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VNUNet — Will Hypervisors need a Supravisor?

Server  virtualisation is  happening, and
Quocirca’s research shows that the growth in up-
take is accelerating, albeit from a low starting
point. However, there is a bit of a problem -
virtualisation technologies are completely non-
standardised, and a hypervisor from one vendor
is not compatible with those of others.

While the main, nay only real player on the block
was VMware, then no problem. A customer
made the decision to buy VMware, took its tools
and got on with it. The fact that the abstraction
layer was dependent on proprietary technology
was neither here nor there.

However, we now have new kids on the block,
and some older ones with renewed vigour.
Probably the biggest new kid one will be
Microsoft, whose Hyper-V will soon start shipping
as a means of virtualising Windows Server 2008.
Citrix is pushing its offerings, based on its long-
standing understanding of desktop virtualisation
along with its recent purchase of Xen as a strong
base platform going forwards.

HP is also bringing its Unix-based virtualisation
capabilities to the fore in the guise of VSE,
providing the capability for its Integrity and
other Intel-architected systems to be virtualised.
Underneath this, we cannot write off the work
that Intel has done with its own silicon
virtualisation capabilities (known as VT), and
what AMD is doing with AMD-V. Although
currently more a means of providing advanced
functionality for other vendor’s hypervisors, we
can expect the functionally to continue to
improve and grow as time goes on. Also, there’s
IBM with its own advanced Vvirtualisation
capabilities built in to the Power range of CPUs,
and its own long-term knowledge of what
virtualisation is all about based on its mainframe
and mid-range server capabilities, backed up
with its own software hypervisor capabilities.

Then there’s Sun, with its own system - Logical
Domains - at the server side. It has also bought
Innotek, whose VirtualBox technology provides
desktop and server virtualisation for multiple
different host operating systems.
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We can also look to smaller companies and what
they are up to - Parallels has come to a degree
of prominence with what it could do on
MacOS/OS X systems, and this is driving
adoption of its Windows equivalent. Real Time
Systems has the RTS Hypervisor , Green Hills
Systems has the Integrity Padded Cell.

What it all points to is the likelihood that an
organisation will end up with a heterogeneous
virtualised environment, with 2 or more main
virtualisation technologies creating issues for
management, provisioning and auditing of the
environment.

One of the main needs here will be for image
management. A function or application that is
needed has to be provisioned into the virtualised
environment. The best way of doing this is from
virtual images. Unfortunately, a virtual image
saved on a VMware platform (often known as a
virtual appliance) cannot be easily deployed
under a different virtualised environment, as the
images are dependent on the proprietary form of
the specific virtualisation engine.

One company that was looking to make this a
problem of the past was PlateSpin, now
swallowed by Novell. PlateSpin provides virtual
image management, and was bringing to market
the capability to carry out on-the-fly virtual-to-
virtual (V2V) conversions from one format to
another. This not only makes it easier to
provision the function, service or application that
is required at any one moment, but also eases
image management itself. For example, an
application image will need patching or
upgrading at intervals. Having just one image
that can be provisioned to multiple virtualised
environments will be far more manageable than
having to patch multiple images, one for each
environment.

At the moment, the jury is still out as to how
Novell plans to play the PlateSpin card it now has
in its hand. The majority of other players have a
vested interest in keeping virtualisation
proprietary, and Quocirca does not expect to see
those who stand to gain a lot of their revenues
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through the sale of their own hypervisor, or who
believe that they can take the big guys on
directly, putting in great efforts to ensure full
interoperability with other vendors’ systems.
Neither do we see any strong moves towards
standardisation in the manner in which
hypervisors or other virtualisation technologies
will work - each vendor is ploughing its own
furrow, not looking to either side, intent on
producing the next great mousetrap (to use
several mixed metaphors).

So, does virtualisation face the problem of
strangling itself before it really takes off? Highly
doubtful - virtualisation has too many things
going for it for it to fail in this way.
Organisations are well along the road to
understanding how virtualisation can help them
in optimising utilisation levels of their hardware
assets, in lowering power and cooling
requirements and in providing a more flexible
platform for the business to work Against. But,
if the use of multiple abstraction technologies
means that we still end up with different islands
of virtualised resourced, have we really moved
on far enough?

Maybe what is required is for a company to come
to the fore with a “supravisor” - a means of
providing a high-speed, ultra-transparent means
of abstracting the abstraction layer, giving a fully
standardised platform under which different
hypervisors can operate.

This supravisor need not be massively intelligent
itself - it may be that all that is required is a
means of carrying out fast V2V image
translations and ensuring that a management
console understands what the underlying
environment is before provisioning. It may be
something more - something that means that a
single image can be used directly on top of a
standardised layer. It may be that as time goes
on, a supravisor subsumes the existing
virtualisation technologies already in use. The
ones who could do this are the systems
management vendors - the likes of IBM Tivoli,
CA, HP and BMCs and Microsoft — but will they?
All that is certain is that organisations need to
ensure that they have the capabilities to choose
their virtualisation direction as they see fit, not
feeling that they are tied down to a specific route
where a decision made in 2008 may prove to be
wrong in 2010. A one-solution decision may be
OK for now, but the market for virtualisation
tools is poised to explode in the coming months.
Looking around for those who have at least a
vision of where multi-virtualisation management
will be going may well pay dividends further
down the line.
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About Quocirca

Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the business impact of information technology
and communications (ITC). With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth insights into the
views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and small organisations. Its analyst team is made up of real-
world practitioners with first hand experience of ITC delivery who continuously research and track the industry
and its real usage in the markets.

Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to technology adoption — the personal and
political aspects of an organisation’s environment and the pressures of the need for demonstrable business value in
any implementation. This capability to uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market enables

Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not the promises.

Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted in the context of the bigger picture. ITC
has the ability to transform businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. Quocirca’s
mission is to help organisations improve their success rate in process enablement through better levels of
understanding and the adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time.

Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC
products and services on emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has built a picture of
long term investment trends, providing invaluable information for the whole of the ITC community.

Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and services to help them deliver on the promise
that ITC holds for business. Quocirca’s clients include Oracle, Microsoft, IBM, Dell, T-Mobile, Vodafone, EMC,
Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized vendors, service providers and more specialist
firms.

Details of Quocirca’s work and the services it offers can be found at
http://www.quocirca.com
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