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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR
PARTITIONING A COMPUTER SYSTEM
INTO DOMAINS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates generally to partitioning of
a computer system into domains, and more particularly
programming the domain configuration registers of a multi-
node computer system into domains

2. Description of Background Art

Multi-node computer networks are often partitioned into
domains, with each domain functioning as an independent
machine with its own address space. An operating system
runs separately on each domain. Partitioning permits the
resources of a computer network to be efficiently allocated
to different tasks, to provide flexibility in the use of a
computer system, and to provide isolation between com-
puter resources to limit the effects of hardware or software
faults in one part of the network from interfering with the
operation of the entire system.

FIG. 1 shows an illustration of a multimode computer
system including central processing unit (CPU) nodes 105,
memory nodes 110, and input/output (I/O) nodes 115
coupled to a system interconnect 120. System interconnect
120 may include components, such as packet routers and/or
crossbar switches, to permit partitioning of the system into
domains, with each domain functioning as an independent
computer system. Partition definition registers 125, also
known as domain control registers, are used to partition the
multimode system into domains 130, 135, 140 each having
its own local domain registers 145, 150, 155. Routing tables
are typically used to facilitate routing of messages within a
domain. The local domain registers can include a variety of
different types of conventional registers, such as configura-
tion space registers, control registers, status registers and
error logging registers.

However, conventional domain partitioning has the draw-
back that the domain partitioning can become deleteriously
affected by software and hardware errors of any one domain.
First, the software running in an individual domain 130, 135,
or 140 may have a defect (a “bug”) that results in one
domain interfering with the operation of another domain,
such as if a defect in the software of a domain 130 errone-
ously writes data into a location that interferes with the
operation of another domain 135. Second, a malicious user
(a “hacker”) can intentionally input software code that
corrupts the function of one domain or the domain parti-
tioning. Third, a hardware fault may result in an individual
domain failing, resulting in the entire system entering a
nonfunctional state.

Therefore, there is a need for a domain partitioning
system and method with improved control of domain par-
titioning.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Asystem and method is disclosed for domain partitioning
of a computer system having a plurality of computer nodes
coupled by a system interconnect. A domain configuration
unit, coupled to the system interconnect, includes domain
configuration registers defining a partition state of the com-
puter system. None of the domains has write access privi-
leges to the domain configuration registers. A server
manager, distinct from the computer system, is coupled to
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2

the domain configuration unit by a dedicated communication
channel and is adapted to write the partition state in the
domain configuration unit. In one embodiment the server
manager is a software application residing on a computer
exterior to the computer system. The server manager pref-
erably has both read and write access to the domain con-
figuration registers. In one embodiment, the server manager
also has write access to registers within local domains.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. (“FIG.”) 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of
an overall architecture of a prior art multi-node network
computer system.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an overall architecture of a
multi-node computer system in accordance with the present
invention.

FIG. 3 is an illustrative diagram of a domain configuration
register of FIG. 2.

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating a system address map and
routing table for implementing the domain partitioning of
the system of FIG. 2.

The figures depict a preferred embodiment of the present
invention for purposes of illustration only. One of skill in the
art will readily recognize from the following discussion that
alternative embodiments of the structures and methods dis-
closed herein may be employed without departing from the
principles of the claimed invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

The present invention includes a system and a method for
partitioning a multimode computer system into domains.
FIG. (FIG.) 2 is a block diagram of one embodiment of an
overall architecture of a multi-node network computer sys-
tem 200 in accordance with the present invention. In accor-
dance with the present invention, there is provided a multi-
node computer system that includes a plurality of central
processing unit (CPU) nodes 105, memory nodes 110, and
input/output (I/0O) nodes 115 coupled to a system intercon-
nect 120. Each node may be implemented on a separate
computer chip, computer board, or stand-alone unit. The
system interconnect 120 may be, for example, a global
interconnect, or include a router. Examples of applications
of system 200 include server applications, e.g., system 200
may be a server.

In one embodiment, a domain configuration unit 126
includes domain configuration registers 125 and routing
table registers (not shown in FIG. 2). Domain configuration
registers 125 (which can also be described as partition
definition registers) are used to partition computer system
200 into domains 130, 135, 140. Each domain has its own
local domain registers 145, 150, 155 controlling the state of
the local domain. The local domain registers can include a
variety of different types of local registers, such as control
registers, status registers and error logging registers. For the
purposes of illustration, three domains are shown but more
generally two or more domains (e.g., 1,2, 3,4 .. .) may be
formed by domain configuration registers 125.

A Server manager 160 is coupled to the write ports of a
domain configuration unit that includes domain configura-
tion registers 125. The coupling to the write ports is pref-
erably made by a dedicated sideband channel 165, i.e., by a
data channel that cannot be corrupted by software or hard-
ware errors in an individual domain. Channel 165 is thus a
channel preferably reserved for use by server manager 160.
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For example, channel 165 may be implemented in hardware
as a dedicated data bus. Alternately, channel 165 may be a
dedicated data channel that is incorruptible by communica-
tions carried by other channels on the same data bus. Some
other desirable characteristics of a dedicated sideband chan-
nel are: 1) the sideband channel does not share hardware
resources with the domains; 2) the occurrence of deadlock,
livelock or starvation within a domain does not affect
communication on the sideband channel; 3) the sideband
channel has one master, the Servermanager; and 4) the
sideband channel is never blocked.

Server manager 160 may be implemented as hardware,
software, firmware and combinations thereof. Server man-
ager 160 may be part of a system controller 168 having a
control interface 170 for system administrator 172 (a
“trusted human agent”). The system controller 168 prefer-
ably acts to configure, monitor and control the larger system
200. As shown in FIG. 2, in one embodiment, there is a
control interface, 170 for a human user, a Trusted Agent 172,
to control the operation of computer system 200. For
example, system controller 168 may be a PC or workstation
having a graphical user interface for a user to enter com-
mands to a server manager 160 that is a software module
residing on local memory of the PC or workstation. As
described below in more detail, in one embodiment, server
manager 160 also has read and write access to control
registers within local domains. This permits a server man-
ager 160 to be used to change the mode of operation of
individual domains, such as to quiesce the domains as part
of a reconfiguration process.

Server manager 160 operates independently of the hard-
ware or software running on any individual domain. Thus, as
described below in more detail, server manager 160 is not
affected by hardware or software faults in any individual
domain of the computer system 200. Server manager 160
has write access to write a partition state (i.e., a mapping
determining the nodes that belong to each of a selected total
number of domains) in the domain configuration registers.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram showing a preferred hardware
implementation of an individual domain configuration reg-
ister 300 in accord with the present invention. Server man-
ager 160 is coupled to the write access port 305 of each
domain configuration register 302 by the dedicated sideband
channel and has write access privileges. Server manager 160
is also preferably coupled to the read port of each domain
configuration register 302 such that in a preferred embodi-
ment server manager 160 has both read and write privileges
to each configuration register. In contrast, the local domains
are not coupled to the write port of the domain configuration
registers. As shown in FIG. 3, an individual domain may be
coupled to a read port 310 of domain configuration register
300. The server manager also preferably has read access via
a read port 315 to each domain configuration register.

In a preferred embodiment, the server manager 160 has
both read and write access privileges to one or more local
domain registers in each domain, such as control registers,
status registers, and domain configuration registers. This has
the benefit that it permits the server manager to be used to
monitor and control the state of each individual domain,
such as by monitoring and writing to domain configuration
and control registers. Note that a local domain preferably has
read and write access only to the local registers of its
domain. In one embodiment, a domain may be given read
access to the local domain registers of the other domains of
system 200. Domain read/write access rights to local domain
registers are programmable by the server manager and are
enforced by the address map and the routing table. The
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4

address map and routing table can be combined. Whenever
a domain attempts to access a register, the address map and
routing table are accessed to determine what the access
rights are and how to route the packet. If the access rights do
not allow the access, the access attempt fails and an error is
reported.

Table 1 summarizes the read and write access privileges
of a preferred embodiment of the present invention.

TABLE 1

Read and Write Privileges of Selected Registers

Domain  Domain
Read Write Server manager Server manager

Registers Access Access Read Access ~ Write Access
Domain Yes. No. Yes. Yes.
Configuration
Registers
Other (local) Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.
domain
registers

As previously described, each domain has its own address
space. Register addresses are mapped within an address
space. Examples of techniques to map register addresses to
an address space include memory mapping using windows
defined by {base, limit} address pairs or mapping to an
entirely separate address space for register access, such as
peripheral component interface (PCI). Conventional
memory mapping includes processes for managing I/O
devices in which interface registers of devices are assigned
memory addresses. Memory mapping is the definition of
windows(s) within the coherent address space of a
computer/domain such that read/write accesses to that
region does not access memory but I/O controllers i.e. those
addresses are “mapped” to I/O controllers. For example,
these I/O controllers could be Peripheral Component Inter-
connect (PCI) fibre channel controllers or PCI Ethernet
controllers.

FIG. 4 shows an example of system address map 400 with
memory mapped register windows. The system address map
400 includes a configuration space window 405 for each
domain. Each configuration space window is identified by
an identifier, called the register configuration space identi-
fier. An individual configuration space 405 includes a
domain address map 410 and an associated routing table
415. The routing table includes routing information and
access control information for groups of registers. The
routing table 415 is indexed by a register configuration space
identifier, which value is given by the memory mapped
register window The domain read access field 420 of routing
table is a list of domain that have read access for the groups
of registers governed by routing table 415. As one example,
the domain read access field 420 could be implemented as a
bit vector with a bit set to “1” for each domain that has read
permission and set to “0” for each domain that does not have
read permission. Note that domain read access field 420 is
optional. If the field is absent, the default is that every
domain has read access.

Domain write access field 425 of domain routing table
415 is a list of domains that have write access to the local
domain registers (i.e., local domain registers 145, 150, and
155) governed by the domain routing table 415. In one
embodiment, the domain write access field 425 is a bit
vector set for each domain that has write permission, e.g.,
the bit vector could be set to “1” for each domain that has
write access permission and to “0” for each domain that does
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not have write access permission. The field is optional. If the
field is absent, the default is that only the local domain has
write permission unless the register is a domain configura-
tion register, in which case no domain has write permission.

The routing destination field 430 defines how requests in
the window defined by {base2, limit2} are handled. The
routing destination field 430 is a required field. An access
attempt to an undefined window is trapped and treated as an
access control violation.

The routing table 415 is in the configuration space for
domain configuration registers window 405 of the system
address map 400. Note that no domain has write access to
the routing table 415. Only the server manager 160 can write
to the routing table.

One benefit of the server manager 160 and dedicated
sideband channel 165 of the present invention is that it
enforces domain isolation and prevents one domain from
interfering with the operation of another domain. Because
the routing tables are in the Domain Configuration unit 126,
it is not physically possible for any message originating in
one domain to route to a destination in another domain. The
hardware configuration excludes any one individual domain
from changing the domain partitioning.

Another benefit of the present invention is that is permits
dynamic configuration, such as when there is change in node
hardware, such as when a CPU node, 105, memory node
110, or I/O node 115 is added to or removed from computer
system 120. The server manager 160 may be used to quiesce
the computer system 200 due to its control over local
registers. The server manager 160 quiesces the computer
system 200 by putting the computer system 200 into a mode
(the so-called “chipset drain mode”) in which no new
transactions are accepted and all outstanding transactions in
all domains run to completion. After the system is quiesced,
hardware changes can be made to computer system 200. The
domain configuration registers are then updated using the
server manager 160. Normal operation of the computer
system is recommenced (e.g., chipset drain mode terminated

Still another benefit of the present invention is that server
manager 160 has the capability to reset the domain state of
a deadlocked domain. If a hardware fault occurs within a
domain, the domain can become deadlocked due to the
domain interconnection network being deadlocked. In a
conventional computer system 100, deadlocked domains
have the capability to cause errors in the operation of other
domains due to resource sharing across domains. In the
present invention, however, server manager 160 has a dedi-
cated channel 165 to selectively reset the hardware state in
a deadlocked domain. Additionally, since a local domain
does not have write access to the domain configuration
registers 125, errors are contained within the domain that
had the hardware fault. Similarly, server manager 160 has
the capability to reset the state of a domain which is
inoperative due to livelock or starvation.

While particular embodiments and applications of the
present invention have been illustrated and described, it is to
be understood that the invention is not limited to the precise
construction and components disclosed herein and that vari-
ous modifications, changes and variations which will be
apparent to those skilled in the art may be made in the
arrangement, operation and details of the method and appa-
ratus of the present invention disclosed herein without
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention as
defined in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A computer system, comprising:

a system interconnect coupling a plurality of computer
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a domain configuration unit coupled to the system inter-
connect recording a partition state for partitioning the
computer system into a plurality of domains, none of
the domains having write access to the partition state
recorded in the domain configuration unit; and

a server manager coupled to the domain configuration unit
by a communication channel, the server manager
adapted to write the partition state in the domain
configuration unit.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the domain configu-
ration unit comprises a plurality of domain configuration
registers.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the domain configu-
ration registers each have read and write ports, and the
server manager is communicatively coupled to the write port
of each domain configuration register.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the server manager is
communicatively coupled to the write port of at least one
register in each domain that is not associated with defining
the partition state.

5. The system of claim 4, wherein the at least one register
is selected from the group consisting of: status registers,
control registers and error logging registers.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein the server manager is
coupled to a user interface for monitoring and controlling
the domain partitioning of the computer systems.

7. A computer system, comprising:

a system interconnect coupling a plurality of computer
nodes into a computer network, the computer nodes
including CPU nodes, memory nodes, and I/O nodes;

a plurality of domain configuration registers coupled to
the system interconnect, the domain configuration reg-
isters defining a partition state of the plurality of
computer nodes into a plurality of domains, each of the
domains having a respective address space and at least
one local domain register, none of the plurality of
domains having write access privileges to the domain
configuration registers; and

a server manager communicatively coupled to the domain
configuration definition registers by a dedicated com-
munication channel, the server manager having write
access privileges to the domain configuration registers.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein the server manager has
read access and write access to the at least one local register
of each domain.

9. The system of claim 7, wherein each domain configu-
ration register further comprises:

a read port coupled to at least one local domain and to the

server manager; and

a write port coupled to the server manager.

10. The system of claim 7, wherein the server manager is
implemented as hardware.

11. The system of claim 7, wherein the server manager is
implemented as firmware.

12. The system of claim 7, wherein the server manager is
implemented as software residing on a computer external to
the computer system.

13. The system in claim 7, wherein the server manager has
read access and write access to the at least one local register
of each domain.

14. The system of claim 8, wherein each domain has at
least one register having a control state to quiesce the system
coupled to the server manager, whereby the server manager
may program the computer system into a quiescent state.
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15. In a computer system, a method of partitioning the
computer system into a plurality of domains using a server
manager communicatively coupled by a dedicated sideband
channel to a domain configuration unit, the method com-
prising:

selecting a domain partition state; and

writing the domain partition state in the domain configu-
ration unit with the server manager, wherein none of the
domains have write access to the domain partition state.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the domain con-
figuration unit comprises a plurality of domain configuration
registers defining the domain configuration.

17. The method of claim 15 wherein the server manager
has read access and write access of at least one control
register within each domain of the system, the method
further comprising:

selecting a new system state; and

writing at least one instruction for entering a new system

state in the control registers.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the new system state
iS a quiescent state.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein the new system state
is a new configuration of at least one domain.

20. The method of claim 17, wherein the server manager
has read access of at least one status register, the method
further comprising:

detecting an inoperative domain in a deadlock, livelock or

starvation state; and

resetting the state of the inoperative domain.
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21. In a computer system partitionable into a plurality of
domains, a method of using a server manager having exclu-
sive write access to domain configuration registers and read
and write access to control registers within each domain to
configure a domain, the method comprising:

programming the plurality of domain registers for the
system to enter a quiescent state;

changing the physical configuration of the computer sys-
tem;

updating the plurality of domain configuration registers;
and

programming the plurality of domain registers to resume
normal operation.
22. In a computer system having a plurality of domains,
a method of using an external server manager coupled to
local domain registers in the each domain to respond to a
hardware error deadlocking a portion of the system, the
method comprising:

detecting a deadlocked domain; and

resetting the local domain registers of the deadlocked

domain.

23. The system of claim 3, wherein the domain configu-
ration registers each have read and write ports, and the
server manager is communicatively coupled to the write port
of each domain configuration register through a dedicated
sideband channel.
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