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(57) ABSTRACT

Disclosed is a time delay generator 200 apparatus and
method. The apparatus includes a time delay gate 212, a
mixer 216 (a Gilbert cell circuit), and a current digital to
analog converter 206. The mixer 216, comprised of first and
second transistor differential pairs 218 and 220, receives an
analog input signal 202 without a delay as well as a delayed
input signal 210 produced by the time gate delay. The digital
to analog converter regulates the relative current flow
between a first control signal 232 and a second control signal
238, effectively altering the mixing of the undelayed input
signal 208 and the delayed input signal 210 to generate a
delayed output signal 214 with a time or phase delay substan-
tially equal to the temporal delay represented by the digital
signal input 204. The time delay generator exhibits reduced
phase noise and a linear time delay response.
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TIME DELAY APPARATUS AND METHOD OF
USING SAME

PRIORITY CLAIM

The present application is a Continuation Application,
claiming the benefit of priority of U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 10/256,099, filed on Sep. 25, 2002 now U.S. Pat. No.
7,446,584, entitled, “Time Delay Apparatus and Method of
Using the Same.”

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT RIGHTS

Elements of this invention were made with U.S. Govern-
ment support from the Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency, under Contract ONR Delay Elements. The U.S.
Government may have certain rights in this invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a true time delay generator.
More specifically, the present invention relates to an appara-
tus and method for generating a true time delay using a
Gilbert cell circuit with digital to analog converter control.

BACKGROUND

There are a number of time delay generators known in the
prior art, including those employing Gilbert cell circuit con-
figurations. In each of the previous time delay generators, the
mixing of delayed and undelayed input signals is regulated by
an analog control signal coupled to the differential transistor
pairs of the mixing circuit. The application of a single analog
control signal causes two significant problems substantially
overcome by the present invention. First, the time delay
response in the prior art Gilbert cell time delay generators is
non-linear, often requiring a pre-distortion stage to compen-
sate and correct the analog control signal. With the time delay
of'the output signal charted on the vertical axis of FIG. 1, the
time delay response 100 of the prior art time delay generator
varies non-linearly across the entire analog control signal
voltage range charted on the horizontal axis. Second, external
noise on the analog control signal introduces phase noise in
prior art time delay generators. The degradation in phase
resolution is significant and is commonly the limiting factor
in the performance of high frequency time delay generators
operating in and above the microwave band.

Therefore, it would be desirable to have means, first, to
control the mixing of delayed and undelayed input signals in
a manner that is linearly responsive to one or more control
signals and, second, to prevent control signal noise from
propagating into the mixer where it causes phase noise and
phase resolution degradation.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One aspect of the present invention provides an apparatus
for generating a variable time delay to produce a delayed
output signal having a time delay governed by a digital signal
input. The apparatus is comprised of delaying means for
generating a delayed input signal by retarding the undelayed
input signal by a predetermined time period representing the
maximum system time or phase delay; a digital to analog
converter for controlling current through first and second
control lines in relation to a digital signal input; and mixing
means for generating a delayed output signal by mixing the
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delayed input signal and undelayed input signal in proportion
to the current through the first and second control lines.

Another aspect of the present invention provides a method
for generating a variable time delay to produce a delayed
output signal with a time delay governed by a digital signal
input. The method is comprised of the steps of inputting an
undelayed input signal; generating a delayed input signal by
delaying the undelayed input signal by a predetermined time
delay; inputting a digital word representing the time or phase
delay to be applied to the undelayed input signal; and mixing
the undelayed input signal and delayed input signal to pro-
duce a delayed output signal having a time or phase delay
substantially related to the digital word.

Another aspect of the time delay generator is operable at
radio frequencies, gigahertz frequencies, above gigahertz fre-
quencies. Further, the time delay generator possesses phase
resolution of less than one picosecond, and the signal delay-
ing means provides a delay that is on the order of less than 100
picoseconds.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings form a part of the specifica-
tion, and illustrate various aspects of the invention. The draw-
ings, taken together with the description, serve to explain the
principles of the invention, wherein:

FIG. 11is a plot showing the non-linear time delay response
of the prior art time delay generators having a Gilbert cell
with analog control;

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram illustrating the time delay gen-
erator of the present invention for generating a delayed output
signal by inducing a programmable delay in an input signal;

FIG. 3 is a plot depicting a 10 GHz input signal and the
corresponding time delay generator output signal having a
delay of about five picoseconds; and

FIG. 4 is a plot illustrating the linear time delay generator
response of the present invention as a function of the value of
the digital signal input.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present invention provides a method and an apparatus
for generating a delayed output signal, with respect to an
input signal, having a variable time delay governed by a
digital signal input. The following description, taken in con-
junction with the referenced drawings, is presented to enable
one of ordinary skill in the art to make and use the invention
and to incorporate it in the context of particular applications.
Various modifications, as well as a variety of uses in different
applications, will be readily apparent to those skilled in the
art, and the general principles defined herein may be applied
to a wide range of aspects. Thus, the present invention is not
intended to be limited to the aspect presented, but is to be
accorded the widest scope with the principles and novel fea-
tures disclosed herein. Furthermore, it should be noted that
unless explicitly stated otherwise, the figures included herein
are illustrated diagrammatically and without any specific
scale, as they are provided as qualitative illustrations of the
concept of the present invention.

Referring to FIG. 2, a block diagram illustrating the time
delay generator 200 of the present invention is shown. The
time delay generator 200 delays an analog input signal 202
which is in the form of two inputs in the format “IN<0:1>, to
generate a delayed output signal 214, which is in the form of
two inputs in the format of OUT<0:1>. Where the delay is
determined by the value of a digital word provided at the
digital signal input 204 of the digital to analog converter,
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DAC 206. The analog input signal 202 is bifurcated to form an
undelayed input signal 208 and a delayed input signal 210 by
means of signal delaying means 212. The signal delaying
means 212 may take the form of a time delay gate or compa-
rable means for inducing a predetermined time, or phase,
delay in the input signal 202. The signal delaying means
maybe a tapped delay line. The time or phase delay of the
signal delaying means 212 represents the maximum delay by
which the output signal 214 of the time delay generator 200
may lag behind the input signal 202.

The delayed input signal 210 is conveyed to a mixer 216
comprised of a first differential pair 218 and a second difter-
ential pair 220. The first differential pair 218 is comprised of
a first transistor 222 and a second transistor 224. The base of
the first transistor 222 is coupled to the delayed input signal
210 and the collector coupled to a first resistor 226 which is,
in turn, coupled to a supply voltage 228. The base of the
second transistor 224 is coupled to the delayed input signal
210 and the collector coupled to a second resistor 230 which
is, in turn, coupled to the supply voltage 228. In the preferred
aspect, the first resistor 226 and second resistor 230 have
equal resistances, but this is not required for operation. The
emitters of the first transistor 222 and the second transistor
224 are coupled to one another as well as the first control
signal 232 discussed below.

The undelayed input signal 208 is conveyed to a second
differential pair 220 comprised of a first transistor 234 and a
second transistor 236. The base of the first transistor 234 is
coupled to the undelayed input signal 208 and the collector
coupled to the collector of the first transistor 222 of the first
differential pair 218. The base of the second transistor 236 is
coupled to the undelayed input signal 208 and its collector
coupled to the second transistor 224 of the first differential
pair 218. The emitters of the first transistor 234 and the second
transistor 236 are coupled to one another as well as a second
control signal 238 discussed below.

A slow output signal 240 is coupled to the collector of the
first transistor of the first 218 and second 220 differential
pairs. A fast output signal 242 is coupled to the collector of the
second transistor of the first differential pair 218 and the
second differential pair 220. The slow output signal 240 and
the fast output signal 242 are coupled in the mixing means
216 to form the delayed output signal 214. The delayed output
signal 214 substantially replicates the input signal 202 with a
time or phase delay related to the relative current flow through
the first differential pair 218 and second differential pair 220,
the current flow being governed by the first control signal 232
and the second control signal 238 from the digital to analog
converter 206.

Consider, for example, the special case in which the current
through the first differential pair 218 is zero and the second
differential pair 220 is maximal. The only signal contribution
observed is from the fast output signal 242. Thus, the output
signal 214 is equivalent to the output signal 202 without any
time or phase delay. In the case where the maximal current
flow through the mixer 216 passes via the first differential pair
218, the output signal 214 is comprised entirely of the slow
output signal 240. In such a case, the output signal 214 sub-
stantially replicates the delayed input signal 210 and its maxi-
mal time delay.

In one preferred aspect, the current DAC 206 includes a
five-bit input 204 and dual control line output comprised of a
first control signal 232 and second control signal 238. One
skilled in the art will, however, recognize the advantages of
implementing a DAC with a greater or lesser number of input
bits. Each of the five digital inputs is operatively coupled to a
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sub-circuit including, in series, a differential pair of transis-
tors, a plurality of transistors, and a plurality of resistors
connected to ground.

The first sub-circuit, representative of each of the five
sub-circuits of the DAC 206, is comprised of a differential
pair 250, transistor bank 252, and resistor 254. The differen-
tial pair 250 is comprised of first 256 and second 258 transis-
tors, the base of each operatively coupled to the least signifi-
cant bit, LSB 260. Similarly, the second sub-circuit is
responsive to a second digital input 262 and is comprised of
second differential pair 264, second transistor bank 266, and
resistor 268. The third sub-circuit is responsive to a third
digital input 270 and is comprised of third differential pair
272, third transistor bank 274, and resistor 276. The fourth
sub-circuit is responsive to a fourth digital input 278 and is
comprised of fourth differential pair 280, fourth transistor
bank 282, and resistor 284. Completing the DAC 206, the fifth
sub-circuit is responsive to a fifth digital input 286 and is
comprised of fifth differential pair 288, fifth transistor bank
290, and resistor 292.

The first control signal 232 is coupled to the collector of the
first transistor of each sub-circuit differential pair, specifi-
cally first transistors 256, 294, 296, 298, and 2000. Similarly,
the second control signal 238 is coupled to the collector of the
second transistor of each sub-circuit differential pair, specifi-
cally second transistors 258, 2002, 2004, 2006, and 2008.

Each of the five bits of the digital signal input 204 regulates
the flow of current through its corresponding difterential pair
and sub-circuit resistor. The flow of current through each
sub-circuit, in conjunction with the current flow through a
first parallel resistor combination 2010, second parallel resis-
tor combination 2012, and third resistor combination 2014,
causes the voltage on control signals 232 and 238 to linearly
scale, in a step-wise fashion, in proportion to the digital word
input at the digital signal input 204. As the voltage on the first
control signal 232 and second control signal 238 is varied, the
current ratio between the two control lines also varies. Fur-
thermore, the variation in the current ratio between the con-
trol lines affects a change in the relative current flow through
the first differential pair 218 and the second differential pair
220, resulting in a delayed output signal 214 having a time or
phase delay that is linearly proportion to the digital word
asserted at digital signal input 204.

The present invention provides a time delay generator hav-
ing a linear response, and consequently the present invention
may be operated without the need of a pre-distortion stage to
linearize the output of the time delay generator. The present
invention has the further advantage of isolating the mixing
means 216 from control line noise that would otherwise
propagate into the mixing means and degrade the time or
phase delay resolution. Unlike prior art systems, the inclusion
of the DAC 206 prevents analog control signal noise from
translating linearly into a current noise and subsequent phase
noise in the mixing means 216, thus permitting the invention
to achieve picosecond delay resolution at gigahertz frequen-
cies.

Tustrated in FIG. 3 is a 20 GHz input signal 300 and the
corresponding delayed output signal 302 having a delay of
about five picoseconds. As evidenced by the test results of
FIG. 3, the time delay generator 200 of the present invention
reproduces the sinusoidal input signal with a controllable
delay having a high degree of accuracy and reduced phase
noise.

Referring now to FIG. 4, the linearity of the time delay
generator 200 as a function of the value of the digital signal
input 204 is illustrated (also referring to FIG. 2). The time
delay response 400, the delay by which the delayed output
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signal 214 lags behind the undelayed input signal 202, is
charted on the vertical axis against the value of the digital
word applied to the digital signal input 204. The delay is
plotted for six values of the digital word including, in binary
representation, 00000, 00001, 00010, 00100, 01000, and
11111 (decimal 0, 1, 2, 4, 8, and 31, respectively). In accor-
dance with the present invention, the time delay response 400
of the time delay generator 200 is substantially linear with
respected to the value of the input control applied to digital
signal input 204, in contrast to the analog input control of the
prior art system illustrated in FIG. 1.

What is claimed is:

1. A time delay generator for variably delaying an input
signal in accordance with a digital signal input, the time delay
generator comprising:

(a) signal delaying means for outputting a delayed input
signal by delaying the input signal a predetermined time
period;

(b) a digital to analog converter, responsive to the digital
signal input, for controlling current through a plurality
of control signals; and

(c) mixing means, responsive to the plurality of control
signals, for generating a delayed output signal by mixing
the delayed input signal and the input signal in propor-
tion to the current through the plurality of control sig-
nals, respectively, wherein the signal delaying means
provides a maximum delay within which the delayed
output signal may lag behind the input signal and the
maximum delay is independent of the current through
the plurality of control signals, and
wherein a delay between the input signal and the delayed

output signal is substantially linear with the digital
signal input.

2. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 1, wherein
the plurality of control signals is comprised of a first control
signal and a second control signal.

3. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 2, wherein
the mixing means comprises:

(1) a first differential pair comprised of a first transistor and
second transistor where a base of each the first and
second transistors is operatively coupled to the delayed
input signal and the emitter of each of the first and
second transistors is operatively coupled to the first con-
trol signal;

(ii) a second differential pair comprised of a first transistor
and second transistor where a base of each the first and
second transistors is operatively coupled to the input
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signal and an emitter of each of the first and second
transistors is operatively coupled to the second control
signal.

4. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 3, wherein a
collector of the first transistor of the first differential pair and
a collector of the first transistor of the second differential pair
are operatively coupled to a supply voltage by means of a first
resistor.

5. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 4, wherein a
collector of the second transistor of the first differential pair
and a collector of the second transistor of the second differ-
ential pair are operatively coupled to the supply voltage by
means of a second resistor.

6. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 5, wherein
resistances of the first and second resistors are of substantially
the same value.

7. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 6, wherein
the delayed output signal is formed from the union of a fast
output signal and a slow output signal.

8. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 7, wherein:

(a) the fast output signal is electrically coupled to the

collector of the second transistor of the first and second
differential pairs; and

(b) the slow output signal is electrically coupled to the

collector of the first transistor of the first and second
differential pairs.

9. A time delay generator as set forth in claim 8, wherein
the digital to analog converter includes the digital signal input
consisting of one of the following: two bits, three bit, four
bits, five bits, six bits, seven bits, eight bits, nine bits, ten bits,
eleven bits, twelve bits, thirteen bits, fourteen bits, fifteen bits,
and sixteen bits.

10. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the time
delay generator is operable at radio frequencies.

11. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the time
delay generator is operable at gigahertz frequencies.

12. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the time
delay generator is operable at and above gigahertz frequen-
cies.

13. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the time
delay generator possesses phase resolution of less than one
picosecond.

14. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the pre-
determined time period of delay of the signal delaying means
is less than 100 picoseconds.

15. The time delay generator in claim 8, wherein the signal
delaying means is a tapped delay line.
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