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Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] Embodiments of the present invention relate
generally to optical systems and assemblies, and more
specifically to focusing methods for microscopic optical
systems and assemblies. WO 2008/032100 A1 discloses
a method according to the preamble of claim 1 and an
optical system according to the preamble of claim 9.
[0002] A wide variety of microscopic optical systems
exist that observe a sample of interest comprising bio-
logical or chemical substances. For example, sample im-
agers may be configured to detect activity that is indica-
tive of a desired reaction (e.g., binding events between
targets and probes). Such activity may be identified by
detecting light emissions (e.g., fluorescence or chemilu-
minescence) from labels that are selectively bound to the
targets or probes. The detected light is then analyzed to
determine properties or characteristics of the biological
or chemical substances. Other microscopic optical sys-
tems exist that are configured to inspect an object to de-
termine certain features or structures of the object. For
example, optical systems may be used to inspect a sur-
face of a semiconductor chip or silicon wafer to determine
whether there are any deviations or defects in a pattern
on the surface. Other optical systems include profilom-
eters that determine surface profiles of an object.
[0003] Conventional optical systems, such as those
described above, generally include a focus-control sys-
tem that determines whether the optical system has an
acceptable degree-of-focus with respect to the object.
For example, some conventional optical systems use a
focusing method that includes reflecting a reference light
beam off a surface of the object and detecting the reflect-
ed light beam with a detector (e.g., position-sensitive de-
tector (PSD)). The reflected light beam forms a beam
spot on a surface of the detector. If the beam spot is offset
by a certain amount from a desired location on the surface
or if the beam spot has a certain morphology (e.g., size,
shape, and/or density), the focus-control system may de-
termine that the optical system is not properly focused
and may adjust the object or the optical components of
the system accordingly.
[0004] However, the focus-control systems of such
conventional optical systems have certain limitations. Fo-
cus-control systems often include several optical com-
ponents that affect the optical path of the reference light
beam before and after the light beam is reflected by the
object. If any one of these optical components is some-
how moved from a predetermined position during oper-
ation of the optical system or somehow adversely affect-
ed, the beam spot will not provide accurate information
relating to the focus of the system. Such problems may
not be identified until after an object is scanned thereby
requiring the use of sub-standard data or possibly requir-
ing another scan. In some cases, acquisition of another
scan may not be possible and a valuable sample can end

up being wasted. It may also be necessary to recalibrate
the optical components of the focus-control system,
which may take substantial time and costs to remedy.
Sub-standard data, loss of samples, or time wasted in
obtaining data can be particularly problematic in diag-
nostic or prognostic applications where samples are of-
ten scarce and the data provides information that is im-
portant in determining a course of treatment for a patient.
[0005] In addition to the above, conventional optical
systems may use complex beam-spot analysis algo-
rithms to analyze the location, shape, and density of the
beam spot. Such analysis may be costly and also sensi-
tive to the configuration of the optical components.
[0006] Accordingly, there is a need for focusing meth-
ods and focus-control systems that reduce the alignment
sensitivity of the optical components. Furthermore, there
is a need for focus-control systems that use alternative
forms of beam-spot analysis. There is also a general
need for improved focusing methods and focus-control
systems that are simpler, more accurate, and/or less
costly than known focusing methods and focus-control
systems.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

[0007] In accordance with one embodiment, a method
for controlling a focus of an optical system according to
claim 1 is provided.
[0008] In another embodiment, an optical system ac-
cording to claim 9 is provided.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0009]

Figure 1 illustrates a block diagram of an optical sys-
tem formed in accordance with an embodiment.

Figure 2 is a perspective view of an optical assembly
formed in accordance with one embodiment that may
be used with the optical system shown in Figure 1.

Figure 3 is a plan view of the optical assembly shown
in Figure 2.

Figure 4 illustrates incident and reflected light beams
when the optical assembly shown in Figure 2 is in
focus with respect to an object.

Figure 5 illustrates beam spots on a detector surface
that are provided by the reflected light beams shown
in Figure 4.

Figure 6 illustrates incident and reflected light beams
when the optical assembly shown in Figure 2 is below
focus.

Figure 7 illustrates beam spots on a detector surface
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that are provided by the reflected light beams shown
in Figure 6.

Figure 8 illustrates incident and reflected light beams
when the optical assembly shown in Figure 2 is
above focus.

Figure 9 illustrates beam spots on a detector surface
that are provided by the reflected light beams shown
in Figure 8.

Figure 10 illustrates alternative embodiments for de-
termining relative separation between reflected light
beams.

Figure 11 illustrates reflection of parallel reflected
light beams by two optical components where one
of the optical components is not in a desired position.

Figure 12 illustrates beam spots on a detector sur-
face that are provided by the reflected light beams
shown in Figure 11.

Figure 13 illustrates reflection of parallel reflected
light beams by two optical components where one
of the optical components is not in a desired position.

Figure 14 illustrates beam spots on a detector sur-
face that are provided by the reflected light beams
shown in Figure 13.

Figure 15 is a side view of a flow cell that may be
used in various embodiments and illustrates reflec-
tion of incident light beams.

Figures 16A and 16B are schematic diagrams of op-
tical assemblies that may be formed in accordance
with alternative embodiments.

Figure 17 is a perspective view of an optical assem-
bly formed in accordance with another embodiment
that may be used with the optical system shown in
Figure 1.

Figure 18 is a plan view of the optical assembly
shown in Figure 17.

Figure 19 is a side view of a beam folding device that
may be used in accordance with various embodi-
ments.

Figures 20-22 illustrate an object being scanned by
an optical assembly formed in accordance with var-
ious embodiments.

Figure 23 is a perspective view of a sample imager
formed in accordance with one embodiment.

Figure 24 is a block diagram that illustrates a method
of determining a degree-of-focus of an object with
respect to an optical assembly.

Figure 25 is a block diagram illustrating a control loop
for controlling a degree-of-focus of an optical system
with respect to an object or sample.

Figure 26 is a block diagram that illustrates a method
of determining a working distance between an object
and a conjugate lens of an optical assembly.

Figure 27 is a block diagram illustrating a control loop
for profiling an object surface.

Figure 28 is a block diagram that illustrates a method
of operating an optical system in accordance with
various embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

[0010] Embodiments described herein include optical
systems that may be used to at least one of view, image,
and inspect various objects. In some embodiments, the
optical systems include sample imagers that are used to
image samples for biological or chemical analysis. For
example, a sample imager may be configured to perform
at least one of total-internal-reflectance-fluorescence
(TIRF) imaging and epi-fluorescent imaging. In particular
embodiments, the sample imager is a scanning time-de-
lay integration (TDI) system. In other embodiments, the
optical systems may be configured to inspect surfaces
of microdevices, such as semi-conductor chips or silicon
wafers, to determine if the surfaces have any deviations
or defects. In other embodiments, the optical systems
include profilometers that are configured to determine a
surface profile or topography of an object.
[0011] In various embodiments, the optical systems in-
clude a conjugate lens that receives one or more pairs
of parallel incident light beams. The conjugate lens can
direct the incident light beams to a focal region where
the incident light beams are reflected by a surface or
interface of an object that is proximate to the focal region.
The conjugate lens may then receive the reflected light
beams. If the object is in-focus, the reflected light beams
will project parallel to one another from the conjugate
lens. If the object is not in-focus, the reflected light beams
will project from the conjugate lens in a non-parallel man-
ner.
[0012] Optical systems described herein may deter-
mine a focus or profile parameter that is effectively based
upon or at least partially determined by the projection
relationship of the reflected light beams exiting the con-
jugate lens. The focus or profile parameter may be a func-
tion of one or more geometric characteristics or elements
of a reflected light beam, such as an optical path length
or projection angle from an optical component. Further-
more, the parameter may be a function of a relation be-
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tween the reflected light beams (ratio of geometric char-
acteristics, separation distance between beam spots,
path spacing between beams). Focus and profile param-
eters may be indicative of a degree-of-focus of the optical
system, a working distance that separates the lens and
the object, or a surface profile (e.g., height) of the object
at a particular point on the object surface.
[0013] By way of example, as the two non-parallel re-
flected light beams propagate along an optical track, a
distance that separates the reflected light beams increas-
es or decreases. Optical systems described herein may
determine a relative separation between the reflected
light beams. The relative separation is based upon or at
least partially determined by the projection relationship
of the reflected light beams. For example, the light beams
may be propagating parallel to each other thereby main-
taining the relative separation, converging toward each
other thereby decreasing the relative separation, or di-
verging away from each other thereby increasing the rel-
ative separation. The relative separation may be deter-
mined, for example, as a separation distance that ex-
tends between beam spots on a detector’s surface. The
relative separation may also be calculated by individually
detecting the beam spots with different detectors. The
relative separation can be used to determine a working
distance that extends between the conjugate lens and
the object that reflected the incident light beams. The
relative separation may also be used to determine a de-
gree-of-focus of the optical system. Furthermore, the rel-
ative separation may be used to determine a surface pro-
file of the object.
[0014] Furthermore, as will be described in greater de-
tail below, embodiments described herein include one or
more focus-control systems to determine whether the ob-
ject, which may include a sample, is sufficiently within a
focal plane of the optical system so that the object can
be viewed, imaged, and/or inspected. More specifically,
embodiments can determine whether the optical system
has a sufficient degree-of-focus with respect to the ob-
ject. The focus determination may be based on reference
light beams that are incident upon the object. After de-
termining whether the object is sufficiently in focus with
respect to the optical system, embodiments can auto-
matically move the object or the optical system so that
the object is within the focal plane of the optical system.
[0015] As used herein, the term "object" includes all
things that are suitable for imaging, viewing, analyzing,
inspecting, or profiling with the optical systems described
herein. By way of example only, objects may include sem-
iconductor wafers or chips, recordable media, samples,
flow cells, microparticles, slides, or microarrays. Objects
generally include one or more surfaces and/or one or
more interfaces that a user may desire to image, view,
analyze, inspect, and/or determine a profile thereof. The
objects may have surfaces or interfaces with relief fea-
tures such as wells, pits, ridges, bumps, beads or the like.
[0016] As used herein, the term "sample" includes var-
ious matters of interest. A sample may be imaged or

scanned for subsequent analysis. In particular embodi-
ments, a sample may include biological or chemical sub-
stances of interests and, optionally, an optical substrate
that supports the biological or chemical substances. As
such, a sample may or may not include an optical sub-
strate. As used herein, the term "biological or chemical
substances" is not intended to be limiting, but may include
a variety of biological or chemical substances that are
suitable for being imaged or examined with the optical
systems described herein. For example, biological or
chemical substances include biomolecules, such as nu-
cleosides, nucleic acids, polynucleotides, oligonucle-
otides, proteins, enzymes, polypeptides, antibodies, an-
tigens, ligands, receptors, polysaccharide, carbohy-
drate, polyphosphates, nanopores, organelles, lipid lay-
ers, cells, tissues, organisms, and biologically active
chemical compound(s) such as analogs or mimetics of
the aforementioned species.
[0017] The biological or chemical substances may be
supported by an optical substrate. As used herein, the
term "optical substrate" is not intended to be limiting, but
may include various materials that support the biological
or chemical substances and permit the biological or
chemical substances to be at least one of viewed, im-
aged, and examined. For example, the optical substrate
may comprise a transparent material that reflects a por-
tion of incident light and refracts a portion of the incident
light. Alternatively, the optical substrate may be, for ex-
ample, a mirror that reflects the incident light entirely such
that no light is transmitted through the optical substrate.
Typically, the optical substrate has a flat surface. How-
ever, the optical substrate can have a surface with relief
features such as wells, pits, ridges, bumps, beads or the
like.
[0018] In an exemplary embodiment, the optical sub-
strate is a flow cell having flow channels where nucleic
acids are sequenced. However, in alternative embodi-
ments, the optical substrate may include one or more
slides, planar chips (such as those used in microarrays),
or microparticles. In such cases where the optical sub-
strate includes a plurality of microparticles that support
the biological or chemical substances, the microparticles
may be held by another optical substrate, such as a slide
or grooved plate. In particular embodiments, the optical
substrate includes diffraction grating based encoded op-
tical identification elements similar to or the same as
those described in pending US patent application Ser.
No. 10/661,234, entitled Diffraction Grating Based Opti-
cal Identification Element, filed Sep. 12, 2003, discussed
more hereinafter. A bead cell or plate for holding the op-
tical identification elements may be similar to or the same
as that described in pending U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 10/661,836, entitled "Method and Apparatus for
Aligning Microbeads in Order to Interrogate the Same",
filed Sep. 12, 2003, and Patent No. 7,164,533, entitled
"Hybrid Random Bead/Chip Based Microarray", issued
January 16, 2007, as well as US patent applications, Ser.
No., 60/609,583, entitled "Improved Method and Appa-
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ratus for Aligning Microbeads in Order to Interrogate the
Same", filed September 13, 2004, Ser. No. 60/610,910,
entitled "Method and Apparatus for Aligning Microbeads
in Order to Interrogate the Same", filed September 17,
2004.
[0019] As used herein, the term "optical components"
or "focus components" includes various elements that
affect the transmission of light. Optical components may
be, for example, reflectors, dichroics, beam splitters, col-
limators, lenses, filters, wedges, prisms, mirrors, and the
like.
[0020] By way of example, optical systems described
herein may be constructed to include various compo-
nents and assemblies as described in PCT application
PCT/US07/07991, entitled "System and Devices for Se-
quence by Synthesis Analysis", filed March 30, 2007
and/or to include various components and assemblies
as described in PCT application PCT/US2008/077850,
entitled "Fluorescence Excitation and Detection System
and Method", filed September 26, 2008. In particular em-
bodiments, optical systems can include various compo-
nents and assemblies as described in U.S. Patent No.
7,329,860. Optical systems can also include various
components and assemblies as described in U.S. Patent
Application No. 12/638,770, filed on December 15, 2009.
[0021] In particular embodiments, methods, and opti-
cal systems described herein may be used for sequenc-
ing nucleic acids. For example, sequencing-by-synthesis
(SBS) protocols are particularly applicable. In SBS, a plu-
rality of fluorescently labeled modified nucleotides are
used to sequence dense clusters of amplified DNA (pos-
sibly millions of clusters) present on the surface of an
optical substrate (e.g., a surface that at least partially
defines a channel in a flow cell). The flow cells may con-
tain nucleic acid samples for sequencing where the flow
cells are placed within the appropriate flow cell holders.
The samples for sequencing can take the form of single
nucleic acid molecules that are separated from each oth-
er so as to be individually resolvable, amplified popula-
tions of a nucleic acid molecules in the form of clusters
or other features, or beads that are attached to one or
more molecules of nucleic acid. The nucleic acids can
be prepared such that they comprise an oligonucleotide
primer adjacent to an unknown target sequence. To ini-
tiate the first SBS sequencing cycle, one or more differ-
ently labeled nucleotides, and DNA polymerase, etc., can
be flowed into/through the flow cell by a fluid flow sub-
system (not shown). Either a single type of nucleotide
can be added at a time, or the nucleotides used in the
sequencing procedure can be specially designed to pos-
sess a reversible termination property, thus allowing
each cycle of the sequencing reaction to occur simulta-
neously in the presence of several types of labeled nu-
cleotides (e.g. A, C, T, G). The nucleotides can include
detectable label moieties such as fluorophores. Where
the four nucleotides are mixed together, the polymerase
is able to select the correct base to incorporate and each
sequence is extended by a single base. One or more

lasers may excite the nucleic acids and induce fluores-
cence. The fluorescence emitted from the nucleic acids
is based upon the fluorophores of the incorporated base,
and different fluorophores may emit different wave-
lengths of emission light. Exemplary sequencing meth-
ods are described, for example, in Bentley et al., Nature
456:53-59 (2008), WO 04/018497; US 7,057,026; WO
91/06678; WO 07/123744; US 7,329,492; US 7,211,414;
US 7,315,019; US 7,405,281, and US 2008/0108082.
[0022] Other sequencing techniques that are applica-
ble for use of the methods and systems set forth herein
are pyrosequencing, nanopore sequencing, and se-
quencing by ligation. Exemplary pyrosequencing tech-
niques and samples that are particularly useful are de-
scribed in US 6,210,891; US 6,258,568; US 6,274,320
and Ronaghi, Genome Research 11:3-11 (2001). Exem-
plary nanopore techniques and samples that are also
useful are described in Deamer et al., Acc. Chem. Res.
35:817-825 (2002); Li et al., Nat. Mater. 2:611-615
(2003); Soni et al., Clin Chem. 53:1996-2001 (2007) Hea-
ly et al., Nanomed. 2:459-481 (2007) and Cockroft et al.,
J. am. Chem. Soc. 130:818-820; and US 7,001,792. Any
of a variety of samples can be used in these systems
such as substrates having beads generated by emulsion
PCR, substrates having zero-mode waveguides, sub-
strates having biological nanopores in lipid bilayers, sol-
id-state substrates having synthetic nanopores, and oth-
ers known in the art. Such samples are described in the
context of various sequencing techniques in the refer-
ences cited above and further in US 2005/0042648; US
2005/0079510; US 2005/0130173; and WO 05/010145.
[0023] In other embodiments, optical systems de-
scribed herein may be utilized for detection of samples
that include microarrays. A microarray may include a
population of different probe molecules that are attached
to one or more substrates such that the different probe
molecules can be differentiated from each other accord-
ing to relative location. An array can include different
probe molecules, or populations of the probe molecules,
that are each located at a different addressable location
on a substrate. Alternatively, a microarray can include
separate optical substrates, such as beads, each bearing
a different probe molecule, or population of the probe
molecules, that can be identified according to the loca-
tions of the optical substrates on a surface to which the
substrates are attached or according to the locations of
the substrates in a liquid. Exemplary arrays in which sep-
arate substrates are located on a surface include, without
limitation, a Sentrix® Array or Sentrix® BeadChip Array
available from Illumina®, Inc. (San Diego, CA) or others
including beads in wells such as those described in U.S.
Patent Nos. 6,266,459, 6,355,431, 6,770,441, and
6,859,570; and PCT Publication No. WO 00/63437. Oth-
er arrays having particles on a surface include those set
forth in US 2005/0227252; WO 05/033681; and WO
04/024328.
[0024] Any of a variety of microarrays known in the art,
including, for example, those set forth herein, can be used
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in embodiments of the invention. A typical microarray
contains sites, sometimes referred to as features, each
having a population of probes. The population of probes
at each site is typically homogenous having a single spe-
cies of probe, but in some embodiments the populations
can each be heterogeneous. Sites or features of an array
are typically discrete, being separated with spaces be-
tween each other. The size of the probe sites and/or spac-
ing between the sites can vary such that arrays can be
high density, medium density or lower density. High den-
sity arrays are characterized as having sites separated
by less than about 15 mm Medium density arrays have
sites separated by about 15 to 30 mm, while low density
arrays have sites separated by greater than 30 mm. An
array useful in the invention can have sites that are sep-
arated by less than 100 mm, 50 mm, 10 mm, 5 mm, 1 mm,
or 0.5 mm. An apparatus or method of an embodiment
of the invention can be used to image an array at a res-
olution sufficient to distinguish sites at the above densi-
ties or density ranges.
[0025] Further examples of commercially available
microarrays that can be used include, for example, an
Affymetrix® GeneChip® microarray or other microarray
synthesized in accordance with techniques sometimes
referred to as VLSIPS™ (Very Large Scale Immobilized
Polymer Synthesis) technologies as described, for ex-
ample, in U.S. Patent Nos. 5,324,633; 5,744,305;
5,451,683; 5,482,867; 5,491,074; 5,624,711; 5,795,716;
5,831,070; 5,856,101; 5,858,659; 5,874,219; 5,968,740;
5,974,164; 5,981,185; 5,981,956; 6,025,601; 6,033,860;
6,090,555; 6,136,269; 6,022,963; 6,083,697; 6,291,183;
6,309,831; 6,416,949; 6,428,752 and 6,482,591. A spot-
ted microarray can also be used in a method according
to an embodiment of the invention. An exemplary spotted
microarray is a CodeLink™ Array available from Amer-
sham Biosciences. Another microarray that is useful is
one that is manufactured using inkjet printing methods
such as SurePrint™ Technology available from Agilent
Technologies.
[0026] The systems and methods set forth herein can
be used to detect the presence of a particular target mol-
ecule in a sample contacted with the microarray. This
can be determined, for example, based on binding of a
labeled target analyte to a particular probe of the micro-
array or due to a target-dependent modification of a par-
ticular probe to incorporate, remove, or alter a label at
the probe location. Any one of several assays can be
used to identify or characterize targets using a microarray
as described, for example, in U.S. Patent Application
Publication Nos. 2003/0108867; 2003/0108900;
2003/0170684; 2003/0207295; or 2005/0181394.
[0027] Exemplary labels that can be detected in ac-
cordance with embodiments of the invention, for exam-
ple, when present on a microarray include, but are not
limited to, a chromophore; luminophore; fluorophore; op-
tically encoded nanoparticles; particles encoded with a
diffraction-grating; electrochemiluminescent label such
as Ru(bpy)32+; or moiety that can be detected based on

an optical characteristic. Fluorophores that may be useful
include, for example, fluorescent lanthanide complexes,
including those of Europium and Terbium, fluorescein,
rhodamine, tetramethylrhodamine, eosin, erythrosin,
coumarin, methyl-coumarins, pyrene, Malacite green,
Cy3, Cy5, stilbene, Lucifer Yellow, Cascade Blue™, Tex-
as Red, alexa dyes, phycoerythin, bodipy, and others
known in the art such as those described in Haugland,
Molecular Probes Handbook, (Eugene, OR) 6th Edition;
The Synthegen catalog (Houston, TX.), Lakowicz, Prin-
ciples of Fluorescence Spectroscopy, 2nd Ed., Plenum
Press New York (1999), or WO 98/59066.
[0028] In particular embodiments, the optical system
can be configured for Time Delay Integration (TDI) for
example in line scanning embodiments as described, for
example, in U.S. Patent No. 7,329,860. By way of exam-
ple, the optical assembly may have a .75 NA lens and a
focus accuracy of +/- 125 to 500 nm. The resolution can
be 50 to 100 nm. The system may be able to obtain
1,000-10,000 measurements/second unfiltered.
[0029] Although embodiments are exemplified with re-
gard to detection of samples that includes biological or
chemical substances supported by an optical substrate,
it will be understood that other samples can be analyzed,
examined, or imaged by the embodiments described
herein. Other exemplary samples include, but are not
limited to, biological specimens such as cells or tissues,
electronic chips such as those used in computer proces-
sors, or the like. Examples of some of the applications
include microscopy, satellite scanners, high-resolution
reprographics, fluorescent image acquisition, analyzing
and sequencing of nucleic acids, DNA sequencing, se-
quencing-by-synthesis, imaging of microarrays, imaging
of holographically encoded microparticles and the like.
[0030] In other embodiments, the optical systems may
be configured to inspect an object to determine certain
features or structures of the object. For example, the op-
tical systems may be used to inspect a surface of the
object, (e.g., semiconductor chip, silicon wafer) to deter-
mine whether there are any deviations or defects on the
surface.
[0031] Figure 1 illustrates a block diagram of an optical
system 100 formed in accordance with one embodiment.
By way of example only, the optical system 100 may be
a sampler imager that images a sample of interest for
analysis. In other embodiments, the optical system 100
may be a profilometer that determines a surface profile
(e.g., topography) of an object. Furthermore, various oth-
er types of optical systems may use the mechanisms and
systems described herein. In the illustrated embodiment,
the optical system 100 includes an optical assembly 106,
an object holder 102 for supporting an object 110 near a
focal plane FP of the optical assembly 106, and a stage
controller 115 that is configured to move the object holder
102 in a lateral direction (along an X-axis and/or a Y-axis
that extend into the page) or in a vertical/elevational di-
rection along a Z-axis. The optical system 100 may also
include a system controller or computing system 120 that
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is operatively coupled to the optical assembly 106, the
stage controller 115, and/or the object holder 102.
[0032] In particular embodiments, the optical system
100 is a sample imager configured to image samples.
Although not shown, a sample imager may include other
sub-systems or devices for performing various assay pro-
tocols. By way of example only, the sample may include
a flow cell having flow channels. The sample imager may
include a fluid control system that includes liquid reser-
voirs that are fluidicly coupled to the flow channels
through a fluidic network. The sample imager may also
include a temperature control system that may have a
heater/cooler configured to regulate a temperature of the
sample and/or the fluid that flows through the sample.
The temperature control system may include sensors
that detect a temperature of the fluids.
[0033] As shown, the optical assembly 106 is config-
ured to direct input light to an object 110 and receive and
direct output light to one or more detectors. The output
light may be input light that was at least one of reflected
and refracted by the object 110 and/or the output light
may be light emitted from the object 110. To direct the
input light, the optical assembly 106 may include at least
one reference light source 112 and at least one excitation
light source 114 that direct light, such as light beams
having predetermined wavelengths, through one or more
optical components of the optical assembly 106. The op-
tical assembly 106 includes a conjugate lens 118, for
directing the input light toward the object 110 and direct-
ing the output light toward the detector(s).
[0034] In the exemplary embodiment, the reference
light source 112 may be used by a distance measuring
system or a focus-control system (or focusing mecha-
nism) of the optical system 100 and the excitation light
source 114 may be used to excite the biological or chem-
ical substances of the object 110 when the object 110
includes a biological or chemical sample. The excitation
light source 114 may be arranged to illuminate a bottom
surface of the object 110, such as in TIRF imaging, or
may be arranged to illuminate a top surface of the object
110, such as in epi-fluorescent imaging. As shown in Fig-
ure 1, the conjugate lens 118 directs the input light to a
focal region 122 lying within the focal plane FP. The lens
118 has an optical axis 124 and is positioned a working
distance WD1 away from the object 110 measured along
the optical axis 124. The stage controller 115 may move
the object 110 in the Z-direction to adjust the working
distance WD1 so that, for example, a portion of the object
110 is within the focal region 122.
[0035] To determine whether the object 110 is in focus
(i.e., sufficiently within the focal region 122 or the focal
plane FP), the optical assembly 106 is configured to direct
at least one pair of light beams to the focal region 122
where the object 110 is approximately located. The object
110 reflects the light beams. More specifically, an exterior
surface of the object 110 or an interface within the object
110 reflects the light beams. The reflected light beams
then return to and propagate through the lens 118. As

shown, each light beam has an optical path that includes
a portion that has not yet been reflected by the object
110 and a portion that has been reflected by the object
110. The portions of the optical paths prior to reflection
are designated as incident light beams 130A and 132A
and are indicated with arrows pointing toward the object
110. The portions of the optical paths that have been
reflected by the object 110 are designated as reflected
light beams 130B and 132B and are indicated with arrows
pointing away from the object 110. For illustrative pur-
poses, the light beams 130A, 130B, 132A, and 132B are
shown as having different optical paths within the lens
118 and near the object 110. However, in the exemplary
embodiment, the light beams 130A and 132B propagate
in opposite directions and are configured to have the
same or substantially overlapping optical paths within the
lens 118 and near the object 110, and the light beams
130B and 132A propagate in opposite directions and are
configured to have the same or substantially overlapping
optical paths within the lens 118 and near the object 110.
[0036] In the embodiment shown in Figure 1, light
beams 130A, 130B, 132A, and 132B pass through the
same lens that is used for imaging. In an alternative em-
bodiment, the light beams used for distance measure-
ment or focus determination can pass through a different
lens that is not used for imaging. In this alternative em-
bodiment, the lens 118 is dedicated to passing beams
130A, 130B, 132A, and 132B for distance measurement
or focus determination, and a separate lens (not shown)
is used for imaging the object 110. Similarly, it will be
understood that the systems and methods set forth here-
in for focus determination and distance measurement
can occur using a common objective lens that is shared
with the imaging optics or, alternatively, the objective
lenses exemplified herein can be dedicated to focus de-
termination or distance measurement.
[0037] The reflected light beams 130B and 132B prop-
agate through the lens 118 and may, optionally, be further
directed by other optical components of the optical as-
sembly 106. As shown, the reflected light beams 130B
and 132B are detected by at least one focus detector
144. In the illustrated embodiment, both reflected light
beams 130B and 132B are detected by a single focus
detector 144. The reflected light beams may be used to
determine relative separation RS1. For example, the rel-
ative separation RS1 may be determined by the distance
separating the beam spots from the impinging reflected
light beams 130B and 132B on the focus detector 144
(i.e., a separation distance). The relative separation RS1
may be used to determine a degree-of-focus of the optical
system 100 with respect to the object 110. However, in
alternative embodiments, each reflected light beam 130B
and 132B may be detected by a separate corresponding
focus detector 144 and the relative separation RS1 may
be determined based upon a location of the beam spots
on the corresponding focus detectors 144.
[0038] If the object 110 is not within a sufficient degree-
of-focus, the computing system 120 may operate the
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stage controller 115 to move the object holder 102 to a
desired position. Alternatively or in addition to moving
the object holder 102, the optical assembly 106 may be
moved in the Z-direction and/or along the XY plane. For
example, the object 110 may be relatively moved a dis-
tance ΔZ1 toward the focal plane FP if the object 110 is
located above the focal plane FP (or focal region 122),
or the object 110 may be relatively moved a distance ΔZ2
toward the focal plane FP if the object 110 is located
below the focal plane FP (or focal region 122). In some
embodiments, the optical system 100 may substitute the
lens 118 with another lens 118 or other optical compo-
nents to move the focal region 122 of the optical assembly
106.
[0039] The example set forth above and in Figure 1
has been presented with respect to a system for control-
ling focus or for determining degree-of-focus. The system
is also useful for determining the working distance WD1
between the object 110 and the lens 118. In such em-
bodiments, the focus detector 144 can function as a work-
ing distance detector and the distance separating the
beam spots on the working distance detector can be used
to determine the working distance between the object
110 and the lens 118. For ease of description, various
embodiments of the systems and methods are exempli-
fied herein with regard to controlling focus or determining
degree-of-focus. It will be understood that the systems
and methods can also be used to determine the working
distance between an object and a lens. Likewise, the
systems and methods may also be used to determine a
surface profile of an object.
[0040] In the exemplary embodiment, during opera-
tion, the excitation light source 114 directs input light (not
shown) onto the object 110 to excite fluorescently-la-
beled biological or chemical substances. The labels of
the biological or chemical substances provide light sig-
nals 140 (also called light emissions) having predeter-
mined wavelength(s). The light signals 140 are received
by the lens 118 and then directed by other optical com-
ponents of the optical assembly 106 to at least one object
detector 142. Although the illustrated embodiment only
shows one object detector 142, the object detector 142
may comprise multiple detectors. For example, the object
detector 142 may include a first detector configured to
detect one or more wavelengths of light and a second
detector configured to detect one or more different wave-
lengths of light. The optical assembly 106 may include a
lens/filter assembly that directs different light signals
along different optical paths toward the corresponding
object detectors. Such optical systems are described in
further detail by PCT Application No. PCT/US07/07991,
entitled "System and Devices for Sequence by Synthesis
Analysis", filed March 30, 2007 and PCT Application No.
PCT/US2008/077850, entitled "Fluorescence Excitation
and Detection System and Method", filed September 26,
2008.
[0041] The object detector 142 communicates object
data relating to the detected light signals 140 to the com-

puting system 120. The computing system 120 may then
record, process, analyze, and/or communicate the data
to other users or computing systems, including remote
computing systems through a communication line (e.g.,
Internet). By way of example, the object data may include
imaging data that is processed to generate an image(s)
of the object 110. The images may then be analyzed by
the computing system and/or a user of the optical system
100. In other embodiments, the object data may not only
include light emissions from the biological or chemical
substances, but may also include light that is at least one
of reflected and refracted by the optical substrate or other
components. For example, the light signals 140 may in-
clude light that has been reflected by encoded micropar-
ticles, such as the holographically encoded optical iden-
tification elements described above.
[0042] In some embodiments, a single detector may
provide both functions as described above with respect
to the object and focus detectors 142 and 144. For ex-
ample, a single detector may detect the reflected light
beams 130B and 132B and also the light signals 140.
[0043] The optical system 100 may include a user in-
terface 125 that interacts with the user through the com-
puting system 120. For example, the user interface 125
may include a display (not shown) that shows and re-
quests information from a user and a user input device
(not shown) to receive user inputs.
[0044] The computing system 120 may include, among
other things, an object analysis module 150 and a focus-
control module 152. The focus-control module 152 is con-
figured to receive focus data obtained by the focus de-
tector 144. The focus data may include signals repre-
sentative of the beam spots incident upon the focus de-
tector 144. The data may be processed to determine rel-
ative separation (e.g., separation distance between the
beam spots). A degree-of-focus of the optical system 100
with respect to the object 110 may then be determined
based upon the relative separation. In particular embod-
iments, the working distance WD1 between the object
110 and lens 118 can be determined. Likewise, the object
analysis module 150 may receive object data obtained
by the object detectors 142. The object analysis module
may process or analyze the object data to generate im-
ages of the object.
[0045] Furthermore, the computing system 120 may
include any processor-based or microprocessor-based
system, including systems using microcontrollers, re-
duced instruction set computers (RISC), application spe-
cific integrated circuits (ASICs), field programmable gate
array (FPGAs), logic circuits, and any other circuit or
processor capable of executing functions described
herein. The above examples are exemplary only, and are
thus not intended to limit in any way the definition and/or
meaning of the term system controller. In the exemplary
embodiment, the computing system 120 executes a set
of instructions that are stored in one or more storage
elements, memories, or modules in order to at least one
of obtain and analyze object data. Storage elements may
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be in the form of information sources or physical memory
elements within the optical system 100.
[0046] The set of instructions may include various com-
mands that instruct the optical system 100 to perform
specific protocols. For example, the set of instructions
may include various commands for performing assays
and imaging the object 110 or for determining a surface
profile of the object 110. The set of instructions may be
in the form of a software program. As used herein, the
terms "software" and "firmware" are interchangeable,
and include any computer program stored in memory for
execution by a computer, including RAM memory, ROM
memory, EPROM memory, EEPROM memory, and non-
volatile RAM (NVRAM) memory. The above memory
types are exemplary only, and are thus not limiting as to
the types of memory usable for storage of a computer
program.
[0047] As described above, the excitation light source
114 generates an excitation light that is directed onto the
object 110. The excitation light source 114 may generate
one or more laser beams at one or more predetermined
excitation wavelengths. The light may be moved in a
raster pattern across portions of the object 110, such as
groups in columns and rows of the object 110. Alterna-
tively, the excitation light may illuminate one or more en-
tire regions of the object 110 at one time and serially stop
through the regions in a "step and shoot" scanning pat-
tern. Line scanning can also be used as described, for
example, in U.S. Patent No. 7,329,860. The object 110
produces the light signals 140, which may include light
emissions generated in response to illumination of a label
in the object 110 and/or light that has been reflected or
refracted by an optical substrate of the object 110. Alter-
natively, the light signals 140 may be generated, without
illumination, based entirely on emission properties of a
material within the object 110 (e.g., a radioactive or
chemiluminescent component in the object).
[0048] The object and focus detectors 142 and 144
may be, for example photodiodes or cameras. In some
embodiments herein, the detectors 142 and 144 may
comprise a camera that has a 1 mega pixel CCD-based
optical imaging system such as a 1002 x 1004 CCD cam-
era with 8 mm pixels, which at 20x magnification can op-
tionally image an area of 0.4 x 0.4 mm per tile using an
excitation light that has a laser spot size of 0.5 x 0.5 mm
(e.g., a square spot, or a circle of 0.5 mm diameter, or
an elliptical spot, etc.). Cameras can optionally have
more or less than 1 million pixels, for example a 4 mega
pixel camera can be used. In many embodiments, it is
desired that the readout rate of the camera should be as
fast as possible, for example the transfer rate can be 10
MHz or higher, for example 20 or 30 MHz. More pixels
generally mean that a larger area of surface, and there-
fore more sequencing reactions or other optically detect-
able events, can be imaged simultaneously for a single
exposure. In particular embodiments, the CCD cam-
era/TIRF lasers may collect about 6400 images to inter-
rogate 1600 tiles (since images are optionally done in 4

different colors per cycle using combinations of filters,
dichroics and detectors as described herein). For a 1
Mega pixel CCD, certain images optionally can contain
between about 5,000 to 50,000 randomly spaced unique
nucleic acid clusters (i.e., images upon the flow cell sur-
face). At an imaging rate of 2 seconds per tile for the four
colors, and a density of 25000 clusters per tile, the sys-
tems herein can optionally quantify about 45 million fea-
tures per hour. At a faster imaging rate, and higher cluster
density, the imaging rate can be improved. For example,
a readout rate of a 20 MHz camera, and a resolved cluster
every 20 pixels, the readout can be 1 million clusters per
second. A detector can be configured for Time Delay
Integration (TDI) for example in line scanning embodi-
ments as described, for example, in U.S. Patent No.
7,329,860. Other useful detectors include, but are not
limited, to an optical quadrant photodiode detector, such
as those having a 2 x 2 array of individual photodiode
active areas fabricated on a single chip, examples of
which are available from Pacific Silicon Sensor (Westlake
Village, CA), or a position sensitive detector such as
those having a monolithic PIN photodiode with a uniform
resistance in one or two dimensions, examples of which
are available from Hamamatsu Photonics, K.K., (Hama-
matsu City, Japan).
[0049] Figures 2 and 3 illustrate perspective and plan
views of an optical assembly 202 formed in accordance
with one embodiment. The optical assembly 202 may be
used with the optical system 100 (Figure 1) or other op-
tical systems. As shown, the optical assembly 202 in-
cludes an optical train 240 of optical components
241-245 that direct light beams 230 and 232 along an
optical track or course between an object of interest (not
shown) and a focus detector 250. In particular embodi-
ments, the focus detector can also be referred to as a
distance detector. The series of optical components
241-245 of the optical train 240 include a dual-beam gen-
erator 241, a beam splitter 242, a conjugate lens 243, a
beam combiner 244, and a fold mirror 245.
[0050] The optical assembly 202 includes a reference
light source 212 that provides a light beam 228 to the
dual-beam generator 241. The reference light source 212
may be, for example, a 660nm laser. The dual-beam gen-
erator 241 provides a pair of parallel incident light beams
230A and 232A and directs the incident light beams 230A
and 232A toward the beam splitter 242. In the illustrated
embodiment, the dual-beam generator 241 comprises a
single body having opposite parallel surfaces 260 and
262 (Figure 3). The first surface 260 reflects a portion of
the light beam 228 that forms the incident light beam
230A and refracts a portion of the light beam 228. The
refracted portion of the light beam 228 is reflected by the
opposite second surface 262 toward the first surface 260,
which forms the incident light beam 232A.
[0051] The dual-beam generator 241 directs the par-
allel incident light beams 230A and 232A toward the
beam splitter 242. The beam splitter 242 reflects the in-
cident light beams 230A and 232A toward the conjugate
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lens 243. In the exemplary embodiment, the beam splitter
242 includes a pair of reflectors (e.g., aluminized tabs)
that are positioned to reflect the incident light beams
230A and 232A and the reflected light beams 230B and
232B. The beam splitter 242 is positioned to reflect the
incident light beams 230A and 232A so that the incident
light beams 230A and 232A propagate parallel to an op-
tical axis 252 of the lens 243. The optical axis 252 extends
through a center of the lens 243 and intersects a focal
region 256 (Figure 2). The lens 243 may be a near-infinity
conjugated objective lens. In alternative arrangements,
the incident light beams 230A and 232A propagate in a
non-parallel manner with respect to the optical axis 252.
Also shown in Figure 3, the incident light beams 230A
and 232A may be equally spaced apart from the optical
axis 252 as the incident light beams 230A and 232A prop-
agate through the lens 243.
[0052] As described above with respect to the optical
system 100, the incident light beams 230A and 232A
converge toward the focal region 256 (Figure 2) and are
reflected by an object 268 (shown in Figure 4) located
proximate to the focal region 256 and return to and prop-
agate through the lens 243 as reflected light beams 230B
and 232B. The reflected light beams 230B and 232B may
propagate along a substantially equal or overlapping op-
tical path with respect to the incident light beams 232A
and 230A, respectively, through the lens 243 and toward
the dual-beam generator 241. More specifically, the re-
flected light beam 230B propagates in an opposite direc-
tion along substantially the same optical path of the inci-
dent light beam 232A, and the reflected light beam 232B
propagates in an opposite direction along substantially
the same optical path of the incident light beam 230A.
The reflected light beams 230B and 232B exit the lens
243 separated by a path spacing PS2 that is substantially
equal to a path spacing PS1 that separates the incident
light beams 230A and 232A (shown in Figure 3).
[0053] As shown in Figures 2 and 3, the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B are incident upon and directed
by the dual-beam generator 241 through a range limiter
254 toward the beam combiner 244. In the illustrated
embodiment, the beam combiner 244 is configured to
modify the path spacing PS that separates the reflected
light beams 230B and 232B. The path spacing PS at the
beam combiner 244 may be re-scaled to be substantially
equal to a separation distance SD1 of the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B detected by the focus detector
250. The separation distance SD1 is a distance measured
between the reflected light beams at a predetermined
portion of the optical track, such as at the focus detector
250. In particular embodiments, the separation distance
SD1 at the focus detector 250 is less than the path spac-
ing PS at the beam combiner 244 so that only a single
focus detector 250 may detect both reflected light beams
230B and 232B. Furthermore, the beam combiner 244
may substantially equalize the optical path lengths of the
reflected light beams 230B and 232B.
[0054] The reflected light beams 230B and 232B prop-

agate substantially parallel to each other between optical
components after exiting the lens 243. In the illustrated
embodiment, the reflected light beams 230B and 232B
propagate substantially parallel to each other along the
optical track between the lens 243 and the focus detector
250. As used herein, two light beams propagate "sub-
stantially parallel" to one another if the two light beams
are essentially co-planar and, if allowed to propagate in-
finitely, would not intersect each other or converge/di-
verge with respect to each other at a slow rate. For in-
stance, two light beams are substantially parallel if an
angle of intersection is less than 20° or, more particularly,
less than 10° or even more particularly less than 1°. For
instance, the reflected light beams 230B and 232B may
propagate substantially parallel to each other between
the beam splitter 242 and the dual-beam generator 241;
between the dual-beam generator 241 and the beam
combiner 244; between the beam combiner 244 and the
fold mirror 245; and between the fold mirror 245 and the
focus detector 250.
[0055] The optical train 240 is configured to maintain
a projection relationship (described further below) be-
tween the reflected light beams 230B and 232B through-
out the optical track so that a degree-of-focus may be
determined. By way of example, if the optical assembly
202 is in focus with the object, the reflected light beams
230B and 232B will propagate parallel to each other be-
tween each optical component in the optical train 240. If
the optical assembly 202 is not in focus with the object,
the reflected light beams 230B and 232B are co-planar,
but propagate at slight angles with respect to each other.
For example, the reflected light beams 230B and 232B
may diverge from each other or converge toward each
other as the reflected light beams 230B and 232B travel
along the optical track to the focus detector 250.
[0056] To this end, each optical component 241-245
may have one or more surfaces that are shaped and
oriented to at least one of reflect and refract the reflected
light beams 230B and 232B so that the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B maintain the projection relation-
ship between the reflected light beams 230B and 232B.
For example, the optical components 242 and 245 have
a planar surface that reflects both of the incident light
beams 230B and 232B. The optical components 241 and
244 may also have parallel surfaces that each reflects
one of the incident light beams 230B and 232B. Accord-
ingly, if the reflected light beams 230B and 232B are par-
allel, the reflected light beams 230B and 232B will remain
parallel to each other after exiting each optical compo-
nent. If the reflected light beams 230B and 232B are con-
verging or diverging toward each other at certain rate,
the reflected light beams 230B and 232B will be converg-
ing or diverging toward each other at the same rate after
exiting each optical component. Accordingly, the optical
components along the optical track may include a planar
surface that reflects at least one of the reflected light
beams or a pair of parallel surfaces where each surface
reflects a corresponding one of the reflected light beams.

17 18 



EP 2 531 880 B1

11

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

[0057] An optical system can include one or more op-
tical assemblies for determination of a working distance
or focus. For example, an optical system can include two
optical assemblies of the type shown in Figures 2 and 3
to allow focus to be determined at two different positions
on an object or to provide for determination of the working
distance between the optical system and the object at
two different positions. For embodiments, in which more
than one optical assembly is present, the optical assem-
blies can be discrete and separate or the optical assem-
blies can share optical components. The optical assem-
blies can share optical components such as reference
light source 212, focus detector 250, fold mirror 245,
beam combiner 244, dual-beam generator 241, beam
splitter 242, epi-fluorescent (EPI) input reflector 280 and
range limiter 254. Optical components can be shared by
placing a beam splitter upstream of the shared compo-
nents in the optical train. Although exemplified for the
optical assembly shown in Figures 2 and 3, one or more
versions of other optical assemblies that are exemplified
herein can be present in a particular optical system. Fur-
thermore, a particular optical system can include various
combinations of the optical assemblies set forth herein.
[0058] As shown in Figure 3, the reflected light beams
230B and 232B are ultimately incident upon a detector
surface 264 of the focus detector 250 at corresponding
beam spots. The beam spots are spaced apart by a sep-
aration distance SD1. The separation distance SD1 indi-
cates whether the optical assembly 202 has a sufficient
degree-of-focus with respect to the object. The separa-
tion distance SD1 on the detector surface 264 also indi-
cates a working distance between lens 243 and the object
being imaged.
[0059] In other embodiments, the optical components
241-245 may be substituted with alternative optical com-
ponents that perform substantially the same function as
described above. For example, the beam splitter 242 may
be replaced with a prism that directs the incident light
beams 230A and 232A through the lens 243 parallel to
the optical axis 252. The beam combiner 244 may not
be used or may be replaced with an optical flat that does
not affect the path spacing of the reflected light beams.
Furthermore, the optical components 241-245 may have
different sizes and shapes and be arranged in different
configurations or orientations as desired. For example,
the optical train 240 of the optical assembly 202 may be
configured for a compact design.
[0060] Furthermore, in alternative embodiments, the
parallel light beams may be provided without the dual-
beam generator 241. For example, a reference light
source 212 may include a pair of light sources that are
configured to provide parallel incident light beams. In al-
ternative embodiments, the focus detector 250 may in-
clude two focus detectors arranged side-by-side in fixed,
known positions with respect to each other. Each focus
detector may detect a separate reflected light beam. Rel-
ative separation between the reflected light beams may
be determined based on the positions of the beam spots

with the respective focus detectors and the relative po-
sition of the focus detectors with respect to each other.
[0061] Although not illustrated in Figures 2 and 3, the
optical assembly 202 may also be configured to facilitate
collecting output light that is projected from the object
268. For example, the optical assembly 202 may include
an epi-fluorescent (EPI) input reflector 280 that is posi-
tioned to reflect incident light that is provided by an ex-
citation light source (not shown). The light may be direct-
ed toward the beam splitter 242 that reflects at least a
portion of the excitation light and directs the light along
the optical axis 252 through the lens 243. The lens 243
directs the light onto the object 268, which may provide
the output light. The lens 243 then receives the output
light (e.g., light emissions) from the object 268 and direct
the output light back toward the beam splitter 242. The
beam splitter 242 may permit a portion of the output light
to propagate therethrough along the optical axis. The out-
put light may then be detected by an object detector (not
show).
[0062] As shown in Figure 3, the EPI input reflector
280 includes two passages 282 and 284 that allow the
light beams 230 and 232 to propagate therethrough with-
out being affected by the input reflector 280. Accordingly,
the beam splitter 242 may reflect the incident and reflect-
ed light beams 230A, 230B, 232A, and 232B and may
also reflect the excitation light.
[0063] Figures 4-9 show different projection relation-
ships between reflected light beams 230B and 232B and
corresponding beam spots 270 and 272 on the detector
surface 264. As discussed above, the projection relation-
ship between the reflected light beams is based upon
where the object is located in relation to the focal region.
When the object is moved with respect to the focal region,
the projection relationship between the reflected light
beams changes and, consequently, the relative separa-
tion between the reflected light beams also changes. Fig-
ures 4-9 illustrate how a separation distance SD meas-
ured between beam spots may change as the projection
relationship between the reflected light beams change.
However, the separation distance SD is just one manner
of determining relative separation between the reflected
light beams. Accordingly, those skilled in the art under-
stand that Figures 4-9 illustrate only one manner of de-
termining the relative separation and that other manners
for determining relative separation or the projection re-
lationship are possible.
[0064] Figures 4 and 5 show a projection relationship
between reflected light beams 230B and 232B when the
optical assembly 202 (Figure 2) is in focus with respect
to an object 268. As shown, the incident light beams 230A
and 232A propagate through the lens 243 parallel to each
other and spaced apart by a path spacing PS1. In the
illustrated embodiment, the incident light beams 230A
and 232A propagate parallel to the optical axis 252 of
the lens 243 and are equidistant from the optical axis
252. In alternative embodiments, the incident light beams
230A and 232A may propagate in a non-parallel manner
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with respect to the optical axis 252 and have different
spacings therefrom. In a particular alternative embodi-
ment, one of the incident light beams 230A or 232A co-
incides with the optical axis 252 of the lens 243 and the
other is spaced apart from the optical axis 252.
[0065] The incident light beams 230A and 232A are
directed by the lens 243 to converge toward the focal
region 256. In such embodiments where the incident light
beams are non-parallel to the optical axis, the focal region
may have a different location than the location shown in
Figure 4. The incident light beams 230A and 232A are
reflected by the object 268 and form the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B. The reflected light beams 230B
and 232B return to and propagate through the lens 243
and parallel to the optical axis 252. The reflected light
beams 230B and 232B exit the lens 243 parallel to each
other and spaced apart by a path spacing PS2. When
the optical assembly 202 is in focus, the path spacings
PS1 and PS2 are equal.
[0066] Accordingly, when the optical assembly 202 is
in focus, the projection relationship of the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B exiting the lens 243 includes two
parallel light beams. The optical train 240 is configured
to maintain the parallel projection relationship. For ex-
ample, when the optical assembly 202 is in focus, the
reflected light beams 230B and 232B are parallel to each
other when exiting the dual-beam generator 241, when
exiting the beam combiner 244, and when reflected by
the fold mirror 245. Although the projection relationship
is maintained, the path spacing PS2 may be re-scaled by
a beam combiner.
[0067] As shown in Figure 5, the reflected light beams
230B and 232B of Figure 4 are incident upon the detector
surface 264 and form the beam spots 270 and 272. When
the optical assembly 202 is in focus, the beam spots 270
and 272 have a separation distance SD2. The separation
distance SD2 can be based upon (or a function of) di-
mensions of the beam combiner 244 and an angle of
incidence with respect to the parallel surfaces of the
beam combiner 244 and the impinging reflected light
beams 230B and 232B. The separation distance SD2 is
also based upon the projection relationship of the reflect-
ed light beams 230B and 232B exiting the lens 243. As
shown in Figure 5, the detector surface 264 has a center
point or region 266. If all of the optical components
241-245 (Figure 2) of the optical train 240 are in respec-
tive desired positions, the beam spots 270 and 272 may
be equally spaced apart from the center region 266 along
an X-axis and vertically centered within the detector sur-
face 264. Also shown, the beam spots 270 and 272 may
have a select morphology that is correlated with the op-
tical assembly 202 being in focus. For example, the beam
spots 270 and 272 may have an airy radius that correlates
to the optical assembly 202 being in focus.
[0068] Figures 6 and 7 show a projection relationship
between the reflected light beams 230B and 232B when
the optical assembly 202 (Figure 2) is below focus. As
described above, the incident light beams 230A and

232A propagate through the lens 243 parallel to each
other and spaced apart by the path spacing PS1. The
incident light beams 230A and 232A intersect each other
at the focal region 256 and are then reflected by the object
268 to form the reflected light beams 230B and 232B.
However, as shown in Figure 6, when the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B exit the lens 243, the reflected
light beams 230B and 232B are slightly converging to-
ward the optical axis 252 and each other. Also shown,
the path spacing PS2 is greater than the path spacing
PS1.
[0069] Accordingly, when the object 268 is located be-
low the focal region 256, the projection relationship of
the reflected light beams 230B and 232B includes two
light beams that converge toward each other. Similar to
above, the optical train 240 is configured to maintain the
converging projection relationship. For example, the re-
flected light beams 230B and 232B are converging to-
ward each other when exiting the dual-beam generator
241, when exiting the beam combiner 244, and when
reflected by the fold mirror 245.
[0070] As shown in Figure 7, when the object 268 is
located below the focal region 256, the beam spots 270
and 272 have a separation distance SD3 that is less than
the separation distance SD2 (Figure 5). The separation
distance SD3 is less because the reflected light beams
130B and 132B converge toward each other throughout
the optical track between the lens 243 and the focus de-
tector 250. Also shown in Figure 7, the beam spots 270
and 272 may have a select morphology that is correlated
with the beam spots 270 and 272. The morphology of
the beam spots 270 and 272 when the object 268 is lo-
cated below the focal region 256 is different than the mor-
phology of the beam spots 270 and 272 when the object
268 is in focus. The beam spots 270 and 272 may have
a different airy radius that correlates to the object being
below the focal region 256.
[0071] Figures 8 and 9 show a projection relationship
between the reflected light beams 230B and 232B when
the optical assembly 202 (Figure 2) is above focus. As
described above, the incident light beams 230A and
232A propagate through the lens 243 parallel to each
other and spaced apart by the path spacing PS1. Before
the incident light beams 230A and 232A reach the focal
region 256, the incident light beams 230A and 232A are
reflected by the object 268 to form the reflected light
beams 230B and 232B. However, as shown in Figure 8,
when the reflected light beams 230B and 232B exit the
lens 243, the reflected light beams 230B and 232B di-
verge away from the optical axis 252 and away from each
other. Also shown, the path spacing PS2 is less than the
path spacing PS1.
[0072] Accordingly, when the object 268 is located
above the focal region 256, the projection relationship of
the reflected light beams 230B and 232B includes two
light beams that diverge away from each other. The op-
tical train 240 is configured to maintain the diverging pro-
jection relationship. For example, the reflected light
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beams 230B and 232B are diverging away from each
other when exiting the dual-beam generator 241, when
exiting the beam combiner 244, and when reflected by
the fold mirror 245.
[0073] As shown in Figure 9, when the object 268 is
located above the focal region 256, the beam spots 270
and 272 have a separation distance SD4 that is greater
than the separation distance SD2. The separation dis-
tance SD4 is greater because the reflected light beams
130B and 132B diverge from each other throughout the
optical track between the lens 243 and the focus detector
250. Also shown in Figure 9, the beam spots 270 and
272 may have a select morphology that is correlated with
the beam spots 270 and 272. The morphology of the
beam spots 270 and 272 when the object 268 is located
above the focal region 256 is different than the morphol-
ogy of the beam spots 270 and 272 when the object 268
is in focus or below the focal region 256. Likewise, the
beam spots 270 and 272 may have a different airy radius
that correlates to the object being below the focal region
256.
[0074] As described above, if the object 268 is below
the focal region 256, the separation distance SD3 is less
than the separation distance SD2 in which the object 268
is within the focal region 256. If the object 268 is above
the focal region 256, the separation distance SD4 is great-
er than the separation distance SD2. As such, the optical
assembly 202 not only determines that the object 268 is
not located within the focal region 256, but may also de-
termine a direction to move the object 268 with respect
to the lens 243. Furthermore, a value of the separation
distance SD3 may be used to determine how far to move
the object 268 with respect to the lens 243. As set forth
elsewhere herein, a measurement of separation distance
on a detector can be used to determine the working dis-
tance between the lens and an object that is being de-
tected through the lens. Furthermore, the separation dis-
tance on the detector may be used to determine a profile
of an object surface.
[0075] Accordingly, relative separation (e.g., a sepa-
ration distance) is a function of the projection relationship
(i.e., what rate the reflected light beams 230B and 232B
are diverging or converging) and a length of the optical
track measured from the lens 243 to the focus detector
250. As the optical track between the lens 243 and the
focus detector 250 increases in length, the separation
distance decreases or increases if the object is not in
focus. As such, the length of the optical track may be
configured to facilitate distinguishing the separation dis-
tances SD3 and SD4. For example, the optical track may
be configured so that converging reflected light beams
do not cross each other and/or configured so that diverg-
ing light beams do not exceed a predetermined relative
separation between each other. To this end, the optical
track between optical components of the optical train 240
may be lengthened or shortened as desired.
[0076] Furthermore, additional optical components,
such as a beam folding device, may be added to increase

the length of the optical path. A beam folding device or
other device for increasing the optical path length can
act as an amplifier since the increase in path length for
two beams that deviate from parallel will increase the
magnitude of the deviation as perceived on the surface
of a detector that intersects the two beams (i.e. increased
path length will increase the separation distance for spots
generated from diverging beams and will decrease the
separation distance for spots generated from converging
beams).
[0077] In particular embodiments, the computing sys-
tem that receives the focus data from the focus detector
250 only identifies a centroid of each beam spot to de-
termine the separation distance SD. However, the com-
puting system may also analyze a morphology of each
beam spot. As shown above, the beam spots 270 and
272 may have different airy radiuses (or disks) based
upon the degree-of-focus of the optical assembly 202.
The airy radiuses may be analyzed in addition to the sep-
aration distance SD to determine a degree-of-focus of
the optical assembly 202.
[0078] Figure 10 illustrates alternative embodiments
for determining relative separation between reflected
light beams 902 and 904. As shown in Figure 10, the
reflected light beams 902 and 904 exit the lens 906 hav-
ing a diverging projection relationship. However, the pro-
jection relationship may also be parallel or converging.
The reflected light beams 902 and 904 may be redirected
along an optical track by an optical train 908 (generally
indicated by a dashed box).
[0079] Figure 10 illustrates various embodiments in
which spot detectors have known spatial relationships
with respect to each other and detect corresponding
beam spots. The spot detectors may be, for example,
focus detectors or working distance detectors as dis-
cussed above. In a first embodiment, the reflected light
beam 902 may have an optical path 912 and is incident
upon a spot detector 916. The reflected light beam 904
may have an optical path 914 and is incident upon a spot
detector 918. (Optical components 933 and 935 are pro-
vided as dashed boxes to indicate that the optical com-
ponents are optionally present, for example, being not
present in a first embodiment of Figure 10.) The spot
detectors 916 and 918 have a known spatial relationship
with respect to each other. For example, the spot detec-
tors 916 and 918 may be oriented to face a common
direction and be spaced apart a distance D1. Each of the
spot detectors 916 and 918 may detect a corresponding
beam spot 922 and 924 from the reflected light beams
902 and 904, respectively.
[0080] As described above, when an object is moved
with respect to the focal region, the projection relationship
between the reflected light beam changes. When the pro-
jection relationship changes, locations of the beam spots
on the detector surfaces move in a predetermined man-
ner. The change in location by each beam spot may be
used to determine a degree-of-focus of the object, a work-
ing distance from the lens to the object, or a surface profile
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of the object. More specifically, the change in spot loca-
tion for each reflected beam may be used to determine
relative separation between the reflected light beams 902
and 904. In the first embodiment, the beam spots 922
and 924 move in a similar manner as described with re-
spect to the beam spots 270 and 272 in Figures 4-9.
[0081] In a second embodiment shown in Figure 10,
the reflected light beam 902 may have an optical path
932 where the beam is reflected, separately, by an optical
component 933 and is incident upon a spot detector 936.
The reflected light beam 904 may have an optical path
934 in which the beam is reflected, separately, by an
optical component 935 and is incident upon a spot de-
tector 938. The spot detectors 936 and 938 have a known
spatial relationship with respect to each other. The spot
detectors 936 and 938 directly face each other. As
shown, each of the spot detectors 936 and 938 may de-
tect a corresponding beam spot 942 and 944 from the
reflected light beams 902 and 904, respectively. In the
second embodiment, the beam spots 942 and 944 move
in a common direction when the projection relationship
of the reflected light beams 902 and 904 changes. Rel-
ative separation may be determined as a function of the
distance and direction moved by the beam spots 942 and
944.
[0082] The second embodiment may be used in optical
systems where, for example, system space is limited or
restricted. Furthermore, the second embodiment may be
used when it is desirable to equalize optical path lengths
of the reflected light beams 930 and 932. For example,
the optical components 933 and 935 may be located dif-
ferent distances D2 and D3 away from the corresponding
spot detectors 936 and 938 to equalize the optical path
lengths. In alternative embodiments, optical systems
may have different configurations of spot detectors as
shown in Figure 10. For example, in one embodiment,
the optical system may have spot detectors 918 and 936.
Accordingly, optical systems may determine relative sep-
aration based not only on spot locations on one or more
spot detectors, but also upon the spatial relationships
between the spot detectors.
[0083] Figures 11-14 illustrate an effect on reflected
light beams by two optical components when one of the
optical components is mispositioned. Throughout the life-
time of an optical system, various optical components
used by the focusing mechanism may shift, rotate, or
otherwise be moved from a desired or preset position.
As shown in Figure 11, optical components 341 and 342
are positioned relative to each other and are configured
to facilitate redirecting reflected light beams toward a de-
tector surface 364 (shown in Figure 12). The optical com-
ponent 341 is shown in both a desired position (indicated
by solid lines) and in a misoriented position (indicated by
dashed lines) where the optical component 341 is rotated
about an axis 390. The reflected light beams are shown
in a desired optical path (indicated by solid lines) and in
an optical path (indicated by dashed lines) in which the
optical component 341 has been slightly rotated.

[0084] Figure 12 illustrates beam spots 370 and 372
on a detector surface 364 that are provided by the differ-
ent sets of reflected light beams shown in Figure 11.
Beam spots 370A and 372A illustrate a relative location
of the beam spots when the optical components 341 and
342 are properly positioned. Beam spots 370B and 372B
illustrate a relative location of the beam spots when the
optical components 341 and 342 are not properly posi-
tioned. The beam spots 370A and 372A have a separa-
tion distance SD5, and the beam spots 370B and 372B
have a separation distance SD6. As shown, the separa-
tion distances SD5 and SD6 are substantially equal. The
separation distances SD5 and SD6 are substantially
equal because each reflected light beam is similarly af-
fected by the optical component 341. As such, the sep-
aration distance SD may be maintained even when one
of the optical components is mispositioned.
[0085] However, as shown in Figure 12, the pair of
beam spots 370B and 372B have been shifted a lateral
offset 392 due to the movement of the optical component
341 from the desired position. The computing system
can be configured to determine focus based on relative
separation (e.g., separation distance) between beam
spots 370B and 372B, independent of the offset. The
computing system may determine that the beam spots
370 and 372 have been shifted together from desired
locations. For example, the computing system may de-
termine a common drift by the beam spots 370 and 372
in which the beam spots have moved in a common di-
rection and distance away from an original or a desired
location. Such information can be used as a system di-
agnostic, for example, alerting the computing system that
at least one of the optical components has moved from
the desired position(s).
[0086] As shown in Figure 13, the optical components
341 and 342 are positioned relative to each other and
are configured to facilitate redirecting reflected light
beams toward a detector surface 364 (shown in Figure
14). The optical component 342 is shown in a misoriented
position where the optical component 342 has been ro-
tated about an axis 394 from the position shown in Figure
10. As shown, the reflected light beams are reflected by
the optical component 342 such that the light beams
project at an angle away from the plane of the page.
[0087] Figure 14 illustrates the beam spots 370 and
372 on the detector surface 364 that are provided by the
reflected light beams shown in Figure 13. Beam spots
370A and 372A illustrate a relative location of the beam
spots when the optical components 341 and 342 are
properly positioned. Beam spots 370B and 372B illus-
trate a relative location of the beam spots when the optical
components 341 and 342 are not properly positioned.
The beam spots 370A and 372A have a separation dis-
tance SD7, and the beam spots 370B and 372B have a
separation distance SD8. As shown, the separation dis-
tances SD7 and SD8 are substantially equal. The sepa-
ration distances SD7 and SD8 are substantially equal be-
cause each reflected light beam is similarly affected by
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the optical component 342. Similarly, the pair of beam
spots 370B and 372B has been shifted by a vertical offset
396 due to the movement of the optical component 341
from the desired position.
[0088] The computing system may determine that the
beam spots 370 and 372 have been shifted together from
desired locations. For example, the computing system
may determine a common drift by the beam spots 370
and 372 in which the beam spots have moved in a com-
mon direction and distance away from an original or a
desired location. Such information can be used for sys-
tem diagnostics to identify that components are mis-
aligned and in some embodiments to indicate the nature
or type of misalignment.
[0089] As illustrated by the examples shown in Figures
11 through 14, an advantage of particular embodiments
of the invention is that focus can be determined inde-
pendent of misalignment of optical components. In con-
trast, many other focusing systems that rely on location
of a beam spot relative to a fixed location can be subject
to error due to misalignment of optical components. This
can in turn require an undesirable level of attention to
system calibration than necessary for embodiments of
the present invention. Similarly the working distance be-
tween an objective lens and an object can be determined
independent of such misalignment of optical compo-
nents.
[0090] In some embodiments, one or more of the op-
tical components in the optical train may be selectively
moved. For example, if the pair of beam spots 370 and
372 were to drift so much that one or more of the beam
spots is undetectable, the optical system could selective-
ly move at least one of the optical components 341 to
342 to move the pair of beam spots to an acceptable
position. The optical components 341 and 342 could be
at least one of rotated or shifted to a different position.
[0091] Furthermore, in alternative embodiments, one
or more of the optical components could be selectively
moved to redirect the reflected light beams to a different
detector. For example, if the reflected light beams require
a different type of detection or a different sized detector
surface due to a change in conjugate lenses, one or more
of the optical components could be moved to change the
optical track and direct the reflected light beams to a dif-
ferent detector.
[0092] With reference to the illustrated embodiment
shown in Figures 4-9, the incident light beams 230A and
232A are equally off-center from the optical axis 252.
However, in alternative embodiments, the incident light
beams 230A and 232A may be located at different posi-
tions. For example, the incident light beam 230A may be
located a greater distance or spacing from the optical
axis 252 than the incident light beam 232A. In such em-
bodiments, the beam spots 270 and 272 may still be used
to determine separation distance. However, due to the
different spacings from the optical axis 252, the beam
spots 270 and 272 may have position changes of different
magnitude on the detector surface 264. For example, the

beam spot 270 may move a larger distance on the de-
tector surface 264 than the distance moved by beam spot
272 on the detector surface 264. Nevertheless, the ex-
pected difference in the magnitude of change can be tak-
en into account in order to accurately determine degree
of focus or working distance for the optical system based
on the relative separation between beam spot 270 and
beam spot 272.
[0093] In other embodiments, one of the incident light
beams may coincide with the optical axis 252 while the
other light beam is spaced apart from and propagates
along the optical axis 252. In such embodiments, the in-
cident light beam that is spaced apart from the optical
axis will move when the object is moved out of focus as
described above. However, the beam spot correspond-
ing to the incident light beam that coincides with the op-
tical axis 252 will not move on the detector surface 264
when the object is moved out of focus. Nonetheless,
changes in the relative separation between the beam
spots can be used to determine degree of focus or work-
ing distance for the optical system. Furthermore, chang-
es in the position of the optical components (e.g., rotation,
drift) or other adverse affects can cause both beam spots
to move. In this embodiment, movement of the beam that
coincides with the optical axis will be indicative of the
altered alignment of the optical components and will be
distinguishable from a change in focus or a change in
working distance between the lens and object being
viewed. The distinction can be made because a change
in focus or working distance would not cause movement
of the beam that coincides with the optical axis absent a
change in alignment of components. Thus, use of a beam
that coincides with the optical axis can be advantageous
in providing diagnostic information about alignment of
the optical system in addition to providing information
about the degree of focus or working distance between
an objective lens and an object being viewed.
[0094] Figure 15 is a side view of a flow cell 400 that
may be used in various embodiments. When the object
includes a flow cell or other optical substrates having
multiple layers of different refractive index, the incident
light beams may be reflected at multiple points within the
flow cell. For example, the flow cell 400 includes a cover
slip or top layer 402 having opposite surfaces 404 and
406 and a bottom layer 408 having opposite surfaces
410 and 412. As shown, the top and bottom layers 402
and 408 have a flow channel 414 of the flow cell 400
extending therebetween. The flow channel 414 may in-
clude a fluid F flowing therethrough. When incident light
beams 430A and 432A are directed toward a focal region
456 within or along the flow cell 400, the incident light
beams 430A and 432A may be reflected by the flow cell
400 at multiple points P along an optical axis 452 of the
lens (not shown). For example, if the optical assembly is
configured to scan the surface 410 of the bottom layer
408, the incident light beams 430A and 432A are reflect-
ed at reflection points P1-P4 prior to reaching the focal
region 456. Such reflection provides unwanted reflected
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light beams (indicated by dashed lines). The unwanted
reflected light beams may be detected by a focus detector
(not shown).
[0095] Accordingly, in some embodiments, an optical
assembly may include a range limiter, such as the range
limiter 254 shown in Figures 2 and 3. Range limiters in-
clude slits or openings that filter or remove the unwanted
reflected light beams from the output light so that the
focus detector does not misinterpret the light signals that
impinge on the surface of the focus detector. The ranger
limiter 254 may be configured to filter out reflected light
beams that are not within, for example, +/- 20um from
the focal region 456. The range limiter includes one open-
ing for each reflected light beam, such as the reflected
light beams 230B and 232B shown in Figures 2 and 3.
Furthermore, reflected light beams that diverge or con-
verge at an excessive angle may also be filtered out by
the ranger limiter.
[0096] Figures 16A and 16B illustrate alternative opti-
cal assemblies 850 and 880. In various embodiments,
optical systems described herein may use a plurality of
pairs of incident light beams. For example, the optical
assembly 850 includes a conjugate lens 854 and optical
components 860 and 862 to deliver and receive light
beams as described herein to facilitate imaging/scan-
ning/profiling an object 852. The optical component 860
is configured to direct a first pair of parallel incident lights
beams 870 and 872 parallel to an optical axis 875 of the
lens 854 such that the first pair of incident light beams
870 and 872 are directed toward a focal region 856A
located on the optical axis 875. The optical component
862 is configured to direct a second pair of parallel inci-
dent lights beams 874 and 876 to the lens 854 at a non-
orthogonal angle with respect to the optical axis 875 such
that the second pair of incident light beams 874 and 876
are directed toward a focal region 856B located at a dif-
ferent location on the focal plane.
[0097] Figure 16B illustrates the optical assembly 880,
which includes a conjugate lens 882 and a common op-
tical component 884. The optical component 884 is con-
figured to direct multiple pairs of incident light beams to
a conjugate lens 886. In the illustrated embodiment, the
optical component 884 is a beam generator such as those
described above. Although not shown, the optical com-
ponent 884 may receive separate light beams from sep-
arate light sources in which the light beams are incident
upon the optical component 884 at different angles. As
such, the optical component 884 may generate first and
second pairs 890 and 892 of incident light beams that
are non-parallel with respect to each other. As described
above with respect to Figure 16A, the first and second
pairs 890 and 892 of incident light beams are directed
toward separate focal regions 888A and 888B located
on a common focal plane.
[0098] The optical assemblies 850 and 880 may be
used in various optical systems for various purposes. In
both optical assemblies 850 and 880, beam spots corre-
sponding to the reflected light beams may be detected

and relative separation for each pair of reflected light
beams can be determined. By determining if the different
pairs of incident light beams are in focus with the object,
such optical systems can determine an angle of the object
with respect to the optical axis of the lens or any other
reference axis. Thus, the information can be used to de-
termine whether the object is tilted or has changed ori-
entation. Furthermore, multiple pairs of incident light
beams may be used as a redundant mechanism for sur-
face profiling or determining a working distance between
the lens and the object. Although the optical assemblies
850 and 880 show only two pairs of incident light beams,
more than two pairs may be used. In particular embodi-
ments, it may be advantageous to use at least 3 pairs of
incident beams or to use at least 4 pairs of incident
beams. The multiple focal regions may be aligned linearly
or positioned non-linearly so as to define a two-dimen-
sional geometric shape on the object.
[0099] Information regarding the angle or orientation
of an object can be processed by a system controller of
an optical system to adjust the angle of the object. The
angle can be adjusted to achieve a desired tilt or angle
for an object. For example, the angle of a flat object can
be adjusted so that it is closer to being orthogonal to the
optical axis of an objective lens used for imaging the ob-
ject. Thus, an optical system can be configured to adjust
an object to position a planar surface of the object to be
orthogonal to the optical axis of a lens that is used to
image the surface.
[0100] Figures 17 and 18 are perspective and plan
views, respectively, of an optical assembly 502 formed
in accordance with another embodiment. The optical as-
sembly 502 may be used with various optical systems,
such as the optical system 100 shown in Figure 1. As
shown, the optical assembly 502 includes an optical train
540 of optical components 541-545 that direct light
beams along an optical track between an object of inter-
est (not shown) and a focus detector 550. The series of
optical components 541-545 of the optical train 540 in-
clude a dual-beam generator 541, an objective focus mir-
ror 542, a conjugate lens 543, a beam combiner 544, and
a beam folding device 545.
[0101] The optical assembly 502 includes a reference
light source 512 that provides a light beam 528. In some
embodiments, the light beam 528 may first transmit
through a collimating lens 546 (Figure 18) and an optical
wedge 547 (Figure 18). The optical wedge 547 may be
rotated for fine adjustment of an optical path of the light
beams. As shown in Figures 17 and 18, the light beam
528 is incident upon the dual-beam generator 541, which
provides a pair of parallel incident light beams as de-
scribed above. The parallel incident light beams are di-
rected toward the focus mirror 542.
[0102] The collimating lens 546 may be used to con-
figure the incident and reflected light beams as desired.
For example, the collimating lens 546 may modify the
light beam 528 so that the light rays of the incident light
beams are not precisely parallel with respect to each oth-
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er. Furthermore, the light rays may be modified so that
the reflected light beams have a minimum diameter at
the focus detector 550 when the optical assembly 502 is
in focus.
[0103] The dual-beam generator 541 directs the par-
allel incident light beams toward the focus mirror 542.
The focus mirror 542 reflects the incident light beams
toward the conjugate lens 543. As shown, the focus mir-
ror 542 includes a pair of reflectors 551 and 553 (e.g.,
aluminized tabs) that are positioned to reflect the incident
light beams and the reflected light beams from the object.
The reflectors 551 and 553 may function similar to a
range limiter in that the reflectors 551 and 553 may be
sized to reflect only a limited range of reflected light
beams. The focus mirror 542 is positioned to reflect the
incident light beams so that the incident light beams prop-
agate parallel to an optical axis 552 of the lens 543. The
lens 543 may be a near-infinity conjugated objective lens.
[0104] As described above with respect to the optical
assembly 202, the reflected light beams may propagate
along a substantially equal or overlapping optical path
with respect to the incident light beams through the lens
543 to focus mirror 542 which directs the reflected light
beam toward the dual-beam generator 541. As shown in
Figures 17 and 18, the reflected light beams are incident
upon and directed by the dual-beam generator 541 to-
ward the beam combiner 544. In the illustrated embodi-
ment, the beam combiner 544 is configured to modify a
path spacing that separates the reflected light beams.
The path spacing at the beam combiner 544 may be re-
scaled to be substantially equal to the separation dis-
tance of the reflected light beams at the focus detector
550.
[0105] Like the optical train 240 (Figure 2) described
above, the optical train 540 is configured to maintain a
projection relationship between the reflected light beams
throughout the optical track so that a degree-of-focus
may be determined. Also shown in Figures 17 and 18,
the optical train 540 may include a beam folding device
545. The beam folding device 545 functions to increase
an optical path length between the lens 543 and the focus
detector 550. The beam folding device 545 may increase
the gain and range of the optical assembly 502.
[0106] Figure 19 is a side view of a beam folding device
545. The beam folding device 545 includes a pair of
spaced apart sides 560 and 562. The side 560 includes
an inlet window 561 that is sized to receive the reflected
light beams from the beam combiner 544. The reflected
light beams enter the beam folding device 545 through
the inlet window 561 and are repeatedly reflected back
and forth between the sides 560 and 562. The sides 560
and 562 may be aluminized to reduce optical losses. The
reflected light beams may be transmitted through an out-
let window 563 and propagate to the focus detector 550
(shown in Figure 17).
[0107] With each iteration in which the reflected light
beams propagate between the sides 560 and 562, an
optical path length of the reflected light beams increases

a width W of the beam folding device 545. The number
of iterations may be based upon an angle of incidence
between the reflected light beams and the sides 560 and
562 and a length L of the beam folding device 545. Ac-
cordingly, the beam folding device 545 may be sized,
shaped, and oriented to provide an increase in the optical
path length. Increasing the optical path length, in turn,
may function as an amplifier to increase the gain and
range of the optical assembly 502.
[0108] In the illustrated embodiment, the beam folding
device 545 has an optical body having a transparent ma-
terial. However, in alternative embodiments, the beam
folding device 545 may include two opposing mirrors with
ambient air therebetween. Furthermore, in the illustrated
embodiment, the opposite sides 560 and 562 extend par-
allel to one another. In alternative embodiments, the
beam folding device 545 may include multiple sides or
surfaces that may or may not extend parallel to one an-
other. Optionally, the focus detector 550 may be affixed
to the beam folding device 545.
[0109] Returning to Figures 17 and 18, the optical as-
sembly 502 may also include a pair of phase detectors
570 and 572. The phase detectors 570 and 572 are po-
sitioned to receive respective portions of the reflected
light beams that are transmitted. through the beam com-
biner 544. The phase detectors 570 and 572 may be
used in optical systems that continuously scan an object
when there is relative motion between the object and
conjugate lens in a direction that is orthogonal (or per-
pendicular), to the optical axis. The phase detectors 570
and 572 detect a phase of the intensity of the reflected
light beams to determine, for example, any phase differ-
ences that occur between the reflected light beams. Al-
though the exemplary systems in Figures 17 and 18 in-
clude a combination of a phase detector and a focus de-
tector, it will be understood that either type of detector
can be used absent the other.
[0110] Figures 20-22 illustrate an object 564 being
scanned by the optical assembly 502 (Figure 17) while
the object 564 is relatively moving in a lateral direction
(indicated by the arrow XD) with respect to the lens 543
(Figure 17). The lateral direction XD is orthogonal to the
optical axis 552 of the lens 543. To move the object 564
relative to the lens 543, the object 564 may be moved in
the lateral direction XD by a stage controller and/or the
lens 543 is moved in a direction opposite to the lateral
direction XD. In particular embodiments, the optical as-
sembly 502 may use a differential phase detection mech-
anism for determining a degree-of-focus. The optical as-
sembly 502 may alternatively or additionally use a differ-
ential phase detection mechanism for determining the
working distance between object 564 and lens 543. Fig-
ure 20 illustrates the object 564 being in focus with a focal
region 556 as the object 564 is moved in the lateral di-
rection XD. If a surface 565 of the object 564 is located
within a focal plane FP of the optical assembly 502, the
phase detectors 570 and 572 (Figure 17) will detect a
substantially common phase for the reflected light beams

31 32 



EP 2 531 880 B1

18

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

530B and 532B.
[0111] Figure 21 illustrates a scan of the object 564
when the object 564 is below the focal region 556, and
Figure 22 illustrates a scan of the object 564 when the
object 564 is above the focal region 556. If the surface
565 of the object 564 is below the focal plane FP as shown
in Figure 21, the phase detectors 570 and 572 will con-
tinuously detect a phase differential of the reflected light
beams as the optical assembly 502 scans the object 564.
The phase differential indicates that the object 564 is
below the focal region 556 or focal plane FP. Similarly,
if the surface 565 of the object 564 is above the focal
plane FP as shown in Figure 22, the phase detectors 570
and 572 will continuously detect a phase differential of
the reflected light beams 530B and 532B. The phase
differential indicates that the object 564 is above the focal
region 556.
[0112] The object 564 in Figures 20-22 is scanned with
the incident light beams along a substantially flat surface.
However, in alternative embodiments, the object may in-
clude an array of microparticles or have a surface with
relief features such as regions of unevenness (e.g., ruled
or grooved surface). As the optical assembly 502 scans
the surface of the object, the height or elevation of the
detected surface may frequently change due to the mi-
crobeads or uneven surface. Depending upon the move-
ment of the object, one reflected light beam may be dis-
turbed (e.g., incident upon a microbead) before the other
reflected light beam. In such embodiments, relative po-
sitions of the microparticles or other surface features with
respect to each other along the surface may also be de-
termined.
[0113] Figure 23 is a perspective view of a sample im-
ager 600 formed in accordance with one embodiment.
The sample imager 600 may have similar features, com-
ponents, systems, and assemblies as described above
with respect to the optical system 100 and the optical
assemblies 202 and 502. As shown, the sample imager
600 includes an imager base 602 that supports a stage
604 having a sample holder 606 thereon. The sample
holder 606 is configured to support one or more samples
608 during an imaging session. The samples 608 are
illustrated as flow cells in Figure 23. However, other sam-
ples may be used.
[0114] The sample imager 600 also includes a housing
610 (illustrated in phantom) and a strut 612 that supports
the housing 610. The housing 610 can enclose at least
a portion of an optical assembly 614 therein. The optical
assembly 614 may include a focus assembly 616 and a
sample-detecting assembly 630. The focus assembly
616 may be similar to the optical assembly 502 described
above. For example, the focus assembly 616 may include
an auto-focus line scan camera 620 that receives reflect-
ed light beams for determining a degree-of-focus of the
sampler imager 600. The sample imager 600 may also
include a filter wheel 622 and an alignment mirror 624
that directs light toward a sample detector 632, which is
shown as a K4 camera in Figure 23.

[0115] Figure 24 is a block diagram that illustrates a
method 700 of determining a degree-of-focus of an object
with respect to an optical assembly. The method 700 may
be performed by various optical systems, such as those
described herein. The method 700 includes providing at
702 a pair of incident light beams to a conjugate lens.
The conjugate lens may be near-infinite lens as de-
scribed above with respect to the lenses 243 and 543
The incident light beams can be directed to propagate
through the lens parallel to an optical axis of the lens and
are directed by the lens to converge toward a focal region.
At 704, the incident light beams are reflected by the object
that is positioned proximate to the focal region. The re-
flected light beams return to and propagate through the
lens. In various embodiments, the method may include
one or more manners of determining a degree-of-focus
of the optical assembly with respect to the object based
upon relative characteristics of the reflected light beams
as indicated by three exemplary options 706, 708 and
710 shown in Figure 24.
[0116] For instance, the method 700 may include de-
termining at 706 a separation distance that is measured
between the reflected light beams. For example, the re-
flected light beams may be incident upon a detector sur-
face and form beam spots thereon. The detector may
communicate data relating to the detected beam spots
to a computing system, such as the computing system
120. The computing system may include a focus-control
module that analyzes the beam spots. For example, the
focus-control module may determine a centroid of each
beam spot and then calculate a separation distance
measured between the beam spots.
[0117] In addition to (or alternatively) determining the
separation distance of the beam spots, the method 700
may include analyzing at 708 a morphology (e.g., size,
shape, and density) of each beam spot. The morphology
of each beam spot may change due to the degree-of-
focus of the optical assembly or due to imperfections,
such as dirt or bubbles, that interfere with the reflected
light beams. For example, as described above, the beam
spots may have different airy radiuses based upon
whether the object is in focus, below focus, or above fo-
cus.
[0118] In addition to (or alternatively) determining the
separation distance and morphologies of the beam spots,
the method 700 may include at 710 detecting a phase of
each of the reflected light beams. A portion of each re-
flected light beam may be incident upon and detected by
a corresponding phase detector. The phase detector de-
tects a phase of the corresponding reflected light beam.
[0119] The method also includes determining at 712 a
degree-of-focus of the optical assembly with respect to
the object based upon at least one of the separation dis-
tance of the beam spots, the beam spot morphologies,
and a comparison of the phase measurements. In par-
ticular embodiments, the degree-of-focus is only deter-
mined by the separation distance of the beam spots. In
other embodiments, the degree-of-focus is only deter-
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mined by comparing the detected phases of the reflected
light beams.
[0120] At 714, the object may be moved in a direction
toward or away from the lens based upon the degree-of-
focus. For example, the object may be moved to improve
the degree-of-focus. In some embodiments, the object
is moved in a direction toward or away from the lens
based upon the relative locations of the beam spots on
a detector surface as described above. In some embod-
iments, the object is moved in a direction based upon a
comparison of the phase measurements.
[0121] In alternative embodiments, the operations of
the method 700 may be used to determine characteristics
of a surface of an object. For example, various optical
systems and assemblies may use the determined sepa-
ration distance or the detected phase measurements to
determine a height of surface. For example, a height of
various elements of a semiconductor device that are
mounted or deposited onto a surface of the device may
be determined. Relative positions of the various elements
may also be determined by scanning the surface at a
predetermined rate.
[0122] Figure 25 is a block diagram illustrating a control
loop for controlling a degree-of-focus of an optical system
with respect to an object. At 802, an imaging session may
be started. At 804, the optical system establishes that an
object, which may include an object as described above,
is positioned near a focal region of a conjugate lens of
the optical system. The optical system may reflect inci-
dent light beams with the object as described above.
[0123] Optionally, at 806, the optical system may de-
termine reference values or standards to facilitate deter-
mining whether the optical system is in focus. For in-
stance, the object may be moved in a Z-direction toward
and away from the lens while detecting relative charac-
teristics of the reflected light beams. The optical system
can detect beam spots from the reflected light beams on
a detector surface and record the relative positions of the
beam spots as the object is moved from an above-focus
position through the focal plane and into a below-focus
position. For example, the beam spots may have a par-
ticular separation distance and spot morphologies when
the object is located a known distance above the focal
plane, at the focal plane, and a known distance below
the focal plane, respectively. The desired separation dis-
tance may also be based upon (or a function of) dimen-
sions of a dual-beam generator that provides parallel in-
cident light beams or, alternatively, a beam combiner that
re-scales a path spacing of the reflected light beams. The
optical system may also determine reference values or
standards based upon detected phase measurements
of the reflected light beams as described above.
[0124] At 808, the object is relatively moved to a new
position and a degree-of-focus is measured at the new
position. The optical system at 810 may query whether
the calculated degree-of-focus is sufficient. If the calcu-
lated degree-of-focus is sufficient, the optical system
moves the object to a new position at 808. If the calculated

degree-of-focus is not sufficient, the optical system que-
ries at 812 whether the imaging session has completed.
For example, if the object has moved laterally beyond
the focal region, a null score may be determined by the
optical system. If the imaging session is not completed,
the optical system at 814 moves the object in a Z-direction
toward or away from the lens. The direction may be based
upon the relative characteristics determined by the opti-
cal system. For example, if the relative locations of the
beam spots indicate the object is below focus, the object
may be moved vertically upward toward the focal plane.
An amount of movement may also be a function of the
relative characteristics. Optionally, the optical system
may re-determine the new degree-of-focus at the new Z-
position before moving to a new lateral position to confirm
that the degree-of-focus is sufficient. The optical system
then moves at 808 the object to a new lateral position.
[0125] Figure 26 is a block diagram that illustrates a
method 1000 of determining a working distance between
an object and a conjugate lens of the optical assembly.
The working distance may then be used to determine
degree-of-focus or a surface profile of an object. The
method 1000 may be performed by various optical sys-
tems, such as those described herein. The method 1000
includes providing at 1002 a pair of incident light beams
to a conjugate lens. The conjugate lens may be near-
infinite lens as described above with respect to the lenses
243 and 543. The incident light beams can be directed
to propagate through the lens parallel to an optical axis
of the lens. The lens directs the incident light beams to
converge toward a focal region. At 1004, the incident light
beams are reflected by the object that is positioned prox-
imate to the focal region. The reflected light beams return
to and propagate through the lens.
[0126] For instance, the method 1000 may include de-
termining at 1006 a relative separation that is measured
between the reflected light beams. For example, the re-
flected light beams may be incident upon one or more
detector surfaces and form beam spots thereon. The de-
tector(s) may communicate data relating to the detected
beam spots to a computing system, such as the comput-
ing system 120. The computing system may include a
module that analyzes the beam spots as described
above. In addition to (or alternatively) determining the
relative separation of the beam spots, the method 1000
may include analyzing at 1008 a morphology (e.g., size,
shape, and density) of each beam spot. Furthermore, in
addition to (or alternatively) determining the relative sep-
aration and morphologies of the beam spots, the method
1000 may include at 1010 detecting a phase of each of
the reflected light beams. A portion of each reflected light
beam may be incident upon and detected by a corre-
sponding phase detector. The phase detector detects a
phase of the corresponding reflected light beam.
[0127] The method also includes determining at 1012
a working distance of the optical assembly with respect
to the object based upon at least one of the relative sep-
aration between the reflected light beam, the beam spot
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morphologies, and a comparison of the phase measure-
ments. At 1014, a computing system records the working
distance at the particular location with respect to the ob-
ject. At 1016, the computing system may determine a
surface profile of the object based upon the working dis-
tances determined by the optical system. Alternatively or
additionally, a computing system may determine an an-
gle of the surface of the object with respect to the optical
axis of the objective lens. The computing system can be
further configured to instruct the optical system to adjust
the relative angle between the surface of the object and
the optical axis to achieve a desired tip or tilt or orienta-
tion. For example, an adjustment can be made to position
the surface of the object to be orthogonal to the optical
axis of the objective lens.
[0128] Figure 27 is a block diagram illustrating control
loops for operating an optical system in accordance with
various embodiments. At 1202, a profile determining.
session of an object may be started. The object may be,
for example, a flow cell or a semi-conductor chip. At 1204,
the optical system may be calibrated to determine a ref-
erence relative separation that represents when the ob-
ject is within the focal region. For example, the object
may be imaged as the object is moved along the z-axis
to and from the lens as described above. Image analysis
may determine a reference degree-of-focus or reference
working distance from the lens. In another embodiment,
the lens may be replaced with a mirror. As such, the de-
termined relative separation of the reflected light beams
may function as a reference relative separation that iden-
tifies when the object is within the focal region.
[0129] At 1206, the optical system may query a user
as to which control loop to perform. A first control loop
may be selected by the user. The first control loop may
be an "open loop" system where the object holder posi-
tions at 1208 the object at a predetermined z-position.
At 1210, at least one of the optical assembly and the
object holder may be moved in a direction that is perpen-
dicular to the optical axis of the lens. In particular em-
bodiments, for example, those using multiple pairs of in-
cident beams such as shown in Figures 16A and 16B,
the holder can be moved to adjust the tip or tilt of the
object. At 1212, the optical system monitors the relative
separation as the optical system scans the surface. For
example, the optical system may record a relative sep-
aration for a series of data points and associate each
data point with a position along the surface. When the
working distance decreases (i.e., when the height of the
object surface increases) the relative separation may in-
crease as shown in Figure 9. When the working distance
increases (i.e., when the height of the object surface de-
creases) the relative separation may decrease as shown
in Figure 7. Accordingly, a surface profile or topography
of the object may be determined.
[0130] The user may also select a second control loop.
The second control loop may be a "closed loop" system
where the optical system is configured to move the object
holder so that the object is maintained within the focal

region. At 1213, the object is positioned within the focal
region. At 1214, at least one of the optical assembly and
the object holder may be moved in a direction that is
perpendicular to the optical axis of the lens. In particular
embodiments, for example, those using multiple pairs of
incident beams such as shown in Figures 16A and 16B,
the holder can be moved to adjust the tip or tilt of the
object. At 1216, the optical system monitors the relative
separation as the optical system scans the surface.
When the object is moved out of the focal region or is no
longer sufficiently within focus, the optical system may
move the object in the z-direction to remain within the
focal region. For example, if the relative separation
changes from the reference relative separation, the ob-
ject holder may move the object in a direction that is
based upon the changing relative separation. When the
optical system moves the object holder, the optical sys-
tem records the distance that the object was moved. The
recorded distance is indicative of the changing profile.
When the working distance decreases (i.e., when the
height of the object surface increases) the optical system
moves the object away from the lens. When the working
distance increases (i.e., when the height of the object
surface decreases) the optical system moves the object
toward the lens.
[0131] Accordingly, during the first and second control
loops, optical systems described herein may monitor the
relative separation of the object as the object is scanned.
The optical system can record a change in working dis-
tance, which indicates a change in the surface profile or
topography of the object. At 1216, the optical system may
determine a surface profile based upon the changes in
working distance.
[0132] Figure 28 is a block diagram of a method 1100
of operating an optical system, such as the optical sys-
tems described above. The method 1100 includes pro-
viding at 1102 at least one pair of parallel incident light
beams to a conjugate lens. The pair of parallel incident
light beams may propagate parallel to the optical axis of
the lens or form a non-orthogonal angle relative to the
optical axis. At 1104, the incident light beams are reflect-
ed by an object positioned proximate to a focal region.
The reflected light beams return to and propagate
through the lens. The reflected light beams have a pro-
jection relationship determined by the position of the ob-
ject with respect to the focal region.
[0133] The method 1100 also includes, at 1108, direct-
ing the reflected light beams with a plurality of optical
components. The optical components may be sized,
shaped, and positioned with respect to each other to
maintain the projection relationship. For example, each
optical component may include one of a common planar
surface that reflects both reflected light beams or first
and second parallel surfaces that each reflects one of
the reflected light beams. At 1108, at least one of a de-
gree-of-focus, a working distance, and a surface profile
of an object may be determined based upon the projec-
tion relationship. The degree-of-focus, working distance,
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and the surface profile may be determined by a relative
separation of the reflected light beams as describe
above.
[0134] Accordingly, embodiments described herein
may include methods and various optical systems and
assemblies that control focus by reflecting incident light
beams with an object and using relative positions, orien-
tations, and characteristics of the reflected light beams
to determine a degree-of-focus or a working distance be-
tween the lens and the object.
[0135] It is to be understood that the above description
is intended to be illustrative, and not restrictive. For ex-
ample, the above-described embodiments (and/or as-
pects thereof) may be used in combination with each
other. In addition, many modifications may be made to
adapt a particular situation or material to the teachings
of the invention without departing from its scope. While
the specific components and processes described herein
are intended to define the parameters of the various em-
bodiments of the invention, they are by no means limiting
and are exemplary embodiments. Many other embodi-
ments will be apparent to those of skill in the art upon
reviewing the above description. The scope of the inven-
tion should, therefore, be determined with reference to
the appended claims, along with the full scope of equiv-
alents to which such claims are entitled. In the appended
claims, the terms "including" and "in which" are used as
the plain-English equivalents of the respective terms
"comprising" and "wherein." Moreover, in the following
claims, the terms "first," "second," and "third," etc. are
used merely as labels, and are not intended to impose
numerical requirements on their objects.

Claims

1. A method for controlling a focus of an optical system
(100), the method comprising:

providing a pair of incident light beams (130A,
132A) to a conjugate lens (118), the incident light
beams being directed by the lens to converge
toward a focal region (122);
reflecting the incident light beams with an object
(110) positioned proximate to the focal region,
the reflected light beams (130B, 132B) returning
to and propagating through the lens;
determining relative separation between the re-
flected light beams; and
determining a degree-of-focus of the optical sys-
tem with respect to the object based upon the
relative separation, characterized in that the
incident light beams are propagating parallel to
each other when receiving by the lens and in
that the object is in-focus when the reflected
light beams exit the lens parallel to each other.

2. The method according to claim 1 further comprising

moving at least one of the lens and the object to
adjust a relative position of the lens and the object
with respect to each other when the object is not in-
focus, thereby improving the degree-of-focus.

3. The method according to claim 1 or claim 2, wherein
the providing operation includes providing a single
light beam to a dual-beam generator that provides
the pair of incident light beams and, optionally,
wherein the dual-beam generator has first and sec-
ond parallel surfaces, the dual-beam generator re-
flecting and refracting portions of the single incident
light beam to generate the pair of incident light
beams.

4. The method according to one of claims 1-3, wherein
the reflected light beams are separated by a path
spacing when exiting the lens, the method further
comprising modifying the reflected light beams to re-
scale the path spacing to be substantially equal to
the relative separation and, optionally, wherein de-
termining the relative separation comprises deter-
mining a separation distance between beam spots
and, optionally, wherein the incident light beams are
reflected by the object at multiple points along an
optical axis of the lens, the method further compris-
ing filtering the reflected light beams so that the rel-
ative separation corresponds to a predetermined
pair of reflected light beams.

5. The method according to any one of claims 1-4 fur-
ther comprising relatively moving the object in a di-
rection that is substantially perpendicular to the op-
tical axis of the lens, the relatively moving operation
including moving at least one of the object and the
conjugate lens, wherein the determining operation
includes continuously monitoring the relative sepa-
ration.

6. The method according to any one of claims 1-5,
wherein the reflected light beams exit the lens and
propagate along an optical track between the lens
and a detector, the optical track having a length that
is configured to facilitate determining the relative
separation and, optionally, wherein a beam folding
device redirects the reflected light beams from mul-
tiple surfaces to increase the length of the optical
paths of the reflected light beams.

7. The method according to any one of claims 1-6,
wherein the object is a sample comprising biological
or chemical substances, the optical system perform-
ing one of epi-fluorescent imaging and total-internal-
reflection-fluorescence (TIRF) imaging of the sam-
ple and, optionally, wherein the object is a sample
comprising biological or chemical substances, the
optical system performing time-delay integration
(TDI) analysis of the sample and, optionally, wherein
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the sample includes a flow cell.

8. The method according to any one of claims 1-7,
wherein the pair of incident light beams is a first pair
of incident light beams, the providing operation fur-
ther comprising providing a second pair of incident
light beams to the conjugate lens, the incident light
beams of the second pair propagating parallel to
each other when received by the lens, the first pair
of incident light beams propagating through the con-
jugate lens at a first angle with respect to an optical
axis and the second pair of incident light beams prop-
agating through the conjugate lens at a different sec-
ond angle with respect to the optical axis.

9. An optical system (100) comprising:

a reference light source (112) configured to pro-
vide a pair of incident light beams (130A, 132A),
a conjugate lens (118) positioned to receive the
incident light beams, the lens directing the inci-
dent light beams toward a focal region (122),
an object holder (102) configured to hold an ob-
ject (110) with respect to the focal region, the
object reflecting the incident light beams so that
the reflected light beams (130B, 132B) return to
and propagate through the lens; and
a focus-control module (152) configured to de-
termine a relative separation between the re-
flected light beams and determine a degree-of-
focus based upon the relative separation, char-
acterized in that said incident light beams are
propagating parallel to each other and in the ob-
ject being in-focus when the reflected light
beams exit the lens parallel to each other.

10. The optical system according to claim 9 further com-
prising a dual-beam generator that receives a single
light beam from the reference light source, the dual-
beam generator providing the pair of incident light
beams from the single light beam and, optionally,
wherein the dual-beam generator includes an optical
body having first and second parallel surfaces, the
optical body reflecting and refracting portions of the
single incident light beam to generate the pair of in-
cident light beams.

11. The optical system according to claim 9 or claim 10,
wherein the reflected light beams are separated by
a path spacing when exiting the lens, the optical sys-
tem further comprising a beam combiner that mod-
ifies the reflected light beams so that the path spac-
ing is re-scaled and, optionally, wherein the incident
light beams are reflected by the object at multiple
points along the optical axis, the optical system fur-
ther comprising a range limiter, the range limiter fil-
tering the reflected light beams so that the relative
separation corresponds to a predetermined pair of

reflected light beams.

12. The optical system according to any one of claims
9-11, further comprising a beam folding device that
redirects the reflected light beams from multiple sur-
faces to increase a length of an optical track of the
reflected light beams.

13. The optical system according to any one of claims
9-12, wherein the object is a sample comprising bi-
ological or chemical substances, the optical system
performing one of epi-fluorescent imaging and total-
internal-reflection-fluorescence (TIRF) imaging and,
optionally, wherein the optical system performs time-
delay integration (TDI) analysis of the object.

14. The optical system according to any one of claims
9-13, wherein the incident and reflected light beams
that propagate through the lens are substantially
equally spaced apart from the optical axis.

15. The optical system according to any one of claims
9-14 further comprising a detector comprising a de-
tector surface, the reflected light beams being inci-
dent upon the detector surface at corresponding
beam spots.

Patentansprüche

1. Ein Verfahren zum Steuern eines Fokus eines opti-
schen Systems (100), wobei das Verfahren Folgen-
des beinhaltet:

Bereitstellen eines Paars einfallender Licht-
strahlen (130A, 132A) auf eine Konjugat-Linse
(118), wobei die einfallenden Lichtstrahlen von
der Linse gelenkt werden, um zu einem Fokus-
bereich (122) hin zu konvergieren;
Reflektieren der einfallenden Lichtstrahlen mit
einem Objekt (110), das nahe dem Fokusbe-
reich positioniert ist, wobei die reflektierten
Lichtstrahlen (130B, 132B) zu der Linse zurück-
gehen und sich durch diese ausbreiten;
Bestimmen der relativen Separation zwischen
den reflektierten Lichtstrahlen; und
Bestimmen eines Fokusgrades des optischen
Systems mit Bezug auf das Objekt auf der Basis
der relativen Separation, dadurch gekenn-
zeichnet, dass sich die einfallenden Lichtstrah-
len parallel zueinander ausbreiten, wenn sie von
der Linse empfangen werden, und dass das Ob-
jekt im Fokus ist, wenn die reflektierten Licht-
strahlen parallel zueinander aus der Linse aus-
treten.

2. Verfahren gemäß Anspruch 1, ferner beinhaltend
das Verschieben von mindestens einem von der Lin-
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se und dem Objekt, um eine relative Position der
Linse und des Objekts mit Bezug zueinander anzu-
passen, wenn sich das Objekt nicht im Fokus befin-
det, wodurch der Fokusgrad verbessert wird.

3. Verfahren gemäß Anspruch 1 oder Anspruch 2, wo-
bei der Bereitstellungsvorgang das Bereitstellen ei-
nes einzelnen Lichtstrahls für einen Zweistrahl-Ge-
nerator, der das Paar einfallender Lichtstrahlen be-
reitstellt, beinhaltet, und wobei optional der Zweis-
trahl-Generator eine erste und zweite parallele
Oberfläche aufweist, wobei der Zweistrahl-Genera-
tor Teile des einzelnen einfallenden Lichtstrahls re-
flektiert und bricht, um das Paar einfallender Licht-
strahlen zu generieren.

4. Verfahren gemäß einem der Ansprüche 1-3, wobei
die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen durch einen Wegab-
stand getrennt werden, wenn sie aus der Linse aus-
treten, wobei das Verfahren ferner das Modifizieren
der reflektierten Lichtstrahlen zum Neuskalieren des
Wegabstands, um im Wesentlichen gleich der rela-
tiven Separation zu sein, beinhaltet, und wobei op-
tional das Bestimmen der relativen Separation das
Bestimmen eines Separationsabstands zwischen
Strahlpunkten beinhaltet, und wobei optional die ein-
fallenden Lichtstrahlen von dem Objekt an mehreren
Punkten entlang einer optischen Achse der Linse
reflektiert werden, wobei das Verfahren ferner das
Filtern der reflektierten Lichtstrahlen, so dass die re-
lative Separation einem vorbestimmten Paar reflek-
tierter Lichtstrahlen entspricht, beinhaltet.

5. Verfahren gemäß einem der Ansprüche 1-4, ferner
beinhaltend das relative Verschieben des Objekts in
einer Richtung, die zu der optischen Achse der Linse
im Wesentlichen senkrecht ist, wobei der Vorgang
des relativen Verschiebens das Verschieben von
mindestens einem von dem Objekt und der Konju-
gat-Linse umfasst, wobei der Bestimmungsvorgang
das kontinuierliche Überprüfen der relativen Sepa-
ration umfasst.

6. Verfahren gemäß einem der Ansprüche 1-5, wobei
die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen aus der Linse austre-
ten und sich entlang einem optischen Pfad zwischen
der Linse und einem Detektor ausbreiten, wobei der
optische Pfad eine Länge aufweist, die konfiguriert
ist, um das Bestimmen der relativen Separation zu
vereinfachen, und wobei optional eine Strahlenfalt-
vorrichtung die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen von meh-
reren Oberflächen umlenkt, um die Länge des opti-
schen Wegs der reflektierten Lichtstrahlen zu ver-
größern.

7. Verfahren gemäß einem der Ansprüche 1-6, wobei
das Objekt eine Probe ist, die biologische oder che-
mische Substanzen beinhaltet, wobei das optische

System eines von Epifluoreszenzabbildung und in-
terner Totalreflexionsfluoreszenzabbildung (TIRF-
Abbildung) der Probe durchführt, und wobei optional
das Objekt eine Probe ist, die biologische oder che-
mische Substanzen beinhaltet, wobei das optische
System eine TDI-Analyse (TDI = Time Delay Inte-
gration) der Probe durchführt, und wobei optional die
Probe eine Durchflusszelle umfasst.

8. Verfahren gemäß einem der Ansprüche 1-7, wobei
das Paar einfallender Lichtstrahlen ein erstes Paar
einfallender Lichtstrahlen ist, wobei der Bereitstel-
lungsvorgang ferner das Bereitstellen eines zweiten
Paars einfallender Lichtstrahlen für die Konjugat-
Linse beinhaltet, wobei sich die einfallenden Licht-
strahlen des zweiten Paars parallel zueinander aus-
breiten, wenn sie von der Linse empfangen werden,
wobei sich das erste Paar einfallender Lichtstrahlen
in einem ersten Winkel mit Bezug auf eine optische
Achse durch die Konjugat-Linse ausbreitet und sich
das zweite Paar einfallender Lichtstrahlen in einem
unterschiedlichen zweiten Winkel mit Bezug auf die
optische Achse durch die Konjugat-Linse ausbreitet.

9. Ein optisches System (100), das Folgendes beinhal-
tet:

eine Referenzlichtquelle (112), die zum Bereit-
stellen eines Paars einfallender Lichtstrahlen
(130A, 132A) konfiguriert ist;
eine Konjugat-Linse (118), die positioniert ist,
um die einfallenden Lichtstrahlen zu empfan-
gen, wobei die Linse die einfallenden Lichtstrah-
len zu einem Fokalbereich (122) hin lenkt;
einen Objekthalter (102), der konfiguriert ist, um
ein Objekt (110) mit Bezug auf den Fokalbereich
zu halten, wobei das Objekt die einfallenden
Lichtstrahlen so reflektiert, dass die reflektierten
Lichtstrahlen (130B, 132B) zu der Linse zurück-
kehren und sich durch diese ausbreiten; und
ein Fokus-Steuer-Modul (152), das konfiguriert
ist, um eine relative Separation zwischen den
reflektierten Lichtstrahlen zu bestimmen und auf
der Basis der relativen Separation einen Fokus-
grad zu bestimmen, dadurch gekennzeichnet,
dass sich die einfallenden Lichtstrahlen parallel
zueinander ausbreiten und dass das Objekt im
Fokus ist, wenn die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen
parallel zueinander aus der Linse austreten.

10. Optisches System gemäß Anspruch 9, ferner bein-
haltend einen Zweistrahl-Generator, der einen ein-
zelnen Lichtstrahl von der Referenzlichtquelle emp-
fängt, wobei der Zweistrahl-Generator das Paar ein-
fallender Lichtstrahlen aus dem einzelnen Licht-
strahl bereitstellt, und wobei optional der Zweistrahl-
Generator einen optischen Körper mit einer ersten
und zweiten parallelen Oberfläche umfasst, wobei
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der optische Körper Teile des einzelnen einfallenden
Lichtstrahls reflektiert und bricht, um das Paar ein-
fallender Lichtstrahlen zu generieren.

11. Optisches System gemäß Anspruch 9 oder An-
spruch 10, wobei die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen
durch einen Wegabstand getrennt werden, wenn sie
aus der Linse austreten, wobei das optische System
ferner einen Strahlenkombinierer beinhaltet, der die
reflektierten Lichtstrahlen so modifiziert, dass der
Wegabstand neu skaliert wird, und wobei optional
die einfallenden Lichtstrahlen von dem Objekt an
mehreren Punkten entlang der optischen Achse re-
flektiert werden, wobei das optische System ferner
einen Bereichsbegrenzer beinhaltet, wobei der Be-
reichsbegrenzer die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen so fil-
tert, dass die relative Separation einem vorbestimm-
ten Paar reflektierter Lichtstrahlen entspricht.

12. Optisches System gemäß einem der Ansprüche
9-11, ferner beinhaltend eine Strahlenfaltvorrich-
tung, die die reflektierten Lichtstrahlen von mehreren
Oberflächen umlenkt, um eine Länge eines opti-
schen Pfads der reflektierten Lichtstrahlen zu ver-
größern.

13. Optisches System gemäß einem der Ansprüche
9-12, wobei das Objekt eine Probe ist, die biologi-
sche oder chemische Substanzen beinhaltet, wobei
das optische System eines von Epifluoreszenzab-
bildung und interner Totalreflexionsfluoreszenzab-
bildung (TIRF-Abbildung) durchführt, und wobei op-
tional das optische System eine TDI-Analyse (TDI =
Time Delay Integration) des Objekts durchführt.

14. Optisches System gemäß einem der Ansprüche
9-13, wobei die einfallenden und reflektierten Licht-
strahlen, die sich durch die Linse ausbreiten, von der
optischen Achse im Wesentlichen gleich beabstan-
det sind.

15. Optisches System gemäß einem der Ansprüche
9-14, ferner beinhaltend einen eine Detektoroberflä-
che beinhaltenden Detektor, wobei die reflektierten
Lichtstrahlen an entsprechenden Lichtpunkten auf
der Detektoroberfläche einfallen.

Revendications

1. Une méthode pour contrôler une mise au point d’un
système optique (100), la méthode comprenant:

la fourniture d’une paire de faisceaux de lumière
incidents (130A, 132A) à une lentille de conju-
gaison (118), les faisceaux de lumière incidents
étant dirigés par la lentille afin de converger en
direction d’une région focale (122),

la réflexion des faisceaux de lumière incidents
avec un objet (110) positionné à proximité de la
région focale, les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis
(130B, 132B) revenant à et se propageant à tra-
vers la lentille ;
la détermination d’une séparation relative entre
les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis ; et
la détermination d’un degré de mise au point du
système optique par rapport à l’objet sur la base
de la séparation relative, caractérisée en ce
que les faisceaux de lumière incidents se pro-
pagent parallèles l’un à l’autre lorsque reçus par
la lentille et en ce qu’il y a mise au point de
l’objet lorsque les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis
quittent la lentille parallèles l’un à l’autre.

2. La méthode selon la revendication 1 comprenant en
sus le déplacement d’au moins soit la lentille, soit
l’objet afin d’ajuster une position relative de la lentille
et de l’objet l’un par rapport à l’autre lorsqu’il n’y a
pas mise au point de l’objet, améliorant de ce fait le
degré de mise au point.

3. La méthode selon la revendication 1 ou la revendi-
cation 2, où l’opération de fourniture inclut la fourni-
ture d’un faisceau de lumière unique à un générateur
de faisceau double qui fournit la paire de faisceaux
de lumière incidents, et facultativement, où le géné-
rateur de faisceau double a des première et deuxiè-
me surfaces parallèles, le générateur de faisceau
double réfléchissant et réfractant des portions du
faisceau de lumière incident unique afin de générer
la paire de faisceaux de lumière incidents.

4. La méthode selon l’une des revendications 1 à 3, où
les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis sont séparés par
un espacement de chemin lorsqu’ils quittent la len-
tille, la méthode comprenant en sus le fait de modifier
les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis afin de remettre à
l’échelle l’espacement de chemin pour qu’il soit
substantiellement égal à la séparation relative, et,
facultativement, où la détermination de la séparation
relative comprend la détermination d’une distance
de séparation entre des spots de faisceau et, facul-
tativement, où les faisceaux de lumière incidents
sont réfléchis par l’objet à de multiples points le long
d’un axe optique de la lentille, la méthode compre-
nant en sus le filtrage des faisceaux de lumière ré-
fléchis de sorte que la séparation relative correspon-
de à une paire prédéterminée de faisceaux de lu-
mière réfléchis.

5. La méthode selon l’une quelconque des revendica-
tions 1 à 4 comprenant en sus le déplacement relatif
de l’objet dans une direction qui est substantielle-
ment perpendiculaire à l’axe optique de la lentille,
l’opération de déplacement relatif incluant le dépla-
cement d’au moins soit l’objet, soit la lentille de con-
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jugaison, où l’opération de détermination inclut la
surveillance en continu de la séparation relative.

6. La méthode selon l’une quelconque des revendica-
tions 1 à 5, où les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis quit-
tent la lentille et se propagent le long d’une piste
optique entre la lentille et un détecteur, la piste op-
tique ayant une longueur qui est configurée pour fa-
ciliter la détermination de la séparation relative, et
facultativement, où un dispositif de repliement de
faisceaux redirige les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis
depuis des surfaces multiples afin d’accroître la lon-
gueur des chemins optiques des faisceaux de lumiè-
re réfléchis.

7. La méthode selon l’une quelconque des revendica-
tions 1 à 6, où l’objet est un échantillon comprenant
des substances biologiques ou chimiques, le systè-
me optique effectuant soit une imagerie épi-fluores-
cente, soit une imagerie TIRF (Total Internal Reflec-
tion Fluorescence) de l’échantillon et, facultative-
ment, où l’objet est un échantillon comprenant des
substances biologiques ou chimiques, le système
optique effectuant une analyse TDI (Time Delay In-
tegration) de l’échantillon et, facultativement, où
l’échantillon inclut une cellule à circulation.

8. La méthode selon l’une quelconque des revendica-
tions 1 à 7, où la paire de faisceaux de lumière inci-
dents est une première paire de faisceaux de lumière
incidents, l’opération de fourniture comprenant en
sus le fait de fournir une deuxième paire de faisceaux
de lumière incidents à la lentille de conjugaison, les
faisceaux de lumière incidents de la deuxième paire
se propageant parallèles l’un à l’autre lorsque reçus
par la lentille, la première paire de faisceaux de lu-
mière incidents se propageant à travers la lentille de
conjugaison à un premier angle par rapport à un axe
optique et la deuxième paire de faisceaux de lumière
incidents se propageant à travers la lentille de con-
jugaison à un deuxième angle différent par rapport
à l’axe optique.

9. Un système optique (100) comprenant :

une source de lumière de référence (112) con-
figurée afin de fournir une paire de faisceaux de
lumière incidents (130A, 132A),
une lentille de conjugaison (118) positionnée
afin de recevoir les faisceaux de lumière inci-
dents, la lentille dirigeant les faisceaux de lumiè-
re incidents en direction d’une région focale
(122),
un porte-objet (102) configuré afin de porter un
objet (110) par rapport à la région focale, l’objet
réfléchissant les faisceaux de lumière incidents
de sorte que les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis
(130B, 132B) reviennent à et se propagent à

travers la lentille ; et
un module de contrôle de mise au point (152)
configuré afin de déterminer une séparation re-
lative entre les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis et
déterminer un degré de mise au point sur la base
de la séparation relative, caractérisé en ce que
lesdits faisceaux de lumière incidents se propa-
gent parallèles l’un à l’autre et en ce qu’il y a
mise au point de l’objet lorsque les faisceaux de
lumière réfléchis quittent la lentille parallèles l’un
à l’autre.

10. Le système optique selon la revendication 9 com-
prenant en sus un générateur de faisceau double
qui reçoit un faisceau de lumière unique en prove-
nance de la source de lumière de référence, le gé-
nérateur de faisceau double fournissant la paire de
faisceaux de lumière incidents à partir du faisceau
de lumière unique et, facultativement, où le généra-
teur de faisceau double inclut un corps optique ayant
des première et deuxième surfaces parallèles, le
corps optique réfléchissant et réfractant des portions
du faisceau de lumière incident unique afin de gé-
nérer la paire de faisceaux de lumière incidents.

11. Le système optique selon la revendication 9 ou la
revendication 10, où les faisceaux de lumière réflé-
chis sont séparés par un espacement de chemin
lorsqu’ils quittent la lentille, le système optique com-
prenant en sus un combineur de faisceaux qui mo-
difie les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis de sorte que
l’espacement de chemin soit remis à l’échelle et, fa-
cultativement, où les faisceaux de lumière incidents
sont réfléchis par l’objet à de multiples points le long
de l’axe optique, le système optique comprenant en
sus un limitateur de portée, le limitateur de portée
filtrant les faisceaux de lumière réfléchis de sorte
que la séparation relative corresponde à une paire
prédéterminée de faisceaux de lumière réfléchis.

12. Le système optique selon l’une quelconque des re-
vendications 9 à 11, comprenant en sus un dispositif
de repliement de faisceaux qui redirige les faisceaux
de lumière réfléchis depuis des surfaces multiples
afin d’accroître une longueur d’une piste optique des
faisceaux de lumière réfléchis.

13. Le système optique selon l’une quelconque des re-
vendications 9 à 12, où l’objet est un échantillon com-
prenant des substances biologiques ou chimiques,
le système optique effectuant soit une imagerie épi-
fluorescente, soit une imagerie TIRF (Total Internal
Reflection Fluorescence) et, facultativement, où le
système optique effectue une analyse TDI (Time De-
lay Integration) de l’objet.

14. Le système optique selon l’une quelconque des re-
vendications 9 à 13, où les faisceaux de lumière in-
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cidents et réfléchis qui se propagent à travers la len-
tille sont espacés substantiellement à équidistance
de l’axe optique.

15. Le système optique selon l’une quelconque des re-
vendications 9 à 14 comprenant en sus un détecteur
comprenant une surface de détecteur, les faisceaux
de lumière réfléchis étant incidents sur la surface de
détecteur au niveau de spots de faisceaux corres-
pondants.
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