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SYNCHRONIZATION OF DIGITAL SYSTEMS
USING OPTICAL PULSES AND
MDOULATORS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally digital systems,
and more particularly to the synchronization of logic signals
within a digital system.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In digital systems, it is important that logic signals are
synchronized within defined time windows so that valid
logical decisions can be made. As a result, digital systems
often have so-called “clock” signals that are intended to
define these time windows. As would be understood by a
person skilled in the art, some of the problems associated
with the synchronization of logic signals within a large
digital system are that different circuits within the system
can have different amounts of delay and that the intercon-
nections between different parts of a system may have
different propagation delays. These problems are known
collectively as “signal skew”. Solving signal skew problems
by electronic means can involve building additional circuits,
such as buffers and clock recovery circuits, that can add to
the overall cost of a digital system, while at the same time
slowing down the operation of the system. Moreover, with
the inclusion of these additional circuits, the advantages of
the relative simplicity of a system in which all signals are
synchronous are lost.

Heretofore, the prior art has only to a limited extent
addressed the problem of signal skew in digital systems
using technologies other than those including purely elec-
tronic means. For example, U.S. Pat. No. 4,959,540 to Fan
et al. discloses an optical clock system for high speed
computing systems which uses a direct optical connection to
active devices in the computing system to eliminate signal
skew due to passive circuit elements. U.S. Pat. No. 5,250,
816 to Kitamura discloses another clock signal supply unit
which transforms an electrical clock signal into a light signal
which is then transmitted to specific semiconductor chips in
the system having photodetectors capable of receiving the
light signal. In this way clock skew caused by impedance of
aluminum wires is eliminated.

The above references address the problem of initially
generating a series of properly timed clock signals in a
digital system using technologies other than those including
purely electronic means. Certain digital systems, however,
such as those found in digital telecommunications systems,
require re-synchronization of timing signals that have begun
to “mis-behave” as they travel throughout a communications
network. In this case, the above references would not be
helpful in addressing the problem of signal skew as it relates
to such a system. Accordingly, there is a need for a more
efficient manner in which to handle signal skew as it relates
to the re-synchronization of timing signals as they travel
within a digital system, for example, a digital communica-
tions system.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention solves the above problems by
providing synchronization of logic signals in a digital sys-
tem using optical pulses generated from optical modulators.
In one embodiment of the present invention, electrically
driven optical modulators are positioned at electrical outputs
of interest, and the modulators are read out in accordance

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

55

60

65

2

with synchronized optical pulses produced from a timing
source, where the optical pulse lengths are relatively short
compared to the electrical output pulse length. The resulting
modulated optical pulses output from the optical modulators
are then all once more synchronous, with the skew in the
original electrical signals having been removed. These opti-
cal pulses can then be communicated over optical channels,
such as fiber or free space, with well controlled delay,
thereby also reducing problems of variable delay in electri-
cal connections. The optical signals can then be read by
photodetectors at the inputs to further stages of digital
processing, giving inputs that are synchronized once more
despite the different delays or skews in the original electrical
signals.

In an alternate embodiment of the present invention, the
signals generated from the optical modulators are amplified
by a given amount by an optical amplifier in order to reduce
the amount of power required by pulses generated from a
single timing source. In another embodiment of the present
invention, laser diode amplifiers are used in place of the
optical modulator/optical amplifier combination.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

For a better understanding of the present invention, ref-
erence may be had to the following description of exemplary
embodiments thereof, considered in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 shows a circuit diagram for one embodiment of an
optical synchronization scheme for logic signals of a digital
system accomplished in accordance with principles of the
present invention;

FIG. 2 shows a timing diagram illustrating the results of
the present invention re-synchronization methodology; and

FIG. 3 shows a circuit diagram for an alternate embodi-
ment of an optical synchronization scheme for logic signals
of a digital system accomplished in accordance with prin-
ciples of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present invention is an apparatus and method for the
synchronization of logic signals in a digital system using
optical pulses generated from optical modulators. Although
the present invention is described with reference to an
exemplary embodiment of a digital system having particular
applicability to the telecommunications industry, it would be
understood that the synchronization methodology of the
present invention may also be used with other types of
digital systems not directly related to the telecommunica-
tions field.

Referring to FIG. 1, there is shown one exemplary
embodiment of a digital system 100 used in conjunction
with the optical synchronization methodology of the present
invention. As shown, the digital system 100 includes a
plurality of “N” line cards 102 which are adapted to receive
digital data and which are embodied, for example, at a node
or switch location of a telecommunications network. A
typical problem with a digital system, such as that shown in
FIG. 1, is that signal data, for example ATM data, is received
at multiple inputs of the system 100, i.e., at the line cards
102, but the data is not synchronized. That is, the line cards
102 produce data at a correct repetition rate, but because of
the physical makeup of the system and other system char-
acteristics which create signal skew problems, the timing of
each of the line cards may drift such that the timing needs
to be constantly adjusted.
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The present invention solves the above timing drift prob-
lem by re-timing the received timing signals using short
optical pulses to automatically synchronize or
re-synchronize the received signals. As shown in FIG. 1, an
optical clock 104 generates a relatively short optical timing
pulse compared to the electrical signal, having a duration of,
for example, between 10-100 ps and power output of 30 mV
—1 W. In a switch system having N line cards 102, the optical
pulse enters a 1 :(N+1) splitter 106, where the single optical
pulse is split up into “N+1” beams. A single beam synchro-
nizes latch inputs 108 of the line cards 102 and the remain-
der of the individual beams are directed, respectively,
toward optical modulators 110 that are coupled to outputs of
the individual line cards 102. The optical modulators 110 are
electrically driven using the respective data received at each
line card, but are read out using the synchronized optical
timing pulses generated from the optical clock 104. The
modulated optical pulses output from the optical modulators
110 result in synchronized optical pulses with the skew in
the original electrical signals having been removed. These
optical pulses can then be communicated over optical
channels, such as fiber or free space, with well controlled
delay, thereby also reducing problems of variable delay in
electrical connections. For example, as would be
understood, in optics the delay of different paths can be
controlled accurately by control of the optical path length.
The optical signals can then be read by photodetectors at the
inputs to further stages of the digital system, giving inputs
that are synchronized once more despite the different delays
or skews in the original electrical signals.

FIG. 2 shows a graphic illustration 200 of the re-timing
performed by the optical synchronization scheme of the
present invention. As shown, an optical pulse train 202 is
generated from the optical clock and directed toward the
optical modulators. Timing diagrams 204 for electrical sig-
nals having differing delays and generated from different
ones of the line cards 102 are shown beneath the optical
pulse train 202. As can be seen, the signals produced from
the line cards are out of synchronization with one another
and accordingly would be considered skewed in relation to
one another. In accordance with the principles of the present
invention, the signals produced from the line cards are then
input to the optical modulators, wherein the optical modu-
lators are read out in accordance with the optical pulse train
202 directed thereto. As shown beneath the timing diagram
for the electrical signals 204, this results in a synchronized
optical signal pulse train 206 being produced at the outputs
of the optical modulators. As has been discussed, the optical
pulses are intended to be short relative to the duration of the
electrical pulses.

As a practical matter, in order to transmit data at 155 MHz
or 622 MHz utilizing only the optical modulators, up to 90
mW per line of average power is required. For an ATM
switching system of the type shown in FIG. 1 which includes
1024 lines, this equates to (90 mW)x(1024)=92 W, which
makes this type of power output requirement unrealistic. A
solution is to add an optical amplifier 111 with a gain of
between 50-100times the input signal to each line. This
results in hard synchronized outputs having the proper
output power at the outputs of the digital system 100
corresponding to of each of the line cards 104. Each line now
outputs a 100 ps pulse, for example, that is precision
synchronized to the other lines and that is protected against
drift. As would be understood, as long as the pulses arrive
within a designated time window T, as illustrated in FIG. 1,
amplitude is not affected. As shown in FIG. 1, the optical
modulators 110 are Quantum-well reflective modulators, it
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4

would be understood, however, that other types of optical
modulating devices could also be used. These would include
other electroabsorption modulators, such as bulk semicon-
ductor modulators, electrooptic modulators, such as Lithium
Niobate devices, or electrically gated optical amplifiers.
Also as shown in FIG. 1, the optical clock 104 includes a
clock regeneration circuit 112 which taps off of the clock
signal that is input to at least one of the line cards 104. The
clock regeneration circuit 112 is coupled to an optical
sampling source 114 which in turn has an output coupled to
the splitter 106.

The synchronization methodology of the present inven-
tion has the advantage that all optical outputs are of the same
wavelength and therefore the system need not be achroma-
tized or adjusted for specific wavelengths. Since the wave-
lengths are all the same, this also indicates that the laser
diode amplifiers need not be wavelength selected. As shown
in FIG. 1, besides the optical modulator 110, the system
would only require the cost of an additional amplifier per
line to implement the synchronization scheme. As would be
understood, a larger amplifier may additionally or alterna-
tively also be placed further up-line for appropriate signal
amplification.

Referring to FIG. 3, an alternate embodiment of the
present invention optical synchronization system 300 is
shown. In a similar fashion to FIG. 1, a digital system is
shown which includes N line cards 302 for receiving ATM
data. An optical clock 304, for example, a mode-locked
optical clock with preamplifier generates a pulse train of
synchronized optical pulses which are input to an optical
splitter 306. As shown, a typical pulse which is generated to
a 1x1024 splitter will be approximately a 500 mW pulse at
185 MHz with a 300 ps duration and 850 nm wavelength.
Typically, one of the beams output from the splitter 306 is
used to control the latch inputs 308 for the plurality of line
cards. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 3, the remainder of
the beams output from the splitter 306 are input directly to
laser diode amplifiers 310 which also receive a correspond-
ing output from each of the line cards 302. The amplifiers
310 are preferably gain modulated fiber-pigtailed semicon-
ductor amplifiers which serve the dual function of providing
modulation as well as gain. That is, the line cards 302
electrically modulate the laser gain to provide an amplified
and modulated output in accordance with the optical pulse
train generated by the optical clock 304. By receiving data
from the line cards using direct optical modulation of the
diode amplifiers 310, the need for purely optical modulators
is eliminated. This is advantageous in that most optical
modulators are lossy and are not always available in com-
mercially packaged units. One source of laser diode ampli-
fiers contemplated for use with the present invention is the
David Sarnoff Research Center, CN 53000, Princeton, NJ
08543, wherein the amplifiers are referenced as super lumi-
nescent diodes (SLD) and optical amplifiers and are avail-
able in wavelengths from 800 nm to 1600 nm.

The present invention optical synchronization scheme
provides hard synchronized outputs at the outputs of the
laser diode amplifiers 310 with an output power of 20mW/
beam, where all of the beams have the same wavelength, if
desired, thereby eliminating the need to achromatize the
optical system. As would be understood, it would be pos-
sible for the timing of the line card output to drift up to one
clock cycle, however, the short optical pulse of the present
invention system essentially “samples” the state of the node;
accordingly, the short pulse will not ever drift since all
pulses originate from the same source. The present invention
is also advantageous in that the wavelength specifications on
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the amplifiers is somewhat relaxed and the balancing of all
channels can be accomplished independently. That is, the
amplifiers 310 discussed with respect to FIG. 3 have a
shifted gain spectra and each of the channels can be inde-
pendently balanced by varying the electrical bits. The instant
embodiment is also advantageous in that the power require-
ments for the system 300 are substantially relaxed with a
draw of only 20 mW per channel. For a system of 1024 line
cards this equates to a total power draw of 20 W which is a
significant reduction over the embodiment shown in FIG. 1.

From the above, it should be understood that the embodi-
ments described, in regard to the drawings, are merely
exemplary and that a person skilled in the art may make
variations and modifications to the shown embodiments
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention.
For example, it would be understood by a person skilled in
the art that there are many methods of obtaining synchro-
nized optical pulses as used in the present invention, such as
deriving all of the pulses from a single source split along
many paths, as well as other well-known methods. All such
variations and modifications are intended to be included
within the scope of the invention as defined in the appended
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. In a system for processing digital electrical signals
wherein said processing of at least a portion of said signals
is referenced to a common timing signal an apparatus for
causing a re-synchronization of said digital electrical signals
with said timing reference, said apparatus comprising:

at least one signal source for providing at least one of said
digital electrical signals,

a source of optical signals operable to generate a sequence
of optical pulses, said pulses having a duration much
shorter than a duration of said digital electrical signals.
and including means for causing said sequence of
optical pulses to be synchronized with said timing
reference;

means for providing an input for said at least one signal
source with an output of said optical signal source: and

modulator means for causing said digital electrical signals
from said at least one signal source to be sampled in
synchronism with output pulses from said optical sig-
nal source, whereby an output of said modulator means
is representative of a digital state of said electrical
signal and in synchronism with said timing reference.

2. The apparatus of claim 1, further including an optical
splitter coupled between said optical signal source and one
or more of said modulator means for causing said sequence
of optical pulses to be replicated into a plurality of substan-
tially duplicate copies thereof, whereby one or more of said
copies is provided as a sampling signal to said one or more
of said modulator means.

3. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein said optical splitter
is further operable to cause one of said duplicate copies of
said sequence of optical pulses to be provided to said means
for providing an input.

4. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said modulator
means is selected from the group consisting of electroab-
sorption modulators and electrooptic modulators.

5. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said modulator
means is selected from the group consisting of Quantum-
well modulators, bulk semiconductor modulators, Lithium
Niobate devices and electrically gated optical amplifiers.

6. The apparatus of claim 1, further including at least one
amplifier for amplifying an output of said modulator means.

7. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said modulator
means is further operable to provide an amplification of said
output thereof.
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8. The apparatus of claim 7, wherein said modulator
means is a fiber-pigtailed laser diode amplifier.

9. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said optical pulses
produced from said optical signal source are in a range of
between 10-300 ps.

10. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said one or more of
said signal sources correspond to line cards of a node in a
telecommunications system.

11. The apparatus of claim 10, wherein signals from said
one or more signal sources include ATM data.

12. In a system for processing digital signals including
one or more sources of electrical signals to be processed and
wherein at least a portion of said electrical signals is
referenced to a common timing signal, an apparatus for
causing a resynchronization of said electrical signals with
said timing reference comprising:

an optical clock means for generating a sequence of
optical clock pulses, said pulses having a duration
much shorter than a duration of said digital electrical
signals, and including means for causing said sequence
of optical clock pulses to be synchronized with said
timing reference;

modulator means for causing said electrical signals from
at least one of said one or more signal sources to be
sampled in synchronism with output pulses from said
optical clock means whereby an output of said modu-
lator means is representative of a digital state of said
electrical signal and in synchronism with said timing
reference and;

optical signal replication means for causing said sequence
of optical clock pulses to be replicated into a plurality
of substantially duplicate copies thereof whereby one
or more of said copies is provided as a sampling signal
to said one or more of said modulator means.

13. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein said optical signal
replication means is implemented as an optical splitter
coupled between said optical clock means and at least one of
said modulator means.

14. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein said at least one
of said modulator means is selected from the group consist-
ing of Quantum-well modulators, bulk semiconductor
modulators, Lithium Niobate devices and electrically gated
optical amplifiers.

15. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein said at least one
of said modulator means is further operable to provide an
amplification of an output thereof.

16. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein said at least one
of said modulator means is a gain modulated fiber-pigtailed
semiconductor amplifiers.

17. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said optical pulses
produced from said optical clock means are in a range of
between 10-300 ps.

18. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein said optical pulses
produced from means optical clock means have a wave-
length of approximately 850 nm.

19. A method for resynchronization of electrical signals in
a digital system, said method comprising the steps of:

generating a sequence of optical pulses said pulses having

a duration much shorter than a duration of said elec-
trical signals and having a known timing relationship to
a timing reference for said electrical signals and
causing said electrical signals to be sampled in synchro-
nism with said generated optical pulses, whereby an
output of said sampling operation is representative of a
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digital state of said electrical signal and in synchronism
with said timing reference.

20. The method of claim 19, further including the step of
causing said generated sequence of optical pulses to be
replicated into a plurality of substantially duplicate copies
thereof whereby one or more of said copies is provided as a
sampling signal to said step of. causing said electrical
signals to be sampled.

21. The method of claim 19, including the further step of

causing an output of said step of causing said electrical 10

signals to be sampled to be further amplified.

8

22. The method of claim 19 further including the step of
causing an output of said step of causing said electrical
signals to be communicated over optical channels having a
controlled delay.

23. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein a plurality of output
signals are produced by said modulator means and all of said
output signals are of a substantially same optical wave-
length.



