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Abstract: The development of modern networking requires that high-performance network
processors be designed quickly and efficiently to support new protocols. As a very important
part of the processor, the parser parses the headers of the packets—this is the precondition for
further processing and finally forwarding these packets. This paper presents a framework designed
to transform P4 programs to VHDL and to generate parsers on Field Programmable Gate Arrays
(FPGAs). The framework includes a pipeline-based hardware architecture and a back-end compiler.
The hardware architecture comprises many components with varying functionality, each of which
has its own optimized VHDL template. By using the output of a standard frontend P4 compiler,
our proposed compiler extracts the parameters and relationships from within the used components,
which can then be mapped to corresponding templates by configuring, optimizing, and instantiating
them. Finally, these templates are connected to output VHDL code. When a prototype of this
framework is implemented and evaluated, the results demonstrate that the throughputs of the
generated parsers achieve nearly 320 Gbps at a clock rate of around 300 MHz. Compared with
state-of-the-art solutions, our proposed parsers achieve an average of twice the throughput when
similar amounts of resources are being used.
Keywords: packet parser; pipeline; P4; FPGA

1. Introduction
A network packet consists of a packet header and a payload, which are also known as the
control information and user data, respectively. Protocol headers belonging to the different layers in
the seven-layer Open System Interconnection (OSI) model are combined to form the packet header,
which is used to decide how to deliver the payload. A parser parses a network packet by locating
different protocol headers, extracting the required fields, and locating the payload. The results
are used to forward, classify, and/or inspect the packets. The challenge here is that the packet
headers are combinations of different protocol headers of various lengths, and it is not possible to
determine the elements and their relationships in the header until all protocol headers have been parsed.
A parser is a key function implemented in various network processors of different hardware platforms,
including Application Specific Integrated Circuits (ASICs) [1,2], Network Processors (NPs) [3],
Configurable Network Processors (CNPs) [4], and Central Processing Units (CPUs) [5,6]—each of
these have their own advantages and disadvantages. For example, ASICs cannot be upgraded to
support any new feature, meaning that a new one must be designed, which costs a lot in terms of time
and money. CPUs are flexible but achieve low performance, while NPs achieve average performance
and are flexible. Moreover, CNPs are high-performance and flexible, but are still limited by their
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architecture—consider for example their limited capability to execute “external” functions, which are
those that can execute more operations on the packets in addition to forwarding and are also important
in router functions, such as packet inspection, decoding, etc.
Software-defined Networks (SDNs) [7–10] have been widely deployed on E-commerce platforms,
in data centers, and for Internet Service Providers (ISPs), which are driven by the need for flexible high
performance and online deployment. SDNs are useful in cases where traditional network processors
cannot meet the new requirements. For example, traditional networks have a lack of flexibility, and they
cannot allocate bandwidth based on real-time traffic or demands. On the other hand, thousands of
protocols are used by their own manufacturers, so it is really hard to maintain and upgrade them.
If SDN is introduced into the network, we can collect the traffic demand between data centers by
deploying a unified controller, so as to perform unified calculation and scheduling, implement flexible
on-demand allocation of bandwidth, conduct network optimization, and improve resource utilization.
Advances have been witnessed in Domain Specific Languages (DSLs) [11,12] and corresponding
compilers [13,14] with various hardware platforms, including ASICs and FPGAs. For example, an ASIC
chip named “Tofino”, from Barefoot Networks, is a P4-programmable switch chip that runs up to
6.5 Tbit/s [4]. By using such technology, new IT demands can be applied in the existing devices,
without replacing them. To develop network processors on FPGAs, Xilinx provides a toolkit, namely,
SD-Net, which supports using high-level languages, including P4, and their purpose is to target the
FPGA-based network processor market in the future. This tool has been widely used in universities and
institutes for trial purposes. Many other solutions combine DSLs and FPGAs to develop the network
parsers—some of these are introduced in Section 2.3. Investigating them reveals many disadvantages,
as follows:
•

•
•

Heavy resource cost and long pipeline stages are used, such as taking more than 250 nanoseconds
to process one packet and using more than 10% Flip Flops (FFs) and Look Up Tables (LUTs) in
the FPGAs.
All the packets, including the payload, go through the parser, which wastes a lot of cycles to
transport the payloads and reduces the packet parsing performance.
Parsers are not thoroughly pipelined, and multiple cycles are used to process a packet in one
pipeline stage, which stalls the pipeline and reduces the performance.

Accordingly, this paper proposes a framework comprising a pipeline-based hardware architecture
and an approach that converts P4 programs to VHDL. This hardware architecture can be divided into
many components, which are abstracted and implemented via Real Time Logic (RTL) templates with
VHDL. These templates have been prewritten by skilled FPGA programmers, and are well-designed
and thoroughly tested. A back-end compiler is also presented that parses the P4 programs by extracting
the values of the parameters and mapping them to related templates of the components in the hardware
architecture. Pipeline stages are scheduled to avoid conflicts and stalling during the compilation,
while VHDL templates are instantiated and connected to form the expected parsers. Compared with
existing architectures [15,16], the proposed framework presents an efficient method to extract the
packet header from any supported packets. Thus, the processing speed of one packet per one cycle is
sustained even on the longest frame length. In addition, the payload of each packet no longer goes
through the parser, which increases the parsing efficiency.
The main contributions of this paper are as follows:
•
•
•

We design a hardware architecture in a pipeline fashion for the parser. Templates for the
components in the hardware architecture are created and thoroughly tested.
We employ an approach to map the P4 programs to the proposed hardware architecture, in which
the network programmers of nonhardware knowledge focus on the high-level software.
We demonstrate a fast compiler to implement the P4 program to FPGA targets.

In addition, this paper presents two examples that are implemented based on the proposed
framework. The results show that the packet rate achieved is nearly 300 Mbps, while the throughput
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achieved is nearly 320 Gbps. Furthermore, the resource usage is less than 5% of the FPGA, and in
the situation where similar resources are used, our proposed parsers achieve an average of twice the
throughput compared to the state-of-the-art parsers.
2. Background and Related Work
Designing a network parser using traditional methods on a hardware platform is a difficult
and costly process. For example, low-level languages are used, which requires the time-consuming
work of describing hundreds of millions of gates—not even the smallest mistake is allowed, since the
hardware is not reconfigured, so thorough tests will need to be repeated if even a small change occurs.
Combining the P4 language and FPGAs may resolve this problem. Accordingly, this section briefly
introduces FPGAs, the P4 language, and some related solutions.
2.1. Introduction to FPGAs
An FPGA is a type of integrated circuit that can be programmed at the hardware level after
manufacture, and consists of FFs, LUTs, block RAM, a huge number of wires, etc. Such primitives are
“pre-laid out” (already laid out) on the chip—their contents, as well as the connections among them,
can be reconfigured based on requirements. Verilog or VHDL are types of language used to describe
such requirements.
Due to their being programmable at the hardware level, FPGAs are suitable for parallel computing
with high throughput, and are thus extensively used in big data processing, Artificial Intelligence
(AI) computing, the network domain, etc. However, there are also many disadvantages to the use of
FPGAs. For example, the fact that they are “pre-laid out” causes complex programs to require long
critical paths, and they cannot be executed to high clock rate. Resource-consuming programs cannot
even be implemented on FPGAs due to resource limitations.
2.2. P4 Language
P4 is a kind of DSL that describes the process for handling the packet in the data plane that
can target a wide range of technologies including CPUs, FPGAs, and NPs. It aims to fundamentally
change the way traditional network systems are designed. Two versions of P4 have been released so
far. Limitations were quickly identified after the first version called P414 was released in 2015, so the
new version called P416 with new features was released in 2017, and each of them is supported by the
official compiler. The P4 program consists of the following five components:
•
•

•

•

•

Protocol Headers: Each of these structures defines the header of a specific protocol, and includes
the fields’ names and lengths, as well as the order among all fields.
Parser: This is a state machine that describes the transition among all supported protocol headers,
which indicates the method of parsing one protocol header after another. For example, an IPv4
header can be confirmed and located by extracting the next type from the Ethernet header.
Table: The first part of the “Match-action” implementation. It stores the mechanism for performing
packet processing and defines how the extracted header fields are used for matching, including
exact match, longest prefix match, or ternary match. For example, a destination IP address is used
to find out which port the packet should be sent to.
Action: The other part of “Match-action” implementation is built based on a series of predefined
simple basic operations that are independent of the protocols. Complex customized actions are
built with them and can be used in this part as well.
Control flow: It is a simple imperative program that describes the flow of control, and it controls
the process order within the “Match-action” architecture.

The “Protocol Header” and “Parser” components indicate how to parse the pending supported
protocols. The “Table” and “Action” components explicitly or implicitly define the fields that need to
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be extracted from the packet header. The P4 programs are compiled using the official P4 compiler [13],
which outputs an intermediate file in the extensible mark-up language. This file can be easily parsed
by various back-end compilers that find their own solution, such as generating executable instructions,
or generating other high-level languages for different hardware platforms.
2.3. Packet Parser Solutions
Attig and Brebner proposed a high-performance pipeline-based online reconfigurable parser for
FPGAs by using a simple high-level language in [17]. This parser has very high performance, as the
throughput achieved is 400 Gbps. However, this parser runs in extreme conditions, such as having
very long pipeline stages and taking up more than 10% of LUTs and FFs, which reduces the resource
magnitude of other components of the network processors, such as reducing tables’ size. In addition,
long latencies cause a long processing time in the chip for the incoming packets.
Gibb et al. presented a methodology to design a fixed parser and reconfigurable parser for
ASICs in [18]—these are two typical types of parser widely used in various network processors.
The reconfigurable parser is a kind of Finite State Machine (FSM), it starts at the parsing of the first
protocol header, and continues parsing other protocol headers based on the state transition diagram.
It is designed based on Reconfigurable Match Tables (RMT) methodology [19], and relies heavily on
the Content Addressable Memory (CAM), which costs a lot of memory resources on FPGAs and runs
at a low clock rate. In addition, the parsing process cannot be pipelined, a packet needs to wait until
its previous one is thoroughly parsed.
Benacek et al. presented an approach to converting P4 to VHDL by using the Parser Graph
Representation (PGR) and their HFE M2 architecture in [15,20] and Jeferson et al. presented an
approach of using templated C++ classes, which can be used to generate RTL code using Xilinx Vivado
HLS following a series of graph transformation rounds. These two packet parsers are both organized
in a pipeline fashion but of different hardware architectures, and the parsers based on their proposed
hardware can process a fairly complex set of headers, as well as achieve 100 Gbps data rate. However,
the comparison results show that the generated parser of [15] has roughly 100% overhead in terms of
latency and consumes more resources than the handwritten VHDL implementation. Compared to [15],
the comparison results of [16] show that it saves a lot of resources.
A new parser architecture is presented by Jakub et al. in [21], which is capable to currently scale
up to a terabit throughput in a Xilinx UltraScale+ FPGA, and the overall processing speed is sustained
even on the shortest frame lengths. Its main method is building a protocol process module pool,
and multiple packets are processed in parallel in this pool. In addition, it combines multiple packets
in one data frame once a packet cannot fill the data bus, which increases the bus utilization, so as to
increase the throughput. This special architecture of multiple pipelines provides a good reference for
our future work.
P4-SDNet is a high-level design tool from Xilinx, and it supports P416 to build new
packet-processing data planes that target FPGA hardware. This tool has been continuously updated,
and its license is available for academic people by the Xilinx University Program. To implement a P4
specification, the P4-SDNet compiler maps the control flow onto a custom data plane architecture of
SDNet engines, and one of them is the parser. [22] is such an example. However, SDnet currently does
not support variable-sized headers, which limits its scope of use.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 3 presents the high-level hardware
architecture of the parser. Section 4 describes the circuit details of the header processing module in the
pipeline stage. Section 5 presents the working flow of the compiler, which converts the P4 programs
to VHDL by mapping the parameter values in the P4 programs to their corresponding hardware
modules. In Section 6, the proposed solution is evaluated by comparing the resource usage, clock rate,
throughput, and latency with state-of-the-art solutions. Finally, future work and conclusions are
discussed in Section 7.
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3. Hardware Architecture of the Parser
3.1. Microarchitecture
The proposed parser consists of many pipeline stages. Each pipeline stage includes one or more
header processing modules, and each of these modules is configured to handle a specific protocol
header. The packet headers are input to the parser, and their inside protocol headers are processed by
the corresponding processing module in the appropriate order. During processing, specified fields are
extracted and updated to form the output, referred to as the header vector. In addition, status bytes
such as error code and protocol types are also output to the downstream component. Figure 1 presents
the abstracted microarchitecture of the parser.
Header
Slice

Header
Slice´
A

Next
Protocol
Type
Header
Vector

C
B
D

Status
Header
Vector´

Figure 1. Microarchitecture of the parser. The dotted-line frames represent the pipeline stages; while A,
B, C, and D represent different header processing modules.

The packet headers are input to all processing modules in the same pipeline stage simultaneously.
The processing module decides how to handle the incoming data by comparing the header types.
If the incoming header matches the processing module type, it will be processed during this cycle;
otherwise, the header will be sent downstream without any changes being made. For pipeline stages
with multiple processing modules, the extra circuit chooses a module for outputting the result of this
stage; the last pipeline stage shows this situation.
In addition, errors such as protocol header validations, unrecognized protocols, etc., and
customized information extracted during the parsing are also handled by the parser. Such information
is sent out of the parser while maintaining alignment with the header vector.
3.2. Main Input and Output
To ensure that the proposed parser processes one packet header per cycle, we send the packet
header slice into the parser, which is cut out from the packet and will include all bits of the packet
header. In addition, all specified fields are stored in the header vector and output from the last pipeline
stage in one cycle. These two ports are defined based on the application.
3.2.1. Header Slice
Since the packet header is a combination of multiple protocol headers of different lengths,
the width of the header slice is determined by the supported protocols and will be equal to the
longest packet header supported by the parser, regardless of the length of the incoming packet.
For illustration purposes, we assume that a designed parser only supports the protocols
“Ethernet”, “IPv4”, “IPv4 with extensions”, and “IPv6”. There are three combinations of these four
protocols, and the longest packet header is the combination of “Ethernet” + “IPv4 with extensions”,
the length of which is 592 bits. Thus, the width of the header slice should be 592 bits. For those
combinations that have lengths less than 592, the remaining bits will be padded with ‘0’.
3.2.2. Header Vector
The vector width is determined by the longest total length of the extracted fields in all packets.
These extracted fields have fixed positions in the vector during designing. For illustration purposes,
we assume that a 5-tuple is extracted for the output. Figure 2 presents the header vector arrangement.
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Figure 2. Header vector arrangement.

As the 5-tuple includes the IPv6 and IPv4 addresses, which are of the same type but have different
lengths, the longer addresses should be used to calculate the width of the vector. Thus, the length of
the header vector should be equal to the total lengths of IPv6 IP addresses, protocols, and ports—i.e.,
296 bits. In addition, IPv4 addresses share the same space of the same type and remain aligned with
the same starting position of the IPv6 addresses, as shown in Figure 2.
3.3. Processing Module Scheduling
Due to the hierarchical relationship between the protocols, a protocol header in the packet header
remains unknown until its previous protocol has been parsed. Based on the hierarchical relationship
described in P4 programs, directed acyclic graphs (DAGs)—i.e., parse graphs—can be established.
Figure 3a presents a typical parse graph, where the edges represent the protocol transitions, and each
node represents a pipeline stage to process a protocol header.
Ethernet
MPLS
MPLS

IPv4

IPv6
EoMPLS
Ethernet
(a)

Ethernet

Ethernet

Ethernet

MPLS

MPLS

MPLS

MPLS

MPLS

MPLS
IPv4
EoMPLS
IPv6
Ethernet
(b)

IPv4
IPv6

EoMPLS

Ethernet
(c)

IPv4 IPv6

EoMPLS

Ethernet
(d)

Figure 3. Pipeline Schedule. (a) The initially parsed graph from P4 program, and the nodes with
thick arrow contracts the longest path in the graph; (b) shows when the “IPv6” are selected and two
dependencies are deleted; (c) shows merging “IPv6” and “EoMPLS” to one node; and (d) shows the
final result after scheduling.

In Figure 3a, the parser starts parsing the packet by “Ethernet”, and three protocol headers
may follow it, they are “IPv4”, “MPLS”, and “IPv6”, this is decided by the indicating field in the
“Ethernet” header. Similarly, other protocol headers would have many different successors, so there
are many various paths from the start header to the end header in the parse graph. The goal of our
approach lies in that instead of using duplicate protocol header process modules to prevent conflicts
and stalls, we devise a unique pipeline for packet header processing for the same purpose. Specifically,
we implement designated modules to process protocol headers in serial. Thanks to this architecture,
our unified parser pipeline saves FPGA resources and increases the throughput, which are the main
concerns of our design.
3.3.1. Potential Conflicts
Implementing a parse graph on an FPGA, as shown in Figure 3a, there are many branches when
the packet is processed from one node to another, these branches bring about conflicts and stalling.
For example, if three different packets are inputted sequentially to the parser, conflicts and halts will
occur during parsing, as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Conflict and Halt in Header Parsing.
Packet Header
Ethernet→MPLS→IPv4
Ethernet→IPv4
Ethernet→

Clock Number
1

2

3

4

Ethernet

MPLS
Ethernet

IPv4
Stall
Stall

IPv4
Ethernet

From Table 1, it can be seen that when the first packet is inputted, its protocol “Ethernet” is
processed by the first pipeline stage in the first cycle. The protocol “MPLS” is processed by the second
pipeline stage in the second cycle, while the protocol of the second packet “Ethernet” is processed by
the first pipeline stage. However, in the third cycle, two “IPv4” protocols from two packets need to
be processed in the same pipeline stage. This conflict forces the second packet to halt—subsequently,
the third packet cannot be accepted due to the halting of the second packet. Pipeline scheduling could
be used to solve this problem.
3.3.2. Pipeline Scheduling
Pipeline scheduling is conducted to eliminate conflicts and stalling and to ensure that the parser
processes one packet per cycle. For illustrative purposes, the parser graph shown in Figure 3a is chosen
to demonstrate the scheduling, while Figure 3b–d show steps of the process flow.
•

•

•

•

Find one of the longest paths in the parse graph. There is only one longest path among these five
nodes, namely, “Ethernet → MPLS → MPLS → EoMPLS → Ethernet”, and it is marked by the
thick arrow in Figure 3a.
Choose any one of the rest of the nontrunk nodes and identify all of its parents in the trunk.
Then, reserve the dependency relationship with the last node in the trunk and delete the other
dependencies. For example, if “IPv6” is selected, the reserved dependency should be that between
“IPv6” and the second “MPLS” in the trunk, as shown in Figure 3b. The dependencies marked by
dotted arrows will be deleted. This means that the packet cannot be directly transferred from the
“Ethernet” stage and the first “MPLS” stage to the “IPv6” stage.
Merge this chosen node with its brother in the trunk to form a new node, and further update
the dependencies of its children. This process is shown in Figure 3c. After doing this, the packet
can only flow in the trunk. We assume that there is a packet header which has only two protocol
headers “Ethernet → IPv6” inputted, “Ethernet” will be processed at the first cycle; but the “IPv6”
header will be processed in the fourth cycle.
Go through the rest of non-trunk nodes one by one and add them to the trunk by repeating steps
2 and 3. The schedule is deemed completed when all nodes are in the trunk. Figure 3d shows the
final result.

After scheduling, each input packet header passes through a pipeline stage by one cycle. Since the
parser has a fixed number of pipelines and all packet headers go through them, the input packets are
parsed within constant latency, which is decided by the pipeline stage number.
4. Hardware Architecture of the Processing Module
A common hardware architecture is configured to the different processing modules with various
parameter values, each of which handles its corresponding specific protocol headers. This section
introduces the common hardware architecture in detail.
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4.1. Microarchitecture
There are four main components in the process module: Type Identification, Header Shifter,
Field Extractor, and Next Type Generator. Ports include input/output header, types, header vectors,
control signals for transporting data streams, etc. Figure 4 presents the microarchitecture.

Header
Slice

Header Slice’

Header Shifter
Type
Identification

Type
Record

Sel
Type Record’

Type Generator

Data Ready

Data
Valid

Header Vector’

Field Extractor

Header
Vector
Status

Updater

Status’

Figure 4. Microarchitecture of the process module.

All input and output data are kept aligned by means of the “Data Valid” and “Data Ready”
signals, and these signals enable whether this module works as well. Header slice and header vector
are transferred by their own ports. The “Type Record” is a vector that indicates what protocol headers
in this packet were parsed and what is the next pending protocol type, it can be checked by the process
module. The “Status” is also a vector that stores the error code and customized information, which is
also updated by this module.
When the input data are valid, the protocol type is firstly compared by the “Type
Identification”—the result of this process controls how the other three components will handle the
input data. Examples include extracting specific fields (done by the “Field Extractor”), shifting the
incoming header slice of specific bits (by the “Header Shifter”), and generating the next protocol type
(by the “Type Generator”), as well as the error detection, etc. performed by other circuits.
4.2. Function of Type Identification
The “Type Record” is a register vector that stores the code of all supported protocols—parsing the
previous protocol header always marks its next header. The function of this component is to check
whether its corresponding code has been marked by its previous pipeline stage, which means that
the rest of the components in this module need to handle the current header in this cycle. Otherwise,
processing is not required.
This component is a simple checker that is implemented by pure combinational logic. Code width
and processing type configuration are required for the different processing modules.
4.3. Function of Header Shifter
Packet headers are combinations of different protocol headers with various lengths. It is difficult
to determine the offsets of each protocol header before the previous one is parsed. In other words,
the offsets of the same protocol header may be variable in different packets. A circuit that locates a
random position in a vector may be complex, this not only uses a lot of resources, but also decreases
the clock rate. Implementing this component reduces the complexity associated with computing the
protocol header offsets. The method involves shifting out the current protocol header to make sure the
offset of the next protocol header is 0, allowing us to configure the offsets in the processing module
based on the offsets in the protocol header. Figure 5 presents the hardware architecture.
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Header Slice

Compute
Unit

Shifter

D

Q

Header Slice’

>

Sel

Figure 5. Block Diagram of Header Shifter.

This function consists of a “compute unit”, which calculates how many bits should be shifted
out; a shifter to implement the shifting; a MUX for choosing a source; and a register vector to store
the header slice. The “compute unit” provides a constant shift number for protocol headers of fixed
length, such as IPv6, ICMP, etc. The variable shift number for the protocols is also calculated using
this function for the protocol headers of variable lengths. The selected signal “Sel” is drawn from the
function of the “Type Identification” to select the new header or the original header.
For illustration, we choose the packet header of “Ethernet → IPv4 with option → TCP” as an
example. After parsing the first protocol header of “Ethernet”, the parser shifts it out from the header
slice based on its fixed length. This makes the offset of the “IPv4 with option” to be 0. Thus, all current
field offsets of the “IPv4” inside the header slice are equal to their relative offsets inside the protocol
header, and no variable offsets are used. However, the length of the “IPv4 with option” is variable
and shown in the field of “Header Length”, and the shift number is calculated based on it. After the
shifting, the offset of the “TCP” becomes 0. By implementing such a shifter, the complexity of other
modules such as the “Field Extraction” and the “Type Generation”, which locate fields in long vectors,
would be reduced.
A dynamic shifter should be implemented to shift the protocol headers that are of variable length,
which costs a lot of FPGA resources and also causes long critical paths that can reduce the clock rate.
After investigating the protocol header format, we can conclude that the header lengths increase with
limited times of 32 bits. For example, for the option part in the IPv4 header, the length is in the range of
0–10 times of 32 bits. If a dynamic shifter is implemented based on the limited step of 32 bits, this will
reduce the resource usage and the lengths of critical paths; this is further discussed and proven in
Section 6.1 below.
4.4. Function of Field Extraction
If this component is enabled, fields in the header slice are copied to specific positions in the header
vector. The component consists of a “Field Indicator”, an “Extractor”, a MUX, and a register vector.
Figure 6 presents the hardware architecture.
Field Indicator
Field Offsets
Header Slice
D

Header Vector
Sel

Q

Header Vector’

>
Extractor

Figure 6. Block Diagram of Field Extracting.

The “Field Indicator” has many predefined arrays of addresses, due to the function of header
shifter, relative addresses of extracted fields within the protocol header are used here. These addresses
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indicate the begin offsets and end offsets of the specific fields in the header slice, along with the
destination position for the extracted fields in the header vector. The source addresses are generated
by parsing the P4 program, and the destination addresses are generated after arranging the extracted
fields in the header vector during the compilation. The data copy is executed in the “Extractor” module,
while the “Sel” signal from the “Type Identification” is used to select either the original header vector
or the new one.
For example, we assume that a field of destination IP address in the “IPv4” protocol header will
be used in the subsequent pipeline stages, so the relative start offset and end offset of this field should
be stored in the “Field Indicator”, and its offsets in the “Header Vector” should be stored as well.
When an “IPv4” header is inputted to this module, the target field in the “Header Slice” can be copied
to the corresponding position in the “Header Vector”.
4.5. Function of Type Generation
The code or flag of the protocol header type is always stored in a field of its previous protocol
header. The type of the next protocol is extracted or generated, and will then be updated in the
“Type Record” vector in this component, which includes a “Type Indicator”, “Type Generator”, MUX,
and register vector. Figure 7 presents the hardware architecture of the type generator.
Type Indicator
Field Offset & Method
Header Slice

Type Match &
Generate Type

Type Record

Generator

Sel

D

Q

Type Record’

>

Figure 7. Block Diagram of Type Generator.

The “Type Indicator” stores the offset for the field of type code or flag in the header slice, and also
indicates whether we can use the field directly or whether further processing is required. For example,
the protocol header of “MPLS” does not have such a field, it thus needs the field matching using this
protocol header type. Type generation for the next protocol header is executed by the “Generator”
module, which also updates the type record. The “Sel” then selects either the original record or the
new record for the register vector.
4.6. Other Accessorial Circuits
In addition to the components above, the parser needs to handle errors and exceptions during
the parsing of the header. For example, errors or exceptions such as unrecognized protocols,
checksum errors, etc. should both occur and be recorded if the parser receives malformed headers or
unrecognized protocols. In addition, customized information can be extracted or generated during the
parsing, such as the length of each protocol header. These conditions should be marked and transferred
to the downstream, so that they can be processed by the components outside of the parser.
5. Compilation
The use of a high-level language such as P4 to design a network parser obviates the need for
network experts to familiarize themselves with the details of FPGA. Here, we propose a compiler
that extracts parameters from P4 programs and maps them to our VHDL templates, then gathers
them together to create a complete parser. In this section, the template design is firstly introduced,
followed by the compilation workflow.
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5.1. Template Design
Based on the hardware introduced in Sections 3 and 4, the proposed parser consists of many small
function modules, including “Type Identification”, “Header Shifter”, and even the primitive MUX, etc.
These are applied to various parsers to support different protocol headers of different performances,
such as header slice width, header vector width, etc.
We implement all functions with VHDL and leave generics for reconfiguration purposes.
Templates are instantiated by configuring their parameters based on the P4 programs. All templates
have been created by a skillful RTL programmer and thoroughly tested to ensure their
correctness—moreover, the run speed is preferred during the creation. Table 2 lists many of the
main generics in our precreated templates, which are used to decide the performance and functionality
of their corresponding processing modules.
Table 2. Main parameters of the templates.
Type

Generics

Description

Port

Header width,
protocol length

Functionality
Control

Addresses, extract indicators
Protocol code, module code, optional
module position

header vector width,

Decide the ports’ width, as well as the
primitives’ width—selector, comparator,
and so on.
Decide what will be done to the header slice
Related to the supported protocols

5.2. Compiling Process
Several steps are needed to convert a P4 program to VHDL, namely—P4 program parsing,
pipeline scheduling, mapping, VHDL code generation, synthesis, and implementation. Figure 8 below
shows the workflow.

P4 Program Parsing
Pipeline Scheduling
Mapping

VHDL Code Generation
Synthesis & Implementation
Figure 8. Workflow of the compilation.

P4 Program Parsing: By using the intermediate results from the official P4 compiler, our proposed
compiler acts as a back-end compiler. In short, it extracts functions from the described parser associated
with their parameter values, but for reconfiguring the VHDL templates.
Pipeline Scheduling: The parser pipeline stages are first scheduled for parsing the supported
protocols without conflicts and stalling occurring. Moreover, all protocol headers can be processed
sequentially by their corresponding processing modules, as described in Section 3.3.
Mapping and Generating HDL code: Once the parameters of the various functionalities in the
parser are determined, the compiler maps them to their related VHDL templates. The compiler
initializes the templates by configuring their parameters—examples of this include bus width
configuration, updating the addresses of the fields for the templates, etc. Finally, the compiler generates
VHDL code by instantiating all templates used along with their wrappers.
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Synthesis and Implementation: The VHDL code can be synthesized and implemented using the
standard EDA tools, such as Vivado from Xilinx or Quartus from Intel, for various FPGAs.
6. Evaluations
Two experiments were carried out in order to evaluate our proposed solution. To implement these
experiments, a Xilinx Virtex-7 serial (the same as that in [16]) and a Xilinx Vivado 2015.4 are used.
6.1. Dynamic Shifter Evaluation
The dynamic shifter shifts a vector with variable number bits, and may thus use up a lot of
resources in the FPGA. Based on the network protocols, the lengths of headers with options are always
increased in steps of limited times of 32 bits. This experiment evaluates whether such a dynamic shifter
saves resources and/or runs at a high clock rate. Three shifters are implemented with 1024-bit vector
width to shift a 480-bit IPv4 header. Comparison results are shown in Table 3.
Table 3. Shifter Comparison.
Type

LUTs

FFs

Clock Rate (MHz)

Fixed
Proposed
Fully Dynamic

0
1639
5068

545
865
1025

714.3
533.6
306.6

From Table 3, the fixed shifter (which shifts a fixed number of bits for the vector) uses minimal
resources and runs at a very high clock rate. The fully dynamic shifter has the maximum flexibility,
as it can shift any number of bits for the vector, however, it also uses maximum resources and runs at
the lowest clock rate. By contrast, our proposed solution uses an average amount of resources and an
average clock rate, which is in line with our expectations.
6.2. Parser Performance Evaluations
To demonstrate and evaluate our proposed solution, we compare it with the same two types of
parser used in [15,16]:
•
•

Simple parser: Ethernet, IPv4/IPv6 (with 2 extensions), UDP, TCP, and ICMP/ICMPv6;
Full parser: Same as the simple parser but also includes MPLS (with two nested headers) and
VLAN (inner and outer).
To implement these two parsers, the values of key parameters are listed in Table 4.
Table 4. Key Parameter Values.

Parameters

Extract Type Simple Parser Full Parser Notes

Pipeline Stage 5 Tuple &
Number
All Fields

5

7

After the pipeline scheduling,
it indicates how many cycles for parsing a packet

Header Slice
Length

1072

1136

Calculated by the supported longest packet header

296

296

1072

1136

5 Tuple &
All Fields

Header Vector 5 Tuple
Length
All Fields

Calculated by the lengths of all extracted fields

Error Types

5 Tuple &
All Fields

Unrecognized, IPv4 Valid, TCP Valid

Individual
Modules

5 Tuple &
All Fields

Such as protocol header length, type code, field indicators,
positions, and so on, they vary due to different protocols.
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Table 5 below presents a comparison of the results of our proposed solution and those obtained
by the other two works presented in [15,16] in terms of throughput, latency, and resource usage. In this
table, the parser labeled “Golden [15]” is a handwritten implementation in [15], while the other parsers
labeled [15,16] are implemented using the methods set out in the corresponding literature. The two
parsers with the same labels of the same type are distinguished by different fields.
Table 5. Comparison Results.
Performance
Work

Resources

Data Bus
Frequency Throughput Latency
[bits]

LUTs

FFs

Extracted Fields
Slice Logic
(LUTs + FFs)

Simple Parser
Golden [15]
[15]
[16]
[16]
Proposed
Proposed

512
512
320
320
1072
1072

195.3
195.3
312.5
312.5
346
334.4

100
100
100
100
370
358

15
29
19.2
19.2
14.45
14.55

N/A N/A
N/A N/A
4270
6163
5888 10,448
4884
3135
10,495 6886

5000
12,000
10,433
16,336
8019
17,381

TCP/IP 5-tuple
TCP/IP 5-tuple
TCP/IP 5-tuple
All fields
TCP/IP 5-tuple
All fields

N/A N/A
10,103 5537
6046
8900
7831 13,671
9515
6930
16,888 12,033

8000
15,640
14,946
21,502
16,445
28,921

TCP/IP 5-tuple
TCP/IP 5-tuple
TCP/IP 5-tuple
All fields
TCP/IP 5-tuple
All fields

Full Parser
Golden [15]
[15]
[16]
[16]
Proposed
Proposed

512
512
320
320
1136
1136

195.3
195.3
312.5
312.5
320.5
279.3

100
100
100
100
364
317

27
46.1
25.6
25.6
21.84
25.06

Due to the hardware architecture, the bus widths of our proposed parsers are 1072 and 1136,
which correspond to the longest header (“Ethernet → IPv4 with option → TCP with option”) in the
simple parser and the header of “Ethernet → VLAN (MPLS) → VLAN (MPLS) → IPv4 with option →
TCP with option”, respectively. All extracted fields include options in IPv4 and TCP headers.
Timing Comparison: Our proposed parsers and the parsers of [16] run at a clock rate of around
300 MHz. This can be compared to the parsers of [15], with a clock rate of only 195 MHz. The clock
rates of our proposed parsers decrease slightly as the data bus width increases, however, the clock
rate of the full parser that extracts all fields from the header decreases to nearly 280 MHz under these
circumstances. Total latencies in the table show that a packet takes only 14.55 ns to go through our
proposed parser, which means that our proposed parser has a minimal processing time. Pipeline stages
are calculated based on the clock rate and latency presented in the table. For illustrative purposes,
only the comparison results of the simple parsers are presented, as the same conclusions are found
among the full parsers. The stage numbers in the simple parser type are 3, 6, 6, 6, 5, and 5, respectively.
Moreover, while the total latency of the Golden parser is 15 ns, the clock period is more than 5 ns.
While [15] has the same pipeline stages as [16], the critical paths between the two pipelines are still
long, which causes a low clock rate. Compared with our proposed parsers, the parsers of [16] have
one more pipeline stage due to the pipeline scheduling method adopted.
Throughput Comparison: When directly compared to the parsers of [15,16], our proposed
parsers have higher throughput, achieving more than 300 Gbps—however, this comparison is based
on situations involving different data bus widths and clock rates. We can assume that the clock rate
will not decrease for double and triple, [15,16], respectively, and that their throughputs are still lower
than ours. In addition, as our parser processes only the header slice, which is part of the packet,
the throughput should be higher than that recorded in the above table.
Resource Usage Comparison: As these parsers have differing hardware architectures, they use
different resources for their implementation and also run at different clock rates, thus, it would not be
fair to compare their resource usage directly. However, it is possible to conduct a comparison based
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on throughputs by counting the slice logic (LUT + FF) of the FPGAs. Since our proposed parsers
(of both simple type and full type) have throughputs of 358 Gbps and 317 Gbps, respectively, we use a
middle value of 320 Gbps as the coordinator on the X-axis. The resource usage comparison is shown in
Figure 9.
LUTs(Simple Parser)

FFs(Simple Parser)

LUTs(Full Parser)

FFs(Full Parser)

20

18

LUTs/FFs (Thousands)

16
14
12
10

8
6
4
2
0
100G ([16])

160G ([16])
Throughput [Gb/s]

320G (Proposed)

Figure 9. Resource usage comparison.

For illustrative purposes, only a comparison of full parsers is presented here. Figure 9 shows
that [16] uses about 22 thousand slice logics to achieve 100 Gbps, and uses about 34 thousand slice
logics to achieve 160 Gbps; by contrast, our generated parser uses about 29 thousand slice logics to
achieve nearly 320 Gbps; also, no resources of other types (such as block RAM) are used in our parsers.
In addition, when the proportions of resource usage are calculated, our most complicated parser is
found to use less than 5% LUTs and 2% FFs.
7. Conclusions
We have proposed a framework here that includes a pipeline-based hardware infrastructure for
the parser, along with an approach that converts P4 programs to VHDL. The parsers can be generated
and implemented on FPGAs automatically by using this framework. Our proposed method has the
following features:
•
•
•

A hardware structure is configured to different parsers of varying performances.
The pipeline of the parser is scheduled by the compiler to avoid conflicts and stalling—the fully
pipelined parser processes one packet per cycle.
Prebuilt function templates are used to generate the final VHDL code. The templates are all
well-designed and have been thoroughly tested.

The framework rapidly converts the P4 program to VHDL, which greatly reduces the effort
involved in designing the parser for the FPGA platform. Experimental results demonstrate that the
generated parser uses FPGA resources efficiently and can achieve a line rate of around 320 Gbps.
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