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(54) Dynamic shaping of laser beams

(57) In laser light beam (1) shaping, a reflective Spa-
tial Light Modulator (3) is used as a kinoform. The con-
figuration of the SLM can be modified, thus the hologram
or phase hologram can be altered for different etching

jobs. The SLM is typically a Liquid Crystal on Silicon
microdisplay (LCOS), which reflects, rather than trans-
mitting, the incident laser light. The modulated light is
then used to modify a surface (4).
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Description

[0001] This invention is directed to the shaping of la-
ser beams, and in particular aspects, to the shaping of
laser beams using liquid crystal modulators.
[0002] It is known that laser beams may be shaped
with holograms known as kinoforms (US patents
3606515 & 4602843, EP 0077464 A2). The University
of Loughborough has further developed the kinoform
concept such that the properties of a material being
marked or otherwise modified by the laser beam can be
built into the kinoform to ensure very accurate control of
the interaction between the laser beam and the material
(UK LINK Surface Engineering Project- "Kinoform Op-
tics for Laser Materials Processing" http://www.cmf.fl.
ac.uk/kinoform/index.htm).
[0003] Existing techniques for manufacturing kinofor-
ms involve etching the phase pattern into a solid surface
such as silicon, and coating it with a suitable reflective
material such as gold. Whilst this works very well if the
same beam profile is needed constantly, it is of no use
if the profile needs to be changed frequently.
[0004] The use of cheap laser diodes for materials
processing and marking/printing is limited by the fact
that by and large their beam profiles are completely in-
appropriate. The beam profile of most high power laser
diodes is rectangular with a high aspect ratio because
the laser is built up from many (e.g. 40) individual laser
diode chips bonded together to form a bar. This presents
serious problems in most applications that require a cir-
cular Gaussian beam.
[0005] The present invention aims to address these
problems and provide an improved technique for chang-
ing the beam profile.
[0006] Accordingly, the invention consists in one as-
pect in apparatus for shaping a laser light beam, com-
prising a reflective spatial light modulating means.
[0007] In another aspect, the invention provides ap-
paratus for modifying a surface with laser light beam,
comprising a laser light source, optical means for direct-
ing laser light from the source, and reflective spatial light
modulating means for shaping laser light received from
the optical means and directing the modulated laser light
onto the surface.
[0008] A Liquid Crystal Spatial Light Modulator (SLM),
when configured to modulate the amplitude of light fall-
ing on it, acts as the display with which we are all familiar
on calculators, lap top computers, and increasingly on
desk top computers. However, many SLMs can also be
configured to modulate the phase of the light falling on
them. Thus, such an SLM can be used to modulate laser
light, and hence provide a dynamic modulator, as it is
operable between different modulation configurations.
[0009] In an embodiment of the invention, a small, re-
flective Liquid Crystal on Silicon (LCOS) SLM is used.
Attempts to use the readily available transmissive SLMs
(displays) as phase modulators to generate kinoforms
may fail because the low pixel fill factor may give rise to

significant diffraction patterns from the regular pattern
of pixels. This may cause significant light loss from the
required effect, and may cause collateral damage either
to the system or the target. The advent of small, reflec-
tive high fill factor, Liquid Crystal on Silicon (LCOS)
microdisplays offers the opportunity to generate kinofor-
ms that will not have the diffraction artefacts of the ear-
lier transmissive devices.
[0010] Use of an LCOS SLMs allows a high fill factor
(ratio of active area to total area), as the incident light is
reflected, allowing the driving elements to be disposed
behind the liquid crystal layer, rather than occupying a
corner of each pixel, as is the case in active-matrix type
SLMs. This also minimises the effects of the pixel array
acting as a diffraction grating which diverts light from its
intended location. The fill factor is preferably at least
90% and more preferably 95%.
[0011] In a further embodiment, LCOS devices that
are capable of displaying multiple phase levels (prefer-
ably greater than 16) are used. Thus any device which
operates by modifying the refractive index of the liquid
crystal layer can potentially be used. By way of an ex-
ample, the use of the Three-Five Systems Brillian 1280
device is described here.
[0012] In a further aspect, the invention consists in a
method of modifying a surface with a laser light beam,
comprising the steps of receiving a laser light from a la-
ser light source and employing a reflective spatial light
modulating means to modulate the laser light and direct
the modulated laser light onto the surface.
[0013] In a still further aspect, the invention provides
an optical device for directing laser light from a laser light
source onto a modulating device, comprising a first lens
and a second lens, the first lens comprising a plurality
of cylindrical lenses for controlling divergence of the la-
ser light within a first plane normal to the plane of the
first lens, the second lens controlling divergence of the
laser light within a second plane orthogonal to the first
plane.
[0014] The invention will now be described by way of
example, with reference to the accompanying drawings,
in which:

Figure 1 is a diagram illustrating the general optical
set up used for shaping the laser beam, and thus
modify the surface/make a mark;

Figure 2 shows a typical kinoform;

Figure 3 shows the light pattern generated when the
kinoform in Figure 2 is displayed on a Three-Five
Systems Brillian 1280 device and illuminated with a
low cost red laser pointer; and

Figure 4 is a diagram illustrating the optical train
used with a laser diode array in an embodiment of
the invention.
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[0015] The optical set up of Figure 1 consists of a laser
source (1). This can be any type of laser, but for prefer-
ence is a low cost laser diode. The wavelength of oper-
ation will depend on the application, but is preferably
within the transmission window of the liquid crystal SLM
(typically 400 - 2000 nm). The beam from the laser is
first conditioned by the optical train (2) to provide a col-
limated beam at the SLM. This conditioning will include
expansion of the beam to fill the area of the SLM, and
shaping of the beam so that its shape exactly matches
that of the active area of the SLM to maximise useful
light throughput. The use of a laser diode bar with a rec-
tangular beam profile is a significant advantage in this
invention since the SLM is typically rectangular. Further
corrections to the laser diode beam (e.g. non-uniformity
due to the anisotropic divergence of the beam) may be
corrected in the design of the kinoform.
[0016] The conditioned collimated beam impinges on
the SLM (3) at very close to normal incidence. This en-
sures the maximum effect of the liquid crystal layer on
the beam. The kinoform (which is a phase hologram so
does not require the use of the polarisers normally found
with liquid crystal devices) is displayed on the SLM.
When the beam leaves the SLM it has acquired the
phase information needed to generate the necessary
light pattern at the target. At the target (4), the light pat-
tern is generated, and the surface of the material is suit-
ably modified. The distance between the SLM and the
target is typically wavelength dependent, but the design
of the kinoform need not be, and is typically wavelength
independent.
[0017] Clearly the choice of operating wavelength will
be governed by a variety of issues such as the type of
effect required at the target, the time available for
achieving that effect, the availability of suitable (low
cost) laser sources etc.
[0018] Clearly the optical train required will vary with
the type of laser source being used. For all sources the
plane of polarisation of the laser is preferably aligned
with the principal polarisation direction of the SLM. If a
fibre laser source is used, this typically necessitates that
it is constructed with polarisation maintaining fibre. With
both conventional lasers (e.g. Nd-YAG) and fibre lasers
the narrow circular beam must be expanded to fill the
SLM aperture. The techniques for doing this are well
known to those skilled in the art, but use of a fixed ho-
lographic element to convert from an expanded circular
beam to a rectangular one could be advantageous from
an efficiency point of view.
[0019] When using a laser diode array, the challenge
is how to correct for the fact that the output beam is di-
verging in two orthogonal directions at different rates.
Figure 4 shows a means of achieving this. By way of
example, and for clarity in the drawing, a limited number
of elements is shown. Clearly any number of diodes
could be used in the array, and typically this number is
at least 40. Light from an array of laser diodes (5) is first
collimated in one direction by an array of cylindrical mi-

crolenses (6) with one lens collimating the light from one
diode. A bulk cylindrical lens (7) then collimates the light
in the orthogonal direction from all the diodes (as they
lie along the line of focus of this lens) so that the SLM
(3) is illuminated by a series of parallel stripes each orig-
inating from one diode. Clearly the positions of micro-
lens array (6) and bulk cylindrical lens (7) could be in-
terchanged and the same effect obtained. Figure 4(a)
shows the general layout of the components. Figure 4
(b) shows how the microlens array (6) achieves collima-
tion in one direction whilst figure 4(c) shows the bulk
cylindrical lens (7) achieving collimation in the orthogo-
nal direction. Figure 4(d) shows the way the SLM (3) is
illuminated in parallel collimated stripes. Any problems
caused by lack of coherence between adjacent diodes
is eliminated since each illuminates a separate strip of
the SLM. However, each illuminated strip produces the
correct replay image in the replay plane.
[0020] In a further embodiment, the SLM is capable
of displaying a range of phase retardations from 0 to 2π.
For preference there should be a minimum of 16 steps
across the range. This is provided for three reasons:

1) to ensure that the kinoform is as efficient as pos-
sible (i.e. as much as possible of the incident light
is diffracted to its intended location)

2) to enable the designer of the kinoform to take into
account known variations in intensity across the in-
coming laser beam

3) to enable the designer of the kinoform to take into
account the properties of the material on which the
modified laser beam is expected to impinge.

[0021] In another embodiment, the kinoform includes
a lens function, so that the required pattern of light is
focussed at a specified plane in space. This enables
some latitude to be gained in the positioning of the sur-
face on which the pattern impinges (i.e. a depth of focus
can be imparted on the system). This is particularly im-
portant in laser marking applications where competing
technologies such as ink jet require a very precise loca-
tion of the surface being marked. A general advantage
of having a focussing mechanism is that any diffraction
pattern generated by the pixel array of the SLM is spread
out so as not to interfere with the required light distribu-
tion.
[0022] This technique may be used in a wide variety
of applications, including, but not limited to:

1) high speed laser marking - present techniques
are limited to dot matrix characters ( or slow scan-
ning of the laser beam to form more complex
shapes). The invention will allow complex marks to
be made in one hit.

2) soldering of heat sensitive components onto
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printed circuit boards (the heat is only applied to the
contact areas which need to be soldered).

3) Cutting of precision holes e.g. in a stainless steel
screen for screen printing solder paste onto printed
circuit boards.

4) Welding of plastics (current laser welding tech-
niques are too expensive; this invention will allow
the use of low cost laser diodes).

[0023] It will be appreciated by those skilled in the art
that the invention has been described by way of exam-
ple only, and that a variety of alternative approaches
may be adopted without departing from the scope of the
invention.

Claims

1. Apparatus for shaping a laser light beam, compris-
ing a reflective spatial light modulating means.

2. Apparatus for modifying a surface with a laser light
beam, comprising a laser light source, optical
means for directing laser light from the source, and
reflective spatial light modulating means for modu-
lating laser light received from the optical means
and directing the modulated laser light onto the sur-
face.

3. Apparatus according to Claim 1 or Claim 2, wherein
the modulating means is operable between a first
and other light modulating configurations.

4. Apparatus according to any of the above claims,
wherein the modulating means is a liquid crystal
SLM device.

5. Apparatus according to any of the above claims,
wherein the modulating means is an LCOS SLM.

6. Apparatus according to any of the above claims,
wherein the modulating means modulates the
phase of incident laser light.

7. Apparatus according to Claim 6, wherein the mod-
ulating means is capable of displaying a plurality of
phase levels.

8. Apparatus according to any of the above claims,
wherein the modulating means is adapted to focus
the laser light beam.

9. Apparatus according to Claim 8, wherein the mod-
ulating means is adapted to focus the laser light
beam onto a particular spatial plane.

10. Apparatus according to any of the above claims,
wherein the configuration of the modulating means
is variable in dependence upon properties of a sur-
face to be illuminated.

11. A method of modifying a surface with a laser light
beam, comprising the steps of receiving a laser light
from a laser light source and employing a reflective
spatial light modulating means to modulate the la-
ser light and direct the modulated laser light onto
the surface.

12. A method according to Claim 11, comprising receiv-
ing laser light from the laser light source and em-
ploying optical means to direct the laser light onto
the spatial light modulating means.

13. A method according to Claim 11 or Claim 12, com-
prising operating the modulating means between a
first and other light modulating configurations.

14. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 13,
wherein the modulating means is a liquid crystal
SLM device.

15. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 14,
wherein the modulating means is an LCOS SLM.

16. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 15,
comprising employing the modulating means to
modulate the phase of incident laser light.

17. A method according to Claim 16, comprising dis-
playing a plurality of phase levels on the modulating
means.

18. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 17,
comprising employing the modulating means to fo-
cus the laser light.

19. A method according to Claim 18, comprising focus-
ing the laser light onto a particular spatial plane.

20. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 19,
comprising varying the configuration of the modu-
lating means in dependence upon properties of the
surface.

21. An optical device for directing laser light from a laser
light source onto a modulating device, comprising
a first lens and a second lens, the first lens compris-
ing a plurality of cylindrical lenses for controlling di-
vergence of the laser light within a first plane normal
to the plane of the first lens, the second lens con-
trolling divergence of the laser light within a second
plane orthogonal to the first plane.

22. Apparatus according to any of the Claims 1 to 10,
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comprising an optical device according to Claim 21.

23. A method according to any of the Claims 11 to 20,
comprising employing an optical device according
to Claim 21.
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