Implementation of the CORDIC Algorithm
in a Digital Down-Converter
Chris K Cockrum
Email: ckc@cockrum.net
Fall 2008
Abstract
This paper shows that the CORDIC (COordinate Rotation by DIgital Computer) algorithm [6]
gives significant efficiency gains over a Taylor approximation for calculating the sine and cosine functions
to a given precision for many applications implemented in hardware or a microcontroller. In the case
where the processor has no dedicated multiplier or trigonometric algorithm hardware, it is shown that
the CORDIC is over 14 times more efficient when calculating the sine and cosine functions to 10 decimal
digits of precision. This implementation is tailored towards use by Amateur Radio enthusiasts in the
digital down-converter (DDC) of software defined radio (SDR) applications on dedicated hardware.
Keywords: CORDIC, SDR, digital down-converter, DDC, software defined radio, Amateur Radio.
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Introduction

The need for a more efficient implementation of a CORDIC (COordinate Rotation by DIgital Computer)
algorithm [6] arises from the desire to perform parallel demodulation of multiple narrowband signals from
a single complex baseband input. Inexpensive methods of implementing high-performance radio-frequency
(RF) receivers and analog to digital conversion have moved within the reach of experimenters and Amateur
Radio enthusiasts which has spawned interest in software defined radio (SDR)[11, 12, 13, 14].
Many SDR receivers capture a much greater bandwidth than is required in order to perform tuning
operations in software. For example, PSK31 modulation [5] uses 31.25 Hz of bandwidth while the Softrock40
lite [3] receiver combined with a Creative Labs SB1090 provides 96 KHz of bandwidth. This both allows for a
more granular analog tuning step size and allows for hundreds (theoretically thousands but this is reduced by
practical considerations) of signals to be received simultaneously. The difficulty lies in the limited processing
power of the hardware that is performing the SDR functionality which in most cases is a microcontroller or
field programmable gate array (FPGA).
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2.1

System Description
System Overview

The receiver system used for this paper is the Softrock 40 lite with a Creative Labs SB1090 USB audio
interface. This provides reception of a 96 KHz section of the 40 meter Amateur Radio band from 7008 KHz
to 7104 KHz and provides 24 bits of (theoretical) resolution.
The signal is received from Gap Titan DX antenna [2] into the Softrock 40 lite where it is down-converted
to a complex baseband signal, bandpass filtered, and amplified. The signal is then routed to the USB audio
interface where it is digitized and sent to the computer as shown in Figure 1. The signal is captured in the
PC with 24 bits of resolution at a 96 KHz sample rate for non-realtime processing.
Since this system has at best 24 bit accuracy, 10 decimal digits should be sufficient for this application
since 2−24 = 5.96 × 10−8 À 10−10 .
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Figure 1: Block Diagram of Receiver System

2.2

Hardware

The Softrock 40 lite hardware for this project was constructed from a kit purchased from Tony Parks as
shown in Figure 2. The design for this hardware is a collaborative effort in the Amateur Radio community
with much of the work being done by the Softrock-40 interest group [3].

Figure 2: Softrock 40 lite parts
The assembled Softrock 40 lite along with its associated components were mounted in an radio-frequency
(RF) shielded enclosure (an Altoids tin) as shown in Figure 3. The unit was then tested for functionality
and performed as expected.
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Figure 3: Softrock 40 lite assembled

2.3

Digital down-converter

The function of the digital down-converter software is to tune the receiver to a specific frequency. The
input signal is 7056 KHz ± 48 KHz and the signal of interest may be centered anywhere within this range.
The frequency shift is achieved by multiplying by eiωt were ω is the frequency shift in radians and t is time.
Let x(t) be the input signal with t = 0, 1, ...N samples at the sample rate which in this case is 96 KHz
1
so each sample is 96,000
seconds. For example, if we want to shift the frequency up by 9600 Hz then we need
i2π9600t
to multiply by e
. This gives the output signal as:
y(t) = x(t)ei2π9600t = x(t)(cos(2π9600t) + i sin(2π9600t))

(1)

In this example, a signal of interest at -9600 Hz at the input is now shifted to be centered at 0 Hz. At
this point the signal would then be low-pass filtered and decimated leaving the signal of interest intact at a
much lower sample rate that can be demodulated more efficiently.
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Algorithm Description and Implementation

The CORDIC algorithm was originally described by Jack Volder in 1959 while he worked for Convair
(a division of General Dynamics). The analog computer used on aircraft of the day was inadequate for the
B-58 Hustler aircraft which was the first supersonic bomber used by the US Air Force. The solution was
to replace analog computer by a digital computer that used the CORDIC algorithms to quickly perform
accurate trigonometric calculations for navigation [7].
Then in 1972, D.S. Cochran at Hewlett Packard used the algorithm in the HP-35 - the world’s first
pocket calculator [4] - shown in Figure 4. Without this algorithm, it would likely not have been possible for
the HP-35 to perform trigonometric functions.
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Figure 4: HP-35 Pocket Calculator [10]
The algorithm works by starting with a point in the plane
v = (1, 0)

(2)

and multiplying it by a rotation matrix (rotates counterclockwise by θ)
µ
Rθ =

cos(θ) sin(θ)
− sin(θ) cos(θ)

¶
(3)

Now we multiply the point by the rotation matrix to get
µ
v̂ = v · Rθ = (1, 0) ·

cos(θ)
− sin(θ)

sin(θ)
cos(θ)

¶
= (cos(θ), sin(θ))

(4)

So the result v̂ directly gives the cosine and sine values at θ
Now suppose that the angle θ is split up into multiple smaller rotations such that
θ = θ1 + θ2 + · · · + θn−1 + θn

(5)

v̂ = v · Rθ = ((((v · Rθ0 ) · Rθ1 ) · · · · Rθn−1 ) · Rθn )

(6)

We now have that

and since the rotations are additive we can split this up into any number of iterations as long as the sum of
the angles is equal to θ.
Now we use the trigonometric identities
1

cos(α) = p

1 + tan2 (α)

and
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(7)

tan(α)

sin(α) = p

(8)

1 + tan2 (α)

to give

Rα = 

√

√ tan(α)2

1
1+tan2 (α)
tan(α)

−√

1+tan2 (α)

1+tan (α)
√ 1 2
1+tan (α)


1

= p

µ

1 + tan2 (α)

1
− tan(α)

tan(α)
1

¶
(9)

If the values of tan(α) are constrained to be powers of two, then the multiplications by the rotation matrix
are simplified to additions, bit shifts, and a multiplication by a scale factor.
tan(α) = 2−n for all n = 1, 2, ...N

(10)

The scale factor is
Ki = √

1
1 + 2−2i

(11)

By constraining tan(α) to be powers of two, the angles are then given by
θn = arctan(2−n ) for all n = 1, 2, ...N

(12)

which are accumulated during each iteration and may be precomputed.
During each iteration, the accumulated θ value is compared against the desired value to determine the
direction of the next rotation. An illustration of this is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Illustration of Coordinate Rotation [9]
Since the value of Ki depends only on the number of iterations, it can be precomputed and applied at the
end of the calculation.
K(n) =

N
−1
Y

Ki =

n=0

N
−1
Y
n=0
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√

1
1 + 2−2i

(13)

The algorithm operates as follows:
Pseudocode:
Set initial value of vector v = (1, 0)
Set initial value of the current angle, β = 0
Set number of iterations, i = 1
While i < MaxIterations
If θ > β (counterclockwise rotation)
β = β + arctan(2−i )
v = v · Rarctan(2−i )
Else (clockwise rotation)
β = β − arctan(2−i )
v = v · Rarctan(2−i ) T
End If
End While
v = v · K(n)) (Apply scale factor)
The precision (round-off) error can be ignored in this case since we are seeking precision to 10 decimal
digits and this is much larger than the machine epsilon.
10−10 À 2.22 × 10−16 = εmachine

(14)

The significant error in this method is determined by the number of iterations used. The approximated
angle converges to within arctan(2−n+1 ) in n iterations [8]. This angular error is most detrimental where
the sine and cosine functions have the greatest slope which is at 0 and π2 respectively. The slope of these
functions is 1 at these points and therefore the error is bounded by
error ≤ | arctan(21−n )| after n iterations

(15)

To guarantee 10 digit accuracy, 35 iterations are required since
error ≤ | arctan(21−n )| ≤ 5.82 × 10−11 after 35 iterations
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4.1

(16)

Results
Efficiency and accuracy using a CORDIC

Calculation of sine and cosine to 10 decimal digits of precision using the CORDIC algorithm with 35
iterations requires the following operations when optimally implemented:
Comparisons: 35
Bit shifts: 35
Additions: 105
Multiplications: 1
The implementation in Matlab is far from optimal because of the interpretive nature of Matlab. Although
this isn’t the most efficient implementation, the cordic.m Matlab function and test.m Matlab script shown
in Appendix A and Appendix B is functionally implemented as described in this paper.

4.2

Efficiency and accuracy using a Taylor approximation

Calculation of the sine function using a Taylor series approximation to 10 decimal places requires that 16
terms be used as shown below.
Taylor series approximation of sin(x) between x ∈ [0, 2π] using N terms gives
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sin(x) =

N
X
x2i+1
(−1)i
(2i + 1)!
i=0

(17)

The truncation error is bounded by the N + 1 term evaluated at 2π which is
(2π)2N +3
(2N + 3)!

(18)

(2π)2(15)+3
≈ 2.52 × 10−11 for N = 15
(2(15) + 3)!

(19)

and bounds the error by

Precision error is neglected since 2.52 × 10−11 À 2.22 × 10−16 = εmachine
This gives
x3
x5
x29
x31
+
+ ··· +
−
3!
5!
29!
31!
The number of operations required for the calculation of sin(x) to 10 decimal places using a Taylor
approximation is
sin(x) = x −

(20)

Exponential: 15
Additions: 15
Divisions: 15
Calculation of the cosine function using a Taylor series approximation to 10 decimal places requires that 17
terms be used as shown below.
Taylor series approximation of cos(x) between x ∈ [0, 2π] using N terms gives
cos(x) =

N
X
x2i
(−1)i
(2i)!
i=0

(21)

The truncation error is bounded by the N + 1 term evaluated at 2π which is
(2π)2N +2
2N + 2!

(22)

(2π)2(16)+2
≈ 4.66 × 10−12 for N = 16
(2(16) + 2)!

(23)

and bounds the error by

Precision error is neglected since 4.66 × 10−12 À 2.22 × 10−16 εmachine
This gives
x2
x4
x30
x32
+
+ ··· +
−
2!
4!
30!
32!
The number of operations required for the calculation of cos(x) to 10 decimal places using a Taylor
approximation is
cos(x) = x −

Exponential: 16
Additions: 16
Divisions: 16
Calculation cost of both sin(x) and cos(x) to 10 decimal places using a Taylor approximation is
Exponential: 31
Additions: 31
Divisions: 31
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(24)

4.3

Comparison of the CORDIC algorithm to the Taylor approximation

Although the code shown in Appendix A and Appendix B cannot match the realtime speed of the Matlab
built-in functions in this implementation, the accuracy and functionality of the CORDIC algorithm is as
predicted. The actual error versus the Matlab built-in functions fall just within the predicted error bound
as shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6: CORDIC error
This particular implementation doesn’t demonstrate a speed increase due to the Matlab implementation
but on many platforms the cost of a single multiply, divide, or fast exponentiation on a 32 bit word is over
32 times that of an addition, bit shift, or comparison. By taking this increased cost into account we arrive
at the following efficiency comparison
Taylor Series Approximation of sin and cosine to 10 decimal digits
Exponential: 31 x 32 = 992 Cycles
Additions: 31 x 32 = 992 Cycles
Divisions: 31 x 32 = 992 Cycles
Total: 2,976 Cycles
Calculation of sine and cosine to 10 decimal digits of precision using the CORDIC algorithm
Comparisons: 35
Single Bit shifts: 35
Additions: 105
Multiplication: 32
Total: 207 Cycles
When optimally implemented in hardware, the complexity of a CORDIC rotator is equivalent to that of a
single multiplier of the same word size[1].

4.4

Digital down-converter performance

When the CORDIC algorithm is used as part of the DDC system, its performance is nearly indistinguishable from that of Matlab’s built-in sine and cosine functions since the CORDIC algorithm’s accuracy
is significantly greater that the resolution of the USB audio interface’s analog-to-digital converters. Figure 7 shows a frequency spectrum plot of the 96KHz input from the USB audio interface. Figures 8 and 9
show the down-converted spectrum (shifted right by 30 KHz). Notice that the signal levels remain constant and there is no increase in the noise floor. A change in the signal levels or a rise in the noise floor at
this point would indicate that the down-conversion process has introduced a noticeable error into the system.
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Figure 7: Input signal to DDC

Figure 8: Frequency shifted output signal using CORDIC
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Figure 9: Frequency shifted output signal using Matlab’s built-in sine and cosine functions

5

Conclusion

The CORDIC algorithm is a good compromise of accuracy versus speed for this and many other applications. For platforms with built-in multipliers or dedicated hardware for trigonometric functions, there is
no benefit to using the CORDIC algorithm but on many platforms, such as many microcontrollers and field
programmable gate arrays (FPGAs), the CORDIC algorithm is over 14 times more efficient.
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Appendix A. Matlab Code for cordic.m

% Math 620 Final Project
% Chris K Cockrum
% December 15, 2008
% CORDIC Algorithm
% theta = angle in radians
% -2pi <= theta <= 2pi
% n = number of iterations (36 for 10 digit precision)
% v = [cos(theta) sin(theta)]
function v = cordic(theta, n)
% Limit size of n
if (n>39)
n=39;
end
% Get the lenght of theta
len=length(theta);
% If input is an array
if (len>1)
% Iteratively calculate theta
for i=1:len
% Since the CORDIC algorithm works for -pi/2 to pi/2
% If the point is in quadrant 2 or 3, we move it and
% negate the result
if (theta(i) > pi/2)
t=theta(i)-pi;
neg=-1;
elseif (theta(i) < -pi/2)
t=theta(i)+pi;
neg=-1;
else
t=theta(i);
neg=1;
end
v(i,:)=cordicf(t, n)*neg;
end
else
% Since the CORDIC algorithm works for -pi/2 to pi/2
% If the point is in quadrant 2 or 3, we move it and
% negate the result
if (theta > pi/2)
t=theta-pi;
neg=-1;
elseif (theta < -pi/2)
t=theta+pi;
neg=-1;
else
t=theta;
neg=1;
end
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v = cordicf(t, n)*neg;
end
end
function v=cordicf(theta, n);
% Generate table for atan in increments of negative powers of 2
%rot_ang=atan(2.^-([0:n-1]));
% Precomputed table for rot_ang
rot_ang = [ ...
0.78539816339744828000,
0.46364760900080609000,
0.12435499454676144000,
0.06241880999595735000,
0.01562372862047683100,
0.00781234106010111110,
0.00195312251647881880,
0.00097656218955931946,
0.00024414062014936177,
0.00012207031189367021,
0.00003051757811552610,
0.00001525878906131576,
0.00000381469726560650,
0.00000190734863281019,
0.00000047683715820309,
0.00000023841857910156,
0.00000005960464477539,
0.00000002980232238770,
0.00000000745058059692,
0.00000000372529029846,
0.00000000093132257462,
0.00000000046566128731,
0.00000000011641532183,
0.00000000005820766091,
0.00000000001455191523,
0.00000000000727595761,
0.00000000000181898940,
0.00000000000090949470,
];

0.24497866312686414000,
0.03123983343026827700,
0.00390623013196697180,
0.00048828121119489829,
0.00006103515617420877,
0.00000762939453110197,
0.00000095367431640596,
0.00000011920928955078,
0.00000001490116119385,
0.00000000186264514923,
0.00000000023283064365,
0.00000000002910383046,
0.00000000000363797881,
0.00000000000045474735,

...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...

0.63245553203367577000,
0.60764825625616814000,
0.60725911229889273000,
0.60725303152913435000,
0.60725293651701029000,
0.60725293503244582000,
0.60725293500924948000,
0.60725293500888711000,
0.60725293500888144000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,

...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...
...

% Function for K_i
%Ki= @(i) (1+2^(-2*i))^(-1/2);
% Generate table for K
%k(1)=1;
%k(2)=Ki(0);
%for i=3:n+1
%
k(i)=k(i-1)*Ki(i-2);
%end
% Precomputed table for K
k = [ ...
1.00000000000000000000,
0.61357199107789628000,
0.60735177014129593000,
0.60725447933256238000,
0.60725295913894484000,
0.60725293538591352000,
0.60725293501477240000,
0.60725293500897337000,
0.60725293500888278000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
];

0.70710678118654746000,
0.60883391251775232000,
0.60727764409352603000,
0.60725332108987518000,
0.60725294104139715000,
0.60725293510313938000,
0.60725293501035404000,
0.60725293500890432000,
0.60725293500888167000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
0.60725293500888133000,
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% Starting point x=1 y=0 and current angle=0
v=[1;0];
cur_angle=0;
iter=1;
power=1;
% While the angle isn’t exact or max iterations have been reached
while (iter<=n)
if (theta > cur_angle)
% Choose Direction to rotate
cur_angle=cur_angle+rot_ang(iter);
% Rotate by this amount
v=[1, -power;power, 1]*v;
else
cur_angle=cur_angle-rot_ang(iter);
% Rotate by this amount
v=[1, power;-power, 1]*v;
end
% Divide tan value by 2 (bit shift right)
power=power/2;
iter=iter+1;
end
% Multiply by scale factor
v=v*k(iter);
end
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%
%
%
%

Appendix B. Matlab Code for test.m
Math 620 Final Project
Chris K Cockrum
December 15, 2008
Test function for CORDIC Algorithm

% Set number of iterations
N = 35;
% Set theta vector
theta=-pi:pi/256:pi;
% Call CORDIC algorithm
v=cordic(theta,N);
% Call Matlab built-in cos and sin
w=[cos(theta)’ sin(theta)’];
% Plot error
figure(1);
plot(theta’,v(:,1)-w(:,1),’r’,theta’,v(:,2)-w(:,2),’b’,theta’, ...
atan(2^(-N+1)),’-g’,theta’,-atan(2^(-N+1)),’-g’);
xlim([-pi pi]);%ylim([-pi pi]);
legend(’Cosine Error’,’Sine Error’,’Error Bound’);
axis on;
grid on;
title({’CORDIC vs built-in sin/cos’});
xlabel(’error’);
ylabel(’angle in radians’);
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