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Abstract. Page deduplication is a mechanism to reduce the memory
footprint of a system. Identical physical pages are identified across borders of virtual machines and programs and merged by the operating system or the hypervisor. However, this enables side-channel information
leakage through cache or memory access time. Therefore, it is considered harmful in public clouds today, but it is still considered safe to use
in a private environment, i.e., private clouds, personal computers, and
smartphones.
We present the first memory-disclosure attack in sandboxed JavaScript
which exploits page deduplication. Unlike previous attacks, our attack
does not require the victim to execute an adversary’s program, but simply
to open a website which contains the adversary’s JavaScript code. We
are not only able to determine which applications are running, but also
specific user activities, for instance, whether the user has specific websites
currently opened. The attack works on servers, personal computers and
smartphones, and across the borders of virtual machines.
Keywords: Memory Deduplication, Side-Channel Attack, JavaScriptbased Attack, Website Fingerprinting
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Introduction

Software-based timing attacks are side-channel attacks which exploit differences
in the execution time to derive secret values used during the computation. These
timing differences arise from the attacked software itself, different memory types
or optimizations implemented in modern computers. For instance, cache attacks
exploit the timing difference between a cache access and a memory access caused
by a cache miss. An attacker process can measure whether a victim process has
evicted one of the attacker’s cache lines [13] or whether a victim program has
reloaded a cache line the attacker previously evicted from the cache [5, 20].
A similar timing difference can be observed between a regular memory access and a pagefault. Upon a pagefault, the operating system loads the data to
the given location in virtual memory and returns control to the process. Apart
This paper has been accepted at ESORICS 2015. The final publication is available at
link.springer.com.
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from the difference in the memory access time, pagefault handling is transparent to the user process. This timing difference can be exploited to build a covert
channel [17].
Suzaki et al. [16] presented page-deduplication attacks, which enable an attacker on the same physical machine, to determine whether specific programs are
running, even across the borders of virtual machines. This is possible, because
identical physical pages are merged by the operating system or the hypervisor.
After a page is merged write accesses to this page cause a pagefault which is then
resolved by the operating system. The timing difference the pagefault causes can
be observed by the attacker program. Thus, the attacker learns that somewhere
on the same physical machine another instance of this page exists.
JavaScript-based timing attacks have first been described by Felten et al. [3].
They were able to identify recently visited websites if website elements are
fetched from the local browser cache instead of the network. A similar attack has
been presented by Bortz et al. [2]. More recently Stone [15] presented attacks
which exploit timing differences caused by the modification of HTML5 elements.
Using their approach, an attacker is able to determine whether specific websites
have been visited, and even read pixels from other websites.
In this paper, we present the first page-deduplication attack mounted in sandboxed JavaScript. This allows a remote attacker to collect private information,
such as whether a program or website is currently opened by a user. In contrast
to existing JavaScript-based timing attacks, we do not exploit any weaknesses
in JavaScript or the browser, but timing differences caused by optimizations in
the operating system or hypervisor.
JavaScript is a scripting language implemented in modern browsers to create
interactive elements on websites. It is strictly sandboxed, so it is not possible to
access files or system services. The language has no representation of pointers
or the virtual address space layout, and less accurate timing information than
native code. Oren et al. [12] already demonstrated in a JavaScript-based cache
attack that timer accuracy is high enough to distinguish cache hits from cache
misses. Our attack is possible with less accurate timers, on a microsecond or
millisecond basis.
To demonstrate the power of our attack, we show that we can accurately
determine whether the user has opened specific websites. Our attack can be
applied in a generic way to any system which employs page deduplication, independently of the CPU architecture and in particular independently of the CPU
cache structure. This is a significant share of modern personal computers and
smartphones.
With our attack, an adversary is not only able to perform the attack remotely through a website, on an arbitrary number of victims, but an adversary
is also able to attack a variety of different devices in the same way. Thus, pagededuplication attacks no longer target one specific system, but instead target
large numbers of internet users simultaneously. For instance, a website can detect which other websites a user has opened and thereby add more valuable
information to user profiles. Furthermore, the attack causes negligible CPU and
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memory utilization and is thus, hard to detect if placed in a large JavaScript
framework.
We show that page deduplication must be considered a security threat on
any system and not only on public cloud servers. Therefore, we conclude that
the only effective countermeasure is to disable page deduplication.
Outline. The remaining paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we provide
background information on shared memory and page deduplication, as well as
existing attacks. We describe the implementation of our attack in Section 3.
In Section 4.1, we present the performance of our attack in a private cloud
and in Section 4.2, we present results of our attack on personal computers and
smartphones. We discuss countermeasures against page-deduplication attacks in
Section 5. Finally, we conclude in Section 6.
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2.1

Background
Shared Memory

Operating systems and hypervisors use shared memory to reduce physical memory utilization. Libraries which are used by several programs are loaded into
physical memory only once, and are then shared among the processes using it.
Thus, multiple programs access the same physical pages mapped within their
own virtual address space.
The operating system makes use of shared memory in more cases. When
forking a process, the memory is first shared between the parent process and
the child process. As soon as one of the processes writes into the shared memory
area, a copy-on-write page fault occurs and the operating system creates a copy of
the according memory region. Note that write accesses into non-shared memory
areas do not incur page faults and thus are significantly faster.
Shared memory is not only used when forking a process, but when starting
instances of an already running program, or if a user program explicitly requests
shared memory using system calls like mmap or dlopen. Mapping a file using
one of these methods results in a memory region shared with all other proceses
mapping the same file.
The form of shared memory we target in this paper is content-based page
deduplication. The hypervisor or operating system scans the physical memory
for pages with identical content. If identical pages are found, they are remapped
to one of the pages, while the other pages are marked as free. Thus, memory is shared between completely unrelated and possibly sandboxed processes,
and even between processes running in different virtual machines. If a process
modifies its shared data, a copy-on-write page fault occurs and the hypervisor
or operating system creates a copy of the memory region. Although searching
for identical pages costs CPU time, page deduplication can increase the system
performance, by reducing the number of block device accesses, as more data
can be held in memory. Therefore, it is especially relevant in small systems like
smartphones, besides the primary application in cloud systems.
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Page-Deduplication Attacks

Page-deduplication attacks are a specific type of side-channel attacks, which exploit timing differences in write accesses on deduplicated pages. The first attack
on page deduplication was presented by Suzaki et al. [16]. They were able to
determine whether specific applications are running in a co-located virtual machine in the cloud. Furthermore, they described the possibility of building covert
communication channels between virtual machines by exploiting page deduplication.
In the basic attack scheme, an attacker is able to run a spy program on the
victim’s system. However, the spy program may be sandboxed or even run in a
virtual machine. The spy program fills a page with data it suspects to find in the
memory of the victim machine. The hypervisor or operating system constantly
deduplicates identical physical pages. When the spy program tries to write to
the page again, it can measure the elapsed time and infer whether a copy-onwrite page fault occurs or not. Thus, the attacker can determine whether some
other process on the same physical machine has an identical page in memory.
Such attacks can be performed on both, binary code and static data as well as
dynamically generated data.
Owens et al. [14] demonstrated that it is possible to efficiently fingerprint
operating systems in co-located virtual machines by exploiting page deduplication. Since then, covert channels based on page deduplication [18, 19] have been
constructed and evaluated.
At the same time, researchers were able to build more efficient cache attacks
if attacker and victim process share memory [5]. Page deduplication introduces
a way to share memory with a victim process in a co-located virtual machine in
the cloud. The possibility of performing a cache attack on a victim process across
virtual machine borders has first been described by Yarom et al. [20]. Since then,
several page-deduplication-based cache attacks have been demonstrated [8, 9].
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Description of our JavaScript-based Attack

Our attack follows the same methodology as the page-deduplication attack presented by Suzaki et al. [16], which was implemented in native code. As our attack
is implemented in JavaScript, we face several new challenges, such as setting the
content of a whole page in physical memory or detecting whether and when page
deduplication has occurred.
As described in Section 2.2, the first step of a page-deduplication attack is to
fill a page with data we expect to find on the system under attack. In native code,
this done by filling a page-aligned region in an array with the according data.
We found that JavaScript engines in common browsers (Firefox and Chrome)
perform a call to their own internal malloc implementation when creating a large
array in JavaScript. As a means of optimization, these malloc implementations
align large memory allocations to page borders. Therefore, creating and filling a
large array in JavaScript works as in native code, in terms of our attack.
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The second step is to wait until the operating system or hypervisor deduplicates our array. In our attacker model, the adversary performs the attack through
a website on every visitor. Therefore, we cannot make assumptions about how
long it takes until page deduplication has been performed. Instead, we repeatedly write the same value to the same position on the target page and measure
the time the write access took. We observed no influence of these repeated writes
on whether the page is considered for deduplication. Thus, we can perform the
deduplication check in a regular frequency.
The third step is the measurement of the write-access time, to infer whether a
page has been deduplicated. This is done by measuring the time a write access on
our own page takes. Based on the access time, we decide whether a copy-on-write
page fault occurred. In native x86 code, we use the rdtsc assembly instruction
for this purpose. In JavaScript, we can use the function performance.now().
The accuracy of this function varies from sub-microsecond to millisecond range.
If checking for deduplication of a single page in memory, our attack requires
accurate microsecond measurements. However, usually more pages are attacked
and thus less accurate timers are sufficient. For instance, when checking for
deduplication of a 600 kilobyte image, even an accurate millisecond-based timer
can be used to implement our attack. Thus, performance.now() is sufficient
to distinguish copy-on-write page faults from regular write accesses. Furthermore, performance.now() is available independently of the underlying hardware. Therefore, we can attack systems with a variety of different processors
using the same JavaScript code, such as personal computers or smartphones.
The only remaining question to perform our attack is how to know the data
we want to fill the page with. Neither static code and data nor dynamically
generated data is necessarily page-aligned. However, if the attacker knows the
content of 8192 bytes contiguous in virtual memory, we can fill 4096 pages with
data from these 8192 bytes, with every possible offset from the page alignment.
Although this allows us to attack systems and programs with random offsets
for the targeted data, we found that this is hardly necessary for most cases. For
instance, we observed that images and CSS style sheets in websites are pagealigned in memory. This greatly facilitates our attack, as we can trivially extract
the page content from a file and include it in our JavaScript code.
The resulting attack applies to a wide range of scenarios, from mobile phone
usage, over personal computers, to multi-tenant cloud systems. A user on a
targeted system accesses a website, which contains the adversary’s JavaScript
code. The JavaScript code is then executed. After a few minutes, the JavaScript
code transmits the results back to the adversary. Our attack not only extracts
sensitive information, like the browsing behavior of a user, but it is also extremely
powerful due to its scalability. Once the JavaScript code is deployed on a website,
it automatically attacks anyone who accesses the website. We will demonstrate
the attack in different scenarios in the following section.
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Practical Attacks and Evaluation

In this section, we demonstrate our attack on a KVM-based private cloud server,
on Windows 8 personal computers and finally on Android smartphones. In all
scenarios, we use the same JavaScript source code.
4.1

Cross-VM Attack on Private Clouds

Existing page-deduplication attacks have been demonstrated on public IaaS
(Infrastructure-as-a-Service) cloud systems [16, 18, 19]. In this attack scenario,
an adversary tries to be co-located on the same physical server with a targeted
virtual machine. Once the adversary is co-located, the adversary extracts sensitive information from other virtual machines, e.g., whether vulnerable versions
of specific server applications are running, or whether specific files are currently
open.
Although public cloud providers reacted and now disable page deduplication
in public IaaS clouds [7], we found that page deduplication is not yet considered
a security problem on private cloud systems and servers. Popular Linux server
distributions enable page deduplication, either by default, or automatically when
reaching a certain memory usage level. For instance, we observed this behavior
on Proxmox VE, Redhat Server and Ubuntu Server if configured as a KVM host.
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Fig. 1. Timings measured in native code on an otherwise idle Linux KVM virtual
machine. The graph shows write-access times on an array containing an image file.

Therefore, we demonstrate our attack in a private IaaS cloud. This is a
realistic scenario, for instance in companies where users work on thin clients,
connected to a virtual machine in the private IaaS cloud. In this scenario, a
victim working in one virtual machine opens a website containing the malicious
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JavaScript code, which is then continuously run in the background in a browser
tab. Compared to existing attacks, our attack is possible even if the system
does not allow users to start arbitrary programs, or if the user is well-educated
to avoid executing programs from an untrusted origin. Furthermore, we want to
emphasize that our attack is doubly sandboxed in this scenario, by running in the
JavaScript sandbox in the virtual machine separated from the targeted program
in another virtual machine. That is, the adversary is able to extract sensitive
information from the victim’s virtual machine and other virtual machines on the
same server.
The malicious JavaScript code has to stay in memory until page deduplication
has been performed. Depending on the system configuration, this can be between
30 seconds and several hours. During our tests with 4 gigabytes of physical
memory and the default system configuration, we found that our memory is
deduplicated after 3 minutes.
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Fig. 2. Timings measured in native code on a Linux KVM virtual machine under high
CPU load. The graph shows write-access times on an array containing an image file.

In order to evaluate the accuracy of our attack in JavaScript code, we first
perform the same attack in native x86 code. Figure 1 and Figure 2 show writeaccess times on an array containing a 14 megabyte image file as measured by our
native-code spy program within the same virtual machine, with low and high
system load. This is equivalent to loading 3584 small images (2–4 kilobytes) and
measuring the deduplication of each of them. These write-access times quantify
the accuracy of our page deduplication detection. When the image is loaded,
we found no measurements to be lower than the expected copy-on-write access
time. When having the image not loaded in the browser, we found less than 0.1 %
of the measurements to be significantly above the expected regular write-access
time. These 0.1 % can lead to false positive copy-on-write detection. However,
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as there is a timing difference of at least a factor of 103 , we found an even
smaller number of peaks to be above the lowest copy-on-write access times. We
subsequently tested our attack using native code in the cross-VM setting and
achieved the same accuracy. Therefore, we can accurately determine whether an
image has been deduplicated and thus, has been loaded by a user.
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Fig. 3. Timings measured in JavaScript on an otherwise idle Linux KVM virtual machine. The graph shows write-access times on an array containing an image file.

Subsequently, we measured the performance of our JavaScript-based attack.
In Figure 3 and Figure 4, the write-access times on an array containing the same
14 megabyte image file are shown, but this time measured by our JavaScript spy
program. Even in with full system load and the browser under attack running
in a different virtual machine, page deduplication was detected correctly in all
of our measurements. However, in contrast to the native-code implementation
of our spy program, we found up to 0.3 % of the pages to be falsely detected as
deduplicated when having low system load and 1.1 % on average when having a
high system load.
We performed this attack on recent versions of the most commonly used
browsers, Chrome 40 and Firefox 31. As both browsers load the image file to
a page-aligned location in memory, the attack works in exactly the same way
and gives the same results for both browsers. Furthermore, we performed the
same attack on a browser in a different virtual machine. Even in this setting,
we did not find more false positives, and all deduplicated pages were detected
successfully.
In order to demonstrate our attack on a real-world scenario, we determine
the websites currently opened by a user. In this scenario, the adversary creates
arrays containing image data of the websites to detect on the targeted machine.
For demonstration purposes, we examined the 10 most-visited websites [1] and
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Fig. 4. Timings measured in JavaScript on a Linux KVM virtual machine under high
CPU load. The graph shows write-access times on an array containing an image file.

chose an image or style sheet file from each website, to determine whether it is
currently open in a web browser on the same machine. Furthermore, we generate
several pages filled with zeros and several pages filled with random data, to
measure reference timings for deduplicated and non-deduplicated pages. When
the operating system or hypervisor has tried to deduplicate our pages, the zerofilled pages will have high write-access times, as they are deduplicated. The
random-filled pages still have low write-access times, as each random-filled page
is unique in the system and therefore not deduplicated. Some websites only
contain very small or very few images. In these cases we combine several images
to perform the attack more reliably. In all cases we had at least 24 kilobytes of
data to measure deduplication.
Figure 5 shows the write-access times to arrays containing image data from
these websites, as well as the zero-filled pages and random-filled pages. We can
clearly see which websites are currently opened in the browser, because of the
higher write-access times, due to the copy-on-write page-fault handling. Based
on such measurements, an adversary is able to spy on users’ browsing behavior
through malicious JavaScript code, even across browsers and virtual machine
borders.

4.2

Attack on Personal Computers and Smartphones

Our attack is even more precise if performed on a personal computer or smartphone, as the device under attack is only used by a single user at a time. Therefore, we can create accurate profiles of single users. As in the cross-VM attack,
the victim merely needs to access a website containing the malicious JavaScript
code.
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Fig. 5. Write-access times measured in JavaScript inside a Linux KVM virtual machine, for images from frequented websites as well as random-filled an zero-filled pages.
We measured high access times only for the currently opened websites: Amazon, QQ,
Taobao, Wikipedia and Yahoo.

This scenario is not only very simple and realistic, but moreover, it has a huge
impact, as it can be applied to popular operating systems like Windows 8 on personal computers, or Android on smartphones. Windows 8 and 8.1 have a market
share of around 15 % [11] on personal computers and have page deduplication enabled by default [10]. Android has a market share of 81.5 % [6] on smartphones,
but it is device-specific whether page deduplication is enabled by default or not.
However, Google recommends [4] that manufacturers enable page deduplication
by default on memory-constrained devices, and many manufacturers follow this
recommendation. Therefore, we assume that the number of smartphones having
page deduplication enabled, and thus vulnerable to this attack, is significant.
In our attack, the malicious JavaScript code runs continuously in the background in a browser tab. We found that on our Windows 8.1 test machine, page
deduplication has been performed after 15 minutes on average. On our Android
4.4.4 test device, page deduplication has been performed after 45 minutes on
average. As in the cloud scenario, we can then detect running applications and
which specific version of an application is running, or even detect which specific
websites are opened by a user. To evaluate the side channel, we again measure
the deduplication detection rate for an image loaded in a browser. As we encountered problems with browsers on smartphones loading the 14 megabyte image
file, we now use a 2 megabyte image file. This is equivalent to performing the
same test with 512 small images (2–4 kilobytes).
Figure 6 shows our JavaScript-based measurements for the image file, using
Firefox 36 on Windows. We can detect page deduplication almost as reliably
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as in the private-cloud scenario, with less than 2 % false positives. We are able
to perform the attack without changes in Internet Explorer 11 and Firefox 36
on Windows, as both return micro- or nanosecond accurate timings via the
window.performance.now() function. However, Chrome 41 on Windows only
allows measuring time in milliseconds. Thus, we cannot measure the timing
difference for each single page. Instead, we have to measure the time over a large
number of pages at once. When measuring time over 150 write accesses at once,
we are able to distinguish whether these 150 pages were deduplicated or not,
with only millisecond timer accuracy.
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Fig. 6. Timings measured in JavaScript on Windows 8.1. The graph shows write-access
times on an array containing an image file.

When targeting website usage as a real-world scenario, the adversary creates
arrays containing image data of the websites to detect on the targeted machine.
As in the private-cloud scenario, we examined the 10 most-visited websites [1].
Figure 7 shows the write-access times to arrays containing image data from
these websites, as well as the zero-filled pages and random-filled pages. Again,
we clearly see which websites are opened, based on the higher write-access time.
When attacking Android smartphones, we found that although it takes up to
one hour until deduplication is performed, the accuracy is not much worse than
in the other scenarios we tested. We measured up to 0.8 % of false positives when
having the image file not loaded in a browser and up to 0.5 % false negatives
when having the image file loaded in a browser. This is slightly less accurate than
in the other scenarios. Figure 8 shows the timing difference with and without the
image loaded by a browser. Again, we examined the 10 most-visited websites [1].
Figure 9 shows the write-access times to arrays containing image data from these
websites, as well as the zero-filled pages and random-filled pages. As in all other
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Fig. 7. Write-access times measured in JavaScript on Windows 8.1, for images from
frequented websites as well as random an zero-filled pages. We measured high access
times only for the currently opened websites: Baidu, Google, Wikipedia and Yahoo.
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Fig. 8. Timings measured in JavaScript on Android 4.4.4. The graph shows write-access
times on an array containing an image file.
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Fig. 9. Write-access times measured in JavaScript on Android 4.4.4, for images from
frequented websites as well as random an zero-filled pages. We measured high access
times only for the currently opened websites: Google, QQ and Youtube.

scenarios, we also see on Android which websites are opened, based on the higher
write-access time.

5

Countermeasures

Our attack shows that even in sandboxed JavaScript code, an adversary is able
to extract significant sensitive information from real-world applications if the
underlying system employs page deduplication. Our specific attack can be prevented on application level, i.e., in the browser executing the adversary’s code,
or in the applications under attack. However, countermeasures on this level incur limitation of functionality. Disabling page deduplication is the only generic
effective countermeasure against page-deduplication attacks.
It is possible prevent or at least weaken our specific attack in JavaScript
runtime environments by changing the way data is stored in memory, reducing
the accuracy of timers, or disabling JavaScript execution for untrusted code
completely.
Our attack benefits from the fact that we are able to allocate page-sized
physically contiguous memory areas. Thus, we are able to define the value of each
byte on a physical page. JavaScript engines could prevent this by adding small
offsets to array indices, so that a few bytes per page cannot be controlled by the
attacker. Consequently, the attacker-controlled memory will not be deduplicated.
This would cause a small performance impact while impeding page-deduplication
attacks in JavaScript.
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Another optimization we exploit is page alignment of large data, like images,
as performed by modern web browsers. However, adding a random offset to
the page alignment would not prevent our attack. The adversary can create
4096 copies of a targeted page, and thereby perform the same attack with only
a small overhead. Furthermore, such a countermeasure would require manual
modification of existing software, and would incur a performance penalty at the
same time.
Oren et al. [12] suggested reducing the accuracy of JavaScript timers as
a countermeasure against JavaScript-based cache attacks. However, a reduced
timer accuracy would not prevent our attack. It is easily possible to measure the
timing over a large number of pages and thereby invoke several copy-on-write
page faults, resulting in timing differences in a millisecond range, which can be
detected even with coarse-grained timers.
Our attack could also be prevented by disabling the execution of untrusted
JavaScript, i.e., disable JavaScript on websites completely. However, this imposes
a significant drawback on functionality of modern browsers and websites. In any
case, the attack is still possible if implemented in a browser plugin or smartphone
application, where JavaScript-level countermeasures do not apply.
However, we think that any form of content-based page deduplication implies
a security problem. As writable pages can be generated in any script language,
sandboxed or not, and furthermore, we only require coarse-grained timer accuracy, we consider it insecure to perform page deduplication on writable pages.
Considering only read-only pages has already been suggested by Suzaki et al. [16]
as a countermeasure. Apparently, this countermeasure has not been implemented
on the systems we attacked. We assume that one of the reasons is that the hypervisor or operating system is not able to distinguish between read-only pages
and writable pages within virtual machines, one of the core applications of page
deduplication.
However, not considering writeable pages would prevent page-deduplication
attacks in JavaScript or other script languages which do not support read-only
data. Still, even in case that only read-only pages are merged, an attack could
still be possible through browser plugins or smartphone applications on code
and static data of targeted binaries, as they are able to load read-only pages or
even execute native code. Thus, disabling page deduplication completely is the
only way to effectively prevent page-deduplication attacks as presented in this
paper.
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Conclusion

In this paper, we presented the first page-deduplication attack in sandboxed
JavaScript. In particular, the attack can be launched from any website. We show
how the attack can be used to determine whether specific images or websites
are currently opened by a user. We demonstrated the attack on private clouds,
personal computers and smartphones. In all scenarios, it is even possible to
mount the attack across the borders of virtual machines. Thus, we conclude
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that page deduplication must always be considered vulnerable to attacks as
presented in this paper. Systems which have page deduplication enabled cannot
be considered secure anymore.
The fact that page-deduplication attacks can be launched through websites
marks a paradigm shift, from a targeted attack on a specific system towards
large-scale practical attacks launched on a huge number of devices simultaneously. Therefore, we strongly recommend to disable page deduplication.
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