ABSTRACT

The electrically tunable electro-optic component and photonics devices are the potential
bridge in the advancement of next-generation integrated optical devices, photonics circuits, and
display systems. Liquid crystals (LC) are the emerging material for developing electro-optics
and optoelectronic devices due to their intriguing properties, such as low driving power, high
electro-optic coefficient, and transparency in the visible and infrared spectrum. The use of LC
with polymers in the development of electro-optic devices makes them efficient, cost-effective,
and biocompatible components, which can be further explored as flexible devices. The LC can
be used as a core or cladding medium of compact optical waveguides, a propagation medium
in beam steering devices, and an electrically controlled microlens array.

The liquid crystal cladding-based optical waveguides comprise a polymer core that
propagates the light through it. The optical properties of LC cladding are tunable, which alters
the propagation characteristics of transverse electric (TE) and transverse magnetic (TM)
polarized light in the core. The LC waveguide-based optical attenuators and electro-optic
switches can be realized using such geometries. In the LC core waveguide, the LC acts as the
waveguiding medium sandwiched between the polymer cladding layers. The propagation
direction of the guided beam can be changed by developing appropriate electrode patterns on
the substrates. The triangular shape pattern of electrodes results in the LC core's electro-optic
prism, which causes the polarization-dependent electrically controlled beam steering in the
planar waveguides. In the LC waveguides, the fringing field plays a significant role in limiting
the steering angles; therefore, the exclusive utilization of the fringing field results in a gradient
refractive index that can be used for large-angle beam steering devices. The steering of the light
beam towards a common point using the LC medium integrated with a polymer layer is

accomplished as electrically tunable lenses.
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The aim of the thesis is to explore the effective utilization of the nematic LC with polymers
in the development of compact, efficient, cost-effective electro-optics devices for guided wave
optics, integrated circuit components, and three-dimensional display systems. The work
focuses on developing integrated waveguides using polymers and LC films to present optical
attenuators, beam steering devices, and further advanced beam steering devices using fringing
fields in LC. The integration of the LC with polymer concave microlenses on the flexible
polymer substrates makes them varifocal and flexible microlens arrays. Towards the end of the
thesis, the integration of free-standing polymer film with guided wave optics is investigated to
demonstrate an acoustic sensor, and the potential application of LC in the fiber cantilever
systems in various fields is discussed.

In the first and second chapters of the thesis, the introduction and classification of the LC,
the background of optical waveguides, and their fabrication as well as characterization methods
are discussed. In the third chapter, we fabricated a planar optical waveguide using negative
photoresist AZ15nXT as the waveguiding medium and LC as the upper cladding, demonstrated
as a low-threshold optical attenuator. The waveguide operates at a low voltage of 1-4 volts and
attenuates TM modes when voltage is applied with a maximum extinction ratio of 12 dB. Then,
we used the LC layer in the core of the waveguide, and a polymer Polyvinyl alcohol (PVA) is
used as the cladding of the waveguide, which is discussed in chapter 4. A pattern of triangular
electrodes is developed on one substrate such that the tunable refractive index prisms induce
in the LC core when voltage is applied across the waveguide. The LC prisms steer the
propagated beam in the plane of the planar waveguide. In the presence of an electric field across
the LC core, the TE and TM polarized light steering in opposite directions. A maximum
steering angle of 7.3° is achieved for TM polarization at an applied voltage of 13 V. Then,
we investigated beam steering using the effect of fringing fields in LC.

In the fifth chapter, a non-mechanical multidirectional beam steering device is fabricated

using a pattern of an electrode system, which comprises a square aperture of the electrode-free
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zone. The light beam passes through the aperture of the LC cell, interacts with the fringing field
of LC, and steers in the direction of the gradient refractive index. A maximum steering angle
of 12° is achieved in this configuration, and the tunability of the direction of the light beam is
demonstrated on a two-dimensional plane by applying the voltage to different electrodes. The
concept of beam steering can be adequately employed to realize the lenses where all the light
beams steer towards a common point recognized as a focal point.

In chapter 6, we developed a concave microlens array using photocurable polymer NOA65
on the Polyethylene terephthalate (PET) substrate. The nematic LC is filled in the cavities of
the concave lens and realized flexible LC microlens arrays with electrically tunable focal
lengths. The flexibility and tunability of the microlens arrays make them promising
components to be used in near-eye virtual reality technology and three-dimensional displays
through integral imaging. The polymer films play a significant role in the electro-optics as well
as acousto-optics systems. The possibilities for efficient utilization of polymer films in acoustic
sensors is also explored. In chapter 7, we have extended this work by integrating a free-standing
polymer film on the tip of an optical fiber cantilever and established a highly sensitive acoustic
sensor. As a first step, we developed a polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) film on the fiber
cantilever, which oscillates according to the frequency of sound waves. The dynamic range of
the sensor is demonstrated as 100 Hz to 4000 Hz, and a high signal-to-noise ratio of 70 dB is
achieved. Towards the end of this chapter, we discussed the feasibility of the extension of this
work by developing the LC-embedded polymers and elastomers on fiber cantilevers, which can
be potentially recognized in biosensing and soft robotics applications. The electro-optic devices
reported in the thesis can be explored by using other polymers and fast-switching LCs that can

create new avenues for the development of contemporary photonics.
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