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ULTRA LOW VOLTAGE CASCODE
CURRENT MIRROR

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

The present application is a divisional of U.S. application
Ser. No. 09/167,101, filed on Oct. 5, 1998, now issued as
U.S. Pat. No. 6,124,753.

BACKGROUND

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to current sources and, more
specifically, to cascode current sources operable at low and
variable voltages.

2. Description of the Related Art

Current sources are widely used in analog circuits. As DC
biasing elements, current sources are used extensively to
establish the DC bias levels within a circuit while providing
low sensitivity to power supply and temperature variations
of the overall circuit. Current sources are also widely used
as load devices in amplifier stages. The high incremental
impedance of the current mirror provides a high voltage gain
of amplifier stages at low power supply voltages.

FIG. 1 illustrates a current source 20 which includes three
identical PMOS transistors 22, 24, and 26 that provide
currents in respective branches 21, 23 and 25. Output node
N40 of branch 21 is connected to the gate and the drain
terminals of NMOS transistor 10. The source terminal of
NMOS transistor 10 is connected to ground. Output node
N42 of branch 13 is connected to the emitter terminal of PNP
transistor 11. The collector and the base terminals of tran-
sistor 11 are connected to ground. Output node N44 of
branch 25 is connected to one end of resistor 12. A second
end of resistor 12 is connected to ground.

Because the gate and the source terminals of transistors
22, 24 and 26 are connected to respective nodes N46 and
N45, transistors 22, 24 and 26 have substantially identical
gate-to-source voltages. Consequently, the major source of
mismatch between the magnitudes of currents 127, 128, or
129 is caused by differences between the values of the
voltage signals at output nodes N40, N42, and N44. Differ-
ences between currents at output nodes N40, N42 and N44
is also caused in part by noise or mismatches in the sizes of
PMOS transistors 22, 24, or 26. The differences in current
also cause voltage differences at nodes N40, N42, and N44.

To lessen the dependence of the magnitudes of currents
127, 128, and 129 on the values of voltages at respective
output nodes N40, N42, and N44 and thus to achieve a good
matching between the magnitudes of currents 127-129, it is
desirable that the small signal output impedance of output
nodes N40, N42, and N44 be high. A conventional technique
for increasing the output impedance of a current source is to
use a cascode configuration.

FIG. 2 illustrates a three-branch cascode current source 60
that is similar to current source 20 of FIG. 1, except that
current source 60 uses cascode transistors 13, 14, and 15 in
branches 21, 23, and 25, respectively. An input biasing
circuit 40 establishes a voltage at node N50 less than the
voltage at node N45. Transistors 13, 14, and 15 increase the
impedances at output nodes N40, N42, and N44, respec-
tively. Thus, current source 60 provides a much improved
matching among the magnitudes of currents 127, 128, and
129 compared to current source 20, shown in FIG. 1.

The cascode configuration of current source 60 achieves
a good current matching when the voltage across voltage

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

supply V1 and ground, exceeds a minimum threshold.
However, the trend is that the available voltage at V1 has
decreased due system designs. When the voltage at V1 falls
below a minimum threshold limit, e.g. 2.0 volts, and the
voltage between nodes N50 and N45 is less than V1, e.g. 1.5
volts, a voltage across the drain-to-source terminals of
cascode transistors 13, 14, and 15 becomes negligible,
thereby rendering current mirror 60 inoperable at low supply
voltages. Thus, for acceptable operation of current source
60, more supply voltage is required than is available.

Therefore, what is needed is a current source with a high
output impedance that is also capable of operating from low
supply voltages.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A first embodiment provides a current source for provid-
ing matched currents at low and variable bias voltages
including 1) a first circuit for providing a reference current;
2) a first transistor including a control terminal, first
terminal, and second terminal, the control terminal is
coupled to the first circuit; 3) a second transistor including
a control terminal, first terminal, and second terminal, with
a first current density, the second terminal is coupled to
receive the first current; 4) a third transistor including a
control terminal, first terminal, and second terminal, the
control terminal is coupled to the control terminal of the first
transistor and the second terminal provides a second current;
5) a fourth transistor including a control terminal, first
terminal, and second terminal, with a second current density,
the first terminal is coupled to receive the second current and
the second terminal provides a third current to a load; 6) a
fifth transistor including a control terminal, first terminal,
and second terminal, the control terminal is coupled to the
control terminal of the third transistor and the second
terminal provides a fourth current; and 7) a bias circuit
coupled to the control terminal of the fourth transistor and
the second terminal of the fifth transistor for providing a
voltage at the second terminal of the fifth transistor and a
voltage at the control terminal of the fourth transistor so that
a voltage at the first terminal of the fourth transistor and a
voltage at the second terminal of the second transistor
match.

The bias circuit of the current source of the first embodi-
ment can include: a sixth transistor including a control
terminal, first terminal, and second terminal, with a third
current density, the control terminal is coupled to the control
terminal of the fourth transistor, the second terminal is
coupled to the control terminal, and the first terminal is
coupled to the second terminal of the fifth transistor; a
seventh transistor including a control terminal, first terminal,
and second terminal, with a fourth current density, the
second terminal is coupled to the control terminal of the
sixth transistor and the control terminal is coupled to the
second terminal of the fifth transistor; the third current
density matches the second current density and the fourth
current density matches the first current density.

In an embodiment, an aspect ratio of the sixth transistor
is approximately 400 to 1; an aspect ratio of the seventh
transistor is 20 to 5; and an aspect ratio of the fourth
transistor is 400 to 1.

In an embodiment, an aspect ratio of the fourth transistor
is larger than an aspect ratio of the sixth transistor.

A second embodiment provides a current source for
providing matched currents at low or variable bias voltages
including: a first circuit including a first transistor that
includes a control terminal, a first terminal, and second
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terminal, that provides a first current; a second circuit
including a second transistor that includes a control
terminal, a first terminal, and second terminal, that is
coupled to the first circuit and that provides an output current
to an output node; and a biasing circuit including a third
transistor that includes a control terminal, a first terminal,
and second terminal and a fourth transistor that includes a
control terminal, a first terminal, and second terminal,
coupled to the second circuit. The biasing circuit provides a
voltage at the first terminal of the third transistor and a
voltage at the control terminal of the second transistor so that
a voltage at the first terminal of the second transistor and a
voltage at the second terminal of the first transistor match.

In an embodiment, a current density of the first transistor
and the fourth transistor are approximately the same and a
current density of the second transistor and the third tran-
sistor are approximately the same.

In an embodiment, an aspect ratio of the second transistor
is approximately the same as an aspect ratio of the third
transistor.

In an embodiment, an aspect ratio of the second transistor
is larger than an aspect ratio of the third transistor.

In an embodiment, the first and fourth transistors are a
first conductivity type; and the second and third transistors
are a second conductivity type. The first and second con-
ductivity types are opposite.

The present invention is better understood upon consid-
eration of the detailed description below, in conjunction with
the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a current source 20 of the prior art
having different load devices connected to output branches
thereof.

FIG. 2 illustrates a cascoded current source 60 as known
in the prior art.

FIG. 3A illustrates a cascode current source 100A in
accordance with an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3B illustrates an embodiment of the present inven-
tion depicted in FIG. 3A with additional current generating
circuits 80B and 80C.

FIG. 4A illustrates an IPTAT generator circuit 2004, a
possible use of embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 4B depicts IPTVBE generator circuit 200B, a pos-
sible use of embodiments of the present invention.

Note that use of the same reference numbers in different
figures indicates the same or like elements.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A cascode current source 100A, in accordance with a first
embodiment of the present invention is shown in FIG. 3A.
Current source 100A includes conventional reference circuit
65, first output circuit 70, second output circuit 80, and
biasing circuit 90. Current source 100A provides an second
output current 12 to load 85 that is to be matched to current
L., of conventional reference circuit 65.

Conventional reference circuit 65 provides a bias voltage
to node N46 and a reference current I, » As depicted in FIG.
3A, conventional reference circuit 65 includes operational
amplifier 42, NMOS transistor 40, resistor 44, and PMOS
transistor 21. Source terminal 21a of PMOS transistor 21 is
coupled to node N45. Gate terminal 21¢ of PMOS transistor
21 is coupled to the output terminal of operational amplifier
42. Drain terminal 400 and gate terminal 40c of NMOS
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transistor 40 are coupled to a first input terminal of opera-
tional amplifier 42. Drain terminal 40b receives a suitable
current from a current source not depicted. Source terminal
40a of NMOS transistor 40 is coupled to ground. Resistor 44
and drain terminal 215 of PMOS transistor 21 are coupled to
a second input terminal of operational amplifier 42. In this
embodiment, resistor 44 can range approximately 1 ohm to
10 megaohms. Drain terminal 215 of PMOS transistor 21
provides reference current I,

First output circuit 70 includes a PMOS transistor 22 and
an NMOS transistor 30. The source terminal 22a, drain
terminal 22b, and gate terminal 22¢ of PMOS transistor 22
are connected to respective nodes N45, N47, and N46.
Voltage supply 95 is applied to node N45. Drain terminal
3056 and gate terminal 30c of NMOS transistor 30 are
connected to node N47 and the source terminal 30a of
transistor 30 is connected to ground. Transistor 22 generates
first output current I1 that approximately replicates current
L, of conventional reference circuit 65.

Second output circuit 80 includes PMOS transistor 23 and
PMOS transistor 31. Source terminal 23, drain terminal
23b, and gate terminal 23¢ of PMOS transistor 23 are
connected to respective nodes N45, N48, and N46. Source
terminal 31a, drain terminal 31b, and gate terminal 31c of
PMOS transistor 31 are connected to respective nodes N48§,
N49, and N50. Load 85 is connected between drain terminal
31b and ground. PMOS transistor 31 provides second output
current 12 to load 85.

Biasing circuit 90 includes PMOS transistor 24, PMOS
transistor 32, and NMOS transistor 33. Source terminal 24a
is coupled to node N45. Gate terminal 24¢ is coupled to gate
terminal 23¢ and gate terminal 22¢ (node N46). Drain
terminal 24b is coupled to source terminal 32a of PMOS
transistor 32 and gate terminal 33¢ of NMOS transistor 33,
node 52. Gate terminal 32¢ and drain terminal 326 of PMOS
transistor 32 are coupled to drain terminal 33b of NMOS
transistor 33. Source terminal 33a is coupled to ground.
Biasing circuit 90 provides a voltage at node N52 such that
currents I1 and 12 approximately match.

Thus conventional reference circuit 65 generates refer-
ence current I, and first output circuit 70 generates first
output current Ii that replicates I, Second output circuit 80
outputs second output current 12, a replica of first output
current I1, to load 85.

In the first embodiment of the present invention, the
current density of PMOS transistor 32 approximately
matches the current density of PMOS transistor 31.
Similarly, the current density of NMOS transistor 33
approximately matches the current density of transistor 30.
PMOS transistor 32 has a large channel-width to channel-
length ratio (“aspect ratio”) relative to that of the NMOS
transistor 33. In this embodiment the aspect ratio of PMOS
transistor 32 is approximately 400:1 or 200:0.5, and the
aspect ratio of NMOS transistor 33 is approximately 20:5.

Transistors 22 and 23 exhibit similar gate-to-source volt-
ages because transistors 22 and 23 are matched in physical
geometry, gate terminal 22¢ and gate terminal 23¢ are
connected to node N46, and because source terminal 22a
and source terminal 23a are connected to node N45. To
improve the matching between the magnitudes of currents I1
and 12, transistors 22 and 23 should have similar drain-to-
source voltages, (i.c., the voltages at nodes N47 and N48
should match). For best matching, transistors 22 and 23
should be located close to each other. Also, well known
common centroid lay out techniques should be used to reject
gradients.
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Transistor 31 reduces a difference between the drain-to-
source voltages of transistors 22 and 23, and thereby
improves the matching between currents I1 and 12. In the
first embodiment of the present invention, PMOS transistor
31 has an aspect ratio that matches the aspect ratio of PMOS
transistor 32, i.e., 400/1 or 200/0.5. Increasing the aspect
ratio of PMOS transistor 31 reduces the difference between
the voltages at gate terminal 31¢ and source terminal 31a of
PMOS transistor 31, namely the difference between the
voltages at nodes N50 and N48, necessary to achieve a level
of current conduction through PMOS transistor 31. The
large aspect ratio of PMOS transistor 31 thus allows current
mirror 100A to provide a same level of second output current
12 at decreasing levels of supply voltage 95.

Biasing circuit 90 provides voltages at node N52 and node
N50 that cause the second output current 12 to match first
output current I1. Current I3 is necessary to begin the
operation of biasing circuit 90. In this embodiment, current
13 is approximately the same value as first output current I1.
Current I3 can also be scaled larger than or less than the
value of first output current I1. The voltage at node N47,
Vs 18 represented by the gate-to-source voltage of tran-
sistor 30, V¢ 50- The voltage at node N48, V. is repre-
sented by the following equation:

VN48=VN52_VSG732+VSG731
where

Vs, represents the voltage at node N52;

Vo 32 represents the source to gate voltage of PMCS

transistor 32; and

Vs 31 represents the source to gate voltage of PMOS

transistor 31.

Voltages Vg, 5, and Vg, 5, approximately match each
other because PMOS transistor 32 has approximately the
same current density as PMOS transistor 31. Thus V.,
equals V.. The voltage V5, is equal to the gate to source
voltage of NMOS transistor 33, Vg 55. S0, Vg equals
Vs 33 Since NMOS transistor 33 has approximately the
same current density as transistor 30, voltage Vg 53
approximately equals voltage Vg 5, and so V. approxi-
mately equals V,,,. Consequently, second output current 12
should approximately match first output current I1.

Thus the biasing circuit 90 provides a voltage at node N52
and a voltage at node NS0 such that second output current
12 into load 85 substantially matches first output current I1
even at low voltages of supply voltage 95. In this
embodiment, first output current I1 will match 12 where I1
ranges from 0.001 to 10 mA.

In the current source 60 of FIG. 2, each branch is coupled
in a cascode configuration including transistors 13, 14, and
15. In contrast, in this embodiment of the present invention,
only a voltage of second output circuit 80 is controlled by
extra cascode circuitry. Therefore less voltage is used in
second output circuit 80 than in the current source 60.

Additional currents may be generated which match first
output current I1. For example, FIG. 3B depicts current
source 100B with currents 14 and IS generated using two
replicas of second output circuit 80, circuits 80B and 80C.
Not depicted in FIG. 3B is conventional reference circuit 65
of FIG. 3A. Transistors 23B and 23C are provided to be
approximately the same size as transistor 23 or scaled to a
larger or smaller size than transistor 23. Transistors 31B and
31C are approximately the same size as PMOS transistor 31
or scaled to a larger or smaller size than PMOS transistor 31.
Consequently, currents 14 and IS approximately match cur-
rents 12 and I1 because voltages at nodes N48B, N48C, N48,
and N47 approximately match.
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A second embodiment of the present invention provides a
current source that is the same as current source 100A of the
first embodiment of the present invention except the aspect
ratio of PMOS transistor 31 is slightly larger than the aspect
ratio of PMOS transistor 32. Asuitable aspect ratio of PMOS
transistor 31 is approximately 440/1. Increasing the aspect
ratio of PMOS transistor 31 allows the voltage at node N48
to match the voltage at N47 even for increasing voltages at
node N49. The higher aspect ratio of PMOS transistor 31
makes the voltage at source terminal 3a, node N48, less
sensitive to increasing voltages at drain terminal 315, node
N49. Thus matching of currents I1 and I2 can be maintained
for increasing voltages at node N49.

The first or second embodiments of the present invention
may be used in temperature sensors, low voltage band gap
references, or other bias circuits where a low supply voltage
is provided and currents must be generated which match a
reference current. For example, temperature sensor and band
gap circuits include a “Current Proportional to Absolute
Temperature” (IPTAT) circuit and a “Current Proportional to
Voltage-Base-Emitter” (IPTVBE) circuit.

FIG. 4A depicts a suitable IPTAT circuit 200A. FIG. 4B
depicts a suitable IPTVBE circuit 200B. IPTAT circuit 200A
of FIG. 4A provides an output voltage and current to node
N100. Current I100 increases with increasing temperature of
IPTAT circuit 200A. IPTVBE circuit 200B of FIG. 4B
generates current [110. Current 1110 decreases with increas-
ing temperature of IPTVBE circuit 200B. A temperature
sensing circuit measures and subtracts the difference
between current 1100 of IPTAT circuit 200A and current
1110 of IPTVBE circuit 200B. A band gap circuit sums
currents 1100 and 1110.

Where the first embodiment of the present invention is
used in IPTAT generator circuit 200A of FIG. 4A, transistors
107 and 111 have the same current density. Transistors 109,
110, and 112 have the same current density, transistors
101-105 have the same current density. Transistor 108 has
a current density that is 1/10 or 1/20 times the current
density of transistor 107. Resistor 160 is 9 kiloohms where
transistor 108 has 1/10 times the current density of transistor
107 and 18 kiloohms where transistor 108 has 1/20 times the
current density of transistor 107. This is consistent with a 90
mV per decade change for modern transistors. Biasing
circuit 190 causes the voltages at nodes N101 and N104 to
match so that currents 1101 and 1100 match one another.

Where the second embodiment of the present invention is
used in IPTAT generator circuit 200A, transistors 109 and
112 have a slightly larger current density than transistor 110.
Transistors 109 and 112 have a current density of 5 to 10%
lower than the current density of transistor 110. IPTAT
generator circuit 200A matches currents 1102 and 1100 even
where resistors R1 and R2 provide high voltages.

IPTVBE generator circuit 200B of FIG. 4B includes
biasing circuit 290 similar to biasing circuit 90 described
earlier with respect to FIG. 3A. Where the first embodiment
of the present invention is used in IPTVBE generator circuit
200B, the aspect ratio and current density of transistor 292
of biasing circuit 290 matches the aspect ratio and current
density of PMOS transistors 262, 266, 268, and 298. Thus
biasing circuit 290 cancels systematic variations in the
threshold voltages of PMOS transistors 262, 266, 268, and
298. Transistors 250, 256, 258, and 260 have the same aspect
ratio and current density. Therefore, the current 1110
matches current IPTAT because the gate to source voltages
of PMOS transistors 268 and 262 match.

The input terminals of amplifier 276 are coupled to
resistors 272, 274, and 278. Current I from transistor

Servo
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252 power amplifier 276. Due to the coupling of input
terminal 284 of amplifier 276 between resistor 272 and
resistor 274, the voltage at the input terminal 284 can be
lower than previously known. Thus amplifier 276 can oper-
ate at a low voltage provided at input terminal 284. A
suitable value of resistor 272 is 400 kiloohms and suitable
values of resistors 274 and 278 are 200 kiloohms. A suitable
value of resistor 280 is 100 or 200 kiloohms.

When the second embodiment of the present invention is
used in IPTVBE generator circuit 200B, the aspect ratio and
current density of PMOS transistors 262, 266, 268, and 298
is slightly larger than the aspect ratio and current density of
PMOS transistor 292 of biasing circuit 290. PMOS transis-
tors 262, 266, 268, and 298 have a current density of 5 or
10% less than that of transistor 292. IPTVBE generator
circuit 200B matches currents 1110 and IPTAT even where
transistor 282 and resistor 280 provide high voltages.

The foregoing description of the embodiments of the
invention has been presented for purposes of illustration and
description. It is not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the
invention to the precise form disclosed. Numerous modifi-
cations or variations are possible in light of the above
teachings. For example, the relationship between currents
L. 11,12 can be varied by varying the size of transistors 21,
22, and 23. The MOS transistors can be replaced with BJT
transistors. The embodiments were chosen and described to
provide the best illustration of the principles of the invention
and its practical application to thereby enable one of ordi-
nary skill in the art to utilize the invention in various
embodiments and with various modifications which are
suited to the particular use contemplated.

What is claimed is:
1. A current source for providing matched currents at low
and variable bias voltages comprising:

a first circuit for providing a reference voltage;

a first transistor including a control terminal, first
terminal, and second terminal receiving said reference
voltage at said control terminal and said first terminal
being coupled to a supply voltage;

a second transistor including a control terminal, a first
terminal, and a second terminal, said first terminal of
said second transistor being coupled to said second
terminal of said first transistor, and said second termi-
nal of said second transistor being coupled to a ground
reference;

a third transistor including a control terminal, a first
terminal, and a second terminal, said control terminal
of said third transistor being coupled to receive said
reference voltage and said first terminal of said third
transistor being coupled to said supply voltage;

a fourth transistor including a control terminal, a first
terminal, and a second terminal, said control terminal
of said fourth transistor receiving a bias voltage, said
first terminal of said fourth transistor being coupled to
said second terminal of said third transistor, and said
second terminal of said fourth transistor being coupled
to a terminal of a load circuit; and
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a bias circuit comprising:

a fifth transistor having a control terminal, a first
terminal and a second terminal, said control terminal
being coupled to receive said reference voltage, said
first transistor being coupled to said supply voltage;

a sixth transistor having a control terminal, a first
terminal and a second terminal; and

a seventh transistor having a control terminal, a first
terminal and a second terminal, said second terminal
of said seventh transistor being coupled to said
ground reference, wherein (a) said control terminal
of said seventh transistor, said first terminal of said
sixth transistor and said second terminal of said fifth
transistor are commonly connected, and (b) said first
terminal of said seventh transistor, said control ter-
minal of said sixth transistor and said second termi-
nal of said sixth transistor are commonly connected
to provide said bias voltage.

2. The current source of claim 1 wherein an aspect ratio
of the sixth transistor is approximately 400 to 1.

3. The current source of claim 1 wherein an aspect ratio
of the seventh transistor is approximately 20 to 5.

4. The current source of claim 1 wherein an aspect ratio
of the fourth transistor is approximately 400 to 1.

5. The current source of claim 1 wherein an aspect ratio
of the fourth transistor is larger than an aspect ratio of the
sixth transistor.

6. The current source of claim 1, wherein an aspect ratio
of said sixth transistor is greater than the aspect ratio of said
seventh transistor.

7. A current source for providing matched currents at low
or variable bias voltages comprising:

a first circuit including a first transistor that includes a
control terminal, a first terminal, and second terminal,
that provides said first transistor a first current density;

a second circuit including a second transistor that includes
a control terminal, a first terminal, and a second
terminal, that is coupled to the first circuit and that
provides an output current to an output node; and

a biasing circuit including a third transistor that includes
a control terminal, a first terminal, and second terminal
and a fourth transistor that includes a control terminal,
a first terminal, and second terminal, wherein said bias
circuit (a) provides said fourth transistor with substan-
tially said first current density of said first transistor, (b)
provides said third transistor a current in said fourth
transistor, such that said fourth transistor has a second
current density, and (c) mirrors substantially second
said current density onto said second transistor.

8. The current source of claim 7 wherein an aspect ratio
of the second transistor is approximately the same as an
aspect ratio of the third transistor.

9. The current source of claim 7 wherein an aspect ratio
of the second transistor is larger than an aspect ratio of the
third transistor.

10. The current source of claim 7 wherein the first and
fourth transistors are a first conductivity type; and the
second and third transistors are a second conductivity type,
wherein the first and second conductivity types are opposite.
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