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Introduction

This manual documents the internals of the GNU compilers, including how to port them
to new targets and some information about how to write front ends for new languages. It
corresponds to the compilers version 4.9.3. The use of the GNU compilers is documented
in a separate manual. See Section “Introduction” in Using the GNU Compiler Collection
(GCC).

This manual is mainly a reference manual rather than a tutorial. It discusses how to con-
tribute to GCC (see Chapter 1 [Contributing], page 3), the characteristics of the machines
supported by GCC as hosts and targets (see Chapter 2 [Portability], page 5), how GCC
relates to the ABIs on such systems (see Chapter 3 [Interface], page 7), and the character-
istics of the languages for which GCC front ends are written (see Chapter 5 [Languages],
page 61). It then describes the GCC source tree structure and build system, some of the
interfaces to GCC front ends, and how support for a target system is implemented in GCC.

Additional tutorial information is linked to from http://gcc.gnu.org/readings.html.


http://gcc.gnu.org/readings.html




1 Contributing to GCC Development

If you would like to help pretest GCC releases to assure they work well, current development
sources are available by SVN (see http://gcc.gnu.org/svn.html). Source and binary
snapshots are also available for FTP; see http://gcc.gnu.org/snapshots.html.

If you would like to work on improvements to GCC, please read the advice at these URLs:

http://gcc.gnu.org/contribute.html
http://gcc.gnu.org/contributewhy.html

for information on how to make useful contributions and avoid duplication of effort. Sug-
gested projects are listed at http://gcc.gnu.org/projects/.


http://gcc.gnu.org/svn.html
http://gcc.gnu.org/snapshots.html
http://gcc.gnu.org/contribute.html
http://gcc.gnu.org/contributewhy.html
http://gcc.gnu.org/projects/




2 GCC and Portability

GCC itself aims to be portable to any machine where int is at least a 32-bit type. It aims
to target machines with a flat (non-segmented) byte addressed data address space (the code
address space can be separate). Target ABIs may have 8, 16, 32 or 64-bit int type. char
can be wider than 8 bits.

GCC gets most of the information about the target machine from a machine description
which gives an algebraic formula for each of the machine’s instructions. This is a very clean
way to describe the target. But when the compiler needs information that is difficult to
express in this fashion, ad-hoc parameters have been defined for machine descriptions. The
purpose of portability is to reduce the total work needed on the compiler; it was not of
interest for its own sake.

GCC does not contain machine dependent code, but it does contain code that depends on
machine parameters such as endianness (whether the most significant byte has the highest
or lowest address of the bytes in a word) and the availability of autoincrement addressing. In
the RTL-generation pass, it is often necessary to have multiple strategies for generating code
for a particular kind of syntax tree, strategies that are usable for different combinations of
parameters. Often, not all possible cases have been addressed, but only the common ones or
only the ones that have been encountered. As a result, a new target may require additional
strategies. You will know if this happens because the compiler will call abort. Fortunately,
the new strategies can be added in a machine-independent fashion, and will affect only the
target machines that need them.






3 Interfacing to GCC Output

GCC is normally configured to use the same function calling convention normally in use
on the target system. This is done with the machine-description macros described (see
Chapter 17 [Target Macros|, page 425).

However, returning of structure and union values is done differently on some target ma-
chines. As a result, functions compiled with PCC returning such types cannot be called
from code compiled with GCC, and vice versa. This does not cause trouble often because
few Unix library routines return structures or unions.

GCC code returns structures and unions that are 1, 2, 4 or 8 bytes long in the same
registers used for int or double return values. (GCC typically allocates variables of such
types in registers also.) Structures and unions of other sizes are returned by storing them
into an address passed by the caller (usually in a register). The target hook TARGET _STRUCT_
VALUE_RTX tells GCC where to pass this address.

By contrast, PCC on most target machines returns structures and unions of any size
by copying the data into an area of static storage, and then returning the address of that
storage as if it were a pointer value. The caller must copy the data from that memory area
to the place where the value is wanted. This is slower than the method used by GCC, and
fails to be reentrant.

On some target machines, such as RISC machines and the 80386, the standard system
convention is to pass to the subroutine the address of where to return the value. On these
machines, GCC has been configured to be compatible with the standard compiler, when
this method is used. It may not be compatible for structures of 1, 2, 4 or 8 bytes.

GCC uses the system’s standard convention for passing arguments. On some machines,
the first few arguments are passed in registers; in others, all are passed on the stack. It
would be possible to use registers for argument passing on any machine, and this would
probably result in a significant speedup. But the result would be complete incompatibility
with code that follows the standard convention. So this change is practical only if you
are switching to GCC as the sole C compiler for the system. We may implement register
argument passing on certain machines once we have a complete GNU system so that we
can compile the libraries with GCC.

On some machines (particularly the SPARC), certain types of arguments are passed “by
invisible reference”. This means that the value is stored in memory, and the address of the
memory location is passed to the subroutine.

If you use longjmp, beware of automatic variables. ISO C says that automatic variables
that are not declared volatile have undefined values after a longjmp. And this is all GCC
promises to do, because it is very difficult to restore register variables correctly, and one of
GCC’s features is that it can put variables in registers without your asking it to.






4 The GCC low-level runtime library

GCC provides a low-level runtime library, 1ibgcc.a or libgcc_s.so.1 on some platforms.
GCC generates calls to routines in this library automatically, whenever it needs to perform
some operation that is too complicated to emit inline code for.

Most of the routines in libgcc handle arithmetic operations that the target processor
cannot perform directly. This includes integer multiply and divide on some machines, and all
floating-point and fixed-point operations on other machines. 1ibgcc also includes routines
for exception handling, and a handful of miscellaneous operations.

Some of these routines can be defined in mostly machine-independent C. Others must be
hand-written in assembly language for each processor that needs them.

GCC will also generate calls to C library routines, such as memcpy and memset, in some
cases. The set of routines that GCC may possibly use is documented in Section “Other
Builtins” in Using the GNU Compiler Collection (GCC).

These routines take arguments and return values of a specific machine mode, not a specific
C type. See Section 13.6 [Machine Modes], page 237, for an explanation of this concept. For
illustrative purposes, in this chapter the floating point type float is assumed to correspond
to SFmode; double to DFmode; and long double to both TFmode and XFmode. Similarly,
the integer types int and unsigned int correspond to SImode; long and unsigned long
to DImode; and long long and unsigned long long to TImode.

4.1 Routines