
Note: Within nine months of the publication of the mention of the grant of the European patent in the European Patent
Bulletin, any person may give notice to the European Patent Office of opposition to that patent, in accordance with the
Implementing Regulations. Notice of opposition shall not be deemed to have been filed until the opposition fee has been
paid. (Art. 99(1) European Patent Convention).

Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR)

(19)
E

P
2 

38
0 

04
7

B
1

TEPZZ ¥8ZZ47B_T
(11) EP 2 380 047 B1

(12) EUROPEAN PATENT SPECIFICATION

(45) Date of publication and mention 
of the grant of the patent: 
11.07.2018 Bulletin 2018/28

(21) Application number: 10733801.4

(22) Date of filing: 20.01.2010

(51) Int Cl.:
G02B 5/122 (2006.01) G01J 1/44 (2006.01)

H01J 9/12 (2006.01)

(86) International application number: 
PCT/US2010/021485

(87) International publication number: 
WO 2010/085478 (29.07.2010 Gazette 2010/30)

(54) CORNER CUBE ENHANCED PHOTOCATHODE

DURCH ECKENWÜRFEL VERSTÄRKTE PHOTOKATHODE

PHOTOCATHODE AMÉLIORÉE À SOMMETS DE CUBE

(84) Designated Contracting States: 
AT BE BG CH CY CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB GR 
HR HU IE IS IT LI LT LU LV MC MK MT NL NO PL 
PT RO SE SI SK SM TR

(30) Priority: 22.01.2009 US 146501 P

(43) Date of publication of application: 
26.10.2011 Bulletin 2011/43

(73) Proprietor: BAE Systems Information and 
Electronic 
Systems Integration Inc.
Nashua, NH 03061 (US)

(72) Inventors:  
• DEFLUMERE, Michael E.

Winchester
Massachusetts 01890 (US)

• SCHOECK, Paul W.
Townsend
Massachusetts 01469 (US)

(74) Representative: BAE SYSTEMS plc 
Group IP Department
Farnborough Aerospace Centre
Farnborough
Hampshire GU14 6YU (GB)

(56) References cited:  
WO-A1-98/13857 GB-A- 1 529 215
US-A- 3 586 895 US-A- 4 478 769
US-A- 4 616 248 US-A- 5 461 226
US-B1- 6 201 257 US-B1- 6 540 367



EP 2 380 047 B1

2

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The invention relates to photo-emissive devic-
es, and more particularly, to techniques for improving the
quantum efficiency of such devices.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] As is known, a photocathode is a negatively
charged electrode in a light detection device, such as a
phototube or photomultiplier. The electrode is coated with
a photosensitive material, such that when light impinges
on the photosensitive material, the absorbed energy
causes electron emission due to the photoelectric effect.
Current photocathode designs are typically planar and
have not structurally changed since the early phototubes.
Photo-emissive devices generally have limited quantum
efficiency due to a number of non-trivial issues.
[0003] GB1529215 discloses a scintillator-photocath-
ode assembly, comprising a scintillator coupled with a
photocathode device. The rear face of the scintillator is
of a multi pyramidal form for reflecting photons towards
the photocathode, while ensuring minimum dispersion.
[0004] WO9813857 discloses a photocathode device
for absorption of radiation comprising an array of conical
trap regions of lateral dimensions less than the wave-
length of the radiation for the absorption of radiation. The
radiation trap is non-reflecting because the forward scat-
tered beam within the inner coned window surface is in-
ternally reflected into regions which are small, or less
than, the optical wavelength in the glass.
[0005] US3586895 discloses a fiber optics bundle in
which each of the fibers comprises a central core of one
optical material and an outer layer of another optical ma-
terial. One end of the fiber bundle may be arranged to
receive light in the form of an image from a lens system.
In one embodiment, fused fibers at the opposite end of
the bundle each have a terminal end provided with corner
cube surfaces, the terminal end also being coated with
a photocathode material. Light entering the corner cube
on the end of each fiber is multiply reflected and all un-
absorbed energy retransmitted back down the fiber.

SUMMARY

[0006] The present invention provides a photocathode
device as set forth in claim 1. A method for making a
photocathode device is set out in claim 9.
[0007] One embodiment of the present invention pro-
vides a photocathode device. The device includes a win-
dow (transparent to a spectrum range of interest), and a
photocathode layer. The photocathode layer has an input
surface optically coupled to the window and a vacuum-
side surface having a corner cube array formed therein.
The corner cube array is made of the same material as
the photocathode layer. The device may further include

a gain medium operatively coupled to the vacuum-side
surface via a vacuum and bias, and an anode operatively
coupled to the gain medium by the vacuum. In one such
case, the device may further include a readout device
operatively coupled to the anode. In another such case,
the gain medium includes a microchannel plate. In an-
other such case, the gain medium includes a photomul-
tiplier tube. In one specific example case, the photocath-
ode comprises gallium nitride or cesium telluride. In an-
other specific case, the corner cube array includes corner
cubes having a height in the range of 150 nm or less
(from the top of the corner cube to the base on the corner
cube). In another specific case, the corner cube array
includes corner cubes having a square format.
[0008] Another embodiment of the present invention
provides a method for making a photocathode device.
The method includes providing a window, and optically
coupling a photocathode layer to the window by an input
surface of the photocathode layer. The method further
includes forming a corner cube array on a vacuum-side
surface of the photocathode layer, the corner cube array
being made of the same material as the photocathode
layer. The method may further include operatively cou-
pling a gain medium to the vacuum-side surface via a
vacuum and bias, and operatively coupling an anode to
the gain medium by the vacuum. In one such case, the
method further includes operatively coupling a readout
device to the anode. In another such case, the gain me-
dium includes a microchannel plate or a photomultiplier
tube. In one specific example case, the photocathode
comprises gallium nitride or cesium telluride. In another
specific case, the corner cube array includes corner
cubes having a height in the range of 150 nm or less. In
another specific case, the corner cube array includes cor-
ner cubes having a square format. In another specific
case, the photocathode layer is formed on the window
prior to forming the corner cube array on a vacuum-side
surface of the photocathode layer. In another specific
case, forming a corner cube array on a vacuum-side sur-
face of the photocathode layer is carried out by forming
the photocathode layer on a mandrel configured with a
corner cube pattern having dimensions corresponding to
desired dimensions of the corner cube array. In one such
case, optically coupling the photocathode layer to the
window is carried out after forming the corner cube array.
[0009] A number of variations will be apparent in light
of this disclosure. For instance, another embodiment of
the present invention provides a photocathode device.
In this example embodiment, the device includes a win-
dow, and a photocathode layer having an input surface
optically coupled to the window and a vacuum-side sur-
face having a corner cube array formed therein. The cor-
ner cube array is made of the same material as the pho-
tocathode layer, and includes corner cubes having a
square format and a height in the range of 150 nm or
less. The device further includes a gain medium opera-
tively coupled to the vacuum-side surface via a vacuum
and bias, an anode operatively coupled to the gain me-
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dium by the vacuum, and a readout device operatively
coupled to the anode. In one such case, the gain medium
includes a microchannel plate or a photomultiplier tube,
and the photocathode comprises gallium nitride or cesi-
um telluride.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0010]

Figure 1 illustrates a detector configured in accord-
ance with an embodiment of the present invention.
Figure 2a is a schematic drawing of a corner cube
enhanced photocathode, configured in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention.
Figure 2b illustrates how the direction of photoelec-
trons is distributed over a sphere and how a corner
cube enhanced photocathode provides more sur-
face to escape to the vacuum of a detector, in ac-
cordance with one embodiment of the present inven-
tion.
Figure 3 illustrates a photon propagating through a
corner cube configured in accordance with one em-
bodiment of the present invention.
Figure 4 illustrates a method for fabricating a corner
cube enhanced photocathode device, in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention.
Figure 5 illustrates a method for fabricating a corner
cube enhanced photocathode device, in accordance
with another embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0011] Techniques are disclosed for improving the
quantum efficiency of photocathode devices. The tech-
niques allow for an increase in the optical thickness of
the photocathode device, while simultaneously allowing
for an increase in the probability of electron escape into
the vacuum of the device. The techniques are particularly
useful in detector and imaging systems that operate in
the ultra-violet (UV), visible, and infrared (IR) light spec-
trums, such as those implemented as low light level sys-
tems.

General Overview

[0012] As previously explained, conventional photo-
emissive devices have limited quantum efficiency. One
reason for this limited quantum efficiency is due to con-
flicting design requirements. In particular, for a high prob-
ability of photoelectron generation, the photocathode
should be optically thick. On the other hand, for a high
probability that a photoelectron will escape into the vac-
uum of the detector, the photocathode should be physi-
cally thin.
[0013] In standard operation, incoming light or photons
pass through an entrance window and impinge upon the
photocathode. The photocathode converts the incoming

photons to photoelectrons by lifting an electron from the
valance band to the conduction band. To obtain a max-
imum signal to noise ratio (SNR) in images generated by
a photocathode-based detector/imager, the spectral sen-
sitivity of the photocathode can be tailored to the light
spectrum of the given application. In general, for higher
SNR, a higher number of photons converted to electrons
is required meaning higher quantum efficiency.
[0014] The spectral response, quantum efficiency
(sensitivity), and dark current of a photocathode device
are effectively determined by the composition of the pho-
tocathode. Conventional photocathodes capable of re-
sponding to UV light typically have a quantum efficiency
of about 20% or less. This means that 80% or more of
the photons impinging on the photocathode do not pro-
duce a photoelectron, and are thus not detected. Photo-
cathode thickness can be set to obtain the desired re-
sponse from absorbed photons. If the photocathode is
too thick, more impinging photons will be absorbed but
fewer electrons will be emitted from the photocathode
output. On the other hand, if the photocathode is too thin,
then too many impinging photons will pass through with-
out being absorbed and converted to electrons.
[0015] Thus, and in accordance with an embodiment
of the present invention, a photocathode device is pro-
vided that has a relatively high quantum efficiency (rela-
tive to conventional photocathode devices) by simulta-
neously increasing the optical thickness and probability
of escape into the vacuum (output) of the device. In one
such embodiment, an array of corner cubes is fabricated
on a surface of the photocathode. Corner cubes have a
unique property of returning any incoming optical rays
back along the same input path. Ray displacement is
negligible due to the relatively small size of the corner
cube (e.g., nano-scale). This arrangement effectively
doubles (or more) the optical thickness of the photocath-
ode without increasing the physical thickness. Also the
structure of the corner cubes increases the exit surface
area of the photocathode (relative to a conventional pla-
nar photocathode surface), thereby increasing the prob-
ability of escape (higher electron output) into the device
vacuum for detection.

Detector System

[0016] Figure 1 illustrates a detector system 100 con-
figured in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention. As can be seen, the system 100 includes win-
dow 101, corner cube enhanced photocathode 103, gain
medium 105, anode 107, and readout device 109. Each
of the photocathode 103, gain medium 105, and anode
107 are included in a vacuum 111. In addition, in this
example embodiment, a portion of the window 101 and
the readout device 109 are also included in the vacuum
111. A bias (bias 1) is applied between the conductor of
the photocathode 103 and the input of the gain medium
105, as typically done. Such a system can be used, for
example, for any number of detection and/or image in-
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tensifier applications such as night vision, surveillance,
or other such applications based on light reflection or
emission.
[0017] The window 101 can be implemented with con-
ventional technology, and operates to provide scene data
from an optical imaging system over the system’s field
of view (FOV) to the photocathode 103. The window 101
can be, for example, the substrate upon which the pho-
tocathode 103 is grown or otherwise formed using, for
instance, standard epitaxial growth and lithography (e.g.,
pattern mask and etch). Alternatively, the window 101
can be formed or otherwise provided separately, and
then bonded to the separately formed corner cube en-
hanced photocathode 103. Bonding can be achieved, for
instance, by way of mechanical (e.g., glue or epoxy that
is transparent in the spectrum range of interest), chemical
(ionic or covalent bonding), or fusion bonding (cross-link-
ing bond). As will be appreciated, the type of bonding will
generally depend on the materials used. The window 101
can be implemented with any material(s) suitable for
passing the spectrum range of interest, such as glass,
quartz, magnesium fluoride, or other material transparent
at the spectrum range. Additional optics may be used in
conjunction with the window to provide for collection
and/or focusing of incident light, if so desired. The type
and complexity of the window and any optics can vary
depending on a number of factors including desired per-
formance, acceptance angle, cost, and wavelengths of
interest.
[0018] In any such cases, photons of interest in the
FOV of the system are provided to the photocathode 103
for conversion to electrons via the photoelectric effect.
As can be further seen, the photocathode 103 is en-
hanced in that it includes a corner cube array provided
in the vacuum-side surface. The photocathode 103 can
generally be implemented with materials suitable for the
spectral response range and application of interest. For
instance, antimony cesium (SbCs) has a spectral re-
sponse in the UV to visible wavelength range and can
be used in semitransparent or reflection-mode photo-
cathodes. Antimony rubidium cesium (SbRbCs) or anti-
mony potassium cesium (SbKCs) each have a spectral
response range similar to a SbCs photocathode, but with
higher sensitivity and relatively lower dark current, and
are commonly used in scintillation counters. Photocath-
odes made with sodium potassium antimony (NaKSb)
also tend to operate with very low dark current, and are
suitable for use in photon counting applications. Photo-
cathodes made with sodium potassium antimony- cesi-
um (NaKSbCs) exhibit a spectral response from the UV
to near IR wavelength regions, and are commonly used
for broadband spectrophotometers and photon counting
applications. The wavelength response can be extended
(e.g., to 930 nm) by photocathode activation processing.
Gallium nitride (GaN) and Gallium arsenide (GaAs) pho-
tocathode materials can be used in detecting UV and IR
wavelengths, respectively. Indium gallium arsenide (In-
GaAs) photocathodes exhibit extended sensitivity in the

IR range compared to GaAs. Photocathodes made from
cesium telluride or cesium iodide (CsTe or CsI, respec-
tively) are sensitive to vacuum UV and UV rays but not
to visible light (CsTe is insensitive to wavelengths longer
than 320 nm, and CsI is insensitive to wavelengths longer
than 200 nm). Additional details of the corner cube en-
hanced photocathode 103 will be provided with reference
to Figures 2a-5.
[0019] An electron outputted by the photocathode 103
is accelerated toward the gain medium 105 due to the
bias (Bias 1) between the photocathode 103 and the gain
medium 105 input. Bias 1 can be, for example, about 300
V DC or any voltage suitable for negatively biasing the
photocathode 103 with respect to the gain medium 105.
The gain medium 105 can be implemented, for example,
with a microchannel plate (MCP). As is known, an MCP
generally includes an array of small diameter tubes or
channels, each of which operates as an independent
electron multiplier in the presence of a bias (Bias 2) ap-
plied across the input and output electrodes of the MCP
(e.g., 3000 V DC for a three plate configuration, or other
suitable MCP bias). As an electron enters the input end
of a given channel and passes through that channel, it
impacts the channel walls thereby producing secondary
electrons that then also propagate through the channel
and impact the channel wall to produce even more sec-
ondary electrons. This repetitive addition of electrons am-
plifies the original input signal, and the resulting electron
cloud is provided at the output of the MCP. Once the
channel of the MCP outputs the electron cloud, that chan-
nel is depleted of charge, and thus needs to recharge so
as to be ready for the next event in the channel. The bias
(Bias 2) recharges the channel through the resistance of
the plate.
[0020] Various other embodiments and configurations
will be apparent. For instance, note that two or more
MCPs can be coupled in series to provide even greater
amplification for a given input event, as is sometimes
done. For instance, an assembly of two MCPs (some-
times called a Chevron or V-stack), or three MCPs (some-
times called a Z-stack) may be used in place of single
MCP. In short, any number of MCPs can be used and
configured in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention, and the number of MCPs required will
depend on demands and various particulars of the target
application.
[0021] The anode 107 operatively couples the gain me-
dium 105 to the readout device 109, and can be imple-
mented, for example, with conventional technology such
as with an array of anode pads (e.g., aluminum or gold
pads formed on a silicon substrate, or a printed circuit
board, or other suitable substrate) that effectively pixeliz-
es the output of the gain medium 105, with each pad
connected to an amplifier circuit of the readout device
109. Alternatively, the anode 107 can be implemented
with an optical taper, which typically involves a conver-
sion from electrons to light at the output of the gain me-
dium 105 using a phosphor. In another example embod-
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iment, the anode 107 can be implemented with an inter-
face as described in U.S. Application No. 12/400,505 filed
on March 9, 2009. The interface described therein can
be used to interface a segmented anode 107 to a readout
device 109 using at least one interconnect layer for phys-
ically connecting each anode pad to a corresponding re-
adout circuit pad. In one such case, the interface transfers
signals from a relatively large anode pad array to a small-
er array of the readout circuit. Each interconnect layer
provides conductive runs, vias, and/or metal contacts
that operatively couple anode pads to corresponding in-
terconnect pads/bumps of readout device 109. The
number of middle interconnect layers depends on factors
such as the number of pixels included in the array of the
detector system as well as the fabrication techniques em-
ployed (which effectively define geometries and feature
sizes of the resulting circuitry). Thus, the anode 107 can
be directly or indirectly connected to the readout device
109 (e.g., by way of similar pad layouts and geometries
associated with both the anode 107 and readout device
109, or by way of an optical taper or one or more inter-
connect layers for configurations where the anode pad
configuration is different from the readout device pad
configuration).
[0022] A gap is provided between the output of the gain
medium 105 and the anode 107. The gap is generally
small (e.g., on the order of 0.2 mm to 0.4 mm), within
good design practice, to minimize the spreading of the
electron cloud (or output of the gain medium 105) on the
anode 107. Note that in a segmented anode configuration
where the gain medium 105 is implemented with an MCP,
each anode pad receives a detection signal from one or
more corresponding channels of the MCP (MCP chan-
nels are typically smaller than anode pads). Such a multi-
anode MCP configuration is particularly useful when it is
necessary to maintain spatial relationships of input sig-
nals (e.g., such as the case with imaging applications).
Other embodiments may have an anode 107 configured
with a single (non-segmented) anode (effectively, a sin-
gle pixel) that collects the total current produced by all
the MCP channels.
[0023] The readout device 109 can be implemented
with conventional technology. For instance, in one ex-
ample case, the readout circuit 109 is implemented with
an amplifier for each pixel of the anode 107, to amplify
the detection signal strength to a desired level (e.g., to
microvolt or millivolt scale). The readout circuit 109 may
further include filtering (e.g., bandpass or other suitable
signal shaping) and/or analog to digital conversion (e.g.,
to 8-bit or 16-bit resolution), to prepare each amplified
detection signal for subsequent processing/use (e.g., im-
age analysis, discrimination, etc). In any case, the read-
out circuit 109 can be secured to the pads (or pad) of
anode 107 using conventional technology, such as bump
bonding. In a segmented anode configuration, each an-
ode pad / readout circuit pad pair effectively corresponds
to a pixel of the detector 100. Thus, the readout device
109 receives each pixel/detection signal and converts it

into a signal having qualities suitable for subsequent sig-
nal processing.
[0024] Other embodiments may have a gain medium
105 other than an MCP. For example, a conventional
photomultiplier tube (PMT) can be used to provide the
gain medium 105. In one such configuration, a PMT using
a dynode chain or an imaging phototube that relies on
high voltage between the photocathode 103 and phos-
phor of anode 107. Such a photomultiplier tube approach
can also use an embedded readout circuit 109 if the an-
ode 107 is made to produce additional electrons by im-
pact of the photoelectrons which have been accelerated
by the high voltage bias (Bias 2). This process is generally
referred to as impact ionization.

Corner Cube Enhanced Photocathode

[0025] Figure 2a is a schematic drawing of a corner
cube enhanced photocathode, configured in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention. As can
be seen, the window 101 is provided on the input/incident
surface of the photocathode 103, and a corner cube array
is provided as part of the output/vacuum surface of the
photocathode 103. The array of corner cubes can be, for
example, grown, machined, or otherwise formed in the
vacuum-side surface of the photocathode 103, which as
previously explained, can be deposited on an appropriate
window 101 for the operational wavelength of the device
100. The photocathode further includes a conductor as
typically done, to allow for application of Bias 1 to facilitate
escape of photoelectrons to vacuum 111.
[0026] In one embodiment, a mandrel is nano-ma-
chined to produce a corner cube pattern with dimensions
corresponding to the desired dimensions of the corner
cubes in the array. In one such case, the photocathode
103 (including the corner cube array) can be grown or
otherwise formed on the mandrel, thereby imparting the
corner cube pattern of the mandrel onto a surface of the
photocathode being formed. The mandrel material can
be selected, for example, to facilitate nano-machining
and lift-off of the corner cube photocathode 103, and to
not interfere with growth/formation of the photocathode
103. In a more general sense, the mandrel is made from
a material that does not bond or otherwise react with the
material making up the corner cube array. The mandrel
can be, for example, made from titanium or steel or other
suitable non-reactive metal, semiconductor, and ceramic
materials. In such cases, the photocathode 103 material
(including the corner cube array) can be, for example,
GaN or CsTe. Numerous material schemes will be ap-
parent in light of this disclosure for implementing the man-
drel and photocathode 103. After the growth/formation
process is complete, the window 101 can be optically
contacted to photocathode 103, and both can be lifted
off the mandrel. In such an embodiment, note that at-
taching the window 101 while the photocathode 103 is
still on the mandrel provides a degree of rigidity that both
facilitates lift-off of the assembly from the mandrel and

7 8 



EP 2 380 047 B1

6

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

further protects the machined photocathode 103. The
window-photocathode assembly can be used with other
components of the detector device as discussed with ref-
erence to Figure 1.
[0027] In another embodiment, the photocathode 103
is formed on the window 101, and the array of corner
cubes is then formed on the top surface of the photocath-
ode 103. Standard photolithography can be used to form
the corner cube array in the photocathode 103 layer. For
instance, a mask having the desired corner cube format
can be patterned on the vacuum-side surface of the pho-
tocathode 103 (e.g. using reactive ion etching to transfer
a multidimensional photoresist pattern on to the photo-
cathode). The pattern can then be imparted onto the vac-
uum-side surface of the photocathode 103 by standard
etching (e.g., wet or plasma etch). In one specific such
embodiment, the corner cube mask patterning and for-
mation can be carried out, for example, using UV holo-
graphic lithography and plasma etching. Holographic li-
thography can be used for patterning arrays of fine fea-
tures such as corner cubes. An interference pattern be-
tween two or more coherent light waves is set up and
effectively recorded in a photoresist layer. This interfer-
ence pattern includes a periodic series of fringes repre-
senting intensity minima and maxima. Once the pattern
is exposed per standard photolithographic processing, a
photoresist pattern corresponding to the periodic inten-
sity pattern is provided. For a two-beam interference pat-
tern, the fringe-to-fringe spacing or period is given by
[λ/2]/sin[θ/2], where λ is the wavelength and θ is the angle
between the two interfering waves. As such, the minimum
period is one-half of the wavelength λ. As will be appre-
ciated, by using a three-beam interference pattern, ar-
rays with hexagonal symmetry can be provided, and by
using a four-beam interference pattern, arrays with rec-
tangular symmetry can be provided. Thus, superimpos-
ing different beam combinations allows for different cor-
ner cube formats to be defined.
[0028] In operation, and in accordance with an embod-
iment of the present invention, photons enter the photo-
cathode 103 within an F-cone and field distribution that
are determined by the optical system in front of the win-
dow 101. After a first pass through the photocathode 103,
the photons that do not generate electrons are returned
along their original path by a corner cube included in the
array. As will be appreciated in light of this disclosure,
this arrangement has a number of important benefits. In
particular, the photons now have a second chance to be
converted thereby increasing the quantum efficiency. In
addition, the fact that the photons are returned on the
same path (with only a small or otherwise negligible dis-
placement) means that the optical resolution of the sys-
tem (detector modulation transfer function, or MTF) is
preserved. Moreover, recall that the corner cubes are
fabricated from the same material as the photocathode
103 and therefore further improve quantum efficiency.
The corner cubes also provide most of the optical thick-
ness of the photocathode 103. Furthermore, the elec-

trons that are generated in the corner cube have a higher
probability of escaping to the vacuum 111 due to the larg-
er surface area provided. In more detail, and as illustrated
in Figure 2b, the electrons that are generated with initial
directions that are evenly distributed over a sphere (given
the natural statistical probability of an even distribution)
have a better chance of exiting into the vacuum 111 than
they would have with a planar photocathode. This is be-
cause the electrons are more likely to reach a vacuum-
side edge in a corner cube enhanced photocathode 103.
[0029] The corner cube array dramatically increases
the quantum efficiency of any photocathode 103. The
ideal photocathode will absorb all photons and emit all
generated photoelectrons within the absorption band of
the material used for the photocathode. Typical photo-
cathode quantum efficiencies range from a few percent
to as much as 50%. The techniques described herein
can be used to generally improve quantum efficiency by
a factor of two, and particularly for photocathode-based
detector devices that operate in the UV, visible and IR
spectral ranges. In more detail, quantum efficiency is de-
termined by a number of factors, including the absorption
cross-section of the photocathode material, path length
in that material, electron mean free path, and negative
electron affinity (NEA) of the surface. The absorption
cross-section and mean free path are functions of the
material used, and the NEA in general can be achieved,
for instance, by cesium processing the surface. The tech-
niques provided herein can be used to improve quantum
efficiency by increasing the path length by at least a factor
of 2, and also reducing the distance an electron travels
to the vacuum surface by means of the structure of the
corner cube. As will be appreciated, the quantum effi-
ciency enhancement described herein can be applied to
any detector material used as a photocathode. The pho-
tocathode materials selected can generally be an alloy
or compound of materials selected to obtain the desired
spectral shape. In some embodiments, the photocathode
layer thicknesses are in the range of tens of nanometers
(e.g., 30 nm) to hundreds of nanometers (e.g., 300 nm).
As nanotechnology progresses, feature sizes (e.g., layer
thickness, corner cube dimensions, etc) may continue to
decrease.
[0030] In one specific embodiment, a GaN photocath-
ode 103 is selected for operation in the UV portion of the
spectrum. The thickness of the photocathode 103 can
be, for example, in the range of 100 nm to 250 nm. The
corner cubes may have dimensions on the nano-scale
as well. For instance, and with reference to Figure 3, an
example corner cube is configured with a circular format,
having a diameter and a height. In some embodiments,
the diameter can be, for example, in the range of 100 nm
to 500 nm, and the height can be, for example, in the
range of 30 to 250 nm.
[0031] As will be appreciated, numerous other corner
cube formats and geometries can be used here, and the
claimed invention is not intended to be limited to any par-
ticular configuration. For example, while a circular corner
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cube format can be used as shown in Figure 3, such a
configuration will have a fill factor loss for an array that
covers the area of the photocathode 103. In embodi-
ments where a higher fill factor is desired, a square corner
cube format can be used, thereby providing a 100% fill
factor (or close thereto). The dimensions of the square
corner cubes can be, for instance, in the range of 100
nm to 250 nm. In addition, typical detector and image
intensifiers are generally configured as either an 18 mm
or 25 mm type. However, larger photocathode devices
(e.g., 500 mm) can be made as well. In any such cases,
note that the corner cube techniques provided herein can
be scaled to any active area needed.
[0032] As previously explained, the optical path
through the photocathode material is more than doubled
given the nature of the corner cube. Conventional con-
figurations do not allow for this. For example, one con-
ventional photocathode configuration employs a fiber
bundle having the fiber ends terminating in truncated cor-
ner cubes. The corner cubes are coated with a photo-
cathode material. One significant issue associated with
this conventional approach is that electrons are gener-
ated at the surface of the photocathode material and will
have reduced probability of exit to the vacuum-side. In
contrast, techniques provided herein allow for increased
path length within the photocathode material (as opposed
to multiple reflections from the fiber optic and photocath-
ode interface). Another issue associated with the con-
ventional fiber bundle approach is the resolution of the
image is limited by the size of fiber optics, which are typ-
ically not smaller than the micron scale (e.g., 3 microns
or greater). In contrast, a corner cube array as described
herein can be implemented on the nano-scale. Another
advantage of making the corner cubes out of the photo-
cathode material as described herein is the increased
probability of photoelectrons reaching the vacuum inter-
face and having sufficient energy to exit to the vacuum.
In short, the corner cube provides multiple paths to the
vacuum.

Formation Methodology - Mandrel

[0033] Figure 4 illustrates a method for fabricating a
corner cube enhanced photocathode device, in accord-
ance with one embodiment of the present invention. The
device has an array of corner cubes fabricated on an
internal surface, and in particular, on the vacuum-side
surface of the photocathode layer. The corner cube array
is part of the photocathode layer and as such is the same
material. After a first pass through the photocathode,
photons that do not generate electrons are returned
along their original paths by one of the corner cubes
thereby improving quantum efficiency.
[0034] The method includes providing 401 a mandrel
configured to produce a desired corner cube pattern. As
previously explained, the corner cube pattern can be im-
plemented with any number of corner cube formats (e.g.,
triangular, square, etc) and feature sizes (e.g., nano-

scale, micro-scale, etc). The method continues with form-
ing 403 a photocathode on the mandrel, thereby impart-
ing the corner cube pattern onto a vacuum-side surface
of the photocathode. The photocathode can be any
number of suitable photo emissive materials (e.g., III-V
material systems such as GaN or GaAs, or CeTe). As
previously explained, the mandrel is made from a mate-
rial that does not bond or otherwise react with the material
making up the photocathode.
[0035] The method continues with optically contacting
405 a window to an incident-side surface of the photo-
cathode. The window is generally transparent to the
spectrum range of interest. As will be appreciated, the
incident-side surface of the photocathode is the surface
upon which incoming photons will impinge. As previously
explained, bonding can be achieved, for instance, by way
of mechanical, chemical, or fusion bonding, and addition-
al optics may be used in conjunction with the window to
provide for collection and/or focusing of incident light.
[0036] The method continues with lifting-off 407 the
window and photocathode assembly from the mandrel.
This lift-off can be achieved, for example, using a push-
stick or actuator (e.g., pneumatic or hydraulic mechanism
that lifts or otherwise pushes the assembly from the man-
drel). The method continues with coupling 409 the win-
dow and photocathode assembly with a gain medium
(e.g., MCP, etc) via a vacuum, and coupling 411 an output
of the gain medium via the vacuum with an anode and
readout circuit. As previously explained, the anode and
readout circuit can be implemented as an integrated cir-
cuit or discrete components.

Formation Methodology - Lithography

[0037] Figure 5 illustrates a method for fabricating a
corner cube enhanced photocathode device, in accord-
ance with another embodiment of the present invention.
This embodiment can be used as an alternative to the
one previously discussed with reference to Figure 4,
where rather than using a mandrel to form the corner
cube array, standard photolithography is used.
[0038] The method includes providing 501 a window
that is transparent to the spectrum range of interest, and
then forming 503 a photocathode on the window. The
photocathode can be grown or otherwise formed, for ex-
ample, using any suitable deposition techniques, such
as chemical vapor deposition, vapor phase epitaxy, mo-
lecular beam epitaxy, and/or liquid phase epitaxy. Any
number of conventional techniques can be used in form-
ing the photocathode on the window.
[0039] The method continues with forming 505 a cor-
ner cube pattern on the vacuum-side surface of the pho-
tocathode. As previously explained, the corner cube ar-
ray can be formed using a standard photolithography
technique. In one specific embodiment, the corner cube
array is formed using UV holographic lithography and
plasma etching. The method continues in a similar fash-
ion to that discussed with reference to Figure 4, with cou-
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pling 409 the window and photocathode assembly with
a gain medium (e.g., MCP, etc) via a vacuum, and cou-
pling 411 an output of the gain medium via the vacuum
with an anode and readout circuit.
[0040] The foregoing description of the embodiments
of the invention has been presented for the purposes of
illustration and description. It is not intended to be ex-
haustive or to limit the invention to the precise form dis-
closed. Many modifications and variations are possible
in light of this disclosure. It is intended that the scope of
the invention be limited not by this detailed description,
but rather by the claims appended hereto.

Claims

1. A photocathode device (100), comprising:

a window (101); and
a photocathode (103) layer having an input sur-
face optically coupled to the window and a vac-
uum-side surface, characterised in that the
vacuum-side surface has a corner cube array
formed therein, the corner cube array being
made of the same material as the photocathode
layer.

2. The photocathode device of claim 1 further compris-
ing:

a gain medium (105) operatively coupled to the
vacuum-side surface via a vacuum and bias;
and
an anode (107) operatively coupled to the gain
medium by the vacuum.

3. The photocathode device of claim 2 further compris-
ing:
a readout device (109) operatively coupled to the
anode.

4. The photocathode device of claim 2 wherein the gain
medium (105) includes a microchannel plate.

5. The photocathode device of claim 2 wherein the gain
medium (105) includes a photomultiplier tube.

6. The photocathode device of claim 1 wherein the pho-
tocathode (103) comprises gallium nitride or cesium
telluride.

7. The photocathode device of claim 1 wherein the cor-
ner cube array includes corner cubes having a height
in the range of 150 nm or less.

8. The photocathode device of claim 1 wherein the cor-
ner cube array includes corner cubes having a
square format.

9. A method for making a photocathode device, com-
prising:

providing a window (101);
optically coupling a photocathode (103) layer to
the window by an input surface of the photocath-
ode layer; characterised by forming a corner
cube array on a vacuum-side surface of the pho-
tocathode (103) layer, the corner cube array be-
ing made of the same material as the photocath-
ode layer.

10. The method of claim 9 further comprising:

operatively coupling a gain medium (105) to the
vacuum-side surface via a vacuum and bias;
and
operatively coupling an anode (107) to the gain
medium by the vacuum.

11. The method of claim 10 further comprising:
operatively coupling a readout device (109) to the
anode (107).

12. The method of claim 9 wherein the photocathode
layer is formed on the window (101) prior to forming
the corner cube array on a vacuum-side surface of
the photocathode layer.

13. The method of claim 9 wherein forming a corner cube
array on a vacuum-side surface of the photocathode
layer is carried out by forming the photocathode layer
on a mandrel configured with a corner cube pattern
having dimensions corresponding to desired dimen-
sions of the corner cube array.

14. The method of claim 13 wherein optically coupling
the photocathode layer to the window is carried out
after forming the corner cube array.

15. The photocathode device of claim 1, wherein the cor-
ner cube array includes corner cubes having a
square format and a height in the range of 150 nm
or less; and wherein the device comprises a gain
medium (105) operatively coupled to the vacuum-
side surface via a vacuum and bias;
an anode operatively coupled to the gain medium by
the vacuum; and
a readout device operatively coupled to the anode.

Patentansprüche

1. Photokathodenvorrichtung (100), umfassend:

ein Fenster (101); und
eine Photokathodenschicht (103), die eine Ein-
gangsoberfläche aufweist, die mit dem Fenster
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und einer vakuumseitigen Oberfläche optisch
gekoppelt ist,
dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass die vakuum-
seitige Oberfläche eine Eckenwürfelanordnung
aufweist, die darin gebildet ist, wobei die Ecken-
würfelanordnung aus dem gleichen Material wie
die Photokathodenschicht hergestellt ist.

2. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, die au-
ßerdem umfasst:

ein Verstärkungsmedium (105), das über ein
Vakuum und eine Vorspannung funktionsfähig
mit der vakuumseitigen Oberfläche gekoppelt
ist; und
eine Anode (107), die durch das Vakuum funk-
tionsfähig mit dem Verstärkungsmedium gekop-
pelt ist.

3. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 2, die au-
ßerdem umfasst:
eine Auslesevorrichtung (109), die funktionsfähig mit
der Anode gekoppelt ist.

4. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 2, wobei
das Verstärkungsmedium (105) eine Mikrokanal-
platte enthält.

5. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 2, wobei
das Verstärkungsmedium (105) einen Photoverfiel-
facher enthält.

6. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei
die Photokathode (103) Galliumnitrid oder Cäsium-
tellurid umfasst.

7. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei
die Eckenwürfelanordnung Eckenwürfel enthält, die
eine Höhe in dem Bereich von 150 nm oder weniger
aufweisen.

8. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei
die Eckenwürfelanordnung Eckenwürfel enthält, die
ein quadratisches Format aufweisen.

9. Verfahren zum Herstellen einer Photokathodenvor-
richtung, umfassend:

Bereitstellen eines Fensters (101);
optisches Koppeln einer Photokathodenschicht
(103) mit dem Fenster durch eine Eingangso-
berfläche der Photokathodenschicht; gekenn-
zeichnet durch:
Bilden einer Eckenwürfelanordnung auf einer
vakuumseitigen Oberfläche der Photokatho-
denschicht (103), wobei die Eckenwürfelanord-
nung aus dem gleichen Material wie die Photo-
kathodenschicht hergestellt ist.

10. Verfahren nach Anspruch 9, das außerdem umfasst:

funktionsfähiges Koppeln eines Verstärkungs-
mediums (105) über ein Vakuum und eine Vor-
spannung mit der vakuumseitigen Oberfläche;
und
funktionsfähiges Koppeln einer Anode (107)
durch das Vakuum mit dem Verstärkungsmedi-
um.

11. Verfahren nach Anspruch 10, das außerdem um-
fasst:
funktionsfähiges Koppeln einer Auslesevorrichtung
(109) mit der Anode (107).

12. Verfahren nach Anspruch 9, wobei die Photokatho-
denschicht an dem Fenster (101) gebildet wird, be-
vor die Eckenwürfelanordnung auf einer vakuumsei-
tigen Oberfläche der Photokathodenschicht gebildet
wird.

13. Verfahren nach Anspruch 9, wobei das Bilden einer
Eckenwürfelanordnung auf der vakuumseitigen
Oberfläche der Photokathodenschicht durch eine
Bilden der Photokathodenschicht auf einer Spindel
ausgeführt wird, die mit einem Eckenwürfelmuster
konfiguriert ist, das Abmessungen umfasst, die den
gewünschten Abmessungen der Eckenwürfelanord-
nung entsprechen.

14. Verfahren nach Anspruch 13, wobei das optische
Koppeln der Photokathodenschicht an das Fenster
ausgeführt wird, nachdem die Eckenwürfelanord-
nung gebildet wurde.

15. Photokathodenvorrichtung nach Anspruch 1, wobei
die Eckenwürfelanordnung Eckenwürfel enthält, die
ein quadratisches Format und eine Höhe in dem Be-
reich von 150 nm oder weniger aufweisen; und wobei
die Vorrichtung umfasst: ein Verstärkungsmedium
(105), das über ein Vakuum und eine Vorspannung
funktionsfähig mit der vakuumseitigen Oberfläche
gekoppelt ist; eine Anode (107), die durch das Va-
kuum funktionsfähig mit dem Verstärkungsmedium
gekoppelt ist; und eine Auslesevorrichtung, die funk-
tionsfähig mit der Anode gekoppelt ist.

Revendications

1. Dispositif à photocathode (100), comprenant :

une fenêtre (101) ; et
une couche de photocathode (103) ayant une
surface d’entrée optiquement couplée à la fenê-
tre et une surface côté vide, caractérisé en ce
que la surface côté vide a un réseau prismatique
formé à l’intérieur, le réseau prismatique étant

15 16 



EP 2 380 047 B1

10

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

constitué du même matériau que la couche de
photocathode.

2. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 1 com-
prenant en outre :

un milieu de gain (105) fonctionnellement cou-
plé à la surface côté vide par le biais d’un vide
et d’une polarisation ; et
une anode (107) fonctionnellement couplée au
milieu de gain par le vide.

3. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 2 com-
prenant en outre :
un dispositif de lecture (109) fonctionnellement cou-
plé à l’anode.

4. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 2 dans
lequel le milieu de gain (105) comporte une plaque
à microcanaux.

5. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 2 dans
lequel le milieu de gain (105) comporte un tube pho-
tomultiplicateur.

6. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 1 dans
lequel la photocathode (103) comprend du nitrure
de gallium ou du tellurure de césium.

7. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 1 dans
lequel le réseau prismatique comporte des prismes
ayant une hauteur dans la gamme de 150 nm ou
moins.

8. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 1 dans
lequel le réseau prismatique comporte des prismes
ayant un format carré.

9. Procédé de fabrication d’un dispositif à photocatho-
de, comprenant :

l’obtention d’une fenêtre (101) ;
le couplage optique d’une couche de photoca-
thode (103) à la fenêtre par une surface d’entrée
de la couche de photocathode ; caractérisé par
la formation d’un réseau prismatique sur une
surface côté vide de la couche de photocathode
(103), le réseau prismatique étant constitué du
même matériau que la couche de photocathode.

10. Procédé de la revendication 9 comprenant en outre :

le couplage fonctionnel d’un milieu de gain (105)
à la surface côté vide par le biais d’un vide et
d’une polarisation ; et
le couplage fonctionnel d’une anode (107) au
milieu de gain par le vide.

11. Procédé de la revendication 10 comprenant en
outre :
le couplage fonctionnel d’un dispositif de lecture
(109) à l’anode (107).

12. Procédé de la revendication 9 dans lequel la couche
de photocathode est formée sur la fenêtre (101)
avant la formation du réseau prismatique sur une
surface côté vide de la couche de photocathode.

13. Procédé de la revendication 9 dans lequel la forma-
tion d’un réseau prismatique sur une surface côté
vide de la couche de photocathode est réalisée par
formation de la couche de photocathode sur un man-
drin configuré avec un motif prismatique ayant des
dimensions correspondant à des dimensions sou-
haitées du réseau prismatique.

14. Procédé de la revendication 13 dans lequel le cou-
plage optique de la couche de photocathode à la
fenêtre est réalisé après la formation du réseau pris-
matique.

15. Dispositif à photocathode de la revendication 1, le
réseau prismatique comportant des prismes ayant
un format carré et une hauteur dans la gamme de
150 nm ou moins ; et
le dispositif comprenant un milieu de gain (105) fonc-
tionnellement couplé à la surface côté vide par le
biais d’un vide et d’une polarisation ;
une anode fonctionnellement couplée au milieu de
gain par le vide ; et
un dispositif de lecture fonctionnellement couplé à
l’anode.
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