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Taking Shelter Under the
Storage Virtualization

Umbrella

I n keeping with an ongoing theme I
seem to have established in previous

columns — of parsing new technological
developments in terms of older technology
and showing that the end goals are not any
different — I consider this month’s topic:
storage virtualization. Despite a lot of confu-
sion about what storage virtualization is, it is
actually quite a simple idea, although one
with a complicated and sophisticated technol-
ogy behind it. The end goal is to reproduce
the ease and simplicity of yesterday’s direct-
attached storage within the increasingly
intricate and elaborate networks of today.

For today’s complex, often heterogeneous
networks, storage can be a tricky business.
Wanting to write some piece of data to tape
means knowing where that tape is on the
network and creating a pathway to get the
data there. The server sees every tape drive
or disk on the network. With storage virtual-
ization, a server sees a single storage volume
for each node, just like the old direct-
attached storage, except that now the volume
is a virtual volume. The single volume is a
virtual representation of all the storage on
the network, pooled together with no differ-
entiation. The server no longer cares, or
needs to know, where on the network the
storage is. This works with RAID, SANs,
NAS devices, WANs, and LANs. Almost
any existing or evolving storage technique
can be adapted for virtualization.

Backing up to tape is easier as well, as
the user does not have to handle the
mechanics of saving from server to disk to
tape. The Automated Cartridge System
Library (ASCLS) proxy handles the virtual-
ization of the drives. It guides the robotics
of the arm that moves the tapes to the correct
drive, changing and creating different
physical locations for the same virtual storage
volume. This is all transparent to the server,

which just knows that the data is now safely
stored or backed up.

Virtualization also allows efficient man-
agement of storage resources because you
can assign disk or tape space on the fly, as
capacity needs change. You can move data
from physical location to physical location to
adjust to shifting availabilities, while still
residing in the same virtualized location for
retrieval. IT personnel have more flexibility
in the types and architectures of storage
systems they use, since disparate storage
devices can be easily combined into the pool,
mitigating the effect of their different archi-
tectures. Virtualization is supremely OS
indifferent and enables disparate OS pieces to
work together seamlessly. This is especially
important in heterogeneous networks, where
UNIX may use one kind of storage and NT
another. Virtualization allows you to manage
it under one big “umbrella.”

Integrating new applications is much
simpler as well, as the umbrella covers all
the disparate storage units and operating
systems. When implementing apps such as
backup programs, IT personnel do not need

to consider the underlying architecture. The
differences are now invisible to them, and
are handled by the virtualization layer. A
unified, homogenous virtual volume pre-
sents itself instead.

However, this affects the software vendor,
and necessitates a much closer working
relationship between the hardware and soft-
ware vendors. Since the software can no
longer “see” the underlying architecture, it
needs to rely on the hardware vendor to
make sure any required action occurs.
Backup software, for instance, needs to
“believe “ that a tape exists where the hard-
ware says it is, since it no longer controls
the tape movement itself. As a result, there
has to be increased collaboration between
the vendors to ensure that this reliance is a
realistic possibility. The trend toward more
open code will help in this process.

Overall, the development of various virtu-
alization software packages, and hardware
that is virtualization compatible and virtual-
ization optimizing, is definitely a growing
trend. The ease of use for the user makes its
widening adoption almost inevitable. In
today’s complex network environment, we
often end up using sophisticated technology
to return to the “shelter” of recreating the
ease of an earlier and “simpler” time in stor-
age history.  
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