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ENHANCED METAL FILTER/MIRROR
COATINGS FOR USE ON ENGINEERING
PLASTICS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to novel thin film arrays
used as mirror/filter coatings on high temperature sta-
ble engineering plastics. The coating comprises an array
or stack of thin films configured in a specific fashion. On
the light impingent side of a plastic surface a thin metal
film is deposited, preferably a thin film of nickel/-
chrome alloy. On top of the thin metal a film stack of
alternating higher refractive and lower refractive index
materials is deposited. The advantages to this film de-
sign over the prior art is that the film can be used on a
wide variety of plastic materials which can withstand
high temperature cycling without major dimensional
deformation. Furthermore, this novel film design for
plastic articles allows for the control of transmission/re-
flectance across the spectrum using fewer film layers
than the state of the art designs.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Thin film technology has been used for a number of
years to control the transmittance and/or reflectance of
coated surfaces. By controlling the thickness and index
of refraction of each film in a stack or array of thin films
constituting a coating one can tailor the reflective and
transitive characteristics of the coating. The design of
such films and the principals used to achieve such re-
sults are well known to those skilled in the art as is the
general knowledge of how to deposit the various thin
films on various substrates.

Various classes of coatings exist based not only upon
the materials used to form said coatings, but based upon
spectral reflectance characteristics as well. For in-
stance, reflective coatings have long been available
which transmit in the infrared region and reflect all or
most of the visible portion of the spectrum. Such coat-
ings are known generically as “cold mirrors”. Alter-
nately, coatings are also known which transmit the
infrared portion of the spectrum and reflect only a a
fraction of the visible spectrum. These coatings are
generically known as “color correcting cold mirror”
coatings.

For many commercial applications such coatings are
provided on glass substrates in the form of reflector
blanks or filter blanks. However, recently it has become
desirable to form filters and reflectors out of plastic
materials. See, for instance, U.S. Pat. No. 4,380,754.
The use of plastic reflectors poses some problems in that
there are many plastic materials which have the heat
stability required to be used in such applications, how-
ever, there are very few plastic materials which are
sufficiently U.V. radiation stable to be suitable. U.S.
Pat. No. 4,380,794 teaches that polyetherimide is suffi-
ciently stable to provide a useful reflector material.

The present invention provides a novel optical coat-
ing which allows reflectors and other optical apparatus
to be made from plastic materials which have been
hereto unacceptable due to their U.V. sensitivity.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a novel optical coat-
ing design which comprises a plurality of thin films
deposited upon a plastic substrate in a defined sequence
and thickness. The plurality of films comprises a thin
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metal film deposited directly upon the plastic substrate.
Upon the thin metal film is deposited a plurality of thin
films of dielectric materials wherein each layer alter-
nates between a higher index material and a lower index
material. The thin metal layer effectively reflects and
thus shields the substrate from any harmful U.V. radia-
tion which might otherwise impinge upon the plastic
reflector while the array of thin dielectric films effec-
tively controls the reflectance/transmittance profile of
the coating across the visible/infrared portions of the
spectrum. This combination of thin metal film/dielec-
tric array combination allows one to form color neutral
or color correcting cold mirrors on plastic substrates.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

FIG. 1 shows a schematic cross-section of view of the
cross-section of a reflector upon which the coating of
the present invention has been coated.

FIG. 2 shows a cross sectional view of a reflector
section upon which the coating of the present invention
has been deposited.

FIG. 3 shows the reflectance spectrum of a coating
according to the present invention.

FIG. 4 shows the reflectance spectrum of the state of
the art coatings on plastic substrates.

FIG. 5 shows the reflectance spectrum of a coating
according to the present invention which can be depos-
ited by resistance heating.

FIG. 6 shows the reflectance spectrum of a particu-
larly durable coating according to the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 7 shows the reflectance spectrum of a coating
according to the present invention which has a particu-
larly desirable optical characteristics.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention relates to a novel coating
which can be durably applied to a plastic substrate, said
coating selectively alters the reflectance of said sub-
strate in order to provide a modified spectrum for that
of the light source as desired for a particular applica-
tion. The coating comprises a highly reflective metal
film directly deposited upon said plastic support article
and is at least 50 nm in thickness; an array of alternating
high index and low index dielectric materials deposited
upon said thin highly reflective metal film, said array
being chosen to control the reflected spectrum of said
device.

A reflector according to the present invention is illus-
trated in FIG. 1. The body of the reflector 1 is formed
in a geometrical fashion so that it provides an opening 2
into which a light source can be introduced. The radia-
tion from this light source is reflected by a reflective
coating 3 deposited on the interior portion of the reflec-
tor.

The coating 3 of the present invention includes an
array 5 of thin films deposited on the interior of the
reflector as shown in detail in FIG. 2. The array 5 deter-
mines that only a portion radiation will be transmitted
through or absorbed by the reflector body material
which includes a substrate 4 for the coating array 5. The
coating comprises a thin highly reflective metal film 6
deposited directly upon the substrate 4, and a series of
alternating higher refractive index films materials 7 and
lower refractiveé index film 8.
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In general terms, the design of the array of thin films
of dielectric materials described above is well known to
those skilled in the art. By alternating higher refractive
index materials with lower refractive index material
those skilled in the art can effect a reflectance or trans-
mittance characteristic as desired by means of control-
ling constructive and destructive interference at various
wavelengths. Combining this effect with the high re-
flectance characteristics of thin metal films allows one
to tailor the reflectance spectrum of the present inven-
tion.

One of the advantages of the present invention over
the state of the art is that the present invention allows
one to apply coatings with selective reflectance spec-
trums on plastic substrates other than polyetherimide.
Furthermore, the present coating is as or more reflec-
tive than the state of the art dichroic coatings on polye-
therimide.

The substrate can be made from any plastic which is
thermally stable within the temperature cycles antici-
pated for the particular optical device being designed.
A number of plastic materials suggest themselves and
without providing a complete list, these include poly-
sulfones, polyetherimides, polyarylates, and polycar-
bonates.

The actual choice of material depends upon the light
source, power, the use of the lamp, the expected use life
of the lamp and other considerations.

The metal film will be formed in the practice of the
present invention on the light impingent side of the
article and will vary in thickness from 50 to 500 nm.
Various methods can be used to deposit the thin metal
film on the substrate although in our practice vapor
deposition in a partial atmosphere has been the pre-
ferred method. However, sputtering methods can also
be employed.

Various types of metals can be used to form this first
substrate adherent film such as aluminum, chromium,
nickel, iron, cobalt, copper, zinc, cadmium, tin, and
alloys of the above as well. So far, our work has indi-
cated that nickel/chromium alloys are the preferred
materials.

In the preferred embodiment of the invention the
plurality of dielectric layers is formed by first deposit-
ing a thin film of a lower refractive index material on
the thin metal film. Typically, the thin film will have a
refractive index between 1.36 and 1.50 and will have a
thickness between 50 and 100 nm. These limits are de-
pendent upon the desired result, and upon the refractive
index of not only this lower index material, but also the
refractive index of the higher index material. The lower
index materials which are thought to be useful in the
present invention includes MgF3, A1,03, Ya;03, ThO»,
ThF4, NaF, MgO, LiF, LaF3, CeF3, CaF; and AlFs.
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These materials can be deposited in a number of 55

ways, physical vapor deposition has been found to be
the preferred method.

The alternating dielectric layers are formed from
higher refractive index materials. These higher index
materials are formed from various dielectrics including
but not limited to CdS, CeO;, Ta;0s, ZnS, and ZrO;. In
general, the class of “higher refractive index’’ materials
will have refractive indices in the range of 1.50 to 2.40
as deposited. As deposited in the array called for by the
present invention the coatings will be between 40 and
140 nm in thickness, although it is understood that the
actual film thickness will be influenced by refractive
index of the material and the desired spectral character-
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istics of the reflector. In general, the thickness of the
layers will be a quarter wavelength in thickness of the
wavelengths one wants to fully reflect.

Other film designs might use a high index material s
the material being applied to the thin metal film and
then have alternating layers of lower and then higher
index materials form the rest of the thin film array.

The following examples illustrate some of the em-
bodiments of the present invention. The examples are
not intended to limit the scope of the invention.

EXAMPLE 1

A sheet of polysulfone plastic was cleaned by wash-
ing

the surface with methanol and dried under a dry N
stream. The surface was then further cleaned by means
of glow discharge accomplished by creating a electrical
potential between the substrate and an electrode in an
about 250 millitorr Oz atmosphere . The pressure on the
clean, polysulfone plastic substrate was then reduced in
the vacuum chamber to 5 10— torr. The plastic sub-
strate is heated by means of radiant heaters in the vac-
uum chamber to a temperature somewhat below the
‘“continuous use temperature” recommended by the
manufacturer. In this case, the substrate was heated to
about 138 degrees C.

A thin film of nickel/chromium was deposited on one
of the surfaces of the substrate to a thickness of about
100 nm. The source of the nickel/chromium alloy was
provided by means of electron beam-gun evaporation of
the alloy per the means known to those skilled in the art
of thin film physical vapor deposition.

Using the same vacuum chamber a film of SiO; ap-
proximately 77 nm thick was deposited on the nickel/-
chrome surface. This “lower” index material was pro-
vided from an electron beam gun evaporation source.
On top of this “lower” refractive index material a thin
film about 49 nm thickness composed of TiO; was de-
posited (the “higher” refractive index material).

Another 77 nm SiO; and another 49 nm SiO; film
were sequentially added to the array. The resulting film
array has a reflectance spectrum represented by FIG. 3.
As can be appreciated, the reflectance spectrum of the
coated article measured with a source 90 degree angle
to the surface of the surface of the coated substrate
gives a color corrected spectrum relative to the photo-
source (from 3300 K to 4520 K).

Comparative Example 2

A state of the art dichroic film was deposited on a
polyetherimide substrate. The design of the film em-
ployed SiO; as the lower index material, “L”, and TiO,
as the high index material, “H” in the following config-
uration.

Film No Material Film Thickness (nm)
1 H 18
2 L 72
3 H 38
4 L 65
5 H 41
6 L 81
7 H 43
8 L 87
9 H 52

10 L 107
11 H 64
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The reflectance spectrum of 3300 K black body source
90 incident to the coating is represented by FIG. 4. The
color correction produced by this coating array was
from 3300 K to 4530 K, very similar to that produced by
the coating of Example 1 above. However, as can be
appreciated from comparison of the two film reflec-
tance spectra, the state of the art spectra has more in-
flection points than the coating of the present invention.
These additional inflection points result in lower color
rendering indices which are accepted standards for
determining how close to natural light a reflected beam
is. In general, higher color rendering indices are pre-
ferred for most lighting applications.

This coating on polyetherimide is described and
claimed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,380,794.

Comparative Example 3

The same thin film array as described in comparative
Example 2 was deposited on glass. A similar reflectance
curve was achieved.

EXAMPLE 4

The same coating as described in Example 1 was
applied to a polyetherimide substrate. The reflectance
spectrum was essentially identical to that achieved by
the reflector of Example 1.

The reflectors from Examples 2, 3 and 4 were cut into
various size pieces and subjected to the following bat-
tery of tests in order to determine the durability of the
optical coating on the substrate.

Test 1

a three inch long strip of standard masking tape was
applied to the surface of the coating. The tape was then
removed. If the coating separated from the substrate a
failing rating was given.

Test 2

a sample of the coating on a piece of substrate was
placed in boiling water for 12 minutes. If the coating
separated from the substrate a failing rating was as-
cribed to the sample.

The results of the tests are summarized in the follow-
ing table. The results illustrated that the coating of the
present invention provides a more durable coating than
was heretofore available in the art. The coating de-
scribed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,380,794 was considerably less
durable than the presently claimed invention.

COMPARATIVE DURABILITY CHARACTERISTICS

Sample Test #1 Result Test #2 Result
Example 1 pass pass
Exampie 2 pass fail

EXAMPLE 5

A polysulfone reflector was cleaned per the process
described in Example 1. The reflector was then coated
with about 100 nm thin film of nickel which was depos-
ited from an electron beam gun evaporator. Alternately,
this thin nickel film can be applied frcem a resistive
heated source of nickel.

On top of this thin nickel film an array of dielectric
layers was deposited by means of resistive heated
sources of ZnS and MgF,. This array had the following
configuration:

10

5

20

25

30

45

50

55

60

65

Film No. Thickness

251
25 H
25 L
25H
25L
25 H

= AP TP

Thickness is shown in fractions of 450 nm wave-
lengths in the particular material being deposited. L
signifies MgF2 and H signifies ZnS. This film gave the
reflectance spectrum with a 90 incident light source
with a color temperature of 3300 K as represented-in
FIG. 5. This film is highly reflective, more so than
otherwise has been available on plastic substrates, and it
accomplishes this goal with far fewer processing steps
than would be required by the state of the art coatings.

EXAMPLE 6

A polysulfone reflector was coated with an about 100
nm thin film of chromium per the general procedure
described in Example 1. An array of dielectric thin films
was then deposited thereon which had the following
configuration

Film No. Thickness
1 251
2 25H
3 25L
4 25H

Thicknesses are given in fractions of 400 nm wave-
lengths in the film material, which are designated “L” in
the case of MgF> and “H” in the case of Ta;Os. The
resulting coating gave the following 90 degree incident
reflectance spectrum as represented in FIG. 6.

EXAMPLE 7

A polysulfone reflector was coated with a 100 nm
film of nickel/chrome alloy per the general procedure
described in Example 1. A dielectric film array was
deposited thereon of the following configuration using
TiO; and MgF; which provide a high index spread
between the dichroic layers. Alternating quarter wave-
length (lambda equal to 430 nm) coatings of MgF, and
TiO;, a total of 4 film thicknesses, were applied on top
of the nickel/chrome alloy film. The reflectance spec-
trum of the coating is represented by FIG. 7.

The previous examples demonstrate certain aspects
of the present invention. They do not, however, fully
delineate the scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. An article for reflectance of light incident from a
light source, said light source having UV, visible and IR
wavelength components, comprising:

a substrate comprising a plastic material that is stable

at desired operating temperatures; and

an optical coating deposited upon said substrate con-

sisting essentially of

(a) a highly reflective metal film directly deposited
upon said substrate, at least S0 nm in thickness,
such that said optical coated substrate is substan-
tially effectively shielded from all incident UV
light impinging upon said coated article, and

(b) an array of thin films of alternating high index
of refraction and low index of refraction dielec-
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tric materials deposited upon said metal film, said
array selected such that a desired spectrum of
light is reflected from said device.

2. The article of claim 1 wherein said thin metal film
is an alloy of nickel and chromium.

3. The article of claim 1 wherein the array of thin
films of alternating high and low index of refraction
dielectric materials are alternating layers of Ta;Os and
MgF,.

4. The article of claim 1 wherein the plastic substrate
is polycarbonate.

5. The article of claim 1 wherein said substrate plastic
material is a polysulfone, polyacrylate or polyetheri-
mide polymer.

6. The article of claim 1 wherein said optical coating
reflective metal film is nickel or chrome.

7. The article of claim 1 wherein said optical coatings
array of thin films of alternating high and low index of
refraction dielectric materials are alternating layers of
TiO; and SiO;, ZnS and MgF,, TiO; and MgF; or
Zr0O; and SiOs.
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8. A light reflector in combination with a light source

that emits UV visible and IR light, comprising:

a plastic substrate forming said reflector upon which
said light is incident, said substrate formed of a
plastic material that is stale at desired operating
temperatures; and

an optical coating, comprising,

(a) a metal film deposited upon said substrate, at
least 50 nm in thickness, wherein UV light inci-
dent to said reflector is substantially reflected
therefrom such that said substrate is effectively
shielded from harm from UV radiation, and

(b) an array of thin films of alternating high index
of refraction and low refraction of dielectric
materials deposited upon said metal film, said
array selected such that a desired spectrum of
light is reflected from said reflector, ‘wherein the
thickness of each thin film will be substantially
about } wavelength of the wavelengths of visible
light substantially fully reflected, wherein said

IR light is not reflected.
* * * * *
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