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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING AN
ULTRA LOW POWER SCALABLE
DIGITAL-TO-ANALOG CONVERTER (DAC)
ARCHITECTURE

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is generally directed to the manufac-
ture of digital-to-analog converter (DAC) circuits and, in
particular, to a system and method for providing an ultra low
power scalable digital-to-analog converter (DAC) architec-
ture that is optimized for small format liquid crystal display
(LCD) applications.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Portable electronic devices present significant design chal-
lenges because they require displays that are small in size,
relatively high inresolution and low in power dissipation. The
electronics that drive small format displays must also occupy
a small footprint and minimize the external component count.
The ideal display driver needs to be flexible because a large
number of different types of liquid crystal display (LCD)
materials exist with different drive requirements.

A relatively high resolution data converter is necessary to
drive the liquid crystals with adequate resolution due to the
fact that displays are highly non-linear. An ideal display
driver architecture should be easily expandable in the number
of outputs and resolution to accommodate larger displays
with higher resolution.

There are many portable electronic devices that require low
power, small area digital-to-analog converters (DACs). Such
devices include, without limitation, small format display
drivers for personal digital assistants (PDAs), image viewers,
headset displays, cell phones, game players, remote control
devices, remote data acquisition and control modules, por-
table instruments, portable sound systems, and other types of
devices that require a voltage output that is proportional to a
digital value.

DAC:s are general purpose building blocks for providing an
analog voltage or current that is proportional to a digital value
that is presented to its inputs. DACs are commonly used to
provide an analog output signal from a digital processing
system such as a computer. One can view a DAC as a black
box that converts a digital word into a corresponding analog
signal that represents the same approximate percentage of full
scale.

Small format electronic displays are commonly used in
portable electronic instruments. Liquid crystal display (LCD)
technology is a popular display technology because of its
good display properties and low power dissipation. A display
array comprises a plurality of small display dots called pixels
that are arranged in a row and column structure. The infor-
mation to be displayed on a single pixel requires selection of
the pixel location and the corresponding value for the inten-
sity of light to be transmitted by the pixel. The intensity of
light to be emitted can vary over a range of five hundred
twelve (512) to one (1) or larger depending on the video or
image program information requirements.

In the case of pixel displays, DACs are used to translate a
digital value into an analog signal that corresponds to the
proper light intensity for a pixel.

Because extreme price pressures exist on the manufacture
of display modules, the design of display modules is limited
to basic complementary metal oxide semiconductor (CMOS)
technology. A basic CMOS process does not contain low
threshold voltage transistors, high sheet resistance poly resis-
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tors, or poly to poly capacitors. Integrated circuits for display
drivers must be designed around these limitations.

Therefore, the technology available for designing small
format LCD display drivers imposes stringent requirements
on the design of column driver digital-to-analog converters
(DAC). The column driver DACs must be small in size,
exhibit fast settling time, and dissipate low quiescent power.
The DAC architecture must also be easily expandable with
multiple channels to support higher display resolutions.

A quarter VGA (Video Graphics Array) display comprises
an array of three hundred twenty (320) pixels by two hundred
forty (240) pixels. A quarter VGA display using an eighty (80)
to one (1) source line multiplex ratio on the display panel
requires twelve (12) DAC channels to drive the nine hundred
sixty (960) source lines on the display panel. A display panel
with a sixty Hertz (60 Hz) frame rate, two hundred forty (240)
lines, and no blanking, requires a maximum pixel refresh time
of eight hundred sixty (860) nanoseconds.

A common prior art approach to driving small format dis-
plays is to use a plurality of resistors in a reference resistor
string as a voltage reference for the DAC. A digital word
decoder selects the resistor voltage tap on the reference resis-
tor string that corresponds to the desired analog voltage and
passes it to an output amplifier. This type of DAC architecture
is referred to as an R-string DAC architecture. R-string DACs
are popular because the output is monotonic and one can
develop a DAC conversion compensation curve by using
non-equal resistor segments in the reference resistor string. A
DAC conversion compensation curve permits correction for
the non-linear transmissivity of LCD display material and the
response of the human eye.

FIG. 1 illustrates a schematic representation of a conven-
tional R-string DAC architecture 100 that comprises a num-
ber (M) Of DAC channels. DAC architecture 100 comprises a
reference resistor 110 associated with the first DAC channel
(i.e., DAC Channel 1). One end of reference resistor 110 is
coupled to power supply VDD and the other end of reference
resistor 110 is coupled to ground. Reference resistor 110
comprises a number (2V-1) of resistor segments (designated
R, through R,V-1) coupled together sequentially.

DAC architecture 100 also comprises a number (M) of
multiplexers that are designated with reference numerals 120
(1) through 120(M). There is one multiplexer 120 for each of
the M DAC channels of the DAC architecture 100. The mul-
tiplexer 120(1) that is associated with DAC Channel 1 is
designated as MUX Channel 1. The multiplexer 120(M) that
is associated with DAC Channel M is designated as MUX
Channel M. The inputs of each multiplexer are coupled to the
reference resistor 110 between each of the 2™~1 resistor seg-
ments.

The reference voltages from the reference resistor 110 are
digitally selected by the multiplexers 120. As shown in FIG.
1, the inputs of MUX Channel 1 are connected to the refer-
ence resistor 110 between each of the 2”1 resistor segments.
MUX Channel 1 digitally selects the reference voltages from
the reference resistor 110. The other multiplexers operate in
the same manner.

The reference voltage that is selected by each of the M
multiplexers 120 is output to an associated output buffer.
There is one output buffer associated with each multiplexer.
The M output buffers are designated with reference numerals
130(1) through 130(M). The output buffer 130(1) that is
coupled to MUX Channel 1 is designated as Output Buffer 1.
The output bufter 130(M) that is coupled to MUX Channel M
is designated as Output Buffer M.

The internal load capacitance (designated C,,,) between a
multiplexer and its output buffer comprises the parasitic
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capacitances of routing, multiplexer devices, and the input
capacitance of the output buffer. The selected reference volt-
age is passed through its respective output buffer to drive a
large panel capacitance (designated Cp,pz;)-

The use of R-string DAC architecture is hampered by the
presence of increased power dissipation in the R-string and
poor settling time. Some prior art R-string DAC architectures
use resistor segments in the R-string that have non equal
values of resistance. Some other prior art R-string DAC archi-
tectures use a higher resolution R-string DAC that employs a
look up table for curvature correction. Both of these prior art
approaches require excessive power consumption.

The prior art DAC architecture 100 shown in FIG. 1 exhib-
its significant deficiencies. One deficiency is that there is a
major time constraint in the reference resistor string and in the
parasitic capacitances that must be driven. Another deficiency
is that there is another major time constraint in the multiplexer
parasitic resistances and capacitances.

Therefore, there is a need in the art for an improved ultra
low power scalable DAC architecture that is optimized for
small format liquid crystal display (LCD) applications. Spe-
cifically, there is a need in the art for an improved ultra low
power scalable DAC architecture that can remedy the above
described deficiencies of prior art DAC architectures.

Before undertaking the Detailed Description of the Inven-
tion below, it may be advantageous to set forth definitions of
certain words and phrases used throughout this patent docu-
ment: the terms “include” and “comprise,” as well as deriva-
tives thereof, mean inclusion without limitation; the term
“or,” is inclusive, meaning and/or; the phrases “associated
with” and “associated therewith,” as well as derivatives
thereof, may mean to include, be included within, intercon-
nect with, contain, be contained within, connect to or with,
couple to or with, be communicable with, cooperate with,
interleave, juxtapose, be proximate to, be bound to or with,
have, have a property of, or the like.

Definitions for certain words and phrases are provided
throughout this patent document, those of ordinary skill in the
art should understand that in many, if not most instances, such
definitions apply to prior uses, as well as to future uses, of
such defined words and phrases.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of the present inven-
tion and its advantages, reference is now made to the follow-
ing description taken in conjunction with the accompanying
drawings, in which like reference numerals represent like
parts:

FIG. 1 illustrates a schematic representation of a prior art
DAC architecture;

FIG. 2 illustrates a schematic representation of a DAC
architecture of the present invention;

FIG. 3 illustrates a simplified model schematic represen-
tation of a reference circuit having a buffered R-string archi-
tecture;

FIG. 4 illustrates a schematic representation of a highest
impedance point on a reference resistor string;

FIG. 5 illustrates a three dimensional curve that relates
power versus load capacitance versus a number of folds in the
digital-to-analog converter circuit of the present invention;

FIG. 6 illustrates a prior art sample and hold circuit;

FIG. 7 illustrates a timing diagram for the prior art sample
and hold circuit shown in FIG. 6;

FIG. 8 illustrates a prior art full decode multiplexer archi-
tecture;
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FIG. 9 illustrates a prior art tree decode multiplexer archi-
tecture;

FIG. 10 illustrates a prior art folded resistor string multi-
plexer architecture;

FIG. 11 illustrates an exemplary multi-dimensional multi-
plexer architecture of the present invention; and

FIG. 12 illustrates a prior art approximation circuit for
approximating an open circuit time constant of an output of a
multi-dimensional multiplexer of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

FIGS. 2 through 12, discussed below, and the various
embodiments used to describe the principles of the present
invention in this patent document are by way of illustration
only and should not be construed in any way to limit the scope
of the invention. Those skilled in the art will understand that
the principles of the present invention may be implemented
with any type of suitably arranged digital-to-analog converter
circuitry.

FIG. 2 illustrates a schematic representation of an ultra low
power DAC architecture 200 of the present invention. As
shown in FIG. 2, DAC architecture 200 comprises a number
(M+1) of DAC channels. The M+1 DAC channels are desig-
nated DAC Channel 0, DAC Channel 1, and so on, up through
DAC Channel M. DAC 200 architecture is based on a resistor
divider voltage reference resistor string 210. For each DAC
channel, the reference voltages are selected from the resistor
string 210 through a multiplexer. The selected reference volt-
age is then buffered so that a significant load can be driven
with the output of a DAC channel.

One end of resistor string 210 of DAC architecture 200 is
coupled to power supply V5, and the other end of resistor
string 210 is coupled to ground. As will be more fully
described below, resistor string 210 comprises a number of
resistor segments (designated R;,) coupled together sequen-
tially. The value of the total resistance (“R”) of resistor string
210 is the sum of the values of the resistance of the resistor
segments R .

DAC architecture 200 also comprises a number (M+1) of
multiplexers. The M+1 multiplexers are designated with ref-
erence numerals 220(0) through 220(M). There is one multi-
plexer for each of the M+1 DAC channels. Each multiplexer
has a range of five hundred twelve (512) to one (1) for select-
ing pixel reference voltages. The multiplexer 220(0) that is
associated with DAC Channel 0 is designated as MUX Chan-
nel 0. The multiplexer 220(1) that is associated with DAC
Channel 1 is designated as MUX Channel 1. The multiplexer
220(M) that is associated with DAC Channel M is designated
as MUX Channel M. The inputs of each multiplexer 220 are
coupledto the resistor string 210 in a manner that will be more
fully described below.

The pixel reference voltages from the resistor string 210
are digitally selected by the multiplexers. As shown in FIG. 2,
the inputs of MUX Channel 0 are connected to the resistor
string 210. MUX Channel 0 digitally selects the pixel refer-
ence voltages from the resistor string 210. The other multi-
plexers operate in the same manner.

The pixel reference voltage that is selected by each of the
M+1 multiplexers is output to an associated output buffer.
There is one output buffer associated with each multiplexer.
The M+1 output buffers are designated with reference numer-
als 230(0) through 230(M). The output buffer 230(0) that is
coupled to MUX Channel 0 is designated as Output Buffer 0.
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The output bufter 230(1) that is coupled to MUX Channel 1 is
designated as Output Buffer 1. The output buffer 230(M) that
is coupled to MUX Channel M is designated as Output Buffer
M.

The internal load capacitance (designated C,) between a
multiplexer and its output buffer comprises the parasitic
capacitances of routing, multiplexer devices, and the input
capacitance of the output buffer. The selected reference volt-
age is passed through its respective output buffer to drive a
large panel capacitance (designated Cp,pz;)-

There can be M+1 unique and independent DACs created
from the single voltage reference. The advantages of DAC
architecture 200 are (1) that is has inherent low power, (2) that
is has easy scalability to add additional DAC channels, (3)
built-in gamma correction using non-uniform divider resis-
tors, and (4) that the DAC channels will match to within the
offset of two output buffers.

In order to minimize power consumption in the resistor
string 210, the value of the total resistance (“R”) of resistor
string 210 is made relatively high. However, a large value of
R degrades the settling time. Therefore, it is desirable to
reduce the output impedance of the resistor string 210.

In order to reduce the output impedance of the resistor
string 210, the resistor string 210 is buffered by adding refresh
buffers 240 at the binary fold points of the resistor string 210.
The binary fold points are the points of maximum equivalent
driving point resistance. The resistor string 210 is buffered at
the binary fold points by creating 2” segments of the resistor
string 210. Each time the resistor string is folded, the worst
case impedance, seen looking into the resistor string 210, will
be cut in half.

Consider, for example, the arrangement that is shown in
FIG. 2. Dividing the resistor string 210 into four (4) equal
segments requires three (3) refresh buffers 240. This reduces
the driving source impedance from R/4 (in the case of a single
fold) to R/16. Generally there are 2V-1 refresh buffers 240
required where N is equal to the number of “folds”. In the
arrangement that is shown in FI1G. 2, there are three (3) refresh
butfers because there are two (2) folds. The expression 2V-1
is equal to three (3) when the value of N is equal to two (2).

Prior art arrangements require the use of a second resistor
string in order to provide a voltage to the refresh buffers.
Providing a second resistor string requires additional cir-
cuitry. The second resistor string also consumes additional
power. It is also difficult to match the two resistor strings.

In the present invention, the resistor string 210 is buffered
by adding refresh buffers 240 at the binary fold points of the
resistor string 210. Therefore, the present invention does not
require the use of a second resistor string.

FIG. 3 illustrates a circuit diagram that shows a reference
circuit 300 that has a buffered R-string architecture. The
reference circuit 300 has two “folds.” Each time a fold is
created, a refresh buffer 240 is inserted at the center point of
the unit resistors (designated R;,). The point in a resistor
string with the highest effective impedance is the center point
between two refresh buffers (or a refresh buffer and a supply
rail). Therefore, it is logical to place the refresh buffer 240 at
this center point to reduce the impedance. The number of unit
resistors (R,,) is equal to 2" when N is the number of folds and
the total number of refresh buffer amplifiers is (2¥-1). The
resistance R is the total series resistance of a multiplexer 220
of the type that is shown in FIG. 2.

To ensure an adequate settling time, a general expression
for minimizing power and achieving settling time will be
derived. The total system power is given by the expression:

Prorar=Ppurrer+Presistor (Eq. 1)
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The power that is dissipated in the total value of resistance
of' the resistor string 210 is given by the expression:

V2 (Eq. 2

PrEsisTorR = —
R

where the letter R represents the total resistance of the
resistor string 210 (N times R,)). The power dissipated in the
refresh buffer 240 is given by the expression:

Ppyrrer=VxIpx(2V-1) (Eq. 3)

The term I, represents the refresh buffer amplifier bias
current consumption. It is important to include this term in the
power calculations because the refresh buffer power will have
an effect on how many folds are used. Finally, the total ref-
erence power is equal to the power dissipated in the resistor
and in the amplifiers.

v? " (Eq. 4
Prorar = x +Vx,x2" -1)

The next step is to calculate the worst case setting of the
load capacitor. FIG. 4 illustrates a more detailed circuit dia-
gram 400 of the highest impedance point on the resistor string
210. The worst case output impedance is naturally the center
point of the unit resistor (R;,) between two refresh buffer
amplifiers. This is because the refresh buffer amplifiers have
much higher output impedance than the power supplies. The
expression for Z,,; is found to be:

Ry (Eq. 5)

Referring to FIG. 3, the time constant § is seen to be:
(Eq. 6)

The time constant T is specified by considering the settling
time requirement. For a nine (9) bit digital-to-analog con-
verter (DAC), a total settling time of five (5) time constants (5
times T) is required to settle to an accuracy of one Least
Significant Bit (LSB). Settling time must also be allotted to
the output buffer 230. After the maximum settling time for the
reference has been determined, one can divide that value by
five (5) to find the time constant . Substituting Equation 5
into Equation 6 and solving for R, one obtains:

T=(ZpntRXConr

- T _Rr)- (Eq. 7)
Ru—4X(CINT—R5) 2><r0

The number of unit resistors is related to the total resistance

R by the expression:
R=2"xRy; (Eq. 8)

Solving for N one obtains the expression:

o g( % ) (Eq. 9)

log2




US 7,504,979 B1

7

After inserting the value of R ., from Equation 7, one has an
expression for N in which R is the only unknown value.

R (Eq. 10)

log 4r

N= Cinr

—2Xro—4%XRg

log2

Similarly, by using Equation 8, another useful expression
for 2 can be found:

o R (Bq. 11)
7

—T —2><r0—4><R5

Civr

Putting the expression for 2” that is set forth in Equation 11
into the expression for the total reference power that is set
forth in Equation 4 gives the following expression:

» v vl R (Eq. 12)
TR bx[m_ ]
Cinr o s

Now that one has an expression for the number of folds in
terms of R-string resistance and other constants, one has an
expression for the total power that has R as the only variable.
One can now find the minimum total power by differentiating
the total power P, ,,, of Equation 12 with respect to R and
then setting the result to zero and solving for R to find the
minimum of the function:

vz (Bq. 13)

ﬁJ’(

9 ProraL VXl

arR

4T
—2><r0—4><R5)

Cinr

Finally, the value of R that results in a minimum value for
the total system power is found to be given by the expression:

(Eq. 14)

4T
Vx(— —2><ro—4><R5]
R= Cine

I

After one has calculated the value of R from the system
constants and requirements, one can easily calculate the num-
ber of folds and the unit resistance (R,,) using the expression
for N that is set forth in Equation 10.

Having mathematical expressions for determining the opti-
mal number of folds to be used for the lowest power is very
useful in designing a multi-channel DAC where scaling to a
number of DACs (e.g., scaling to M+1 DACs) is a crucial
feature. F1G. 5 illustrates a three dimensional curve 500 that
relates the power in milliwatts (mW) versus the load capaci-
tance (Cp,) in picofarads (pF) versus the number of folds
(N). The load capacitance C,,,is directly proportional to the
number (M+1) of DACs. FIG. 5 shows that increasing the
number of folds (N) as the load capacitance (C,,,) increases
will lower the value of power (mW).

The load capacitance (C ) represents the number of DAC
channels (M+1) using the resistor string 210 as a reference. It
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is interesting to note that as C,,,, increases, it becomes more
important to use folds. For a load capacitance of ten picofar-
ads (10 pF), it is noted that power can be reduced by a factor
of approximately three (3) by adding two (2) folds. This is a
very large power savings over prior art arrangements. The
method of the present invention determines the load capaci-
tance (Cp,7) and then determines the number of folds (N) for
the resistor string 210 that are required to minimize power
consumption in the resistor string 210.

A unique feature of the DAC architecture of the present
invention is the method that is used to buffer the resistor string
210. A switched capacitor circuit is used to sample the volt-
ages on the resistor string 210 during a quiescent period ofthe
conversion cycle. Then during the driving portion of the con-
version cycle, the resistor string 210 is driven by the refresh
butfer 240.

The refresh buffer 240 may be implemented by a sample
and hold circuit. For example, the prior art sample and hold
circuit 600 shown in FIG. 6 may be used. Sample and hold
circuit 600 is described in a publication by K. Sone et al.
entitled “A 10-b 100-Msample/s Pipelined Subranging BiC-
MOS ADC,” published in IEEE Journal of Solid-State Cir-
cuits, Volume 28, pp. 1180-1186, December 1993.

The voltage V,,,in FIG. 6 is the same point on the resistor
string 210 that V ,-is driving. The advantage of this sample
and hold circuit 600 is that clock feed-through and charge
injection are canceled. The cancellation occurs when the sam-
pling switches controlled by V., in FIG. 6 are turned off,
causing the extra charge to be stored in the feedback capacitor
as well as in the holding capacitor. This introduces an offset in
the feedback loop that cancels the voltage error on the holding
capacitor. This allows the use of very small holding capacitors
(C, and C,) that save space. The timing diagram 700 shown in
FIG. 7 describes the control signal sequencing.

During the first part of the conversion cycle, the resistor
string 210 is buffered. This will lower the effective output
impedance of the resistor string 210 and allow it to drive the
multiplexers 220 much faster. The refresh buffers 240 are then
disconnected during the second half of the conversion cycle.
Atthe end of the conversion cycle when the resistor string 210
is settled, the reference voltage can be sampled back into the
sample and hold circuit 600.

Because a CMOS amplifier is used, the only leaking path
that will cause droop is the reverse biased drain to bulk diodes
of'the input switch. This is a very low leakage path. Therefore,
it may only be necessary to sample the reference voltage once
every few hundred conversions. Regardless of the leakage,
errors in sampling or offsets in the refresh buffer amplifiers
will not affect the DAC accuracy. The refresh bufter amplifier
only drives the resistor string 210 for part of the conversion
cycle. As soon as the refresh buffer amplifier is disconnected,
the intrinsic drive of the resistor string 210 will return the
nodes to the proper voltage by the end of the conversion cycle.

It is also possible to save additional power by powering
down the refresh buffer amplifier 240 when it is not driving
the resistor string 210. This can potentially save seventy five
percent (75%) of the power in the refresh buffer amplifiers
240, depending on the duty cycle ofthe V ,,,,,. voltage. Unfor-
tunately, for high speed conversion, this power saving is not
always possible due to the long time constants that are
involved in powering up an amplifier. However, it may be
possible to put the amplifier into a “low power” mode with the
quiescent current greatly reduced and thereby approach the
seventy five percent (75%) theoretical power savings with a
V zive duty cycle of twenty five percent (25%).

We now turn to the implementation of the multiplexer
circuitry (also referred to as the decoder circuitry). FIG. 8















