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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
DYNAMICALLY RECONFIGURING THE
ORDER OF HIDDEN SURFACE
PROCESSING BASED ON RENDERING
MODE

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 60/226,890, filed Aug. 23, 2000, the entire
content of which is hereby incorporated by reference in this
application.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to computer graphics, and
more particularly to interactive graphics systems such as
home video game platforms. Still more particularly this
invention relates to reconfiguring a 3D graphics pipeline to
move hidden surface removal to different locations within
the pipeline depending on rendering mode (e.g., alpha
thresholding).

BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY OF THE
INVENTION

Many of us have seen films containing remarkably real-
istic dinosaurs, aliens, animated toys and other fanciful
creatures. Such animations are made possible by computer
graphics. Using such techniques, a computer graphics artist
can specify how each object should look and how it should
change in appearance over time, and a computer then models
the objects and displays them on a display such as your
television or a computer screen. The computer takes care of
performing the many tasks required to make sure that each
part of the displayed image is colored and shaped just right
based on the position and orientation of each object in a
scene, the direction in which light seems to strike each
object, the surface texture of each object, and other factors.

Because computer graphics generation is complex,
computer-generated three-dimensional graphics just a few
years ago were mostly limited to expensive specialized flight
simulators, high-end graphics workstations and supercom-
puters. The public saw some of the images generated by
these computer systems in movies and expensive television
advertisements, but most of us couldn’t actually interact
with the computers doing the graphics generation. All this
has changed with the availability of relatively inexpensive
3D graphics platforms such as, for example, the Nintendo
64® and various 3D graphics cards now available for
personal computers. It is now possible to interact with
exciting 3D animations and simulations on relatively inex-
pensive computer graphics systems in your home or office.

A problem graphics system designers are constantly con-
fronting is how to speed up the graphics processing.
Reduced image processing time is especially important in
real time graphics systems such as interactive home video
games and personal computers. Real time systems generally
are required to produce thirty new image frames each
second.

To achieve higher speed, typical modern 3D graphics
systems use a graphics pipeline to render the image. Infor-
mation specifying an image goes into one end of the
pipeline, and the rendered image comes out at the other end
of the pipeline. The pipeline includes a number of different
processing stages performing the various steps involved in
rendering the image (e.g., transformation to different coor-
dinate systems, rasterization, texturing, etc.) all at the same
time. Just as you can save time laundering clothes by folding
one load of laundry while another load is in the washing
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machine and still another load is in the dryer, a graphics
pipeline saves overall processing time by simultaneously
performing different stages of processing as pixels move
down the pipeline.

The amount of time it takes for information to get from
one end of the pipeline to the other depends on the “length”
of the pipeline—that is the number of processing steps the
pipeline performs to generate screen pixels for display.
Shorter pipelines can process information faster, but image
complexity is limited by the reduced number of image
processing stages. The additional image processing stages of
a longer pipeline can be used to produce more complicated
and interesting images at the expense of increased process-
ing time.

A common technique in use in many modern graphics
systems today to increase speed performance allows the
application programmer (e.g., video game designer) to
change the length of the pipeline by turning off graphics
pipeline features and processing stages that are not currently
being used. For example, the application programmer can
selectively turn on and off optional processing operations
(e.g., texturing, texture filtering, z buffering, etc.) that take
a lot of time to perform. Permitting the application program-
mer to choose from a menu of processing operations pro-
vides great flexibility. If the application programmer is
interested in the fastest possible rendering, he or she can
select cheaper (in terms of processing time) pipeline pro-
cessing operations and forego the increased image complex-
ity that would be obtainable by more expensive options. An
application programmer interested in more complex images
can activate, on an a la carte basis, more complex and
expensive functions on an as-needed basis at the cost of
increased processing time.

Hidden surface removal is an expensive but important
operation performed by nearly all modern 3D graphics
pipelines. To create the illusion of realism, it is important for
the graphics pipeline to hide surfaces that would be hidden
behind other, non-see-through surfaces. Letting the viewer
see through solid opaque objects would not create a very
realistic image. But in the real world, not every surface
behind another surface is hidden from view. For example,
you can see objects through transparent objects such as
window panes. To provide realism, a 3D graphics pipeline
should be able to model transparent objects as well as solid
(opaque) objects, and perform hidden surface removal based
upon whether or not an object in front of another object is
transparent. Modern graphics systems model transparency
using an additional channel called the “alpha channel” and
perform “alpha thresholding” and alpha blending to achieve
transparency and other effects.

One common way to perform hidden surface removal is
to use something called a depth buffer. The depth buffer is
also called the “z buffer” because the z axis is the depth axis.
The z buffer typically provides at least one storage location
for each pixel (picture element) of the image. When the
graphics pipeline writes a pixel on a surface into a color
frame buffer that stores the image, it also writes the depth of
the surface at that pixel location into a corresponding
location in the z buffer. Later, when the graphics pipeline is
asked to render another surface at the same image location,
it compares the depth of what it has already rendered with
the depth of the new surface, relative to the viewpoint. If the
new surface is in front of the already rendered surface, the
graphics pipeline can discard the new surface information—
since the new surface will be hidden from view. If the depth
of the newly presented surface is closer to the viewer, then
the graphics pipeline can replace the previously rendered
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pixel with a new pixel for the new surface because the new
surface will hide the previously rendered surface. If the new
surface is transparent, then the graphics pipeline may blend
the newly presented and previously-rendered surfaces
together to achieve a transparency effect.

Since hidden surface removal tends to be a rather expen-
sive operation in terms of speed performance, it is often
possible to turn off hidden surface removal at certain times
(e.g., while redrawing a background image or drawing
certain kinds of geometry that do not require such
processing). However, altogether eliminating hidden surface
removal is usually not desirable because many or most 3D
images require hidden surface removal to provide realism.

The texturing stage is another processing stage found in
typical modern graphics pipelines. To provide an increase in
image complexity without a corresponding increase in the
number of polygons that the graphics pipeline must render,
graphics system designers often include the ability to apply
two-dimensional textures to polygon surfaces within an
image. For example, when creating an image including a
tree, it is possible to draw a rectangle or triangle and place
a two-dimensional picture or other image of a tree onto that
surface. Texturing avoids the need to model each leaf and
branch of the tree with one or more polygons, and can
therefore substantially save the amount of processing time
required to generate images. Another example is rendering
a complicated architectural surface such as a brick wall or a
wood-grained tabletop. Instead of defining each grain within
the tabletop or each brick within the wall, one can image a
geometric primitive defining the outlines of the wall or
tabletop, and insert an appropriate texture onto that surface
to provide a high degree of realism without paying a
corresponding speed performance penalty for modeling each
brick or each wood grain.

While texture mapping saves processing resources, the
texture mapping process is not “free” by any means. Rather,
texture mapping can require some relatively time consuming
processing (especially when texture filtering is activated),
and also requires an additional memory lookup to access the
texture information. However, because texturing adds a
substantial degree of realism and complexity to an image at
relatively low cost, oftentimes the applications programmer
wants to take advantage of it—even at the expense of
increased processing time.

As can be understood from the above discussion, while
various techniques are known for reducing the length of a
graphics pipeline, such techniques often require the graphics
system designer and/or application programmer to choose
between increased image complexity and increased speed
performance. Accordingly, further improvements are pos-
sible and desirable.

The present invention provides a solution to this problem
by providing techniques and arrangements that move the
position of z (depth) buffering in a graphics pipeline depend-
ing upon rendering mode.

Performing hidden surface removal early in a rasterizing
pipeline can shorten the pipeline length for certain image
information. Pixels rejected by a depth comparison opera-
tion often do not need to be processed by expensive addi-
tional processing steps such as texturing because they will
be discarded anyway due to the depth comparison. By
placing hidden surface removal before additional operations
such as texturing, we can discard pixels based on the depth
comparison operation and avoid having the pipeline waste
valuable time performing expensive operations on those
pixels.
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On the other hand, some rendering modes require expen-
sive operations such as texturing to be performed before the
hidden surface removal operations. For example, if the
application programmer has chosen to activate the alpha
channel for alpha thresholding (e.g., to model transparency,
or provide texture alpha mapping or other alpha-based
effects), then hidden surface removal should be delayed until
after the alpha operations have been performed. Otherwise,
the hidden surface removal operation will not properly take
the results of alpha thresholding into account.

In accordance with an aspect of our invention, we provide
a reconfigurable graphics pipeline with a hidden surface
removal phase that may be placed at different locations
within the pipeline depending on pipeline rendering mode.
When the pipeline operates in certain rendering modes, the
hidden surface removal operation can be performed early in
the pipeline—allowing the pipeline to discard obstructed
pixels early and avoid wasting its time performing expensive
operations on image portions that are obstructed by other
portions of the image. For other (e.g., alpha-thresholding-
based) rendering modes, the hidden surface removal opera-
tion is performed near the end of the pipeline—when the
pipeline has developed sufficient additional information to
resolve depth comparisons based on such rendering mode.

In accordance with one aspect provided by the invention
a graphics pipeline has first and second alternate rendering
modes and includes a texturing stage having an input and an
output. A reconfiguration arrangement selectively places a
hidden surface removal stage alternately at the input or at the
output of the texturing stage depending upon the graphics
pipeline rendering mode.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, a
method of dynamically reconfiguring a graphics pipeline
comprises selectively activating alpha thresholding. If alpha
thresholding is not activated, hidden surface removal is
performed before texturing. If alpha thresholding is
activated, hidden surface removal is performed after textur-
ing.

In accordance with another aspect provided by the
invention, a graphics pipeline comprises at least one pro-
cessing stage including selectively activatable alpha thresh-
olding. This processing stage includes an input and an
output. A hidden surface removal stage is selectively
coupled to the processing stage input or the processing stage
output depending at least in part on whether alpha thresh-
olding is activated.

Another aspect of the invention provides a pixel engine
including a first input coupled to a z and edge rasterizer, and
a second input coupled to a texture environment unit. A z
unit is selectively, alternately coupled to the first input or the
second input.

Yet another aspect of the invention provides a method of
synchronizing a graphics pipeline reconfiguration compris-
ing:

receiving a command;

stalling a graphics pipeline in response to the received

command,

inserting a synchronization token into the graphics pipe-

line that chases pixels within the graphics pipeline
while the pipeline is stalled,
detecting when the synchronization token has reached a
predetermined point in the graphics pipeline to confirm
that the graphics pipeline has been flushed,

reconfiguring a graphics pipeline in response to such
detection to reposition a hidden surface removal stage
within the pipeline, and
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releasing the stall.

An advantage provided by our invention is that it main-
tains compatibility with expected image processing proto-
cols and APIs while realizing increased speed performance
under certain circumstances. For example, the OpenGL
graphics standard requires depth buffering to be performed
in response to information developed by an alpha channel.
As an example, one way to render translucent objects using
OpenGL is to enable depth-buffering (e.g., on a read only
basis) while drawing translucent objects. Under that
standard, you can draw all of the opaque objects in a scene
using depth buffering in normal read/write/update operation,
and then preserve those depth values by making the depth
buffer read-only. When the translucent objects are drawn,
their depth values are still compared to the values estab-
lished by the opaque objects, so they aren’t drawn if they are
behind the opaque ones. However, if they are closer to the
viewpoint, they don’t eliminate the opaque objects since the
depth-buffer values don’t change. Instead, they are blended
with the opaque objects. The present invention accommo-
dates the glDepthiMask type commands implementable
under OpenGL still providing the flexibility of moving depth
buffering to an earlier stage in the pipeline when translu-
cency or other alpha-based effects are not activated.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other features and advantages provided by the
invention will be better and more completely understood by
referring to the following detailed description of presently
preferred embodiments in conjunction with the drawings, of
which:

FIG. 1 is an overall view of an example interactive
computer graphics system;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the FIG. 1 example computer
graphics system;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the example graphics and
audio processor shown in FIG. 2;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of the example 3D graphics
processor shown in FIG. 3;

FIG. § is an example logical flow diagram of the FIG. 4
graphics and audio processor;

FIG. 5A is a more detailed block diagram of an example
rasterizing pipeline;

FIG. 6 is an example flowchart showing how to recon-
figure a graphics pipeline;

FIGS. 7A-7F are simplified illustrations of the FIG. 6
graphics pipeline reconfiguration process;

FIG. 8 is a flowchart of an example process for dynami-
cally reconfiguring a graphics pipeline while it is rendering
a scene;

FIG. 9 shows an example reconfigurable z unit;

FIG. 10 shows an example control register format;

FIG. 11 shows example graphics pipeline balancing; and

FIGS. 12A and 12B show example alternative compatible
implementations.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE
EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION

FIG. 1 shows an example interactive 3D computer graph-
ics system 50. System 50 can be used to play interactive 3D
video games with interesting stereo sound. It can also be
used for a variety of other applications.

In this example, system 50 is capable of processing,
interactively in real time, a digital representation or model of
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a three-dimensional world. System 50 can display some or
all of the world from any arbitrary viewpoint. For example,
system 50 can interactively change the viewpoint in
response to real time inputs from handheld controllers 524,
52b or other input devices. This allows the game player to
see the world through the eyes of someone within or outside
of the world. System 50 can be used for applications that do
not require real time 3D interactive display (e.g., 2D display
generation and/or non-interactive display), but the capability
of displaying quality 3D images very quickly can be used to
create very realistic and exciting game play or other graphi-
cal interactions.

To play a video game or other application using system
50, the user first connects a main unit 54 to his or her color
television set 56 or other display device by connecting a
cable 58 between the two. Main unit 54 produces both video
signals and audio signals for controlling color television set
56. The video signals are what controls the images displayed
on the television screen 59, and the audio signals are played
back as sound through television stereo loudspeakers 61L,
61R.

The user also needs to connect main unit 54 to a power
source. This power source may be a conventional AC
adapter (not shown) that plugs into a standard home elec-
trical wall socket and converts the house current into a lower
DC voltage signal suitable for powering the main unit 54.
Batteries could be used in other implementations.

The user may use hand controllers 52a, 52b to control
main unit 54. Controls 60 can be used, for example, to
specify the direction (up or down, left or right, closer or
further away) that a character displayed on television 56
should move within a 3D world. Controls 60 also provide
input for other applications (e.g., menu selection, pointer/
cursor control, etc.). Controllers 52 can take a variety of
forms. In this example, controllers 52 shown each include
controls 60 such as joysticks, push buttons and/or directional
switches. Controllers 52 may be connected to main unit 54
by cables or wirelessly via electromagnetic (e.g., radio or
infrared) waves.

To play an application such as a game, the user selects an
appropriate storage medium 62 storing the video game or
other application he or she wants to play, and inserts that
storage medium into a slot 64 in main unit 54. Storage
medium 62 may, for example, be a specially encoded and/or
encrypted optical and/or magnetic disk. The user may oper-
ate a power switch 66 to turn on main unit 54 and cause the
main unit to begin running the video game or other appli-
cation based on the software stored in the storage medium
62. The user may operate controllers 52 to provide inputs to
main unit 54. For example, operating a control 60 may cause
the game or other application to start. Moving other controls
60 can cause animated characters to move in different
directions or change the user’s point of view in a 3D world.
Depending upon the particular software stored within the
storage medium 62, the various controls 60 on the controller
52 can perform different functions at different times.

Example Electronics of Overall Systems

FIG. 2 shows a block diagram of example components of
system 50. The primary components include:

a main processor (CPU) 110,

a main memory 112, and

a graphics and audio processor 114.

In this example, main processor 110 (e.g., an enhanced
IBM Power PC 750) receives inputs from handheld control-
lers 108 (and/or other input devices) via graphics and audio
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processor 114. Main processor 110 interactively responds to
user inputs, and executes a video game or other program
supplied, for example, by external storage media 62 via a
mass storage access device 106 such as an optical disk drive.
As one example, in the context of video game play, main
processor 10 can perform collision detection and animation
processing in addition to a variety of interactive and control
functions.

In this example, main processor 110 generates 3D graph-
ics and audio commands and sends them to graphics and
audio processor 114. The graphics and audio processor 114
processes these commands to generate interesting visual
images on display 59 and interesting stereo sound on stereo
loudspeakers 61R, 61L or other suitable sound-generating
devices.

Example system 50 includes a video encoder 120 that
receives image signals from graphics and audio processor
114 and converts the image signals into analog and/or digital
video signals suitable for display on a standard display
device such as a computer monitor or home color television
set 56. System 50 also includes an audio codec (compressor/
decompressor) 122 that compresses and decompresses digi-
tized audio signals and may also convert between digital and
analog audio signaling formats as needed. Audio codec 122
can receive audio inputs via a buffer 124 and provide them
to graphics and audio processor 114 for processing (e.g.,
mixing with other audio signals the processor generates
and/or receives via a streaming audio output of mass storage
access device 106). Graphics and audio processor 114 in this
example can store audio related information in an audio
memory 126 that is available for audio tasks. Graphics and
audio processor 114 provides the resulting audio output
signals to audio codec 122 for decompression and conver-
sion to analog signals (e.g., via buffer amplifiers 128L,
128R) so they can be reproduced by loudspeakers 61L, 61R.

Graphics and audio processor 114 has the ability to
communicate with various additional devices that may be
present within system 50. For example, a parallel digital bus
130 may be used to communicate with mass storage access
device 106 and/or other components. A serial peripheral bus
132 may communicate with a variety of peripheral or other
devices including, for example:

a programmable read-only memory and/or real time clock

134,

a modem 136 or other networking interface (which may
in turn connect system 50 to a telecommunications
network 138 such as the Internet or other digital
network from/to which program instructions and/or
data can be downloaded or uploaded), and

flash memory 140.

A further external serial bus 142 may be used to communi-
cate with additional expansion memory 144 (e.g., a memory
card) or other devices. Connectors may be used to connect
various devices to busses 130, 132, 142.

Example Graphics And Audio Processor

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of an example graphics and
audio processor 114. Graphics and audio processor 114 in
one example may be a single-chip ASIC (application spe-
cific integrated circuit). In this example, graphics and audio
processor 114 includes:

a processor interface 150,

a memory interface/controller 152,

a 3D graphics processor 154,

an audio digital signal processor (DSP) 156,

an audio memory interface 158,
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an audio interface and mixer 160,

a peripheral controller 162, and

a display controller 164.

3D graphics processor 154 performs graphics processing
tasks. Audio digital signal processor 156 performs audio
processing tasks. Display controller 164 accesses image
information from main memory 112 and provides it to video
encoder 120 for display on display device 56. Audio inter-
face and mixer 160 interfaces with audio codec 122, and can
also mix audio from different sources (e.g., streaming audio
from mass storage access device 106, the output of audio
DSP 156, and external audio input received via audio codec
122). Processor interface 150 provides a data and control
interface between main processor 110 and graphics and
audio processor 114.

Memory interface 152 provides a data and control inter-
face between graphics and audio processor 114 and memory
112. In this example, main processor 110 accesses main
memory 112 via processor interface 150 and memory inter-
face 152 that are part of graphics and audio processor 114.
Peripheral controller 162 provides a data and control inter-
face between graphics and audio processor 114 and the
various peripherals mentioned above. Audio memory inter-
face 158 provides an interface with audio memory 126.

Example Graphics Pipeline

FIG. 4 shows a more detailed view of an example 3D
graphics processor 154. 3D graphics processor 154 includes,
among other things, a command processor 200 and a 3D
graphics pipeline 180. Main processor 110 communicates
streams of data (e.g., graphics command streams and display
lists) to command processor 200. Main processor 110 has a
two-level cache 115 to minimize memory latency, and also
has a write-gathering buffer 111 for uncached data streams
targeted for the graphics and audio processor 114. The
write-gathering buffer 111 collects partial cache lines into
full cache lines and sends the data out to the graphics and
audio processor 114 one cache line at a time for maximum
bus usage.

Command processor 200 receives display commands
from main processor 110 and parses them—obtaining any
additional data necessary to process them from shared
memory 112. The command processor 200 provides a stream
of vertex commands to graphics pipeline 180 for 2D and/or
3D processing and rendering. Graphics pipeline 180 gener-
ates images based on these commands. The resulting image
information may be transferred to main memory 112 for
access by display controller/video interface unit 164—
which displays the frame buffer output of pipeline 180 on
display 56.

FIG. § is a logical flow diagram of graphics processor
154. Main processor 110 may store graphics command
streams 210, display lists 212 and vertex arrays 214 in main
memory 112, and pass pointers to command processor 200
via bus interface 150. The main processor 110 stores graph-
ics commands in one or more graphics first-in-first-out
(FIFO) buffers 210 it allocates in main memory 110. The
command processor 200 fetches:

command streams from main memory 112 via an on-chip

FIFO memory buffer 216 that receives and buffers the
graphics commands for synchronization/flow control
and load balancing,

display lists 212 from main memory 112 via an on-chip

call FIFO memory buffer 218, and

vertex attributes from the command stream and/or from

vertex arrays 214 in main memory 112 via a vertex
cache 220.
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Command processor 200 performs command processing
operations 2004 that convert attribute types to floating point
format, and pass the resulting complete vertex polygon data
to graphics pipeline 180 for rendering/rasterization. A pro-
grammable memory arbitration circuitry 130 (see FIG. 4)
arbitrates access to shared main memory 112 between graph-
ics pipeline 180, command processor 200 and display
controller/video interface unit 164.

FIG. 4 shows that graphics pipeline 180 may include:

a transform unit 300,

a setup/rasterizer 400,

a texture unit 500,

a texture environment unit 600, and

a pixel engine 700.

Transform unit 300 performs a variety of 2D and 3D
transform and other operations 300z (see FIG. 5). Transform
unit 300 may include one or more matrix memories 3005 for
storing matrices used in transformation processing 300a.
Transform unit 300 transforms incoming geometry per ver-
tex from object space to screen space; and transforms
incoming texture coordinates and computes projective tex-
ture coordinates (300¢). Transform unit 300 may also per-
form polygon clipping/culling 300d. Lighting processing
300e also performed by transform unit 3005 provides per
vertex lighting computations for up to eight independent
lights in one example embodiment. Transform unit 300 can
also perform texture coordinate generation (300c¢) for
embossed type bump mapping effects, as well as polygon
clipping/culling operations (300d).

Setup/rasterizer 400 includes a setup unit which receives
vertex data from transform unit 300 and sends triangle setup
information to one or more rasterizer units (400b) perform-
ing edge rasterization, texture coordinate rasterization and
color rasterization.

Texture unit 500 (which may include an on-chip texture
memory (TMEM) 502) performs various tasks related to
texturing including for example:

retrieving textures 504 from main memory 112,

texture processing (5004) including, for example, multi-

texture handling, post-cache texture decompression,
texture filtering, embossing, shadows and lighting
through the use of projective textures, and BLIT with
alpha transparency and depth,

bump map processing for computing texture coordinate

displacements for bump mapping, pseudo texture and
texture tiling effects (500b), and

indirect texture processing (500c).

Texture unit 500 outputs filtered texture values to the
texture environment unit 600 for texture environment pro-
cessing (600a). Texture environment unit 600 blends poly-
gon and texture color/alpha/depth, and can also perform
texture fog processing (600b) to achieve inverse range based
fog effects. Texture environment unit 600 can provide mul-
tiple stages to perform a variety of other interesting
environment-related functions based for example on color/
alpha modulation, embossing, detail texturing, texture
swapping, clamping, and depth blending.

Pixel engine 700 performs depth (z) compare (7004) and
pixel blending (7005). In this example, pixel engine 700
stores data into an embedded (on-chip) frame buffer memory
702. Graphics pipeline 180 may include one or more embed-
ded DRAM memories 702 to store frame buffer and/or
texture information locally. Z compares 7004’ can also be
performed at an earlier stage in the graphics pipeline 180
depending on the rendering mode currently in effect (e.g., z
compares can be performed earlier if alpha thresholding is
not required).
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The pixel engine 700 includes a copy operation 700c¢ that
periodically writes on-chip frame buffer 702 to main
memory 112 for access by display/video interface unit 164.
This copy operation 700¢ can also be used to copy embed-
ded frame buffer 702 contents to textures in the main
memory 112 for dynamic texture synthesis effects. Anti-
aliasing and other filtering can be performed during the
copy-out operation. The frame buffer output of graphics
pipeline 180 (which is ultimately stored in main memory
112) is read each frame by display/video interface unit 164.
Display controller/video interface 164 provides digital RGB
pixel values for display on display 102.

FIG. 5A is a more detailed block diagram of an example
pipeline 118 including hidden surface removal that can be
performed alternatively near the top or near the bottom of
the pipeline. In this example, rasterize block 4005 (see FIG.
5) comprises an edge and depth (z) rasterizer that produces,
for each pixel being processed by the pipeline 118, x,y and
z information along with a coverage mask indicating
whether that particular pixel is covered by a primitive being
rendered. In the specific embodiment shown, edge and z
rasterizer 400b processes pixels four at a time, and provides
the depth information in the form of the parameters speci-
fying the plane equation for the surface. This is sufficient
information to perform a depth comparison so long as the
alpha channel is not activated. Accordingly, in such
circumstances, the application programmer may command
pixel engine 700 to perform hidden surface removal at the
output of the edge and z rasterizer 400b before any texturing.
This “top” depth comparison 700a ' determines whether
each pixel is hidden by a previously rendered surface, based
on the contents of a z buffer 702z. In the example
embodiment, the top z comparison 700a stores its results in
a z buffer 702z within embedded frame buffer DRAM 702.

When the application programmer has commanded pixel
engine 700 to provide a “top” depth comparison 700a', the
pixel engine encodes the results of the depth comparison in
the form of a modified coverage mask. The output of edge
and z rasterizer 4000 in this example provides a coverage
mask that specifies whether the pixel is within or outside of
the primitive. The “top” z compare 700a' can modify this
coverage mask so it also indicates whether the pixel is
obstructed by a previously rendered surface. “Top” z com-
pare block 700a' provides this modified coverage mask to
texture coordinate rasterizer 40071 in this example. The
texture coordinate rasterizer 400r1 examines the modified
coverage mask and can discard the pixel based on the state
of the coverage mask. In this particular example, the cov-
erage mask is a simple single-bit flag (or, if supersampling
for purposes of anti-aliasing is activated, the coverage mask
may provide a single bit flag for each of a plurality of
supersamples within the pixel).

When the top z compare block 7004’ is activated, texture
unit 500 need not waste its time generating a texture value
at pixel locations that will be hidden from view. This can
provide significant advantages in term of speed
performance—especially in the case where texture unit 500
is a multi-cycle, recirculating texture unit providing such
interesting and advantageous effects such as texture tiling
and/or multi-texturing. Such texturing effects can add sig-
nificant complexity and interest to an image, but they also
can take a substantial amount of time to generate. The ability
to discard pixels hidden from view before those pixels are
processed by texture unit 500 can result in significant
savings in terms of processing cycles. The saved processing
cycles can be put to better use in generating additional scene
complexity, or the image can be produced more rapidly.
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Not all rendering modes supported by example pipeline
118 permit hidden surface removal to be performed prior to
texturing a pixel. In particular, pipeline 118 can support an
alpha channel in addition to the color (R, G, B) channels. As
is well known, an alpha channel is very useful in providing
a wide range of effects including, for example, transparency,
cutouts and decaling. In the preferred embodiment, texture
unit 500 supports textures having alpha values, e.g., to make
cutout shapes (like billboard trees). When the alpha channel
is activated, however, the fact that a surface at a particular
pixel location is in front of a previously rendered surface at
that same pixel location from the selected viewpoint is not
enough information to resolve the hidden surface removal
question. In particular, since the alpha channel permits
modeling of surfaces and textures that are fully or partially
transparent, a surface in front of another surface does not
necessarily hide that other surface. Accordingly, when the
alpha channel is turned on, it is not possible to discard pixels
at an early stage based on whether or not the surface being
rendered is in front of or behind a previously rendered
surface relative to the current viewpoint. Therefore, in the
example embodiment, the depth/hidden surface removal
process is delayed in such rendering modes until after
texturing, color blending and shading. The application pro-
grammer may command pixel engine 700 to perform the
depth comparison at the bottom of the graphics pipeline
(block 700a)—after the pixel has been fully processed by
texture unit 500, color rasterizer 40072 and texture environ-
ment unit 600.

In the example embodiment, the default location for
hidden surface removal is at the bottom of graphics pipeline
118 (block 700a). However, the application programmer is
encouraged to command pixel engine 700 to perform hidden
surface removal near the top of the graphics pipeline 118
(activate top z compare block 7004") whenever possible to
achieve better speed performance. However, when the tex-
ture environment unit 600a is performing alpha thresholding
functions, the application programmer should command
pixel engine 700 to perform the z comparison at the bottom
of the graphics pipeline 118 (block 7004). When z compare
occurs after texturing, the color and z are written to frame
buffer 702 if both the z test and the alpha test pass.
Application programmers should configure graphics pipe-
line 118 to perform z buffering after texturing to, for
example, make cutout shapes (like billboard trees) that need
to be correctly z buffered.

In one preferred implementation, pixel engine contains
only one z unit that is alternately switched between the top
and bottom of graphics pipeline 118 based on the state of a
control register 701. Such an implementation saves chip real
estate in a hardware implementation. Of course, duplicate or
plural different z units could be provided in hardware or
software logic, with one unit being activated while the other
unit is set to provide a pass-through.

Example Process for Reconfiguring Graphics
Pipeline 118

FIG. 6 is a flowchart of an example process to reconfigure
graphics pipeline 118 by moving the hidden surface removal
operation within the pipeline. FIGS. 7A-7F provide a
simplified, illustrative explanation of the example FIG. 6
reconfiguration operation. FIGS. 6 and 7A-7F illustrate,
among other things, that there is a penalty to paid in terms
of lost processing cycles each time graphics pipeline 118 is
reconfigured in this manner. FIG. 8 shows a strategy for
minimizing the penalty.

FIG. 7Ais a simplified view of a graphics pipeline 118. In
this simplified illustration, graphics pipeline 118 is illus-
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trated as being an actual physical pipe carrying pixels P
through the various processing stages of the pipeline. Of
course, this is for purposes of illustration only; in an actual
implementation, graphics pipeline 118 would be imple-
mented by electronic circuitry and/or software code.

Referring to FIGS. 6 and 7A, assume that graphics
pipeline 118 has been configured to perform the depth
comparison and z buffering 7004’ near the top of the
graphics pipeline. Assume further that the applications pro-
grammer writes to pixel engine control engine 701 (see FIG.
6A) commanding the pixel engine to move the depth com-
parison operation to the bottom of the graphics pipeline 118
(block 700a in FIG. 5A) (e.g., to enable a rendering mode
that uses alpha thresholding) (FIG. 6, block 750). In
response to receipt of this command, pixel engine 700 stalls
the graphics pipeline (FIG. 6, block 752). FIG. 7B illustrates
this stall operation in a simplified form by showing a railroad
crossing gate being lowered to prevent further pixels from
passing down the graphics pipeline 118 while the pipeline
reconfiguration is being dynamically performed.

In the example embodiment, pixel engine 700 inserts a
token T into the pipeline (block 754). This synchronization
token T chases the remaining pixels down the graphics
pipeline as shown in FIG. 7B. Graphics pipeline 118 then
processes all pixels remaining in the pipeline and updates
the frame buffer based on the prior rendering mode (block
756). Pixel engine 700c an tell when all of the pixels in
pipeline 118 have been processed and that the pipeline has
been successfully flushed by looking for the synchronization
token T at the end of the graphics pipeline (FIG. 6, block
758). When token T appears at the end of the graphics
pipeline 118, pixel engine 700 generates a signal (see FIG.
7C) indicating that the token has arrived and hence that the
pipeline has been completely flushed (FIG. 6, 760).

Once the pipeline has been flushed, pixel engine 700
reconfigures the graphics pipeline to move the depth
comparison/depth buffering operation stage from the top of
the pipeline (i.e., before texture processing) to the bottom of
the pipeline (FIG. 6, block 762;see FIGS. 7D, 7E). Once the
pipeline has been successfully reconfigured, pixel engine
700can release the stall (FIG. 6, block 764). This is illus-
trated by raising the railroad crossing gate in the FIG. 7F
illustration. Pixels P can now flow through the reconfigured
pipeline where hidden surface removal can now be based on
alpha thresholding as well as depth comparison.

The same process in FIG. 6 can be used to reconfigure
graphics pipeline 118 to move the z comparison from the
bottom of the graphics pipeline to the top.

As you can see from the discussion above, there is a
penalty to be paid when you dynamically reconfigure the
graphics pipeline 118 in this way. In particular, the graphics
pipeline 118 must be stalled and flushed before it is
reconfigured, or else pixels in the pipeline will be lost and
unexpected image results may occur. FIG. 8 shows one
example process to dynamically reconfigure graphics pipe-
line 118 during rendering of a scene while minimizing the
penalty. In this particular example, a scene is rendered by
first setting the z compare to the top of the pipeline 118
(block 766) and then rendering all primitives that do not
require alpha thresholding (block 768). When all such
primitives are finished, one may then reconfigure graphics
pipeline 118 to move the z compare to the bottom of the
pipeline (block 770); and then, render the remaining primi-
tives (i.e., ones with alpha) and update the frame buffer 702
based on both the results of an alpha test and a z test (block
772). The final scene may then be displayed.
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Of course, blocks 766, 768 could be exchanged with
blocks 770, 772 so that the primitive requiring alpha test
could be rendered first and the primitives that do not require
alpha test could be rendered thereafter. While it is possible
to reconfigure the graphics pipeline 118 on a primitive-by-
primitive basis, the penalty of doing so makes this an
unattractive option and it is therefore better to sort the
primitives based on whether or not they require alpha if one
is dynamically change rendering modes in the middle of
rendering a scene.

Example z Compare/Depth Buffering Logic

FIG. 9 shows an example implementation of blocks 7004,
700a'. The FIG. 9 example provides a series of multiplexers
776 that switch alternatively between the output of the edge
and z rasterizer 7000 and the output of texture environment
unit 600a. The multiplexers 776 are controlled by the state
of a “z TOP” control bit within an example pixel engine
control register 701 shown in FIG. 10. Multiplexers 776
select the output of edge and z rasterizer 4000 when depth
comparison/buffering is to be performed at the top of the
pipeline, and select the output of texture environment unit
600 when the depth comparison/buffering is to be performed
at the bottom of the pipeline.

The example z unit logic shown in FIG. 9 further includes
six evaluators 778 and six z comparators 780. In this
example implementation, the z evaluators 778 solve the
plane equation for a pixel quad to reduce the number of
wires. In particular, a single 28-bit quad Z with the format
of 27.1 and Z, and Z, with the format s26.5 are sent to z unit
700a, 7004'. The quad Z is the value of pixel z at the center
of the pixel quad. The z evaluation units 778 use 28 bit
adders to perform the following equation:

(Z(dx dy)=Z+(Zx)(dx)+(Zy)(dy)

where the x and the y are based on the pixel number and
sample location. In the particular example, the upper three
bits of the adder are for overflow/underflow clamping.
Clamping is done based on the following:

000 no overflow/underflow
01x overflow, clamp to Oxffftff
Oxloverflow, clamp to Oxfftff

1xx underflow, clamp to 0x000000

In the particular example shown, the Z comparison logic
blocks 780 compare the output of z evaluators 778 with
values read from z buffer 702z. These values read from z
buffer are depicted in this example as “Zdst.” In this
particular example implementation, the values from z buffer
702z are 96-bit values. In one particular example, these
stored values can be compressed and decompressed to
achieve different levels of precision based on near-to-far
ratio.

As shown in FIG. 9, the main CPU 110 also has access to
the FIG. 9 z unit via a line “CPU z”. A set of multiplexers
782 can be used to select between the output of the z
evaluation blocks 778 and a z value supplied by CPU 110 for
purposes of making a z comparison 780.

The FIG. 10 example control register 701 provides a “z
top” control bit that may be set to 0 when z buffering is
performed at the end of the graphics pipeline 118 and may
be set to 1 for z buffering before texture mapping. Control
register 701 also provides the ability to select between
different z compression modes (e.g., linear z compression,
14¢2 z compression, 13e3 z compression, 12¢4 z
compression, or inverted versions of these). Control regis-
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ters for register 701 also may allow the programmer to select
between different pixel types for storage into color frame
buffer 702c.

In the example embodiment, writing to control register
701 causes the pipeline stages between the edge and z
rasterizer 4005 and the end of the pipeline to be flushed as
described above in connection with FIGS. 6 and 7A-7F.
This flushing operation can take a minimum of 90 cycles in
one example embodiment. This same flushing operation can
also be used as a way to synchronize texture copy operations
with rendering a primitive that uses the texture being copies
(e.g., in order to ensure that the entire texture being copied
has been written to the frame buffer before texture unit 500
attempts to use it as a texture).

It may be necessary to balance the graphics pipeline when
the FIG. 9 z unit is switched to the “bottom” z compare
position. FIG. 11 shows an example pipeline balancing
technique that uses a first-in-first-out buffer 790 to buffer
color information while some or all of the hidden surface
removal operation is performed.

Example API Command Formats

The following are example API (applications programmer
interface) commands that may be used in graphics system 50
to dynamically move the location of hidden surface removal
within the pipeline:

GXSetZCompLoc
Description
This function sets whether Z buffering happens before or
after texturing. Normally, Z buffering should happen before
texturing, as this enables better performance by not texturing
pixels that are not visible. However, when alpha compare is

used, Z buffering should be done after texturing (see
GXSetAphaCompare).

Arguments:

before__tex Enables Z-buffering before texturing when set to
GX__TRUE. Otherwise, Z-buffering takes place after

texturing.

Example Usage:
void GXSetZCompLoc ( GXBool before_ tex);

GXSetZMode
Description
This function sets the Z-buffer compare mode. The result

of the Z compare is used to conditionally write color values
to the Embedded Frame Buffer (EFB).

When compare__enable is set to GX__DISABLE, Z buff-
ering is disabled and the Z buffer is not updated.

The func parameter determines the comparison that is
performed. In the comparison function, the newly rasterized
Z value is on the left while the Z value from the Z buffer is
on the right. If the result of the comparison is false, the
newly rasterized pixel is discarded.

The parameter update__enable determines whether or not
the Z buffer is updated with the new Z value after a
comparison is performed. This parameter also affects
whether the Z buffer is cleared during copy operations, see
GXCopyDisp and GXCopyTex.
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Arguments:

16

compare__enable
GX__TRUE. Disables compares otherwise.
func

Enables comparisons with source and destination Z values if

Z compare function. Accepted values are: GX_NEVER, GX__LESS,

GX_LEQUAL, GX_EQUAL, GX_NEQUAL, GX_GEQUAL,

GX__GREATER, GX__ ALWAYS.
update__enable
updates are disabled, but compares may still be enabled.

Enables Z-buffer updates when GX__TRUE. Otherwise, Z-buffer

Example Usage:

void GXSetZMode (
GXBool compare__enable,
GXCompare func,
GXBool update__enable );

GXSetAlphaCompare
Description

This function sets the parameters for the alpha compare
function which uses the alpha output from the last active
Texture Environment (TEV) stage. The number of active
TEV stages are specified using GXSetTevStages.

The output alpha can be used in the blending equation (see
GXSetBlendMode) to control how source and destination
(frame buffer) pixels are combined.

The alpha compare operation is:

alpha_ pass=(alpha_ src(comp0)ref0)(op)(alpha_ src(compl)refl)

where alpha__src is the alpha from the last active TEV stage.
As an example, you can implement these equations:

alpha_ pass=(alpha_ src>ref0) AND (alpha_ src<refl)

alpha_ pass=(alpha_ src>ref0) OR (alpha_ src<refl)

The Z compare can occur either before or after texturing,
see GXSetZCompLoc. In the case where Z compare occurs
before texturing, the Z is written based only on the Z test.
The color is written if both the Z test and alpha test pass.

When Z compare occurs after texturing, the color and Z
are written if both the Z test and alpha test pass. When using
texture to make cutout shapes (like billboard trees) that need
to be correctly Z buffered, you should configure the pipeline
to Z buffer after texturing.

comp0 Comparison subfunction 0.
ref0 Reference value for subfunction 0, 8-bit.

op Operation for combining subfunction() and subfunc-
tionl. Accepted values are: GX_ AOP_ AND,
GX_AOP_OR, GX_AOP_XOR, GX_AOP_
XNOR.

compl Comparison subfunction 1.

refl Reference value for subfunction 1, 8-bit
Example Usage:

void GXSetAlphaCompare (

GXCompare comp0,
u8 ref0,
GXAlphaOp op,
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-continued

GxCompare
u8

compl,
refl );

GXSetBlendMode
Description:

This function determines how the source image, gener-
ated by the graphics processor, is blended with the Embed-
ded Frame Buffer (EFB). Color updates should be enabled
by calling GXSetColorUpdate. When type is set to
GX_BM_ NONE, the source data is written directly to the
EFB. When type is set to GX_BM_ BLEND, the source
color and EFB pixels are blended using the following
equation:

dst__pix__clr=src_ pix__ctr*src__factor+dst_pix_ clr*dst_factor

The GX_BL_DSTALPHA/GX_BL_INVDSTALPHA
can be used when the EFB has GX_PF RGBA6 724 as
the pixel format (see GXSetPixelFmt). If the pixel format is
GX_ PF RGBA6 724 then the src_ factor and dst_ factor
are also applied to the alpha channel. To write the alpha
channel to the EFB you may call GXSetAlphaUpdate.

When type is set to GX_BM_ LOGIC, the source and
EFB pixels are blended using logical bit-wise operations.

Arguments:

Blending mode. Accepted values are: GX_BM_NONE,
GX_BM_BLEND, GX_ BM_LOGIC

Source factor. The pixel color produced by the graphics
processor is multiplied by this factor. Accepted values
are shown in the following table:

Name Factor Description

type

src_factor

GX_BL_ZERO
GX_BL_ONE
GX_BL_DSTCLR
GX_BL_INVDSTCLR

0.0

1.0

frame buffer color

1.0 - (frame buffer color)

dst_ factor

GX_BL_SRCALPHA
GX_BL_INVSRCALPHA
GX_BL_DSTALPHA
GX_BL_INVDSTALPHA

source alpha

1.0 - (source alpha)
frame buffer alpha

1.0 - (frame buffer alpha)

Destination factor. The current frame buffer pixel color is
multiplied by this factor. Accepted values are shown

in the following table:
Name

GX_BL_ZERO
GX_BL_ONE
GX_BL_SRCCLR
GX_BL_INVSRCCLR
GX_BL_SRCALPHA
GX_BL_INVSRCALPHA
GX_BL_DSTALPHA
GX_BL_INVDSTALPHA

Factor Description

0.0

1.0

source color

1.0 - (source color)
source alpha

1.0 - (source alpha)
frame buffer alpha

1.0 - (frame buffer alpha)
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-continued

Blend operation. Accepted values, and the logic operation is
shown in the table:

op

C-language equivalent bit-wise

Name operation
GX_LO_CLEAR dst=10
GX_LO_SET dst =
GX_10_COoPY dst = src
GX_LO_INVCOPY dst = ~src
GX_LO_NOOP dst = dst
GX_LO_INV dst = ~dst
GX_1.0_AND dst = src & dst
GX_LO_NAND dst = ~(src & dst)
GX_1O_OR dst = src | dst
GX_1LO_NOR dst = ~(src | dst)
GX_LO_XOR dst = src ~ dst

GX_LO_EQUIV
GX_LO_REVAND
GX_LO_INVAND
GX_LO_REVOR
GX_LO_INVOR

dst = ~(src  dst)
dst = src & ~dst
dst = ~src & dst
dst = src | ~dst
dst = ~src | dest

Example Usage:

void GXSetBlendMode (

GXBlendMode type,
GXBlendFactor src__factor,
GXBlendFactor dst_ factor,
GXLogicOp op );

Other Example Compatible Implementations

Certain of the above-described system components 50
could be implemented as other than the home video game
console configuration described above. For example, one
could run graphics application or other software written for
system 50 on a platform with a different configuration that
emulates system 50 or is otherwise compatible with it. If the
other platform can successfully emulate, simulate and/or
provide some or all of the hardware and software resources
of system 50, then the other platform will be able to
successfully execute the software.

As one example, an emulator may provide a hardware
and/or software configuration (platform) that is different
from the hardware and/or software configuration (platform)
of system 50. The emulator system might include software
and/or hardware components that emulate or simulate some
or all of hardware and/or software components of the system
for which the application software was written. For example,
the emulator system could comprise a general purpose
digital computer such as a personal computer, which
executes a software emulator program that simulates the
hardware and/or firmware of system 50.

Some general purpose digital computers (e.g., IBM or
Maclntosh personal computers, and compatibles) are now
equipped with 3D graphics cards that provide 3D graphics
pipelines compliant with DirectX or other standard 3D
graphics command APIs. They may also be equipped with
stereophonic sound cards that provide high quality stereo-
phonic sound based on a standard set of sound commands.
Such multimedia-hardware-equipped personal computers
running emulator software may have sufficient performance
to approximate the graphics and sound performance of
system 50. Emulator software controls the hardware
resources on the personal computer platform to simulate the
processing, 3D graphics, sound, peripheral and other capa-
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bilities of the home video game console platform for which
the game programmer wrote the game software.

FIG. 12A illustrates an example overall emulation process
using a host platform 1201, an emulator component 1303,
and a game software executable binary image provided on a
storage medium 62. Host 1201 may be a general or special
purpose digital computing device such as, for example, a
personal computer, a video game console, or any other
platform with sufficient computing power. Emulator 1303
may be software and/or hardware that runs on host platform
1201, and provides a real-time conversion of commands,
data and other information from storage medium 62 into a
form that can be processed by host 1201. For example,
emulator 1303 fetches “source” binary-image program
instructions intended for execution by system 50 from
storage medium 62 and converts these program instructions
to a target format that can be executed or otherwise pro-
cessed by host 1201.

As one example, in the case where the software is written
for execution on a platform using an IBM PowerPC or other
specific processor and the host 1201 is a personal computer
using a different (e.g., Intel) processor, emulator 1303
fetches one or a sequence of binary-image program instruc-
tions from storage medium 1305 and converts these program
instructions to one or more equivalent Intel binary-image
program instructions. The emulator 1303 also fetches and/or
generates graphics commands and audio commands
intended for processing by the graphics and audio processor
114, and converts these commands into a format or formats
that can be processed by hardware and/or software graphics
and audio processing resources available on host 1201. As
one example, emulator 1303 may convert these commands
into commands that can be processed by specific graphics
and/or or sound hardware of the host 1201 (e.g., using
standard DirectX, OpenGL and/or sound APIs).

Certain emulators of system 50 might simply “stub” (i.e.,
ignore) the commands to move the hidden surface removal
operation within the graphics pipeline 118. It is always
possible to perform z buffering at the end of the graphics
pipeline since z buffering at that location will work for all
rendering modes. However, if the application writes to
control register 701 (e.g., address 0x43 within the register
address space provided by system 50), an emulator or other
platform that ignores such a write does so at the risk of not
performing a synchronization the application programmer
may expect. This could result in anomalous imaging effects
under certain circumstances. Therefore, some such emula-
tors may respond to such a command to provide synchro-
nization between events (e.g., texture copy operations)
occurring within different parts of the pipeline.

An emulator 1303 used to provide some or all of the
features of the video game system described above may also
be provided with a graphic user interface (GUI) that sim-
plifies or automates the selection of various options and
screen modes for games run using the emulator. In one
example, such an emulator 1303 may further include
enhanced functionality as compared with the host platform
for which the software was originally intended.

FIG. 12B illustrates an emulation host system 1201 suit-
able for use with emulator 1303. System 1201 includes a
processing unit 1203 and a system memory 1205. A system
bus 1207 couples various system components including
system memory 1205 to processing unit 1203. System bus
1207 may be any of several types of bus structures including
a memory bus or memory controller, a peripheral bus, and a
local bus using any of a variety of bus architectures. System
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memory 1207 includes read only memory (ROM) 1252 and
random access memory (RAM) 1254. A basic input/output
system (BIOS) 1256, containing the basic routines that help
to transfer information between elements within personal
computer system 1201, such as during start-up, is stored in
the ROM 1252. System 1201 further includes various drives
and associated computer-readable media. A hard disk drive
1209 reads from and writes to a (typically fixed) magnetic
hard disk 1211. An additional (possible optional) magnetic
disk drive 1213 reads from and writes to a removable
“floppy” or other magnetic disk 1215. An optical disk drive
1217 reads from and, in some configurations, writes to a
removable optical disk 1219 such as a CD ROM or other
optical media. Hard disk drive 1209 and optical disk drive
1217 are connected to system bus 1207 by a hard disk drive
interface 1221 and an optical drive interface 1225, respec-
tively. The drives and their associated computer-readable
media provide nonvolatile storage of computer-readable
instructions, data structures, program modules, game pro-
grams and other data for personal computer system 1201. In
other configurations, other types of computer-readable
media that can store data that is accessible by a computer
(e.g., magnetic cassettes, flash memory cards, digital video
disks, Bernoulli cartridges, random access memories
(RAMs), read only memories (ROMs) and the like) may also
be used.

A number of program modules including emulator 1303
may be stored on the hard disk 1211, removable magnetic
disk 1215, optical disk 1219 and/or the ROM 1252 and/or
the RAM 1254 of system memory 1205. Such program
modules may include an operating system providing graph-
ics and sound APIs, one or more application programs, other
program modules, program data and game data. A user may
enter commands and information into personal computer
system 1201 through input devices such as a keyboard 1227,
pointing device 1229, microphones, joysticks, game
controllers, satellite dishes, scanners, or the like. These and
other input devices can be connected to processing unit 1203
through a serial port interface 1231 that is coupled to system
bus 1207, but may be connected by other interfaces, such as
a parallel port, game port Fire wire bus or a universal serial
bus (USB). A monitor 1233 or other type of display device
is also connected to system bus 1207 via an interface, such
as a video adapter 1235.

System 1201 may also include a modem 1154 or other
network interface means for establishing communications
over a network 1152 such as the Internet. Modem 1154,
which may be internal or external, is connected to system
bus 123 via serial port interface 1231. A network interface
1156 may also be provided for allowing system 1201 to
communicate with a remote computing device 1150 (e.g.,
another system 1201) via a local area network 1158 (or such
communication may be via wide area network 1152 or other
communications path such as dial-up or other communica-
tions means). System 1201 will typically include other
peripheral output devices, such as printers and other stan-
dard peripheral devices.

In one example, video adapter 1235 may include a 3D
graphics pipeline chip set providing fast 3D graphics ren-
dering in response to 3D graphics commands issued based
on a standard 3D graphics application programmer interface
such as Microsoft’s DirectX 7.0 or other version. A set of
stereo loudspeakers 1237 is also connected to system bus
1207 via a sound generating interface such as a conventional
“sound card” providing hardware and embedded software
support for generating high quality stereophonic sound
based on sound commands provided by bus 1207. These
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hardware capabilities allow system 1201 to provide suffi-
cient graphics and sound speed performance to play soft-
ware stored in storage medium 62.

All documents referred to above are hereby incorporated
by reference into this specification as if expressly set forth.

While the invention has been described in connection
with what is presently considered to be the most practical
and preferred embodiment, it is to be understood that the
invention is not to be limited to the disclosed embodiment,
but on the contrary, is intended to cover various modifica-
tions and equivalent arrangements included within the scope
of the appended claims.

We claim:

1. A graphics pipeline comprising:

a z and edge rasterizer having a first input;

a texture unit having a second input;

at least one z compare unit; and

an arrangement coupled to the at least one z compare unit

that selectively, alternatively couples the z compare
unit to the first input or the second input.

2. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein the apparatus further
comprises switches to switch said z compare unit between
the first and second inputs.

3. A graphics pipeline having at least first and second
alternate rendering modes, and comprising:

a z an edge rasterizer having a first input;
a texturing stage having a second input;
a hidden surface removal stage; and

a reconfiguration arrangement that selectively connects
the hidden surface removal stage alternately to the first
input or to the second input within the graphics pipeline
depending upon the graphics pipeline rendering mode.

4. The apparatus of claim 3 wherein the texturing stage
also has an output and the reconfiguration arrangement
includes switches that switch the hidden surface removal
stage between the texturing stage input and the texturing
stage output.

5. The apparatus of claim 4 wherein the texturing unit
includes an alpha channel, and the reconfiguration arrange-
ment activates the hidden surface removal stage at the
texturing stage output when the alpha channel is active.

6. The apparatus of claim 3 wherein the hidden surface
removal stage includes a z comparator.

7. The apparatus of claim 3 wherein the hidden surface
removal stage includes a z buffer.

8. The apparatus of claim 3 wherein the reconfiguration
arrangement is controlled in response to a register.

9. The apparatus of claim 3 wherein the reconfiguration
arrangement flushes the graphics pipeline before moving the
hidden surface removal stage.

10. A method of reconfiguring a graphics pipeline includ-
ing a pixel engine the method comprising:

receiving a command;

stalling a graphics pipeline in response to the received
command;

inserting a synchronization token into the graphics pipe-
line that chases pixels within the graphics pipeline
while the pipeline is stalled;

detecting with the pixel engine, when the synchronization
token has reached a predetermined point in the graphics
pipeline to confirm the graphics pipeline has been
flushed;

the pixel engine reconfiguring the graphics pipeline in
response to such detection of the token by the pixel
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engine to reposition a hidden surface removal stage
within the pipeline; and

releasing the stall.

11. A graphics pipeline comprising:

at least one processing stage including selectively acti-
vatable alpha thresholding, said processing stage
including a z and edge rasterizer having a first input and
a texture unit having a second input; and

a hidden surface removal stage that is selectively alter-
nately coupled to said first input or to said second input
based at least in part on whether alpha thresholding is
activated.

22

12. A pixel engine comprising:
a first input coupled to a z and edge rasterizer;
a second input coupled to a texture environment unit; and

a z unit that is selectively, alternately coupled to said first
input or said second input.

13. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein said pixel engine

couples the z unit to the first input or to the second input
10 based on rendering mode.



