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UPGRADABLE MEMORY SYSTEM WITH 
RECONFIGURABLE INTERCONNECT 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to computer memory technology. 

BACKGROUND 

FIG. 1 shows an example of a prior art memory system 10. 
In this example, the system resides on a computer mother 
board or backplane 12. The system includes a plurality of 
female electrical connectors 13, Which accept memory mod 
ules 14 (only one of Which is shoWn here). Each memory 
module contains a plurality of memory devices 16, typically 
packaged as discrete integrated circuits (ICs). Memory 
devices 16 are usually some type of read/Write memory, such 
as RAMs, DRAMs, ?ash, SRAM, and many other types. 
ROM devices might also be used. Alternatively, discrete inte 
grated circuits might be assembled into an intermediate level 
of packaging before being attached to the memory module. 
A memory controller 18 is located on motherboard 12. The 

memory controller communicates With memory modules 14 
and memory devices 16 through electrical connectors 13. 
Memory controller 18 also has an interface (not shoWn) that 
communicates With other components on the motherboard, 
alloWing those components to read from and Write to 
memory. 

Communications betWeen the controller and the memory 
modules is by Way ofa set of signal lines 19, Which is typi 
cally an electrical bus that extends from the controller, to each 
of the connectors in parallel, and to the modules. A bus such 
as this has a plurality of data lines corresponding to data bits 
of memory Words. If a bus has sixteen data lines, the system 
expects memory modules that generate and accept sixteen 
parallel data bits. 

It is also possible that other signal lines Would be present. 
These additional signal lines could have a different intercon 
nection topology than What is shoWn for signal lines 19. 

The system Works With different numbers of memory mod 
ules, and With modules having different memory capacities. 
Also, the speci?c con?guration of memory devices on each 
module can be varied. A system such as this is normally 
designed for a speci?c signal Width: for a speci?ed number of 
signal lines from the controller to the memory modules. 

FIG. 2 shoWs an alternative prior art memory system 30, 
utiliZing point-to-point memory communications rather than 
a bussed communications structure. The system of FIG. 2 
includes a motherboard or backplane 32 and a plurality of 
female electrical connectors 33 (only tWo such connectors are 
shoWn). Each connector 33 accepts a respective memory 
module 34. A memory controller 38 supervises and provides 
communications With the memory modules. 

Rather than using bussed signal lines, the system of FIG. 2 
includes an independent set of signal lines 36 corresponding 
to each connector 33. Each set of signal lines extends from 
memory controller 38 to one of the connectors. 

This type of signal line arrangement is referred to as a 
“point-to-point” con?guration, and has several advantages 
over the bussed structure of FIG. 1, especially in high-speed 
systems: 

Signal transmitters and receivers can be located at ends of 
transmission lines for optimum con?guration of termi 
nation circuitry. 

No driver handoff betWeen devices is required, Which in 
turn eases device driver output matching requirements, 
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2 
improves ef?ciency, and simpli?es device simulation, 
characterization, and system-level validation. 

Transmitter pre-emphasis equalization circuitry can be 
simpli?ed, because inter-symbol interference needs to 
be compensated for only a single receive node. 

In some cases, point-to-point interconnects are shorter than 
bussed interconnects, alloWing reduced signal attenua 
tion, reduced ?ight time, simpli?ed delay matching, and 
feWer impedance discontinuities. 

The memory controller can integrate clock control or cali 
bration circuitry, providing opportunities for system 
level cost reduction. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a diagrammatic representation of a prior art 
bussed memory system. 

FIG. 2 is a diagrammatic representation of a prior art point 
to-point memory system. 

FIG. 3 is a diagrammatic representation of a point-to-point 
memory system in accordance With an embodiment of the 
invention. 

FIG. 4 is a diagrammatic representation of the point-to 
point memory system of FIG. 3, With memory modules omit 
ted for clarity. 

FIGS. 5-7 are cross-sections illustrating an embodiment of 
a point-to-point memory system in accordance With the 
invention. 

FIG. 8 is a cross-section illustrating another embodiment 
of a point-to-point memory system in accordance With the 
invention. 

FIGS. 9-13 are diagrammatic illustrations of yet another 
embodiment of a point-to-point memory system in accor 
dance With the invention. 

FIG. 14 is a diagrammatic illustration of still another 
embodiment of a point-to-point memory system in accor 
dance With the invention. 

FIGS. 15 and 16 are diagrammatic representations of a 
point-to-point memory system in accordance With the inven 
tion, in Which a single connector is used to accommodate a 
varying number of memory modules. 

FIG. 17 is diagrammatic representation of a memory mod 
ule that can be programmed to use different numbers of its 
data connections. 

FIG. 18 is a block diagram shoWing pertinent components 
of the memory module shoWn in FIG. 17. 

FIG. 19 is a block diagram shoWing multiplexing and 
demultiplexing logic such as used in the memory module 
shoWn in FIG. 17. 

FIG. 20 is a table shoWing control input states to achieve 
speci?ed data Widths in the memory module shoWn in FIG. 
17 . 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The folloWing description sets forth speci?c embodiments 
of memory systems and components that incorporate ele 
ments recited in the appended claims. The embodiments are 
described With speci?city in order to meet statutory require 
ments. HoWever, the description itself is not intended to limit 
the scope of this patent. Rather, the inventors have contem 
plated that the claimed invention might also be embodied in 
other Ways, to include different elements or combinations of 
storage elements similar to the ones described in this docu 
ment, in conjunction With other present or future technolo 
gies. 
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Recon?gurable Interconnect Topology 
FIGS. 3 and 4 illustrate one embodiment of a signal inter 

connect system 40 for use With one or more modules. This 

system utiliZes point-to-point signaling in a Way that permits 
maximum utiliZation of existing signal lines While accommo 
dating varying numbers of memory modules. It is possible in 
a system such as this to utiliZe all individual sets of point-to 
point signaling lines, even When less than all of the available 
memory sockets are occupied. 

Referring to FIG. 3, system 40 includes a computer moth 
erboard or system lo backplane 41, upon Which are mounted 
a memory controller 42 and a plurality of electrical recep 
tacles or connectors 44 and 45. The connectors are memory 
module sockets, and are con?gured to receive installable/ 
removable memory modules 46 and 47. 

Although this description is in the context of a memory 
system, it should be noted that the different embodiments are 
applicable as Well to other types of systems that transfer data 
to and from installable modules. Thus, in some embodiments, 
connectors 44 and 45 might receive logic modules other than 
memory modules. 

Each of memory modules 46 and 47 comprises a module 
backplane 50 and a plurality of integrated memory circuits 
52. Each memory module has ?rst and second opposed roWs 
of electrical contacts, along opposite surfaces of its back 
plane. Only one roW of contacts 54 is visible in FIG. 3. There 
are corresponding roWs of connector contacts (not visible in 
FIG. 3) in each of connectors 44 and 45. For purposes of the 
folloWing discussion, the left-most contact roWs in the orien 
tation of FIG. 3 Will be arbitrarily designated as the “?rst” 
contact roWs and the right-most contact roWs Will be desig 
nated as “second” contact roWs. Similarly, the left-most con 
nector 44 Will be referred to as the “?rst” connector, and the 
right-most connector 45 Will be referred to as the “second” 
connector. These designations are strictly for ease of descrip 
tion and are not intended to be limiting. 

A plurality of signal lines extend betWeen memory con 
troller 42 and electrical connectors 44 and 45, for electrical 
communication With memory modules 46 and 47. More spe 
ci?cally, there are a plurality of sets of signal lines, each set 
extending to a corresponding, different one of connectors 44 
and 45. A ?rst set of signal lines 60 extends to ?rst electrical 
connector 44, and a second set of signal lines 61 extends to 
second electrical connector 45. Furthermore, motherboard 41 
has a third set of signal lines 62 that extend betWeen the tWo 
connectors. 

In the embodiment shoWn, the illustrated signal lines com 
prise data linesithey carry data that has been read from or 
that is to be Written to memory modules 46 and 47. It is also 
possible that other signal lines, such as address and control 
lines, Would couple to the memory modules through the con 
nectors. These additional signal lines could have a different 
interconnection topology than What is shoWn for signal lines 
60, 61, and 62. 
The routing of the signal lines is more clearly visible in 

FIG. 4, in Which memory modules 46 and 47 have been 
omitted for clarity. The illustrated physical routing is shoWn 
only as a conceptual aidiactual routing is likely to be more 
direct, through multiple layers of a printed circuit substrate. 

FIG. 5 shoWs the signal line con?guration in more detail. 
This vieW shoWs cross-sections of connectors 44 and 45. 
Electrical conductors, traces, and/or contacts are indicated 
symbolically in FIG. 5 by thick solid or dashed lines. Each of 
the three previously described sets of signal lines is repre 
sented by a single one of its conductors, Which has been 
labeled With the reference numeral of the signal line set to 

20 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

4 
Which it belongs. It is to be understood that the respective 
lines of a particular set of signal lines are routed individually 
in the manner shoWn. 
As discussed above, each connector 44 and 45 has ?rst and 

second opposed roWs of contacts. FIG. 5 shoWs individual 
contacts 58 and 59 corresponding respectively to the tWo 
contact roWs of each connector. It is to be understood that 
these, again, are representative of the remaining contacts of 
the respective contact roWs. Similarly, folloWing ?gures Will 
shoW single module contacts 54 and 55 corresponding to the 
?rst and second roWs of module connectors. 
As is apparent in FIG. 5, the ?rst set of signal lines 60 

extends to ?rst contact roW 58 of ?rst connector 44. The 
second set of signal lines 61 extends to the ?rst contact roW 58 
of second connector 45. In addition, the third set of signal 
lines 62 extends betWeen the second contact roW 59 of ?rst 
connector 44 and second contact roW 59 of second connector 
45. The third set of signal lines 62 is represented by a dashed 
line, indicating that these lines are used only in certain con 
?gurations. Speci?cally, signal lines 62 are used only When a 
shorting module is inserted into connector 44 or 45. Such a 
shorting module, the use of Which Will be explained in more 
detail beloW; results in both sets of signal lines 60 and 61 
being connected for communications With a single memory 
module. 

This system can be con?gured in at least tWo Ways: a ?rst 
con?guration that includes a single memory module in con 
nector 44 and a shorting module in connector 45; and a second 
con?guration that includes a different memory module in 
each of the tWo connectors 44 and 45. FIG. 6 illustrates the 
?rst con?guration, Which includes a memory module 80 in 
the ?rst connector 44 and a shorting module 82 in the second 
connector 45. The shorting module has shorting conductors 
84, corresponding to opposing pairs of connector contacts, 
betWeen the ?rst and second roWs of the second connector. 
Inserting shorting module 82 into connector 45 connects or 
couples the second set 61 of signal lines to the second contact 
roW 58 of ?rst connector 44 through the third set of signal 
lines 62. In this con?guration, the tWo sets of signal lines 60 
and 61 are used collectively to communicate betWeen 
memory controller 42 and single memory module 80. 
A single integrated memory circuit 85 is shoWn in the 

memory module 80. There are tWo sets of connections 86 and 
83 Which couple tWo sets of pins of the integrated memory 
circuit to the signal lines 60 and 62, respectively. The inte 
grated memory circuit is con?gured so that some of its stored 
information is accessed through the pins coupled to connec 
tion 86, and the rest of its stored information is accessed 
through the pins coupled to connection 83. The memory 
access operations through these tWo sets of integrated 
memory circuit pins may be performed simultaneously. 
Although only a single integrated memory circuit 85 is shoWn 
on the memory unit 80, it is possible to attach tWo or more 
integrated memory circuits to the memory unit. In this case, 
each integrated memory circuit Will couple to a distinct subset 
of connections 86, and to a distinct subset of connections 83. 
Each of connections 86 and 83 attaches to one pin of one of 
the integrated memory circuits present on the memory unit 
85. 

FIG. 7 illustrates the second con?guration, in Which a 
different memory module is installed in each of the tWo 
connectors 44 and 45, and the tWo sets of signal lines 60 and 
61 communicate respectively With the tWo different memory 
modules. In this con?guration, the ?rst set of signal lines 60 is 
used for communications With a ?rst memory module 87, 
through the ?rst roWs of contacts 54 and 58. Similarly, the 
second set of signal lines 61 communicates With a second 
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memory module 88 through the ?rst roWs of contacts 54 and 
58. The second roWs of contacts 55 and 59 are unused in this 
con?guration, as is the third set of signal lines 62. 

In FIG. 7, each memory module 87 and 88 has tWo sets of 
connections 86 and 83 that couple tWo sets of pins of the 
integrated memory circuit 85 to the signal lines 60 and 62, 
respectively. However, each integrated memory circuit is con 
?gured so that all of its stored information is accessed through 
the pins coupled to connection 86, and none of its stored 
information is accessed through the pins coupled to connec 
tion 83. 

This interconnection system permits the connectors 44 and 
45 to accommodate a single type of memory module, Which 
connects to both sets of contacts in the connector. Memory 
modules 87 and 88 may be plugged into either connector and 
the integrated memory circuits set to the appropriate access 
con?guration. It is possible to vary number and storage den 
sity of integrated memory circuits on the memory modules 
over a speci?ed range of values. 

In the described embodiment, a single type of memory 
module is used for either con?guration. This type of memory 
module has tWo sets of storage cells and is con?gurable in 
accordance With the tWo con?gurations mentioned above. In 
a ?rst con?guration, Which uses only a single one of such 
memory modules, the single memory module is con?gured so 
that its ?rst set of storage cells is accessed through connec 
tions 86 and its second set of storage cells is accessed through 
connections 83. In a second con?guration, in Which one of 
these memory module is received in each of connectors 44 
and 45, each memory module is con?gured so that both of its 
sets of storage cells are accessed through connections 86. 
The con?gurability of the memory modules can be imple 

mented either by logic in the memory devices of the modules 
or as logic that is implemented on each module apart from the 
memory devices. 

In the ?rst case, each memory device has tWo sets of pack 
age pinsicorresponding to tWo sets of memory device stor 
age cells. Each device has multiplexing logic that sets the 
internal con?guration of the memory device to either (a) 
transfer information of the ?rst set of storage cells through the 
?rst set of package pins and transfer information of the second 
set of storage cells through the second set of package pins, or 
(b) transfer information of the ?rst and second sets of storage 
cells through only the ?rst set of package pins, leaving the 
second set of package pins unused. The ?rst and second sets 
of package pins are in turn coupled to module connections 86 
and 83. 

In the second case, Where the con?gurability is imple 
mented as additional logic on the module, similar multiplex 
ing logic is implemented on the module, apart from the 
devices. 

Further details regarding the con?gurability of the memory 
module are set forth in the folloWing sections. 

Preferably, the access con?gurations of the memory mod 
ules are controllable and programmable by memory control 
ler 42. In addition, the memory controller has logic that is able 
to detect Which connectors have installed memory modules, 
and to set their con?gurations accordingly. This provides 
perhaps the highest degree of ?exibility, alloWing either one 
or tWo memory module to be used in a system Without requir 
ing manual con?guration steps. If one module is used, it is 
con?gured to use tWo signal line sets for the best possible 
performance. If tWo memory modules are present, they are 
each con?gured to use one signal line set. 

The integrated memory circuit can be con?gured for the 
appropriate access mode using control pins. These control 
pins might be part of the signal line sets 60 and 62, or they 
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6 
might be part of a different set of signal lines. These control 
pins might be dedicated to this con?guration function, or they 
might be shared With other functions. 

Alternatively, the integrated memory circuit might be con 
?gured by loading an internal control register With an appro 
priate programming value. Also, the integrated memory cir 
cuit might utiliZe programmable fuses to specify the 
con?guration mode. Integrated memory circuit con?gurabil 
ity might also implemented, for example, by the use of jump 
ers on the memory modules. Note that the memory capacity 
of a module remains the same regardless of hoW it is con?g 
ured. HoWever, When it is accessed through one signal line set 
it requires a greater memory addressing range than When it is 
accessed through tWo signal line sets. 
As described, each integrated memory circuit is con?g 

urable and includes contacts corresponding to both roWs of 
connector contacts. Although less desirable, it is also possible 
to use different arrangements of ?xed-con?guration memory 
modulesimemory modules that are useable only in one con 
?guration or the other. For example, a system might be popu 
lated With a type of memory module that is accessible through 
only one of its tWo roWs of contacts. In the scenario Where 
only one such module is used, the second set of data lines 61 
is unused. Alternatively, a memory module might have a ?xed 
con?guration that uses both roWs of its connector contacts. In 
the system shoWn in FIGS. 3-7, only one such module could 
be fully utiliZed at any given time. 

Also note that the tWo con?gurations shoWn in FIGS. 6 and 
7 could also be implemented With a shorting connector 
instead of a shorting module. A shorting connector shorts its 
opposing contacts When no module is inserted (the same 
result as When the connector 45 in FIG. 6 has a shorting 
module inserted). A shorting connector With a memory mod 
ule inserted is functionally identical to the connector 45 in 
FIG. 7. A shorting connector eliminates the need for a short 
ing module. 

FIG. 8 shoWs a variation of this memory layout, in Which 
connector 45 is bypassed With sWitches or transistors rather 
than a shorting module. In this embodiment, signal line set 60 
extends directly to the ?rst contact roW 58 of connector 44. 
HoWever, second signal line set 61 extends to tWo sWitches 90 
and 91. These sWitches, Which are preferably MOSFET tran 
sistors, control Whether second signal line set 61 is connected 
to the second contact roW 59 of connector 44 or to one of the 
contact roWs of connector 45. If sWitch 90 is activated, the 
second signal line set 61 is connected to connector 44. If 
sWitch 91 is activated, the second signal line set 61 is con 
nected to connector 45. The signal line set connected to con 
tact roW 59 of connector 45 of FIG. 8 is not used in this 
example. The embodiments Which folloW can also be modi 
?ed for use With such sWitch or transistor bypasses rather than 
physical shorting modules. 

Although the embodiments described above use only tWo 
memory connectors, the general signal line scheme can be 
generalized for us With n connectors and memory modules. 
Generally stated, a system such as this uses a plurality of 
signal line sets, each extending to a respective module con 
nector. At least one of these sets is con?gurable or bypassable 
to extend to a connector other than its oWn respective connec 
tor. Stated alternatively, there are 1 through n sets of signal 
lines that extend respectively to corresponding connectors 1 
through n. Sets 1 through n-l of the signal lines are con?g 
urable to extend respectively to additional ones of the con 
nectors other than their corresponding connectors. 

FIGS. 9-12 illustrate this generalization, in a situation 
Where n:4. Speci?cally, this con?guration includes a 
memory controller 100 and four memory slots or connectors 
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