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(57) ABSTRACT 
The present invention generally relates to a method and 
system for determining the position and alignment of a plane 
in relation to an intersecting axis and using that known 
position and alignment to allow for corrections to be made 
when using the plane as a reference plane. More particularly, 
the invention relates to a method and system for determining 
the angle of tilt of a planar Surface in relation to a laser beam, 
and using the determined angle of tilt to calculate a correc 
tion factor to be applied to the laser beam. Briefly stated, the 
method and system ultimately calculates a correction factor, 
Z-offset, that is applied when using the laser beam in a 
procedure. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR DETERMINING 
THE POSITION AND ALIGNMENT OF A SURFACE 

OF AN OBJECT IN RELATION TO ALASER 
BEAM 

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. This is a continuation patent application which 
claims priority from U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/271, 
089 (now U.S. Pat. No. ), filed Nov. 12, 2005, which 
is a continuation patent application which claims priority 
from U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/269,340 (now U.S. 
Pat. No. 6,992,765), filed Oct. 11, 2002, the full disclosures 
of which are incorporated herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002) 
0003. The field of the present invention is laser focusing 
systems and methods. 
0004 2. Background 

1. Field of the Invention 

0005 Various laser procedures or operations require that 
a laser beam be properly focused to a specific focal point. 
For example, in ophthalmic laser Surgery wherein eye tissue 
is to be photodisrupted or ablated in or on the tissue that is 
to be affected, the correct positioning of a focusing assembly 
used to focus a laser beam is very critical. Such ophthalmic 
Surgical procedures include those in cornea, Sclera, iris, the 
crystalline lens and related structures, vitreous, and retina, 
and for treatment of glaucoma. Focal depth precision is also 
required in many non-ophthalmic laser Surgical procedures, 
Such as applications in dermatology and even 'surgery' in 
DNA to excise portions of chromosomes. Also, non-biologic 
applications, such as photolithography and micromachining 
require focal depth precision. 
0006 With presently used laser systems, however, it is a 
critical concern that the object be positioned in a known 
relationship relative to the laser system. For example, in eye 
Surgery, it is only when the eye can be positioned in a known 
relationship relative to the laser system that the laser beam 
can be directed to the desired area inside the eye with a high 
degree of accuracy. This is important because an inaccu 
rately or improperly directed laser beam could affect an area 
of the eye not desired to be treated and cause permanent 
damage to the eye. 
0007 One way to accurately position the eye relative to 
a laser system for the purposes of performing laser oph 
thalmic procedures is to use a contact lens to stabilize the 
eye. To do this, however, the alignment of the contact lens 
(glass plate or “aplanation lens”) relative to the laser system 
must be known. As indicated above, if the lens alignment 
relative to the laser beam is not known, errors in accurate 
positioning of the laser beam can result. 
0008. In order to ensure that the alignment of a contact 
lens is known relative to a laser system, it is possible to 
permanently mount the lens on the laser system in a fixed 
orientation. If the contact lens is to remain mounted on the 
laser system, however, sterilization of the lens after each 
laser ophthalmic procedure could be time consuming, dif 
ficult to accomplish and, most likely, very uneconomical. 
Alternatively, the contact lens could be removed from the 
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laser system, sterilized, and replaced. Further, a disposable 
contact lens could be used for the laser ophthalmic proce 
dure. For either of these last two alternatives, however, the 
contact lens will require realignment with the laser system 
after the lens is mounted on the laser system. 
0009 U.S. Pat. No. 6,373,571 (incorporated herein by 
reference for all purposes) issued to JuhasZ. et al., discloses 
a system and method for aligning an aplanation lens with a 
laser system. In particular, JuhasZ, discloses that in order to 
properly align the aplanation lens to a laser system, refer 
ence marks on the contact lens are brought into coincidence 
with predetermined focal points along the laser beam paths. 
To this end, the laser system successively directs a laser 
beam along at least three predetermined paths to respective 
predetermined focal points, and the contact lens is posi 
tioned across these predetermined paths. Along each prede 
termined path, the laser beam is activated to establish a 
series of laser marks on the contact lens. If the laser marks, 
predetermined focal points, and reference marks are all 
coincident, then the contact lens is properly aligned with the 
laser system. If there is any displacement between any laser 
mark and reference mark, however, a retainer ring holding 
the aplanation lens is adjusted to align all reference marks 
with all predetermined focal points to align the lens to the 
laser system. 
0010 Because of the foregoing, it is however desirable to 
have alternative system and methods to determine the posi 
tion and alignment of a plane of an object in relation to an 
intersecting axis and using that known position and align 
ment to allow for corrections to be made when using the 
plane as a reference plane. O003. The field of the present 
invention is laser focusing systems and methods. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0011. The present invention generally relates to a method 
and system for determining the position and alignment 
(including the angle and orientation of tilt) of a plane of an 
object in relation to an intersecting axis and using that 
known position and alignment to allow for corrections to be 
made when using the plane as a reference plane. More 
particularly, the invention relates to a method and system for 
determining the position and alignment of a planar Surface 
of an object in relation to a laser beam, and using the 
determined position and alignment to calculate a correction 
factor to be applied to the laser beam focal point. The 
method and system can also be adapted for objects with 
curved surfaces. Briefly stated, the method and system 
ultimately calculates a correction factor, Z-offset, that is 
applied when using the laser beam in a procedure. Such as 
photodisrupting corneal tissue below an aplanation lens. 
0012. Once the position and alignment of the aplanation 
lens is determined, the positioning of the laser beam can be 
corrected to take the alignment into account when using the 
laser beam to photodisrupt corneal tissue. In general the 
method can be broken into two steps: first, determining the 
position and alignment of the aplanation lens relative to the 
laser beam; second, determining the corrected position of 
the laser beam Z-offset for later use in a procedure. 
0013 In one aspect of the inventive system, the move 
ment of the focal point of the laser beam is controlled by a 
CPU and software instructions. The software instructions 
may be contained on storage media Such as CDs, hard 
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drives, diskettes, or other electronic storage media devices. 
Additionally, the computer Software (instruction sets) may 
be stored in ROM, RAM or other storage devices capable of 
storing computer instructions. A Software program may be 
configured to capture the Z-axis location of the occurrence of 
detected plasma sparks. In addition to the Z-axis location, the 
position of the X-axis and y-axis location may be captured. 

0014 Various laser sources may be used with the inven 
tive method and system, including infrared, visible, and UV 
lasers. Further, laser sources to be used with the inventive 
method and system may be continuous wave, Q-switched 
pulse, and mode-locked ultrashort pulse lasers. Although the 
foregoing is not an exhaustive list, lasers of the foregoing 
type may be used with the present invention. In one aspect 
of the invention the laser beam is formed of a continuously 
repeating train of short optical pulses in the range of 
femtoseconds or picoseconds. In one embodiment, the laser 
Source is an infrared ultrashort pulse laser with a pulse 
duration of less than 10 picoseconds. While various laser 
Sources may be utilized, in one femtosecond laser system, 
the laser energy per pulse to photodisrupt the object and 
create a plasma spark is about 1-5 mu.J for a focus of 2.5 
... 

0.015 The object used with the present invention is a 
material capable of producing a detectable plasma spark 
when contacted with the focal point of a laser beam. Some 
materials where a plasma spark may be created include 
glass, silicon, or plastic (including medical grade plastic), 
and biologic materials. The object is either permanently or 
temporarily affixed to the laser system such that the object 
falls within the path of the laser beam. A cage, base, frame, 
or other holding device may be used to position the object 
in place. For example, an aplanation lens composed of 
highly purified fused silica is placed in a cone shaped frame 
which is connected to the laser system as described in 
co-pending U.S. application Ser. No. 09/772,539 (Publica 
tion No. US2002/0103481) and Ser. No. 09/896,429 (Pub 
lication No. US2002/0103482) (the disclosures of which are 
incorporated herein for all purposes). Another example is a 
microscope slide positioned in place by using pressure to 
hold the slide in place. 

0016. In one aspect of the invention, there is a method 
and system for determining the occurrence of a plasma spark 
about the surface of an object, or within the object. The 
method and system utilizes a photodetector to detect the 
occurrence of the plasma spark when the focal point of the 
laser beam contacts the surface of the object, or when the 
laser beam is focused within the object. The photodetector 
identifies when a plasma spark occurs. The photodetector 
may be any one of a photodiode, CCD, photomultiplier, 
phototransistor, or any device Suited for detecting the occur 
rence of a plasma spark. 

0017. In one aspect of the invention, there is a method 
and system for determining the position and alignment of a 
Surface of an object in relation to a laser beam. A laser 
system for generating a laser beam and an object having a 
substantially planar surface are provided. The method and 
system may also be adapted for objects with a curved 
surface. The object is positioned in the path of the laser 
beam. The object may be permanently or temporarily affixed 
to the laser system. The focal point of the laser beam is 
repeatedly moved along a predetermined pattern in a plane 
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perpendicular to a Z-axis of the laser beam. Plasma sparks 
are detected when the laser beam focal point contacts the 
object. The position and alignment of the surface of the 
object in relation to the laser beam is determined. 
0018. In one aspect of the invention, moving the focal 
point of the laser beam includes starting at a starting point 
on a Z-axis plane Such that the focus of the laser beam is not 
in contact with the object; repeatedly moving the focal point 
of the laser beam along a predetermined pattern in at least 
one plane perpendicular to the Z-axis; and after an occur 
rence of the completion of movement of the laser beam 
along the predetermined pattern, repositioning the focal 
point of the laser beam on the Z-axis a set distance DELTA.Z 
from the previous Z-axis location. The predetermined pattern 
is preferably circular in shape. In one embodiment, the focal 
point of the laser beam may be positioned below the object 
and the laser beam moved up towards the object. Or in 
another embodiment, the focal point of the laser beam may 
be focused somewhere between the laser source and the 
object, and the laser beam moved towards (or downward) to 
the object. 
0019. In another aspect of the invention, detection of 
plasma sparks includes identifying a first plasma spark when 
the laser beam comes into contact with the object; recording 
a first Z-axis location of the first plasma spark; identifying 
the completion of the predetermined pattern by identifying 
a second plasma spark along the complete predetermined 
pattern; and recording a second Z-axis location of the second 
plasma spark. 
0020) Further to detecting the plasma sparks, the position 
and alignment of the object in relation to the Z-axis using the 
first Z-axis location and the second Z-axis location is calcu 
lated. In one embodiment, calculation of the tilt angle 
(alignment) of a Surface of an object is performed by 
utilizing the formula .theta.=tan.sup.-1 (DELTA.Z/D), 
where DELTA.Z is the difference between the first Z-axis 
location and the second Z-axis location, and D is the diam 
eter of the predetermined pattern. 
0021. In one embodiment of the invention, plasma sparks 
are visually detected by the operator. The occurrence of a 
first plasma spark and the occurrence of a second plasma 
spark at the completion of a predetermined pattern are 
detected. An input device Such as a foot Switch intercon 
nected with the laser system is manually operated. When the 
operator of the laser system visually identifies the first 
occurrence of a plasma spark, then the input device is 
triggered to signal to the computer to record the first Z-axis 
position. The laser focal point continues through the object 
in iterative predetermined patterns. When the operator of the 
laser system visually identifies the completion of the pre 
determined pattern, then the operator actuates the input 
device, which in turn triggers the computer to record the 
second Z-axis position. 
0022. In another embodiment of the invention, the detec 
tion of the plasma spark includes providing a photodetector 
for detecting plasma sparks, and identifying the occurrence 
of the plasma spark with the photodetector. The photode 
tector may be any one of a photodiode, CCD, photomulti 
plier, phototransistor, or any device Suited for detecting the 
occurrence of a plasma spark. 
0023. In one embodiment of the invention, the detection 
of the plasma spark includes providing a video camera for 
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taking images of the object and capturing a series of images 
of the object. The position and alignment of the Surface can 
be determined by Subtracting the pixels of a previous image 
from the pixels of a current image and Subsequently adding 
all the resulting pixels that exceed a certain threshold to 
become a final number for that image which correlates with 
the plasma intensity for that image. The final number for 
each calculation may be plotted on a graph to establish a 
plasma intensity curve. 
0024. The step of determining the alignment of the apla 
nation lens relative to the laser beam can be broken into 
several substeps, as follows. First, if the Z-axis is defined as 
the path of the laser beam, the focal point of the laser is 
directed on the Z-axis below the aplanation lens, at a point 
Z.sub.0. The focal point of the laser beam is then moved 
along a closed pattern, for example, a circle with a fixed 
diameter less than the diameter of the aplanation lens, in a 
plane perpendicular to the Z-axis. After the focal point has 
completed the closed pattern, the focal point is adjusted at a 
set distance (also referred to as a separation layer), Z. Sub.X. 
above to Z. Sub.1, and the moving step is repeated. These last 
two steps, adjusting the focal point up the Z-axis to Z. Sub.2 
and moving the focal point in the closed pattern, are repeated 
i times until the focal point of the laser is adjusted up the 
Z-axis to Z. Sub.i and the focal point makes contact with the 
aplanation lens, causing a plasma spark. When this occurs, 
the position of the focal point, Z. sub.i is recorded. The focal 
point is then adjusted Z. Sub.X above the previous starting 
point and the focal point is moved along the closed pattern 
in a plane perpendicular to the Z-axis until the laser makes 
contact with the aplanation lens along the entire closed 
pattern, causing a plasma spark along the entire closed 
pattern. When this occurs, the position of the focal point, 
Z. Subj, is again recorded. A.DELTA.Z can be determined, by 
calculating the distance between Z. Sub.0 and Z. Subj. Using 
the diameter of the closed pattern and the total distance 
along the Z-axis the focal point traveled, trigonometry can be 
used to determine the angle, .theta., of the aplanation lens 
relative to the Z-axis. 

0025. In one aspect of the invention, a method and system 
for determining the alignment of a surface of an object in 
relation to a laser beam is disclosed. An object having a 
Substantially planar Surface is provided. A laser system for 
generating a laser beam is utilized to create at least three 
plasma sparks at the Surface of the object. The laser system 
has a CPU with software configured to carry out the process 
and computations. The plasma sparks may be detected in 
any manner, including those described previously, Such as 
manually/visually, a photodetector, or the video image 
analysis. By detecting three points about the planar Surface 
of the object, it is possible to identify a plane in relation to 
a Z-axis of the laser beam and the plane's tilt relative to the 
laser beam Z-axis. Additionally, the curvature of a Surface 
may be detected if the Surface is not planar. In this case, 
multiple points would be identified with plasma sparks and 
their x-y-Z-coordinates recorded. The curvature of the 
Surface may then be computed. 
0026. In one aspect of the invention, a method and system 
for determining a focal point of a laser beam upon an object 
having a Substantially planar Surface is disclosed. The novel 
system and method utilizes an interferometer to determine a 
fringe pattern of a reflection of a laser beam from the object. 
In this particular system and method, an object having a 
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Substantially planar Surface is provided. A laser system for 
generating a laser beam is provided. The laser system has a 
central processing unit configured for instructing movement 
of the laser beam. The interferometer is interconnected with 
the laser system. The laser beam is focused at or near the 
substantially planar surface. The laser beam is reflected back 
from the planar Surface. A fringe pattern is detected. Based 
on the analysis of the fringe pattern, the laser beam is 
determined to be in or out of focus. A software program for 
execution on the central processing unit may be configured 
for focusing the laser beam at or near the Substantially planar 
Surface of the object, detecting a fringe pattern of the laser 
beam, and determining whether the laser beam is in focus 
based on the fringe pattern. If the fringe pattern lines are 
substantially parallel to one another, then the laser beam is 
focused on the planar Surface. 

0027. In yet another aspect of the invention, another 
method and system for determining a focal point of a laser 
beam upon an object having a substantially planar Surface is 
disclosed. The laser system computer monitors the depen 
dence of the signal on depth. Change in the signal indicates 
the interface between the lower surfaces of the aplanation 
glass and the cornea. A laser system for generating a laser 
beam has a central processing unit configured for instructing 
movement of the laser beam. A photomultiplier with a band 
pass filter for detecting a nonlinear frequency signal gener 
ated by the laser beam is interconnected with the laser 
system. A Software program for execution on the central 
processing unit is configured for monitoring a nonlinear 
frequency signal generated by the laser beam, and deter 
mining whether the laser beam is in focus. The nonlinear 
frequency signal may be any one of second harmonic 
generation, third harmonic generation, stimulated Raman, or 
white light generation and others. 

0028. In yet another aspect of the invention, a method and 
system for determining the distance between two objects is 
disclosed. A laser system for generating a laser beam having 
a central processing unit configured for instructing move 
ment of the laser beam is utilized to create and detect a first 
plasma spark at the Surface of a first object, and to create and 
detect a second plasma spark at the Surface of a second 
object. A Software program is configured for identifying a 
first point at the outer surface of a first object by detecting 
the occurrence of a first plasma spark; identifying a second 
point at the outer Surface of the second object by detecting 
the occurrence of a second plasma spark; and determining 
the distance between the first point and the second point. The 
Software program records the X-y, Z-axis location of the first 
and second points, and then calculates the distance between 
the points. The detection of the plasma spark may be done 
by any device capable of detecting a plasma spark. In one 
embodiment, the plasma spark is detected by a photodetec 
tor. Some examples of a photodetector include any one of a 
photodiode, CCD, photomultiplier, phototransistor, or any 
device Suited for detecting the occurrence of a plasma spark. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0029. For a more complete understanding of the present 
invention, reference is now made to the following descrip 
tions taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, 
in which: 
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0030 FIG. 1 is a perspective view of the system used to 
determine position and alignment of the aplanation lens 
relative to the laser system illustrating an embodiment of the 
present invention; 
0031 FIG. 2 is a schematic view of the aplanation lens 
and the laser beam; 
0032 FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating a method for 
determining the position, alignment, and orientation of the 
aplanation lens relative to the focal plane of the laser beam; 
0033 FIG. 4 is a graph illustrating a video image analysis 
for determining the position, alignment, and orientation of 
an aplanation lens relative to laser beam; 
0034 FIG. 5A-5C are drawings illustrating detected pat 
tern fringes while using an interferometer for focusing a 
laser beam; and 
0035 FIG. 6 is a graph illustrating dependence of second 
harmonic signal on beam waist position in pig eye where the 
positive sign on the Depth axis corresponds to the position 
inside the cornea and the Zero position corresponds to the 
cornea-glass interface. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

0036) Although the present invention and its advantages 
have been described in detail, it should be understood that 
various changes, substitutions and alterations can be made 
herein without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention as defined by the appended claims. Moreover, the 
Scope of the present application is not intended to be limited 
to the particular embodiments of the process, machine, 
manufacture, composition of matter, means, methods and 
steps described in the specification. As one of ordinary skill 
in the art will readily appreciate from the disclosure of the 
present invention, processes, machines, manufacture, com 
positions of matter, means, methods, or steps, presently 
existing or later to be developed that perform substantially 
the same function or achieve Substantially the same result as 
the corresponding embodiments described herein may be 
utilized according to the present invention. Accordingly, the 
appended claims are intended to include within their scope 
Such processes, machines, manufacture, compositions of 
matter, means, methods, or steps. 
0037 Referring now to FIG. 1, a schematic view of one 
embodiment of an aplanation lens position and alignment 
system according to the present invention is depicted. The 
major components of the system 10 are a laser system 12 and 
an aplanation lens 14. To accomplish laser ophthalmic 
Surgery, the laser system 12 includes a laser source 16 which 
is mounted on the system housing (not shown). This laser 
Source 16 generates a laser beam 20 from an origination 
point 22, as shown in FIG. 1. In one embodiment of the 
invention, the laser beam 20 has a pulse duration less than 
three hundred picoseconds (<300 ps) and a wavelength of 
between approximately 400-3000 nm. Preferably, the laser 
operates at 1053 nm, with a pulse duration of approximately 
600-800 femtoseconds, and a repetition rate of 10 kHz. FIG. 
1 shows that the laser beam 20 is used to define a Z-axis 24 
that is parallel to the path of the laser beam. As discussed 
herein, the inventive system and method are shown through 
the use of an aplanation lens. However, the position and 
alignment of other objects may be determined. Thus, the 
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inventive system and method should be construed to cover 
any other object for which one wants to determine its 
position and alignment in relation to a laser beam. 
Determination of Object Alignment 

0038 Referring to FIG. 2, a schematic view of a laser 
beam 20 and tilted aplanation lens 14 is shown. To determine 
the position and alignment of the aplanation lens 14 in 
relation to the Z-axis 24 of the laser beam, the focal point of 
the laser beam is first directed to a point on the Z-axis 24 that 
is below the aplanation lens 14. This first point is referred to 
as Z. sub.0 26. The focal point of the laser beam is then 
moved along a closed pattern. The closed pattern is a shape 
where the laser beam focal point will travel. As the laser 
beam focal point travels along the closed pattern, the laser 
beam is fired. A spot distance of the laser beam may be set 
by the laser system such that the laser beam is fired on the 
closed pattern for a particular distance. For example, in one 
embodiment, the spot distance may be set to 1 mum-30 
mu.m. For a particular object and laser source being uti 
lized, the spot distance may be different than the aforemen 
tioned example. 

0039. In a preferred embodiment, the closed pattern is a 
circular shape having a diameter (“D’) 28. The closed 
pattern is made in a plane perpendicular to the Z-axis 24. For 
an ophthalmic procedure using the aplanation lens, the 
closed pattern should have a diameter sufficiently wide, such 
that after the position of the aplanation lens and alignment 
determination is completed, a cornea then pressed against 
the aplanation lens does not contact an area of the closed 
pattern. In certain tests using an aplanation lens, a 7-9.5 mm 
diameter was utilized for the closed pattern and was found 
sufficiently wide. Other diameters of course may be utilized 
depending on the type of procedure and the particular object 
for which alignment is being determined. 
0040. After the first closed pattern is completed, the focal 
point of the laser beam is then adjusted up the Z-axis 24 a set 
distance Z. Sub.x 30 to another starting point Z. Sub.132 where 
Z. Sub.1=Z. Sub.--Z. Sub.X. The value for the Z. Sub.X distance 
between each Successive closed pattern is also referred as a 
separation layer distance. For each pass of the closed pat 
tern, the laser beam focal point will move a distance along 
the Z-axis based on the separation layer setting. 

0041. The focal point of the laser beam is then again 
moved along a similar closed pattern in a plane perpendicu 
lar to the Z-axis 24 and then adjusted up the Z-axis to Z. Sub.2 
34 where Z. sub.2=Z. Sub.1+Z.sub.x. The steps of moving the 
focal point along the closed pattern and adjusting the starting 
point of the focal point of the laser beam up the Z-axis 24 are 
repeated n times, until the focal point of the laser along the 
closed pattern makes contact with the aplanation lens 14, 
causing a first plasma spark, at Z. Sub.n 36, which may be 
detected. The particular manner in which the plasma sparks 
are detected is described below. 

0042 A CPU utilizing software preferably instructs the 
movement of the focal point of the laser beam. While 
moving the laser beam, the Software may record the coor 
dinates of the focal point. For example, as the closed pattern 
is followed, the specific X-, y- and Z-coordinates of the laser 
beam focal point will be known. This is true because it is the 
Software instructing the movement of the focal point through 
the closed pattern at particular coordinates. Thus, the laser 
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system software may be configured or programmed to 
record the X, y, and/or Z-coordinates based on certain defined 
eVentS. 

0043. The particular Z.sub.n when the first plasma spark 
occurs is recorded. The steps of moving the focal point along 
the closed pattern and adjusting the starting point of the focal 
point of the laser beam up the Z-axis 24 are repeated m times, 
until the focal point of the laser contacts the aplanation lens 
14 along the entire closed pattern, causing a plasma spark 
along the entire closed pattern, at Z. Sub.j 38, where j=m+n, 
which is detected. The point Z.subj is recorded. The par 
ticular manner in which detection of the completion of the 
closed pattern occurs is later described below. 
0044) For a better understanding of the inventive method, 
FIG. 3 sets out in flowchart form certain steps of the present 
invention. In step 201, the focal point of the laser beam is set 
at a point on the Z-axis below the aplanation lens, Z. Sub.0. 
Next in step 202, the focal point of the laser beam is moved 
along a pattern, preferably in the shape of a circle having a 
diameter D, in a plane perpendicular to the Z-axis. During 
the movement of the laser beam along the pattern, a check 
is made for the occurrence of a plasma spark. If a plasma 
spark is detected, then in Step 204, the Z. sub.n location is 
recorded. Likewise, the X. Sub.n and y. Sub.n coordinates may 
also be recorded. If no spark is detected, when the pattern is 
complete, then in Step 203 the focal point of the laser beam 
is moved up the Z-axis a determined distance, Z. Sub.X. Step 
202 is repeated until a plasma spark is detected. 
0045. In Step 205, the focal point of the laser beam is 
moved up the Z-axis a determined distance, Z. Sub.X. Then in 
Step 206, the focal point of the laser beam is moved along 
a predetermined pattern, preferably in the shape of a circle 
having a diameter D, in a plane perpendicular to the Z-axis. 
During the movement of the laser beam along the pattern, a 
check is made for the occurrence of a completion of a 
plasma spark for the circumference of the circle. If a 
completion of the entire circle is detected, then in Step 207, 
the Z. Sub.jlocation is record. Also, the location of the X. Sub.n 
andy. Sub.n coordinates may also be recorded. If the comple 
tion of the plasma spark for the circumference of the circle 
is not completed, then Step 205 repeats. Lastly, in Step 208, 
the tilt of the aplanation lens can be determined. 
Visual Detection of Plasma Spark 
0046) The plasma spark may be visually detected by the 
operator. For example, a foot switch operated by the user of 
the laser system may identify when the plasma spark occurs. 
The movement of the focal point along the closed pattern is 
performed as discussed above. When the user first detects 
the plasma spark, a foot Switch may be activated. The 
activation of the Switch signals the computer to record the 
Z-axis coordinate of the first plasma spark. When the user 
detects completion of the closed pattern by watching a 
complete plasma spark along the closed pattern, the user 
activates the foot Switch again. Thus, the second Z-axis 
coordinate is obtained. With both coordinates the tilt of the 
lens may then be determined. 
Electronic Detection of Plasma Spark 
0047. In another embodiment, a photodetector connected 
with the laser system may be utilized to detect the occur 
rence of plasma sparks. The photodetector can be any device 
capable of determining such an event. For example, a 
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photodetector may include a photodiode, CCD, photomul 
tiplier, phototransistor, or any device Suited for detecting the 
occurrence of a plasma spark. 
0048. The photodetector can be utilized to determine a 

first occurrence of the plasma spark and the completion of 
the closed pattern, thereby giving first and second Z-axis 
coordinates which then may be used to calculate the tilt of 
the aplanation lens. 
0049. In one embodiment, a photodetector is connected 
with the laser system. The photodetector is placed in a 
position on, adjacent to, or near the laser system where the 
photodetector can detect the plasma spark. The photodetec 
tor generates a Voltage or signal when the laser beam creates 
a plasma spark in the aplanation lens. When the photode 
tector first detects a plasma spark, then the laser system 
software records the first Z-axis coordinate. 

0050 For the second Z-axis position at the completion of 
the plasma spark along all of the closed pattern, the identi 
fication of the completion may be determined in different 
ways. One way to determine the completion of the closed 
pattern is to evaluate the Voltage or signal from the photo 
detector and compare it with a known time for completion 
of the closed pattern. The laser system software may be 
configured to calculate the duration of time necessary to 
complete a given closed pattern. At the completion of the 
closed pattern, the Voltage or signal of the photodetector can 
be evaluated. If the voltage or signal of the photodetector 
indicates that a plasma spark is occurring at the end of the 
closed pattern, then we know that a plasma spark has 
occurred at the end of the closed pattern. With this known 
completion point, then the second Z-axis position can be 
determined. 

0051) Information about the orientation of tilt can be 
obtained by determining the x-y coordinate where the most 
intense plasma spark is detected within the object. The 
strongest signals from the plasma spark correspond to the 
deepest position within the object. 

Video Image Detection of Plasma Spark 

0052. In an alternative embodiment, a video camera is 
utilized to capture images of the aplanation lens as plasma 
sparks are being generated. By comparing sequences of 
captured images, it is then possible to use the image infor 
mation to determine the tilt of the aplanation lens. In one 
embodiment, an NTSC camera with a rate of 30 frames per 
second was utilized. However, other video cameras with 
different frame rates may be utilized. 
0053. In general, video images are searched for plasma 
spark as the laser beam focal point is scanned upwards 
toward the bottom surface of the aplanation lens. Similar to 
the visual/manual and photodetector methods described 
above, the laser beam focal point is set at a beginning point 
such that the focal point of the laser beam does not create a 
plasma spark. The laser beam focal point is then moved 
through Successive closed patterns whilst first and second 
Z-axis coordinates are determined. 

0054. In one embodiment, 8-bit grey scale images are 
captured and evaluated. A grey Scale image has pixels with 
a grey scale value between 0 (black) and 255 (white). The 
grey Scale values ranging between 0-255 indicates the 
brightness for a particular pixel. For example, if an area of 
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certain pixels of an image had a value of Zero or near Zero, 
this would indicate that portion of the image was dark. If an 
area of certain pixels had a value of 255 or near 255, this 
would indicate that portion of the image was very light. Thus 
the higher the number for the pixels of a certain area of an 
image, the brighter (or whiter) that area would be. Based on 
this pixel valuation model, the occurrence of a plasma spark 
can be detected. When a plasma spark occurs and an image 
is taken, more higher-ranging pixels would exist than would 
exist if the plasma spark was not occurring. This is because 
the plasma spark creates a very bright light that would be 
noted in the image. 
0.055 Referring now to FIG. 4, a graph is shown illus 
trating an aplanation lens tilt determination utilizing the 
iterative image comparison method. The frequency of image 
frames to be captured is set at a periodic time interval. The 
X-axis on the graph represents the frame number of a 
captured video image. In the illustrated example, a focal 
point of the laser beam was set in a circular pattern with a 
diameter of 7.8 mm. The spot distance of the laser was set 
at 3 mu.m. An energy level of 3 mu.J. energy for the laser 
Source was utilized. The y-axis on the graph represents the 
Total Compared Image Value, for those pixels above a 
certain threshold number. In the experiment, the threshold 
number was set at a value of 20. 

0056. The plasma spark line 60 shows the processing of 
several frames of images before, during and after the occur 
rence of plasma sparks. The video image process begins 
with the capture of a first video image. After a preset time 
interval, the next image is captured. The first video image 
and the second video image are then compared to one 
another. 

0057) Each pixel value (0-255) from the first image is 
added together to obtain a first image value. Also, each pixel 
value (0-255) from the second image is added together to 
obtain a second image value. If a threshold value is set, then 
only those pixel values having a value higher than the 
threshold value would be added together. Utilizing a thresh 
old value reduces the light noise dramatically and allows the 
process to run at full room light and high illumination of the 
aplanation lens. 
0.058. The first image value is subtracted from the second 
image value giving a Total Compared Image Value. The 
Total Compared Image Value, which is stored in memory of 
the CPU, may be plotted on a graph. Although not shown on 
the graph, for a Total Compared Image Value, the laser 
system software would also know or have stored the X-y-. 
and Z-coordinates for the particular image frame. Thus, for 
a particular Total Compared Image Value, the x-, y-, and 
Z-coordinates may be associated with the particular Total 
Compared Image Value. 
0059) As illustrated in FIG. 4, prior to about frame 860, 
no plasma spark has occurred. On the y-axis, the plasma 
spark line is shown as a linear line having a Total Compared 
Image Value of Zero. During the process the ambient light is 
preferably maintained at a consistent level. As shown in 
FIG. 4, literally no noise signal exists before the plasma 
starts, even at full room light. As the plasma spark starts, 
from about frame 860, the increasing mountains of signals 
occur as is shown on plasma spark line 60. 
0060. The spacing between each side of a mountain on 
the plasma spark line 60 represents the completion of one 

Mar. 13, 2008 

full circle. The first mountain 64 indicates the first occur 
rence of a plasma spark. The exact X-y coordinates at any 
mountain top gives the tilt axis. The first time the mountain 
does not go down to 0 (or Some low threshold), the plasma 
circle is completed (second or final contact). 

0061. To more easily detect the first and the second 
contact, the plasma spark line 60 is further processed in the 
following way. A binary signal (or plasma spark state) may 
be created with the following process. The binary signal or 
plasma spark State is set to one 1 if the Total Compared 
Image Value is over a certain value. If for a particular image 
frame, the Total Compared Image Value is greater than the 
set value (in the example it was set to 1), then for that frame 
the plasma spark state would be set to 1 or True. If the Total 
Compared Image Value is below the set value, then the 
plasma spark State would be set to 0 or False. In this manner, 
as shown on the graphed plasma spark state line 62, the state 
of the plasma spark for a particular image frame and time 
would be known. 

0062) The distance between two consecutive mountain 
peaks is equivalent to the layer separation parameter defined 
by the laser software. This is usually in the order of 2-10 
micrometers but may vary according to the desired accuracy. 
For each mountain peak, the closed pattern makes one 
revolution and for each revolution, the focus position moves 
upward in the Z-direction in the amount of the layer sepa 
ration. The amount of peaks contained between the first 
plasma spark 64 and the full closure of the pattern 61 
determines the following DELTA.Z=|Z. Sub.(1st plasma)- 
Z. Sub.(Full closure). The determination of the tilt axis is 
dependent on the position of the X-y coordinate at the time 
the mountain peak is present. An axis line can be drawn 
180.degree. from the x-y position of the mountain peak, 
relative to the center of the circular pattern. The determina 
tion of tilt is as follows theta.=tan. Sup.-1 (DELTA.Z/D) 
where DELTA.Z is the difference of Z. position between the 
first plasma spark 64 and the full closure of the pattern 61 as 
detected by the CCD camera and D is the diameter of the 
circular pattern. 
Calculation of Tilt of the Lens and Z-Coordinate Offset 

0063. The alignment of the aplanation lens 14 in relation 
to the Z-axis 24 is then calculated by using the following 
equation: .theta.=tan.sup.-1 (DELTA.Z/D); where .theta. 40 
is the angle between the aplanation lens 14 and a plane 
perpendicular to the Z-axis 24, and wherein.DELTA.Z is the 
difference between the first z-axis location and the second 
Z-axis location, and D is the diameter of the predetermined 
pattern. The angle phi.42 between the Z-axis 24 and the 
aplanation lens 14 is 90-..theta. 

0064. Although the methods above discuss obtaining a 
second Z-axis location by electronic or manual means, the 
second Z-axis may be calculated. After the first Z-axis 
location is found, then the second Z-axis is calculated. The 
second Z-axis location would be the point on a circular 
predetermined pattern opposite the first Z-axis location. This 
holds true since, by using a circular predetermined pattern, 
the first z-axis location is the lowest point of the tilt (if 
scanning the laser from the below the aplanation lens 
upwards) and the highest point would always be the point on 
the predetermined pattern opposite the first Z-axis location. 
Thus, the first Z-axis location may be determined (along with 
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the X-y-coordinates) and then using the known diameter of 
the circular pattern, the second Z-axis location may be 
determined. 

0065. Utilizing the circular predetermined pattern, by 
finding the first and second Z-axis location, the plane of the 
contact Surface of the aplanation lens can be determined 
along with the orientation of the plane about the Z-axis. 
0.066 Determining the tilt of the aplanation lens 14 in 
relation to the laser beam is very useful. In the field of 
ophthalmic Surgery, a more precise photodisruption of tissue 
of the eye can be achieved. For example, it is important in 
ophthalmic laser Surgery procedures that photodisruption be 
very precise. Whilst utilizing an aplanation lens, a patients 
cornea is pressed against the lens, thereby flattening the 
cornea against the glass Surface of the lens. With a perfectly 
calibrated laser system, using a perfectly formed aplanation 
lens, the contact surface (the contact plane) of the aplanation 
lens would be perpendicular to the laser beam. This would 
allow the focusing of the laser beam at a Z-coordinate in the 
cornea in one X-y location to be the same Z-coordinate if the 
laser focus was moved to another x-y location. But if the 
aplanation lens were tilted, this would cause the focus of the 
laser at one x-y location in the tissue of eye to actually be 
different than another x-y location in the tissue of the eye. 
But if the tilt of the aplanation lens were known, then the 
Z-coordinate (or focal depth) for a particular X-y location 
could be offset or compensated for to take into consideration 
the lens tilt. 

Three-Point Method to Determine Tilt of an Object 
0067. An alternative way to determine the tilt of a surface 
of an object in relation to a Z-axis of a laser beam is to 
determine three points of an object. A laser beam may be 
focused at a Z-axis point Such that the focal point of the laser 
beam does not contact the object. This may be at any 
X-y-coordinate. The laser beam Z-axis focal point is incre 
mentally moved a specified distance and the laser fired. The 
focal point is moved again a set distance and fired. This 
continues until a first plasma spark is detected. The detection 
may be by any manner, including the method described 
above, manually, via photodetector, and video image com 
parison. The first point (its X-y-, and Z-coordinates) is 
recorded or saved in memory or storage by the laser system. 
0068 The laser system then directs the laser beam to a 
second X.y-coordinate. The focal point of the laser is then 
moved to a Z-axis point Such that the focal point of the laser 
beam does not contact the object. Then again, the laser beam 
Z-axis focal point is incrementally moved a specified dis 
tance and the laser fired. This continues until a second 
plasma spark is detected. The second point (its X-y-, and 
Z-coordinates) is recorded or saved in memory or storage by 
the laser System. 
0069. The laser system then directs the laser beam to a 
third x,y-coordinate. The focal point of the laser beam is 
then moved to a Z-axis point such that the focal point of the 
laser beam does not contact the object. Then again, the laser 
beam Z-axis focal point is incrementally moved a specified 
distance and the laser fired. This continues until third plasma 
spark is detected. The third point (its X-y-, and Z-coordi 
nates) is recorded or saved in memory or storage by the laser 
system. 

0070 Having now determined three surface points of a 
surface of the object, a plane of the surface in relation to a 
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Z-axis of the laser be would be known. Knowing the plane 
of the object, then Subsequent procedures can use the plane 
as a reference plane for Z-offset. 
0071 Also, the distance between two points may be 
calculated by detecting a first plasma spark at the Surface of 
a first object, and detecting a second plasma spark at the 
surface of a second object. The detection of the first and 
second plasma spark may be detected by the methods 
described above. The Z-axis coordinate of each plasma spark 
is then used the determined the distance between the surface 
of each object where the plasma spark is detected. 
Z-offset and Gain Calibration Procedure 

0072 By determining the alignment (or tilt) of a surface 
of an object in relation to a laser beam (or Z-axis of the laser 
beam), a Z-offset value may be utilized for subsequent laser 
system operations. For a particular X-y-coordinate, the 
Z-coordinate may be offset a particular distance to allow the 
focus of the laser beam to be at a plane parallel to the plane 
of the tilt of the object. 
0073. In one embodiment, a software program commands 
a displacement of a focusing assembly of a laser system by 
writing a voltage to a Digital/Analog card. A Z-Galvo will in 
turn move the focusing assembly to the desired focal depth 
position based upon the commanded Voltage by directing a 
current to the motor-driven focusing assembly. A linear 
encoder positioned within the laser system senses the linear 
movement of the focusing assembly. An intelligent control 
ler interoperating with the host computer and software 
program utilizes a sensor to read an encoder strip attached to 
the focusing assembly. As the lens is moved into position, 
encoder feedback is provided by an intelligent controller and 
an actual focusing assembly position is obtained. 
0074 To measure the Z-gain, a second point needs to be 
measured. Measurement of the Z-gain may be achieved by 
utilizing a second object, Such as glass that has a Substan 
tially planar top and bottom Surface that are substantially 
parallel to one another. 
0075. In one experiment, a 160 mum thick microscope 
slide was mounted against the contact glass of the aplanation 
lens contact plane. The slide was made out of borosilicate 
glass (Corning 0211) with a refractive index of 1.521 at 1060 
nm. The flatness of the slide was measured. It had parallel 
top and bottom planar Surface within it.1 mum over the 
whole slide (22.times.22 mm). The slide is pressed against 
the contact glass by slightly pushing from below with a rod 
and a round plastic screw head on top of it. This results in 
an air gap below the slide at the circle diameter of the closed 
pattern. The circular closed patterns are now cut like in the 
Z-offset procedure except that the starting depth is set at 200 
mu.m. This simulates focusing the laser beam into the 
corneal tissue. To correct for the human cornea (n=1.377), 
the 160 mum thick borosilicate glass corresponds to a 146 
mu.m thick cornea layer. This was simulated with the 
WinLaseTM 3.0 Prosoftware using a Gaussian beam with an 
fi=1.48 focusing number of the objective lens. 
0076. With the correction in place, the software is 
expected to report an offset of 146 mum if the Z-offset was 
Zeroed before a procedure. If the number is off, then the 
z-scale factor (Z-gain) is off by the following amount: New 
z-scale factor=(146 mum/measured offset)*old Z-scale 
factor 
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0077. After correcting the z-scale factor in the laser 
system settings, the Z-offset needs to be redone because it 
might not fall together with a O-Voltage on the Z-Scanner and 
therefore can be affected by a gain change. 
Interferometric Laser Focus Detection 

0078. Another way to measure the position of a surface of 
an object relative to a laser beam is utilizing an interferom 
eter. After measurement, the laser system may then account 
for variances of height dimensions of the object and set 
offset parameters for the focal depth. Offset parameters in 
software allow canceling the effect of variances of height 
dimensions of the aplanation lens, thereby delivering con 
sistent Surgical depths. 
0079. This method utilizes the curvature of the wave 
front of a laser reflected back from the glass surface of the 
aplanation lens. The curvature of the wave front is measured 
by an interferometer. 
0080. There are two ways to relate fringe curvatures to 
focal depth. First, by knowing the geometry of the optics and 
the interferometer, the fringe patterns can be exactly calcu 
lated and related to focal depths. However this method 
would require a precise knowledge of the beam geometry. 
0081. A second, more practical method is to calibrate the 
machine to measurable focal positions. This is the approach 
we followed with our implementation. In one implementa 
tion the machine is set to cut patterns in a glass sample at 
different depths while the interference patterns are simulta 
neously recorded. Then the cutting depths in the sample are 
measured with the help of a microscope and related to the 
curvatures of the fringes as previously recorded. 
0082 The interferometer utilizes a reference beam, 
which is split directly from the laser beam before entering 
the delivery system, and a measured beam, which passes 
through the delivery system. The reference beam is essen 
tially a parallel beam. The measured beam is part of the laser 
beam that reflects back from the optical surface of the 
aplanation lens. The reflected beam retraces the optical path 
through the laser focusing optics and the Scanner system in 
a backward direction. 

0083) If the reflecting surface is at the focal point, then 
the back-reflected beam retraces the same path all the way 
through the delivery system and leaves it as a parallel beam. 
This beam can be interfered with a reference beam. In this 
case, both beams are parallel and they make an interference 
pattern with straight fringes. On the other hand, if the 
aplanation lens is out of focus, then the back-reflected beam 
does not trace the very same path backwards, and it leaves 
the delivery system as a convergent or divergent beam. 
Convergent or divergent beams combined with parallel 
beams produce curved fringe patterns. The position infor 
mation of the focus can be extracted from the interference 
pattern, essentially from the sign and magnitude of the 
curvature of the fringes. 
0084. In one embodiment an image processing method is 
followed. A raw image is first captured then filtered and 
enhanced by convoluting the image with a spatially periodic 
kernel. This process Smoothes imperfections of the image 
which are of random nature for example due to dust particles 
on the optics. At the same time the spatial periodicity of the 
kernel enhances the contrast of the interference pattern with 
the right periodicity. 
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0085. The next step of the image processing is edge 
detection by Canny Edge Detection algorithm. (Canny, A. 
(1986) A computational approach to edge detection. IEEE 
Trans. PAMI., 8:769-698.) 
0086) The edge fragments are then analyzed. Fragments 
shorter than a given length are discarded. The longer frag 
ments are fitted with a polynomial curve. The second order 
coefficient of the polynomial gives the curvatures of the 
individual fringes. Finally curvatures from individual 
fringes are averaged. 

0087. In one embodiment, the interference pattern is 
captured by a video camera and frame capture software 
described above. The pattern may be analyzed by computer 
software. The curvature of the fringe pattern is extracted and 
the focal position calculated. To determine the focal posi 
tion, when the fringe pattern has parallel beams, then the 
laser beam is focused. One way to determine how much the 
laser beam is out of focus, is the mass calibrate various 
curvatures of the fringe pattern and measure the focal 
distance. For example, a micrometer may be used to deter 
mine the various focal distance for a particular fringe 
curvature. For a particular fringe curvature, a focal depth 
value may be stored in a table. Then for subsequent uses of 
the laser System, a particular fringe pattern curvature, may 
be determined and then looked up in the table to determine 
the focal position. Alternatively, for the curvature behavior 
could be evaluated to determine an algorithm, such that for 
a particular fringe curve a focal position could be derived. 
0088 Various experiments were performed to determine 
the fringe patterns and the relation to the focus of the laser 
beam. In one experiment, the measured interference fringe 
pattern curved downwards. This is shown in FIG. 5A. The 
focus of the laser beam was found to be 20 mum above the 
contact plane of the aplanation lens. In another experiment, 
the measured interference fringe pattern formed straight 
lines. This is shown in FIG. 5B. The focus of the laser beam 
was found to be on the glass Surface of the aplanation lens. 
In a third experiment, the measured fringe pattern curved 
upwards. This is shown in FIG. 5C. The focus of the laser 
beam was found to be 10 mum below the contact plane of 
the aplanation lens. 
0089 Measuring one point at the optical center of the 
field of view of the aplanation lens provides a Z-offset 
number. This method may be used to measure three point 
measurements of the contact plane of the aplanation lens to 
determine the tilt of the focal plane. 
0090 This interferometric method not only has the 
advantage of determining the focal point of a plane of an 
aplanation lens, but also may be used to detect laser beam 
distortions. Some of these distortions may be i) inherent to 
the design of the laser system optics, such as spherical and 
chromatic aberrations, ii) coming from the laser, such as 
spatial chirp. iii) distortions from component level aberra 
tions, such as out of spec mirror flatness, or iv) distortions 
due to system misalignment. 

0091) If the measured focal position of the laser is outside 
of a pre-determined acceptable range, the laser system 
Software may be configured to instruct the servo system to 
modify offset values for the Z-axis focal position and then 
bring the laser system into an acceptable range. Also, the 
Software parameters for a Surgical pattern may be configured 
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to accommodate hardware offset and tilt of the laser focal 
plane relative to a Surgical plane. 
Nonlinear Frequency Conversion 
0092 Another method to determine the depth of focus of 
a laser beam is utilizing a photo multiplier with band pass 
filter to monitor the nonlinear frequency signal generated by 
laser beam. The laser system computer monitors the depen 
dence of the signal on depth of focal point. Change in the 
signal indicates the interface between the lower surfaces of 
the aplanation glass and the cornea. Nonlinear frequency 
conversion method is noninvasive. The depth calibration can 
be performed while the aplanation lens is docked on a 
patient’s eye thus reducing the error introduced by mechani 
cal backlashes. 

0093. This method is based on usage of different nonlin 
ear effects in glass and the cornea to generate light at 
frequencies other than the frequency of the laser beam. The 
effects can include, but not be limited to, second harmonic 
generation, third harmonic generation, stimulated Raman, 
white light generation and others. At laser beam intensities 
close to photodisruption threshold, conversion efficiencies 
of mentioned nonlinear processes are high enough to gen 
erate a detectable signal. These signals have quadratic or 
higher order dependence on input intensity and will be 
confined in space to the beam waist and will therefore 
increase the accuracy of interface detection. 
0094. A photo multiplier with a band pass filter is 
attached to the laser system. The computer of the laser 
system monitors the dependence of the signal on focal point 
depth. A change in the signal indicates the interface between 
the lower Surface of the aplanation lens and cornea. Accu 
racy of better than 5 microns may be achieved. 
0.095 Referring to FIG. 6, the method may be further 
described. FIG. 6 is a graph illustrating dependence of 
second harmonic signal on beam waist position in pig eye 
where the positive sign on the Depth axis corresponds to the 
position inside the cornea and the Zero position corresponds 
to the cornea-glass interface. To determine the focal point of 
the laser beam at the interface of the aplanation lens and the 
cornea, one takes half the max of the signal. This is shown 
on the graph on at the point of 0 microns. If the focal spot 
moves out into the aplanation lens, then the signal decreases, 
if the focal point goes into the cornea, then the signal 
increases. This can be done because, with certain laser 
beams, such as a femtosecond mode-locked laser beam can 
be described by its confocal parameter. In other words, the 
laser beam has a focal point with a particular length range. 
It is when half the length of the focal point range is inside 
the cornea that the signal would be at the half max of the 
signal. 
0096. In one experiment, the method was tested with an 
aplanation lens in contact with a pig eye. The energy level 
of laser was reduced to 0.2.cquadrature.J. so that the fluence 
is below the optical damage threshold of the glass or pig eye, 
but high enough to generate second harmonic in cornea. 
While scanning the depth of the focal point, the intensity of 
second harmonic decreases by factor of 50 from cornea to 
glass interface. This enabled localization of the focal point 
at the cornea-glass interface with accuracy of better than 
+5.0 microns. Results are presented on FIG. 6 
0097. In another experiment, the method was tested with 
an aplanation lens having a piece of plastic attached to the 
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lens. The piece of plastic was used to simulate a cornea 
being in contact with the aplanation lens. The energy level 
of the laser system was reduced to 0.7 mu.J. so that the 
fluence is below the optical damage of the glass, but high 
enough to generate white light. While scanning the depth of 
the focal point, the intensity of while light changes by factor 
of two from glass to plastic. This enable the localization of 
the focal spot position at the glass-plastic interference with 
an accuracy of 5 micron. 
0098. The inventive systems and methods described 
above are well adapted for a system to determine the 
position and alignment of an aplanation lens in relation to a 
laser system. However, it shall be noted that the foregoing 
description is presented for purposes of illustration and 
description, and is not intended to limit the invention to the 
form disclosed herein. Consequently, variations and modi 
fications to the systems and processes commensurate with 
the above teachings and teaching of the relevant art are 
within the scope of the invention. These variations will 
readily suggest themselves to those skilled in the relevant art 
and are encompassed within the spirit of the invention and 
the scope of the following claims. 
0099 Moreover, the embodiments described are further 
intended to explain the best modes for practicing the inven 
tion, and to enable others skilled in the art to utilize the 
invention in Such, or other, embodiments and with various 
modifications required by the particular applications or uses 
of the present invention. It is intended that the appending 
claims be construed to included alternative embodiments to 
the extent that it is permitted by the prior art. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method for determining the focus of a laser beam 
about a Surface of an object, the method comprising the steps 
of: 

providing an object having a surface; 

providing a laser system for generating a laser beam; 

focusing a laser beam at or near the Surface, wherein the 
laser beam is reflected back from the surface; 

detecting a fringe pattern created by interference between 
the reflected laser beam and a reference beam; and 

extracting a focal position of the laser beam relative to the 
Surface using the fringe pattern. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the detecting step 
includes: 

providing an interferometer, and 

utilizing the interferometer to analyze the fringe pattern. 
3. A laser system for determining the focus of a laser beam 

about a Surface of an object, the system comprising: 

a laser system for generating a laser beam, the laser 
system having a central processing unit, the central 
processing unit configured for instructing movement of 
the laser beam; 

an interferometer for detecting a fringe pattern, the inter 
ferometer interconnected with the laser system; and 



US 2008/0062430 A1 

a software program for execution on the central process 
ing unit, the Software program configured for: 
focusing a laser beam at or near the Surface, wherein 

the laser beam is reflected back from the surface; 
detecting a fringe pattern created by interference 

between the reflected laser beam and a reference 
beam; and 

extracting a focal position of the laser beam relative to 
the Surface using the fringe pattern. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein extracting the focal 
position further comprises: 

determining a fringe curvature sign and a fringe curvature 
magnitude for fringes within the fringe pattern; and 

determining the focal position from the fringe curvature 
sign and the fringe curvature magnitude. 

5. The method of claim 4, wherein extracting the focal 
position comprises: 

detecting edges of the fringes within the fringe pattern; 
fitting polynomial curves to the detected edges, wherein 

each fitted polynomial curve determines an edge cur 
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Vature sign and an edge curvature magnitude for each 
respective fringe; and 

averaging the edge curvature magnitudes to determine the 
fringe curvature magnitude. 

6. The laser system of claim3 wherein extracting the focal 
position further comprises: 

determining a fringe curvature sign and a fringe curvature 
magnitude for fringes within the fringe pattern; and 

determining the focal position from the fringe curvature 
sign and the fringe curvature magnitude. 

7. The laser system of claim 8, wherein extracting the 
focal position further comprises: 

detecting edges of the fringes within the fringe pattern; 
fitting polynomial curves to the detected edges, wherein 

each fitted polynomial curve determines an edge cur 
Vature sign and an edge curvature magnitude for each 
respective fringe; and 

averaging the edge curvature magnitudes to determine the 
fringe curvature magnitude. 
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