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interfacing 8086 with 8237 dma controller is a fundamental aspect of computer architecture that
enables efficient data transfer between peripherals and memory without burdening the CPU. This
integration is especially crucial in systems requiring high-speed data transfer, such as multimedia
applications, data acquisition systems, and communication devices. The Intel 8086 microprocessor,
a 16-bit processor introduced in the late 1970s, relies heavily on the Direct Memory Access (DMA)
controller to optimize data movement and enhance overall system performance. The Intel 8237
DMA controller serves as the dedicated hardware component responsible for managing DMA
operations, allowing peripherals to communicate directly with memory, thereby freeing the CPU for
other tasks.

This article explores the detailed process of interfacing the 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 DMA
controller, covering the architecture, control signals, programming methodology, and practical
considerations. Understanding this interface is essential for hardware designers, embedded system
developers, and students aiming to grasp the intricacies of early computer architecture and system
design.

Overview of 8086 Microprocessor and 8237 DMA Controller
8086 Microprocessor

The 8086 processor is a 16-bit microprocessor with a 20-bit address bus, capable of addressing up
to 1MB of memory. It features a rich instruction set, segment registers, and a combination of 16-bit
and 8-bit data buses, making it versatile for various computing applications. Its architecture allows
for complex operations, including memory segmentation, which is vital for large programs.

8237 DMA Controller

The 8237 DMA controller is a peripheral device designed to facilitate high-speed data transfers
between peripherals and memory without CPU intervention. It supports four independent channels,
each capable of transferring data asynchronously, and can operate in different modes such as
single, block, demand, and cascade modes. The controller manages data transfer through a set of
control and status registers, along with a set of handshaking signals.

Architecture and Pin Configuration
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8086 Microprocessor Pins Relevant for DMA

Key pins involved in interfacing include:

- AD0?AD15: Address/Data bus lines (multiplexed)

- A16?A19: Higher address lines

- IO/M: Indicates whether the operation is I/O or memory
- DT/R: Read/Write signal

- READY: Indicates the readiness of the peripheral

- INTA: Interrupt acknowledge

- HOLD: Request for control of the bus

- HLDA: Hold acknowledge

8237 DMA Controller Pins

Important pins include:

- DMA Request (DREQ): Signals from peripherals requesting data transfer

- DMA Acknowledge (DACK): Signals from the DMA controller granting permission
- Memory Address Lines: 16 bits for memory addressing

- Data Lines: 8 bits for data transfer

- Control Pins: M1, MO, and D/C (indicating mode and cycle type)

- Reset and clock inputs

Interfacing Principles between 8086 and 8237

Basic Concept

The core idea behind interfacing is to enable the 8237 DMA controller to handle data transfers
directly between 1/0O devices and memory, bypassing the CPU. The 8086 microprocessor initiates
the process by configuring the DMA controller and then requesting DMA services via handshake
signals. Once the DMA is granted, the controller takes over the system bus to perform data transfer,
freeing the CPU for other tasks.

Handshake Signals and Control Flow

The interface involves several handshake signals:
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- The peripheral device sends a DREQ signal to the DMA controller when data transfer is needed.

- The DMA controller responds with a DACK signal, granting permission.

- The DMA controller then asserts control signals to the system bus, including address, control,
and data lines, to perform the transfer.

- After transfer completion, the DMA controller releases the bus, and the peripheral is notified via
interrupt or status signals.

Bus Arbitration and Control

The 8086 microprocessor and the DMA controller share the system bus. When DMA operations
occur, the controller must gain control of the bus, which involves bus arbitration signals like HOLD
and HLDA. The CPU releases the bus upon receiving HLDA, allowing the DMA controller to initiate
data transfer.

Connecting 8086 and 8237: Hardware Considerations
Wiring the Interface

To connect the 8086 with the 8237 DMA controller:

- Connect the address lines (A0?A15) of the DMA controller to the corresponding address bus
lines.

- Connect data lines (D0?D7) between the DMA controller and memory or peripherals.

- Link the DMA request (DREQ) and acknowledge (DACK) lines from peripherals and DMA
channels to the controller.

- Connect control signals such as M1, MO, and D/C for mode selection.

- Ensure proper connection of the bus control signals like HOLD, HLDA, and ready signals.

Address Decoding
The DMA controller requires specific memory or I/O address ranges for operation. Address decoding

logic is necessary to ensure that DMA requests are correctly routed:

- Use address decoders or programmable logic to assign unigque address spaces.
- Configure the system?s address map so that DMA channels respond only to designated
addresses.

Timing Requirements
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Timing synchronization between the 8086 and the DMA controller is crucial:

- Ensure that the clock signals are compatible or properly synchronized.
- Maintain setup and hold times as specified in datasheets to prevent metastability.
- Manage bus access timing, especially during bus request and grant cycles.

Programming the 8237 DMA Controller with 8086
Initialization of DMA Channels

Programming involves configuring each DMA channel via its mode register and base address
registers:

- Select the DMA channel to configure.

- Write to the Mode Register to set transfer mode (single, block, demand, cascade).
- Set the base address registers with the starting address of the transfer buffer.

- Set the count registers with the number of bytes to transfer.

- Enable the channel by setting appropriate bits in the mask register.

Sample Programming Steps

A typical sequence to set up DMA transfer:

- Disable the DMA channel temporarily.

- Load the starting address into the address registers.

- Load the transfer count into the count registers.

- Configure the mode register for desired transfer mode.

- Enable the channel and enable DMA requests from peripherals.

Handling DMA Requests

The 8086 system must handle DMA requests properly:

- Monitor DREQ signals from peripherals.

- Respond with DACK when the DMA controller grants permission.

- Manage bus control signals (HOLD and HLDA) to coordinate bus access.
- Ensure data integrity during transfers by adhering to timing constraints.
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Practical Considerations and Troubleshooting

Common Issues

- Bus Contention: Ensuring that the CPU and DMA controller do not attempt to access the bus
simultaneously, leading to conflicts.

- Incorrect Addressing: Proper decoding and configuration are necessary to prevent misrouted
DMA operations.

- Timing Violations: Violating setup or hold times can cause data corruption or transfer failures.

- Interrupt Handling: Properly managing interrupt requests generated after DMA completion is
critical.

Best Practices

- Use buffers and double buffering techniques to optimize data flow.

- Validate all control signals and handshake sequences with logic analyzers or oscilloscopes.
- Implement proper priority schemes if multiple DMA channels are used.

- Document all address mappings and control configurations thoroughly.

Conclusion

Interfacing the 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 DMA controller is a vital skill for designing
efficient computer systems. It involves understanding the architecture, control signals, and
programming methods for both devices. Proper hardware wiring, timing management, and software
configuration ensure smooth and high-speed data transfers, significantly enhancing system
performance. As technology advances, understanding these foundational concepts remains
valuable, forming the basis for more complex and modern system integrations.

By mastering the principles outlined in this article, hardware engineers and programmers can
develop robust systems capable of handling demanding data transfer tasks with minimal CPU
involvement, paving the way for efficient and responsive computing

Interfacing the 8086 Microprocessor with the 8237 DMA Controller

The integration of the Intel 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 Direct Memory Access (DMA)
controller represents a significant milestone in the evolution of computer architecture, enabling
high-speed data transfer and efficient system performance. As systems grew increasingly complex,
the need for rapid data movement between peripherals and memory without burdening the CPU
became paramount. The 8237 DMA controller emerged as an essential component, facilitating direct



interfacing 8086 with 8237 dma controller Full Version Vol. 2024, Issue 7

data transfer operations that significantly improved overall system throughput. This article delves
into the intricacies of interfacing the 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 DMA controller, exploring
the architecture, signal protocols, control mechanisms, and practical considerations involved in
creating a seamless data transfer environment.

Overview of the 8086 Microprocessor and 8237 DMA Controller
Intel 8086 Microprocessor

Introduced by Intel in 1978, the 8086 microprocessor marked a pivotal moment in computing history
by pioneering the x86 architecture. It is a 16-bit microprocessor capable of addressing up to 1
megabyte of memory, thanks to its segment-offset addressing scheme. Its architecture comprises
general-purpose registers, segment registers, instruction queue, and various control and status
signals, making it suitable for a wide array of applications from personal computers to embedded
systems.

Key features include:

- 16-bit data bus

- 20-bit address bus

- Maximum clock frequency ranging from 5 MHz to 10 MHz (depending on variants)
- Compatibility with the 8088 processor, which features an 8-bit external data bus

The 8086's architecture is designed for efficient execution of complex instructions, supporting
complex addressing modes, and facilitating high-performance computing.

Intel 8237 DMA Controller

The 8237 DMA controller, introduced around the same era, is designed to offload data transfer tasks
from the CPU, thereby freeing it to perform other operations. It manages multiple DMA channels (up
to 8), each capable of handling independent data transfer requests, and can operate in various
modes including single, block, demand, and cascade modes.

Main features include:

- 8 channels for concurrent data transfers

- Programmable priority scheme

- Support for different transfer modes

- Internal registers for addressing and count



interfacing 8086 with 8237 dma controller Full Version Vol. 2024, Issue 7

- Support for cascading multiple controllers for more channels

The 8237's ability to transfer data directly between peripherals and memory with minimal CPU
intervention enhances system efficiency, especially in data-intensive applications such as disk /O,
graphics, and communication interfaces.

Architecture of the Interfacing System
Basic Architecture Overview

Interfacing the 8086 with the 8237 involves establishing a communication pathway where the DMA
controller can autonomously manage data transfers between peripherals and memory, while the
8086 orchestrates broader system operations. The typical architecture includes:

- The 8086 microprocessor, which issues control signals and addresses

- The 8237 DMA controller, which manages direct memory access channels
- Peripheral devices (e.qg., disk drives, printers)

- Address and data buses connecting all components

- Control and status signals to coordinate operations

In such a setup, the 8237 operates as an independent subsystem that can request control of the
bus, transfer data directly, and then release control back to the CPU, thereby optimizing data flow.

Physical Connections and Signal Protocols

The physical interface between the 8086 and the 8237 involves several key signals:

- Address Bus (A0-A19): The 8086 places memory addresses on the address bus; the DMA
controller needs access to these addresses to perform transfers.

- Data Bus (D0-D15): Data flows between peripherals, memory, and the DMA controller via the
data bus.

- Control Signals:

- IO/M (Input/Output or Memory): Indicates whether the current cycle is I/O or memory access.

- MREQ (Memory Request): Signals a memory access request.

- IORQ (I/0 Request): Signals an 1/0O operation request.

- RD (Read): Read operation.

- WR (Write): Write operation.

- DT/R (Data Transmit/Receive): Differentiates between data read and data write cycles.

- DMA Request (DREQ): From DMA channels requesting control.
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- DMA Acknowledge (DACK): From the DMA controller acknowledging request.

- Bus Request (BUSRQ) and Bus Grant (BG): Used for bus arbitration when the DMA controller
needs control over the system bus.

- Interrupt Request (INT): To signal the CPU in case of DMA completion or errors.

Proper timing and control of these signals are critical for ensuring smooth operation, data integrity,
and synchronization.

Interfacing Procedure and Control Logic

Step-by-Step Interfacing Process

- Initialization of the DMA Controller:

- Set the base address register and count register for each DMA channel.
- Configure the transfer mode (single, block, demand, cascade).
- Enable the desired channels.

- Requesting Bus Control:

- When a peripheral requires data transfer, it asserts the DREQ signal to the corresponding
channel on the DMA controller.

- The DMA controller, upon receiving the request, evaluates priorities and issues a BUSRQ to the
CPU if bus access is needed.

- Bus Arbitration:

- The CPU completes its current cycle and responds with BG (Bus Grant).
- Once granted, the DMA controller asserts the M/IO and RD/WR signals appropriately, placing
addresses on the address bus, and controlling the data flow.

- Data Transfer:
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- The DMA controller takes control of the system bus and performs data transfer directly between
the peripheral and memory.

- During this process, the CPU is temporarily halted or operates in a wait state, depending on the
system design.

- Completion and Release:

- After the transfer, the DMA controller signals transfer completion via the DACK line.
- It releases the bus, allowing the CPU to resume normal operation.
- The DMA controller updates the address and count registers for subsequent transfers if needed.

Control Signal Timing and Synchronization

Achieving seamless data transfer requires precise timing of control signals:

- The DMA controller uses the system clock to generate timing signals.

- Bus requests and grants are synchronized with the CPU clock to prevent contention.

- The DMA request and acknowledge signals are handled with handshaking protocols to ensure
data integrity.

- Proper handling of R/W signals ensures correct data direction during transfers.

- The 8237 supports cycle stealing mode, which minimizes CPU interruption by transferring data
during the CPU's idle cycles.

Practical Considerations and System Design Challenges
Address and Data Bus Management

In interfacing, one must ensure that the DMA controller correctly manages the address and data
buses without causing contention:

- Bus Prioritization: The system must implement priority schemes to decide when the DMA
controller can take control.

- Bus Locking: During transfers, the DMA controller may lock the bus to prevent other devices
from interfering.

- Data Bus Width Compatibility: Since the 8086 has a 16-bit data bus, the DMA controller must
support 16-bit transfers or be configured accordingly.
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Interrupts and System Responsiveness

DMA operations often generate interrupts upon completion:

- Proper interrupt handling routines are essential to process post-transfer tasks.
- Interrupt vectors should be configured to prioritize DMA completion signals without disrupting
ongoing system operations.

Synchronization and Timing Constraints

- Ensuring that the DMA transfers do not violate timing constraints of the 8086 is critical.
- Proper design of wait states and synchronization signals prevents data corruption.
- Consideration of the system clock frequency influences the DMA transfer modes and timing.

Design for Scalability and Flexibility

- Incorporating cascade modes allows multiple DMA controllers to operate in tandem.
- Configuring multiple channels enables concurrent data transfers.
- Modular design facilitates system upgrades and peripheral expansion.

Advantages and Limitations of the Interfacing System

Advantages

- Increased Data Transfer Speed: DMA significantly reduces CPU load, allowing faster data
movement.

- Efficient CPU Utilization: The CPU can perform computations or handle other tasks during DMA
operations.

- Hardware Flexibility: Multiple DMA channels and modes support diverse applications.

- Reduced Software Overhead: Hardware-managed transfers minimize complex software
routines.

Limitations and Challenges

- Complex Control Logic: Proper timing, arbitration, and synchronization require careful design.
- Bus Contention Risks: Improper management can lead to conflicts and data corruption.
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- Limited Support for Modern Peripherals: The 8237 and 8086 are dated architectures; modern
systems favor integrated DMA and advanced bus architectures.

- Interrupt Management: Handling multiple concurrent DMA operations demands sophisticated
interrupt routines.

Conclusion and Future Outlook

Interfacing the 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 DMA controller exemplifies the foundational
principles of hardware acceleration and system efficiency that underpin modern computing. While
contemporary architectures have evolved to incorporate integrated DMA modules and advanced bus
systems, understanding the 8086-8237 interface provides invaluable insight into the core concepts
of direct memory access, bus arbitration, and hardware-software coordination.

Designers must meticulously plan control signals

QuestionAnswer What is the purpose of interfacing the 8086 microprocessor with the 8237 DMA
controller? The purpose is to enable direct memory access for data transfer operations, freeing the
CPU from handling data transfer tasks and improving system efficiency. How does the 8237 DMA
controller improve data transfer in an 8086-based system? It allows data transfers directly between
I/O devices and memory without CPU intervention, reducing CPU load and increasing data transfer
speed. What are the key signals used to interface the 8086 with the 8237 DMA controller? Key
signals include DRQ (DMA request), DACK (DMA acknowledge), AEN (address enable), and the
system bus control signals like RD, WR, and address lines. How is the DMA request initiated from
an 1/0O device in the 8086 and 8237 setup? An I/O device asserts the DRQ line to request a DMA
transfer, which the DMA controller then acknowledges by asserting DACK, allowing data transfer to
proceed. What are the main control signals involved in the operation of the 8237 DMA controller with
the 80867 Main control signals include MO (memory or 1/0O cycle control), HRQ (hold request),
HLDA (hold acknowledge), and the channel-specific signals like CO-C3 for mode control. How are
address and data lines managed during DMA transfer between 8086 and 82377 The DMA controller
takes control of the address and data buses to perform transfers directly between memory and 1/0
device, with address lines driven by the DMA controller and data lines transferring the data. What
are the different modes of operation for the 8237 DMA controller when interfaced with 80867 Modes
include single, block, demand, cascade, and verify modes, which determine how data transfer
occurs and how channels are managed during DMA operations. How is the DMA channel selected
and configured in the 8086-8237 interface? Channels are selected through configuration of mode
control registers and address registers, with each channel having its own base address and transfer
mode settings. What are the typical connection steps to interface the 8237 DMA controller with the
8086 microprocessor? Steps include connecting address, data, and control lines; configuring DMA
mode and address registers; connecting DRQ and DACK lines; and enabling DMA operation in the
system control logic. What are common challenges faced when interfacing the 8086 with the 8237
DMA controller, and how are they addressed? Challenges include bus conflicts, proper timing, and
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signal contention; these are addressed by careful design of control signals, timing synchronization,
and using bus arbitration techniques.

Related keywords: 8086 microprocessor, 8237 DMA controller, DMA transfer, interfacing
techniques, memory addressing, 1/0 addressing, data bus, control signals, DMA channel, system
design



