.

CLK w
CMDI3:0] READ NOP NOP NOP NOP

ADD[13:0] — " iBankCol
DQs Preamble w

DQ[7:0] DO D1 D2 D3

Fig. 1.35: The DDR READ burst with CL=2 and BL=4.

Data from any READ burst may be concatenated with data from a subsequent
READ command. In such a way, a continuous flow of data can be maintained. The
first data element from the new burst will follow the last element of a completed
burst if the new READ command is issued x cycles after the first READ command,
where x equals the number of desired data element pairs (pairs are required by the
2N-prefetch architecture). This is shown in Figure 1.35.

A PRECHARGE command may follow a READ burst to the same bank. The
PRECHARGE command should be issued x cycles after the READ command,
where x equals the number of desired data element pairs (x = BL/2). This is shown
in Figure 1.37. Following the PRECHARGE command, a subsequent command to
the same bank cannot be issued until both fg45 and 7zp have been met.

1.10.2.2 Write bursts

Figure 1.38 shows the timing for a WRITE burst with BL=4. Input data appearing
on the DQ is written to the memory array subject to the data mask (DM) input coin-
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Fig. 1.36: Two consecutive DDR READ bursts with CL=2 and BL=4.
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Fig. 1.37: DDR READ to PRECHARGE.

cident with the data. The DQS and DM signals are now transmitted by the memory
controller, along with data. If the DM signal is registered LOW, the corresponding
input data is written to memory. If the DM signal is registered HIGH, the corre-
sponding input data is ignored, and a WRITE is not executed to that column loca-
tion. During WRITE bursts, the first valid input data element is registered on the
first rising edge of DQS following the WRITE command. Subsequent data elements
are registered on the successive edges of DQS. The LOW state on DQS between
the WRITE command and the first rising edge is known as the write preamble, and
the LOW state on DQS following the last input data element is known as the write
postamble. The first input data element following the WRITE command, along with
its DQS, should be valid on the data bus one clock period after the WRITE com-
mand. Actually, most modern DDR SDRAMs specify this time between the WRITE
command and the first corresponding rising edge of DQS from 75% to 125% of one
clock cycle. In all of the WRITE diagrams, this time is one clock cycle.

Data for any WRITE burst may be concatenated with a subsequent WRITE com-
mand. The new WRITE command should be issued x cycles after the first WRITE



42 1 Main memory

CMD[3:0] WRITE NOP NOP NOP
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Fig. 1.38: The DDR WRITE burst with BL=4.
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Fig. 1.39: Two DDR WRITE bursts with BL=4.

command, where x equals the number of desired data element pairs. Figure 1.39
illustrates two concatenated bursts with BL=4.

A PRECHARGE command to the same bank may follow a WRITE burst, as
shown in Figure 1.40. There is a time period, write recovery time (fjyz), asso-
ciated with the WRITE-to-PRECHARGE command sequence. Only the data-in
pairs registered prior to the fygr period are written to the internal array. After the
PRECHARGE command, a subsequent command to the same bank cannot be is-
sued until tgp is met.
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Fig. 1.40: DDR WRITE to PRECHARGE.

1.10.3 Address Mapping

Now that we are familiar with the basic operations in SDRAMs, we can move for-
ward and see how an address from the CPU should be mapped into SDRAM’s bank,
row, and column address. The memory controller performs the address mapping.
Let us suppose we are addressing a DDR SDRAM chip that consists of 8 banks, and
each bank has eight DRAM arrays of size 4096 rows by 1024 columns. To address
such a DDR SDRAM chip, we need 12 bits for the row address, three bits for the
bank address, and 10 bits for the column address.

3 12 10

| Bank Row | Column

Fig. 1.41: Naive address mapping.

Figure 1.41 shows the naive way of an address mapping, where the top address
bits are used to address the bank, the middle 14 bits are used to address the row, and
the last 10 bits select the column. The main problem of such naive address mapping
is that consecutive rows are in the same bank; hence, there is no bank interleaving.
In the case of consecutive memory transfers consisting of more than one row, the
currently open row should first be precharged before the new row is open.

12 3 10

Row l Bank l Column

Fig. 1.42: Bank interleaving.
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The better way of an address mapping would be to take advantage of bank inter-
leaving, such that consecutive rows are in different banks. In this way, we can open a
new row before the currently accessed row is precharged. We say that the precharge
time is masked. Figure 1.42 shows the address mapping, where bank interleaving
is used. Now, the top address bits select the row, while the middle address bits select
the bank. Each time the end of a row is reached, the same row in a different bank is
accessed.

12 2 3 8

Row lHicoI.l Bank | Low column

Fig. 1.43: Cache block interleaving.

The third way of an address mapping would be to take into account the cache
memory. Typically, the cache block is of size 64 bytes. In reality, memory reads or
writes are rarely random due to locality of reference. If a cache is used to support
the locality of references, the CPU will access consecutive cache blocks. Hence, the
cache misses will occur on the consecutive 64 bytes in memory. For example, if a
cache block is stored in the last 64 bytes of a row, the cache miss on the next cache
block would require to precharge the row and open a new one. In the case were
consecutive cache blocks are stored in different banks, a row precharge would not
be required. Thus it would be better to put consecutive cache blocks into different
banks - this is called cache block interleaving. Figure shows the address mapping,
where cache block interleaving is used. Now the column bits are split into two parts.
Low column bits select the word within the cache block. The remaining hi column
bits address the cache block in different banks.

1.10.4 Memory timings: a summary

So far, we have learned that each memory operation is associated with one or more
memory timings that should be met in order to perform these operations correctly.
Table 1.2 summarizes the most important memory timings.

CL, tgcp, and tgpare for most modern SDRAMs, typically around 13 ns, and
have not changed significantly since the SDRAMs were first introduced. Actually,
the DRAM cell and array process technologies have not significantly changed over
the decades, and only the techniques to speed-up memory transfers have been (e.g.
synchronous interface, bank interleaving, etc.). The next subsection covers the tech-
niques to speed-up memory transfers in DDR SDRAMs.
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Table 1.2: Summary of important timings in SDRAMs.

Name Symbol Description

The number of cycles between sending a column address to the memory
and the beginning of the data in response to a READ command.

CAS latency CL This is the number of cycles it takes to read the first bit of memory from
a DRAM with the correct row already open. CL is an exact number that
must be agreed on between the memory controller and the memory.

Row Address to The minimum number of clock cycles required between opening a row
Column Address tgcp and issuing a READ/WRITE command. The time to read the first bit of
Delay memory from an SDRAM without an active row is zgcp+ CL.

The minimum number of clock cycles required between issuing the
Row Precharge precharge command and opening the next row. The time to read the first
Time 'rp bit of memory from an SDRAM with the wrong row open is
trp+ trep+ CL.
The minimum number of clock cycles required between a row active
command and issuing the precharge command. This is the time needed
to internally refresh the row, and overlaps with tgcp.
In SDRAM modules, it is usually zgcp+ CL.

Row Active Time tgas

1.10.5 DDR Versions

To bust the performance od DDR SDRAMs, DDR SDRAMs have been further im-
proved. Due to its nature (data is stored as a charge) and the process technology
used to implement DRAM cells, the DRAM core (DRAM arrays) has not changed
significantly over the decades, and its speed of operation remains relatively low. In
SDRAMs, the clock rate used to transfer data on the data bus equals the clock rate
used to transfer data between internal latches, sense amplifiers, and input/output
data registers. The following improvements aim to speed-up memory transfers by
employing larger prefetch or by increasing the frequency on the data bus (and not
the frequency of the SDRAM core). These subsequent improved versions of DDR
SDRAM are numbered sequentially: DDR2, DDR3, and DDR4.

DDR SDRAMs have 2N-prefetch, and the typical frequencies of the SDRAM
core and the data bus are 133, 167, and 200 Mhz. In DDR2 SDRAM devices, the
number of columns prefetched is 4. Hence, DDR2 employs 4N-prefetch. Besides,
DDR?2 internal clock runs at half the DDR2 external bus clock rate. DDR2 offers
data bus clock rates of 266 MHz, 333 MHz, and 400 MHz. DDR?2 also lowers power
by dropping the voltage from 2.5 volts (DDR) to 1.8 volts. DDR3 increased the
prefetch to 8N. DDR3 bus clock rate is 4 times faster than DDR3 internal clock
rate. DDR3 also drops the voltage to 1.5 volts and has a maximum data-bus clock
speed of 800 MHz. DDR4 also employs 8N-prefetch but drops the voltage to 1 to
1.2 volts and has a maximum data-bus clock rate of 1600 MHz. DDR4 bus clock
rate is 4 times faster than DDR4 internal clock rate.
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1.11 DIMM Modules
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Fig. 1.44: A rank composed of two DRAM 16Mx8 chips.

The capacities of one DDR3 SDRAM chip are 1, 2, 4, and 8 Gbits, while the ca-
pacities of one DDR4 SDRAM chip are 4, 8, 16, and 32 Gbits. To increase memory
capacity and bandwidth, we can connect two or more chips together, as illustrated in
Figure 1.44. Each chip in Figure 1.44 is the DDR SDRAM chip from Figure 1.32,
containing four banks, each of size 4096x1024x8 bits. Hence, one DDR SDRAM
chip is of size 16Mx8 bits. Both chips in Figure 1.44 share the memory, the control
(DQS and DM), and the command bus (CS#, WE#, RAS#, and CAS#); hence, both
chips are accessed simultaneously. A set of DRAM chips connected to the same
chip select (CS#) signal, which are therefore accessed simultaneously, is referred to
as a rank. The chips in figure form a DDR SDRAM of size 16MX16 bits. Hence,
connecting two DRAM chips as in Figure 1.44 we have increased the capacity and
the data bus bandwidth, as now 16 data bits are transferred simultaneously.

We can further increase the size and the bandwidth od DRAM by connecting
more than two chips in one rank. Figure 1.45 illustrates a rank composed of four
DDR SDRAM chips of size 16Mx4 bits. Again, all four DDR SDRAM chips share
the same CS# signal and are accessed simultaneously. The rank is of size 16Mx32
bits, as now 32 data bits are transferred simultaneously.

We can even form two independent ranks. In such a way, we can interleave the
accesses to both ranks (similarly to bank interleaving) and mask latencies: while
accessing one rank, we can activate a row in another rank or refresh another rank.
Figure 1.46 illustrates two independent ranks, Ran0, and Rank1. For each rank, there
is a separate CS# signal: CSO# for Rank 0, and CSO# for Rank 0. Now both ranks
share the same data bus, as only one rank can be read or written at the same time.

In modern computer systems, DRAM chips are combined on a printed circuit
board designed for use in personal computers, workstations, and servers. The mem-
ory chips are placed on both sides of the printed circuit board. Typically, there are
eight (8) memory chips placed on one side of the printed circuit boards. A printed
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Fig. 1.45: A rank composed of four DRAM 16Mx8 chips.
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Fig. 1.46: Two ranks each containing two DRAM 16Mx8 chips.

circuit board containing memory chips on both sides is referred to as dual in-line
memory module (DIMM). For instance, the 64-bit data bus for DIMM requires
eight 8-bit chips, addressed in parallel. The DRAM chips on one side of the DIMM
module form one bank: they share the same chip select (CS#) signal and are there-
fore accessed simultaneously. Figure 1.47 illustrates a DIMM module and its two
ranks, Rank 0 and Rank 1. In practice, all DRAM chips on DIMM share all of the
other command and control signals, and only the chip select pins for each rank are
separate. Each side of a DIMM, containing eight 8-bit DRAM chips is one rank, and
each rank has a 64-bit-wide data bus.

Manufacturers use the rather confusing labeling of SDRAM chips and DIMM
modules. When DDR SDRAMs are packaged as DIMMs, they are confusingly la-
beled by the peak DIMM bandwidth. For example, when DDR SDRAMs with a
clock frequency of 133 MHz are packed as a DIMM, the DIMM name becomes
PC2100. The name comes from 133MHz x 2(DDR) x 8 bytes (eight 8-bit DRAM
chips in a rank) equals 2100 MB/sec. Also, confusing names are used to label the
DRAM chips. DRAM chips are labeled with the number of bits per second rather
than their clock rate, so a 133 MHz DDR SDRAM chip is called a DDR266. Table
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Fig. 1.47: A DIMM module.

Table 1.3: Comparison of DDR SDRAM generations and DIMM:s.

Generation Chip Data bus Timings DIMM

DRAM DRAM Clock Prefetch Clock MT/s CL-tgcp-trp tcr,. MB/s Voltage DIMM

name (Mhz) (MHz) (ns) name
DDR DDR-266 133 133 266 25.3.3 18.8 2128 PC-2100
DDR DDR-300 150 2N 150 300 T 2400 2.5 PC-2400
DDR DDR-400 200 200 400 3-3-3 15 3200 PC-3200
DDR2 DDR2-533 133 266 533 4-4-4 4264 PC2-4300
DDR2 DDR2-667 166 4N 333 667 5-5-5 15 5336 1.8 PC2-5300
DDR2 DDR2-800 200 400 800 6-6-6 6400 PC2-6400
DDR3 DDR3-1066 133 533 1066 7-7-7 13.12 8528 PC3-8500
DDR3 DDR3-1333 166 8N 666 1333 9-9-9 13.5 10664 1.5 PC3-10700
DDR3 DDR3-1600 200 800 1600 11-11-11 13.75 12800 PC3-12800
DDR4 DDR4-2400 300 3N 1200 2400 18-18-18 13.5 19200 12 PC4-19200
DDR4 DDR4-2666 333 1333 2666 20-20-20 13.6 21333 ’ PC4-21333
DDR4 DDR4-3200 400 1600 3200 22-22-22 13.75 25600 PC4-25600

1.3 shows the relationships among internal and data-bus clock rates, prefetch, trans-
fers per second per chip, chip names, DIMM bandwidth, DIMM supply voltage and

and DIMM names.

DDR, DDR2, DDR3 and DDR4 memories are classified according to the maxi-
mum speed at which they can work, as well as their timings. The important memory
timings of commercial memory chips are usually given as triple:

CL —trcp —trp

where CL, fgrcp, and tgp are given in data-bus clock cycles. For example, a DDR3-
1333 chip can be described as 9-9-9, meaning that CL equals nine bus clock cycles,
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trep equals nine bus clock cycles, and tgp equals nine bus clock cycles. As the bus
clock rate of a DDR3-1333 chip is 667MHz, all timings equal 13.5 ns.

1.11.1 Micron DDR4 DIMM module

Fig. 1.48: 288-Pin Micron (1G x 64 bit) DDR4 SDRAM DIMM - Front side.

u10 Ut u12 u13 ui4 u15 u16 u17 é

Fig. 1.49: 288-Pin Micron (1G x 64 bit) DDR4 SDRAM DIMM - Back side.

1.12 Memory channels

We have learned that multiple banks and multiple ranks enable concurrent DRAM
accesses. Multiple ranks can be further used to form a channel, but only one rank
can be activated at a time. Multiple independent channels serve the same purpose
as multiple banks or ranks, but they are even better because they have separate data
buses. In such a way, bus bandwidth is increased. The advantage of running two or
four channels is that they will provide the same capacity as a larger single-channel,
while at the same time doubling and quadrupling the amount of memory bandwidth.
Of course, multiple channels bring a few disadvantages: more board wires and more
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Fig. 1.50: 88-Pin Micron (1G x 64 bit) DDR4 SDRAM DIMM functional block
diagram.

pins (on memory controller) are required. Multiple-channel architecture is a tech-
nology implemented on motherboards by the motherboard manufacturer and does
not apply to memory modules. Also, a memory controller (which is a part of chipset)
must support multiple-channel architecture. Theoretically, dual-channel configura-
tions double the memory bandwidth when compared to single-channel configura-
tions.

Figure 1.51 illustrates one channel formed from two ranks on the same DIMM
module. Indeed, in multi-channel architectures, one channel is formed from at least
one DIMM module. In today’s desktop computers, up to two DIMM modules can
be used to form one channel.

Most of today’s computer systems support the dual channel configuration. Dual-
channel-enabled memory controllers in a PC system architecture use two 64-bit
data channels. For example, the Intel Core i7-800 series supported dual-channel
configuration, as illustrated in Figure 1.52.
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Fig. 1.51: A memory channel.
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Fig. 1.52: A dual channel configuration supported by Intel Core i7-800. DIMM 1
and DIMM 2 should be identical in capacity, speed and CAS latency.
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Fig. 1.53: Color codes of channels on PC motherboard.

Figure 1.53 shows a part of a motherboard that supports two memory channels.
The motherboard has four DIMM sockets. To distinguish the channel’s sockets on
the motherboard, the sockets are color-coded. The motherboards use two colors. The
colored pair of sockets is a dual channel set. A matching pair of DIMMs are two
DIMMs that are identical in capacity, speed, and CAS latency. A matching pair
should be used in both memory channels, i.e., a matching pair od DIMMs should be
installed on the same color sockets. Another matching pair then goes in the remain-
ing two sockets. Figure 1.54 shows two identical DIMM modules (a matching pair)
inserted into the same-color sockets (red) forming two identical memory channels A
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and B. Ideally, all DIMM modules should be identical in a system, or else we may
end up with some memory being potentially downclocked to the lowest common
denominator.

A matching pair of DIMM
modules inserted into
sockets 0 of channels A and B.

Fig. 1.54: A matching pair of DIMMs form two channels.

Intel Core 17-900 series DDR3 uses a triple-channel architecture, while modern
high-end processors like the Intel Core i9 and AMD Ryzen Threadripper series sup-
port quad-channel memory. The quad-channel architecture can be used only when
all four DIMM memory modules (or a multiple of four) are identical in capacity
and speed and are placed in the same-color quad-channel sockets. When two DIMM
memory modules are installed, the architecture will operate in a dual-channel mode;
when three memory modules are installed, the architecture will operate in a triple-
channel mode. On motherboards supporting quad-channel configuration, a similar
color-coding scheme is used for dual-channel DIMM sockets. A same-color quadru-
ple is a quad-channel set. A matching DIMM module quadruple (i.e., four DIMMs
that are identical in capacity, speed, and CAS latency) should be installed on the
same color sockets.

1.12.1 Case study: Intel i7-860 memory

At the beginning of the chapter, we have introduced the i7-860 and its memory
hierarchy. This system is again illustrated in Figure 1.55. Now, we are going to
describe the system with its real memory components and the case of an L3 miss.

The i17-860 supports up to two 64-bit memory channels, each consisting of a
separate set of DDR3 1066/1333 DIMMs, and each of which can transfer in parallel.
The 17-860 supports up to two DIMMs per channel and a total of up to 16 GB of
memory.

In the case of L3 miss, both 64-bit memory channels are used simultaneously
as one 128-bit channel (since there is only one memory controller, and the same
address of the missing block in L3 is sent on both channels) to fill the missing
block in L3. Using DDR3-1333 (DIMM PC3-10700), the i7-860 has a peak memory
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Fig. 1.55: Intel 17-860 memory.

bandwidth of just over 21 GB/sec. Thus, the memory controller fills the 64-byte
cache block at a rate of 16 bytes (124 bits) per memory clock cycle.

If we assume the peak memory bandwidth, a 64-byte block is transferred at the
rate of 21GB/s, which equals to 3 ns. Of course, we cannot assume that the missing
block is transferred at the peak memory bandwidth. At best, we can assume that the
row in SDRAMs, containing the missing block, is open. Thus, we have to add the
CAS latency (CL), which equals 13.5 ns for DDR3-1333 chips. Thus, the missing
block in L3 can be filled in 16.5 ns. The i7-860 runs at 2.8 GHz, which means that
one CPU cycle equals 0.36 ns. Thus, the missing block in L3 will be available no
prior than in 47 CPU cycles. In the case that the row containing the missing block
is not open and all rows in that bank are precharged, we should add at least tgcp to
the above block access time. As fgcp also equals 13.5 ns, the block is transferred in
29 ns or 81 CPU cycles. And finally, if we have to precharge a row before opening
the row containing the missing block, the block will be transferred in 42.5 ns or 119
CPU cycles.

1.12.2 Case study: i9-9900K memory

Figure 1.56 illustrates the Intel 199-9900K system. Intel 17-9900K is an out-of-order
execution processor that includes eight cores. The L1 and L2 caches are separate for
each core, while the L3 cache is shared among the cores on a chip. The L1 cache is
the 32 KB, eight-way set-associative cache. The L2 cache is the 256 KB, four-way
set-associative cache. Finally, the L3 cache is the 16 MB, 16-way set-associative
cache. The 19-9900K supports up to four 64-bit memory channels, each consisting of
a separate set of DDR4-2666 DIMMs (PC4-21333), and each of which can transfer
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in parallel, thus the peak memory bandwidth is 41.6 GB/s. The 19-9900K supports
up to two DIMMs per channel and a total of up to 128 GB of memory.
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Fig. 1.56: Intel i9-9900K memory.

1.13 Bibliographical notes

TODO: The primary source of information including all details of DRAMs is the
application note "Understanding DRAM Operation" [1] where basic asynchronous
DRAM operation, including some of the most commonly used features for improv-
ing DRAM performance, is described.

the complete desreference guide is available.
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