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An optical shifter includes at least one liquid crystal cell and
a birefringent element. The liquid crystal cell has a first
surface to receive light thereon and a second surface to pass
the light therethrough and selectively changes polarization
states of the light according to a voltage applied thereto. The
birefringent element receives the light that has gone out of
the liquid crystal cell through the second surface thereof, and
selectively shifts the optical path of the light depending on
the polarization state of the light. The optical shifter controls
the temperature of the liquid crystal cell by way of at least
one heat transfer member, through which heat can be trans-
ferred to/from the first surface and/or the second surface of

(51) Int. CL7 oo sssnssssssesens GO2F 1/13 the liquid crystal cell.
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OPTICAL DISPLAY SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention

[0002] The present invention relates to an optical shifter
for use to present a high-resolution image on a projection
plane by optically displacing the locations of pixels on the
projection plane by a wobbling technique, and also relates to
an optical display system including such an optical shifter.

[0003] 2. Description of the Related Art

[0004] A technique of increasing the resolution of an
image to be presented by a display panel on a projection
plane by optically displacing the locations of pixels on the
projection plane (such a technique will be referred to herein
as an “image wobbling (or shifting) technique”) is disclosed
in Asia Display '95 Digest, pp. 79-82. According to this
technique, the apparent locations of pixels being displayed
on a projection plane are periodically displaced time-se-
quentially, thereby increasing the apparent number of pixels.
As used herein, the “image” broadly refers to any two-
dimensional arrangement of information. Thus, the
“images” to be presented on the projection plane include not
just images in a narrow sense but also various other types of
information such as texts and characters.

[0005] A technique of sequentially superimposing three
image components, represented by three groups of pixels in
the three primary colors of red, green and blue in a display
panel, on a projection plane is disclosed in Japanese Laid-
Open Publication No. 8-194207, for example. If these three
groups of pixels are not wobbled periodically, then each of
those pixels will just display red, green or blue. However,
this technique realizes a full-color display time-sequentially
at each pixel location, thus increasing the resolution of the
resultant image displayed.

[0006] FIG. 9 shows a conventional optical shifter for use
to achieve such image wobbling. As shown in FIG. 9, the
optical shifter includes a liquid crystal cell 91 and a bire-
fringent element 92. The liquid crystal cell 91 is disposed at
such a position as receiving the incoming light (which
position will be referred to herein as “on the light incoming
side”), while the birefringent element 92 is disposed at such
a position as sending the light out (which position will be
referred to herein as “on the light outgoing side). The liquid
crystal cell 91 includes a first surface on which the incoming
light is incident (which surface will be referred to herein as
a “light incoming surface”) and a second surface through
which the light leaves the liquid crystal cell (which surface
will be referred to herein as a “light outgoing surface™). The
liquid crystal cell 91 can change the polarization states of the
incoming light according to the voltage applied thereto.
More specifically, the liquid crystal cell 91 switches from the
state of transmitting the incoming light as it is without
rotating the polarization axis thereof at all into the state of
rotating the polarization direction thereof by approximately
90 degrees, or vice versa. As used herein, the “polarization
direction” means a direction that is perpendicular to the
direction in which the light is propagated and that is parallel
to the vibration plane of the electric vector.

[0007] This switching operation of the liquid crystal cell
91 is controlled by the level of the voltage to be applied to
the liquid crystal layer of the liquid crystal cell 91. Suppose
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a polarized light ray having a polarization direction that
comes out of the paper is incident onto the first surface of the
liquid crystal cell 91 as shown in FIG. 9. In the example
shown in FIG. 9, if the voltage being applied to the liquid
crystal cell 91 is in OFF state (i.c., when zero voltage is
being applied to the liquid crystal layer), then a polarized
light ray, of which the polarization axis has been rotated
approximately 90 degrees, goes out through the second
surface of the liquid crystal cell 91. In that case, the light ray
that has gone out through the second surface has a polar-
ization axis that is parallel to the paper as shown in FIG. 9.
On the other hand, if the voltage being applied to the liquid
crystal cell 91 is in ON state (e.g., when a voltage of 5 V is
being applied to the liquid crystal layer), then a polarized
light ray, of which the polarization axis has not been rotated
at all, goes out through the second surface of the liquid
crystal cell 91. In that case, the light ray that has gone out
through the second surface has a polarization axis that is still
perpendicular to the paper as shown in FIG. 9. The liquid
crystal layer of the liquid crystal cell 91 may operate in any
of various known liquid crystal display modes including the
twisted nematic (TN) mode, optically compensated birefrin-
gence (OCB) mode and ferroelectric liquid crystal (FLC)
mode.

[0008] The birefringent element 92 selectively shifts the
optical axis of an incoming linearly polarized light ray
depending on the polarization direction thereof. For that
purpose, the birefringent element 92 is made of a uniaxial
crystalline material exhibiting birefringence and having a
thickness t.

[0009] In the example shown in FIG. 9, while the voltage
being applied to the liquid crystal cell 91 is in OFF state, the
light ray that has passed through the birefringent element 92
is shifted as an extraordinary ray. On the other hand, while
the voltage being applied to the liquid crystal cell 91 is in
ON state, the light ray that has passed through the birefrin-
gent element 92 is not shifted at all because that light ray is
an ordinary ray. The magnitude of this shifting can be
regulated by the thickness t of the birefringent element 92.

[0010] Examples of preferred materials for the birefrin-
gent element 92 include quartz, lithium niobate, calcite,
mica, rutile (Ti0,) and nitratine (NaNQ,). If the total weight
of the display system should be reduced as in a head
mounted display (HMD), lithium niobate or rutile having
relatively large refractive index anisotropy An is preferably
used. When the birefringent element 92 is made of such a
high An material, the minimum required image shift is
realized by the birefringent element 92 with a reduced
thickness. Thus, such a material can be used effectively to
reduce the overall size or weight of the display system.

[0011] One of the problems that optical display systems of
this type (i.c., attempting to increase the resolution by
utilizing the wobbling technique) commonly have is that the
resultant image quality heavily depends on the response
characteristic of the liquid crystal cell 91 included in the
optical shifter. The response characteristic of the liquid
crystal cell 91 in turn exhibits temperature dependence. For
these reasons, to achieve good response characteristics, the
temperature of the liquid crystal cell 91 needs to be main-
tained within an appropriate range.

[0012] A conventional technique of controlling the tem-
perature of the liquid crystal cell is described in Japanese
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Laid-Open Publication No. 11-326877, for example.
According to that technique, the liquid crystal cell is directly
surrounded with, and heated by, a heater. The conventional
heating technique will be described with reference to FIG.

[0013] As shown in FIG. 10, the conventional optical
display system includes: a display panel 93; a liquid crystal
cell 91 that selectively changes the polarization states of the
outgoing light of the display panel 93 according to the
voltage applied to the cell 91; and a birefringent element 92
for selectively shifting the optical path of the light that has
gone out of the liquid crystal cell 91 depending on the
polarization state thereof. The display operation of the
display panel 93 is controlled by a display controller 95.

[0014] In the example shown in FIG. 10, a heater 94 is
provided around the side surfaces of the liquid crystal cell 91
to maintain the temperature of the liquid crystal cell 91
within a predetermined range and thereby keep the response
characteristic of the liquid crystal cell 91 good enough. A
temperature sensor (not shown) is provided near the heater
94. In accordance with the output of the temperature sensor,
a heater driver/controller 96 controls the ON/OFF states of
the heater 94 (i.c., selectively energizes the heater 94).

[0015] However, if the liquid crystal cell 91 is heated
inward (i.e., from around the liquid crystal cell 91) by the
heater 94 that surrounds the liquid crystal cell 91, then the
two-dimensional temperature distribution of the liquid crys-
tal cell 91 might become non-uniform depending on the size
of the light incoming and outgoing surfaces (i.e., the two
surfaces of the liquid crystal cell 91 through which the
incoming light passes). More specifically, when the liquid
crystal cell 91 is heated by the surrounding heater 94, the
temperature rises more easily at the peripheral portions of
the liquid crystal cell 91 than at the center portion thereof.
As a result, the response speed of liquid crystal molecules
will have a non-uniform two-dimensional distribution in the
liquid crystal cell 91. Then, the resultant image quality will
deteriorate significantly.

[0016] The conventional optical display system shown in
FIG. 10 also has another problem. Specifically, in this
display system, the liquid crystal cell 91 itself is approxi-
mately as thin as two glass plates. Thus, it is actually difficult
to equip that thin liquid crystal cell 91 with the heater 94.

[0017] Japanese Laid-Open Publication No. 11-326877
identified above also discloses a technique of heating the
overall liquid crystal cell uniformly by providing a heater
pattern (made of a transparent conductive film) on the glass
substrate of the cell.

[0018] In this method, the liquid crystal cell can have a
substantially uniform two-dimensional temperature distri-
bution, thus causing almost no variation in response speed.
However, since the transparent conductive film is inserted
into the optical path, the transmittance of the light should
decrease.

[0019] FIG. 11 shows an alternative technique of using
one of two transparent electrodes, which should be provided
for the liquid crystal cell to drive the liquid crystal layer, as
a heater by creating a voltage Vi between two terminals of
the transparent electrode such that a current flows through a
plane of that transparent electrode. In this method, the
transparent conductive film that is indispensable to operate
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the liquid crystal cell can be used effectively as a heater. That
is to say, since no additional transparent conductive film
pattern is provided, the transmittance of the light does not
decrease. In this configuration, however, not only the volt-
age Vi needs to be created between the two terminals of the
transparent electrode to generate the heat, but also another
voltage V- needs to be created between the pair of trans-
parent electrodes to drive the liquid crystal layer. Thus, a
gradient will be produced in the voltage that is actually
applied to the liquid crystal layer. As a result, the response
characteristic of liquid crystal molecules might have a
non-uniform two-dimensional distribution.

[0020] Tt should be noted that if multiple pairs of liquid
crystal cells and birefringent elements are used in combi-
nation, then the image can be selectively shifted to one of
three or more locations on a projection plane. In that case,
however, it is necessary to equalize the response speeds of
the respective liquid crystal cells with each other as opposed
to the situation where just one liquid crystal cell is used. This
is because if the respective liquid crystal cells have mutually
different response speeds, then the image shifting timing will
become inconsistent and the resultant image quality will
deteriorate. For that reason, the temperatures of all liquid
crystal cells must be kept uniform in that case. However,
Japanese Laid-Open Publication No. 11-326877 identified
above provides no solutions for this problem.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0021] In order to overcome the problems described
above, preferred embodiments of the present invention pro-
vide an optical shifter that can make the two-dimensional
distribution of the response characteristic of the liquid
crystal cell uniform enough to minimize the deterioration in
image quality due to the two-dimensional variation of the
response characteristic, and also provide an optical display
system including such an optical shifter.

[0022] An optical shifter according to a preferred embodi-
ment of the present invention preferably includes at least one
liquid crystal cell and a birefringent element. The liquid
crystal cell preferably has a first surface to receive light
thereon and a second surface to pass the light therethrough
and preferably selectively changes polarization states of the
light according to a voltage applied thereto. The birefringent
element preferably receives the light that has gone out of the
liquid crystal cell through the second surface thereof and
preferably selectively shifts the optical path of the light
depending on the polarization state of the light. The optical
shifter preferably controls the temperature of the liquid
crystal cell by way of at least one heat transfer member,
through which heat is transferable to/from the first surface
and/or the second surface of the liquid crystal cell.

[0023] 1In one preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion, the birefringent element preferably also functions as the
heat transfer member.

[0024] 1In this particular preferred embodiment, the bire-
fringent element is preferably in contact with the second
surface of the liquid crystal cell either directly or by way of
a layer of a material that has a higher thermal conductivity
than the air.

[0025] In an alternative preferred embodiment, the heat
transfer member may include a transparent block that is
disposed beside the first surface of the liquid crystal cell.
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[0026] In that case, the transparent block is preferably in
contact with the first surface of the liquid crystal cell either
directly or by way of a layer of a material that has a higher
thermal conductivity than the air.

[0027] In another preferred embodiment, the optical
shifter may further include a heater for heating at least a
portion of the heat transfer member.

[0028] In this particular preferred embodiment, the heater
is preferably in contact with a side surface of the heat
transfer member either directly or by way of a layer of a
material that has a higher thermal conductivity than the air.

[0029] Specifically, the heater is preferably in contact with
only the side surface of the heat transfer member.

[0030] In yet another preferred embodiment, the quantity
of heat to be generated by the heater is preferably adjusted
according to an average level of an image signal represent-
ing an image to be shifted.

[0031] An optical shifter according to another preferred
embodiment of the present invention preferably includes a
plurality of liquid crystal cells, a first birefringent element
and a second birefringent element. The liquid crystal cells
include at least a first liquid crystal cell and a second liquid
crystal cell. Each of the first and second liquid crystal cells
preferably has a first surface to receive light thereon and a
second surface to pass the light therethrough and preferably
selectively changes polarization states of the light according
to a voltage applied thereto. The first birefringent element
preferably receives the light that has gone out of the first
liquid crystal cell through the second surface thereof and
preferably selectively shifts the optical path of the light
depending on the polarization state of the light. The second
birefringent element preferably receives the light that has
gone out of the second liquid crystal cell through the second
surface thereof and preferably selectively shifts the optical
path of the light depending on the polarization state of the
light. The optical shifter preferably controls the tempera-
tures of the first and second liquid crystal cells by way of at
least one heat transfer member, through which heat is
transferable to/from the second surface of the first liquid
crystal cell and the first surface of the second liquid crystal
cell.

[0032] In one preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion, the first birefringent element preferably also functions
as the heat transfer member.

[0033] In an alternative preferred embodiment, the heat
transfer member may include at least one transparent block
that is provided between the first birefringent element and
the first and/or second liquid crystal cell(s).

[0034] In this particular preferred embodiment, the heat
transfer member preferably includes: a first transparent
block that is provided between the first liquid crystal cell and
the first birefringent element; a second transparent block that
is provided between the second liquid crystal cell and the
first birefringent element; and the first birefringent element.

[0035] In a specific preferred embodiment, the first and
second transparent blocks are preferably each in contact
with the first birefringent element either directly or by way
of alayer of a material that has a higher thermal conductivity
than the air.
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[0036] In another preferred embodiment, the optical
shifter may further include a heater for heating at least a
portion of the heat transfer member.

[0037] Inthatcase, the heater may be in contact with a side
surface of the heat transfer member either directly or by way
of alayer of a material that has a higher thermal conductivity
than the air.

[0038] Alternatively, the heater may be in contact with a
side surface of the first birefringent element either directly or
by way of a layer of a material that has a higher thermal
conductivity than the air.

[0039] As another alternative, the heater may be in contact
with side surfaces of the first and second transparent blocks
either directly or by way of a layer of a material that has a
higher thermal conductivity than the air.

[0040] In another preferred embodiment, the quantity of
heat to be generated by the heater is preferably adjusted
according to an average level of an image signal represent-
ing an image to be shifted.

[0041] In still another preferred embodiment, the thermal
conductivity of the transparent block(s) is preferably higher
than that of the liquid crystal cell(s).

[0042] In yet another preferred embodiment, the heat
transfer member may have the function of supporting the
birefringent element and/or the transparent block(s).

[0043] An optical display system according to a preferred
embodiment of the present invention preferably includes the
optical shifter according to any of the preferred embodi-
ments of the present invention described above.

[0044] Another optical display system according to
another preferred embodiment of the present invention pref-
erably includes: a display panel having a display plane on
which multiple pixels are arranged in a regular pattern; a
display controller for supplying an image signal, represent-
ing an image to be presented on the display plane, to the
display panel; and the optical shifter according to any of the
preferred embodiments of the present invention described
above. Synchronously with switching of the images pre-
sented on the display plane, the optical shifter periodically
shifts the optical axis of a light ray, which has gone out of
the display plane, perpendicularly to the optical axis.

[0045] Other features, elements, processes, steps, charac-
teristics and advantages of the present invention will become
more apparent from the following detailed description of
preferred embodiments of the present invention with refer-
ence to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0046] FIG. 1 illustrates an optical display system accord-
ing to a first specific preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

[0047] FIG. 2 separately illustrates the optical shifter with
the heater for use in the first preferred embodiment.

[0048] FIG. 3 illustrates another optical shifter that can be
used effectively in the first preferred embodiment.

[0049] FIG. 4 illustrates an optical display system accord-
ing to a second specific preferred embodiment of the present
invention.
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[0050] FIG. 5 separately illustrates the optical shifter with
the heater for use in the second preferred embodiment.

[0051] FIG. 6 illustrates another optical shifter that can be
used effectively in the second preferred embodiment.

[0052] FIG. 7 illustrates an optical display system accord-
ing to a third specific preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

[0053] FIG. 8 separately illustrates the optical shifter with
the supporting member for use in the third preferred embodi-
ment.

[0054] FIG. 9 is a cross-sectional view schematically
illustrating a conventional optical shifter that includes a
liquid crystal cell and a birefringent element.

[0055] FIG. 10 illustrates a conventional optical display
system that includes a mechanism for heating the optical
shifter.

[0056] FIG. 11 shows what problems arise when one of
two transparent electrodes for driving a liquid crystal layer
is used as a heater.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED

EMBODIMENTS
[0057] Embodiment 1
[0058] Hereinafter, an optical display system according to

a first specific preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion will be described with reference to FIGS. 1, 2 and 3.

[0059] As shown in FIG. 1, the optical display system of
this preferred embodiment is a projection type display
system that includes a light source 1, a display panel 2, an
optical shifter 3 and a projection lens 4. The display panel 2
is a transmission type display including color filters (not
shown). The light that has been emitted from the light source
1 is illuminated onto the display panel 2, thereby forming an
image on the display panel 2. The image produced is passed
through the optical shifter 3 and then magnified and pro-
jected by the projection lens 4 onto a screen (or projection
plane (not shown)).

[0060] The display panel 2 has a display plane on which
multiple pixels are arranged in a regular pattern. In response
to an image signal supplied from a display controller 5, the
display panel 2 forms an image on the display plane. The
image signal represents the image 1o be presented on the
screen. The configuration of the display panel 2 is not
particularly limited. Thus, a transmission type liquid crystal
display panel having a known configuration may be used.

[0061] Synchronously with the switching of image frames
or sub-frames to be displayed on the display panel 2, the
optical shifter 3 periodically shifts the optical axis of the
outgoing light of the display panel perpendicularly to the
optical axis. As a result, the apparent number of pixels of the
image being presented on the screen doubles compared to
the real number of pixels of the display panel 2.

[0062] In this preferred embodiment, the optical shifter 3
includes a liquid crystal cell 30 provided on the light
incoming side and a birefringent element 36 provided on the
light outgoing side. The liquid crystal cell 30 and the
birefringent element 36 are joined together with any ther-
mosetting transparent silicon resin on the market. A layer of
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that resin to be interposed between the liquid crystal cell 30
and the birefringent element 36 may have a thickness of
several ym.

[0063] The liquid crystal cell 30 includes a pair of sub-
strates and a liquid crystal layer that is sandwiched between
the substrates. In the example shown in FIG. 1, one of the
two substrates of the liquid crystal cell 30 has a planar size
(i.e., an area) that is approximately equal to that of the
birefringent element 36, while the other substrate of the
liquid crystal cell 30 is bigger than the former substrate or
the birefringent element 36. These two substrates of the
liquid crystal cell 30 may be made of borosilicate glass
having a thermal conductivity of about 0.76 W/m-K.

[0064] The liquid crystal cell 30 has a first surface to
receive light thereon and a second surface to pass the light
therethrough, and can selectively change the polarization
states of the light according to the voltage being applied to
the liquid crystal layer thereof. In this preferred embodi-
ment, the liquid crystal cell 30 switches from the state of
transmitting an incoming light ray (which is a substantially
linearly polarized light ray in the visible range) as it is
without rotating the polarization axis thereof at all into the
state of rotating the polarization direction thereof approxi-
mately 90 degrees, or vice versa. This switching operation is
controlled by an optical shifter driver (not shown). More
specifically, synchronously with the switching of frames or
sub-frames of the image signal being supplied to the display
panel 2, the driver periodically changes the voltages to be
applied to the liquid crystal layer of the liquid crystal cell 30.

[0065] The birefringent element 36 can shift the optical
axis of the incoming linearly polarized light ray depending
on the polarization direction thereof. The birefringent ele-
ment 36 may be made of a uniaxial crystalline material with
optical anisotropy and may have a thickness of about 5 mm
to about 7 mm.

[0066] A specific operation of this optical shifter 3 is
similar to that of the conventional optical shifter that has
already been described with reference to FIG. 9. This optical
shifter 3 can selectively shift the image to one of two
different locations on the projection plane, thus virtually
doubling the number of display pixels.

[0067] FIG. 2 separately illustrates the birefringent ele-
ment 36 of the optical shifter 3 shown in FIG. 1. A sheetlike
electrothermal heater 7 is wound around the birefringent
element 36 to heat the side surfaces of the birefringent
element 36. As shown in FIG. 1, the heater 7 is connected
to a heater driver/controller 6 such that the quantity of heat
generated by the heater 7 is controlled by the heater driver/
controller 6.

[0068] As described above, the birefringent element 36 of
this preferred embodiment functions not just as an optical
member but also as a heat transfer member that controls the
temperature of the liquid crystal cell 30. For that reason, the
birefringent element 36 is preferably made of a material
having a high thermal conductivity.

[0069] In this preferred embodiment, the birefringent ele-
ment 36 is preferably made of quartz or sapphire, for
example. Quartz has a thermal conductivity of about 5.4
W/mK to about 9.3 W/m-K, which is much higher than the
thermal conductivity (of about 0.8 W/m'K) of the liquid
crystal panel 2 (or substrates). In quartz, heat is not con-
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ducted so easily in a direction that is parallel to the crystal
axes thereof but is conducted easily in a direction that is
perpendicular to the crystal axes. That is to say, quartz
exhibits the lowest thermal conductivity of about 5.4 W/m-K
parallelly to the crystal axes and the highest thermal con-
ductivity of about 9.3 W/m-K perpendicularly to the crystal
axes. On the other hand, sapphire has a thermal conductivity
of about 42.0 W/m-K.

[0070] In this preferred embodiment, the heater 7 for use
to heat the birefringent element 36 is made of a stainless
steel thin film, and may have a width of about 4 mm to about
6 mm, which is smaller than the thickness of the birefringent
element 36. When current flows through the heater 7, the
heater 7 generates Joule heat, thereby heating the side
surfaces of the birefringent element 36. The heat is then
transferred to the liquid crystal cell 30, thereby heating the
liquid crystal cell 30 indirectly.

[0071] The liquid crystal cell 30 and the birefringent
element 36 are joined together in this preferred embodiment
with the resin described above such that the heat transfer can
be carried out smoothly between the light outgoing surface
(i.e., the second surface) of the liquid crystal cell 30 and the
birefringent element 36. Where the liquid crystal cell 30 and
the birefringent element 36 are joined together with a resin
in this manner, however, the resin needs to maintain a
predetermined degree of flexibility even after cured to
prevent the liquid crystal cell 30 and the birefringent ele-
ment 36 from peeling off each other due to a difference in
thermal expansion coefficient between them.

[0072] In this preferred embodiment, a temperature sensor
8 for sensing the temperature of the liquid crystal cell 30 is
provided on the liquid erystal cell 30 as shown in FIG. 1. In
accordance with the output of the temperature sensor 8, the
heater driver/controller 6 controls the power to be supplied
to the heater 7 (i.e., the amount of current supplied thereto
and/or the ON/OFF states of the current). As a result, the
temperature of the liquid crystal cell 30 can be maintained
within a preferred range (e.g., around 60°C.) in which the
liquid crystal cell 30 can exhibit a good response charac-
teristic.

[0073] In this preferred embodiment, the principal surface
of the liquid crystal cell 30 is heated indirectly by way of the
birefringent element 36 that has a higher thermal conduc-
tivity than the substrate of the liquid crystal cell 30. Thus,
compared to the situation where the liquid crystal cell 91 is
heated directly by the sheetlike heater 94 that surrounds the
side surfaces of the liquid crystal cell 91 (see FIG. 10), the
two-dimensional temperature distribution of the liquid crys-
tal cell 30 can be uniformized more easily. Consequently, the
response speed of liquid crystal molecules can have a highly
uniform two-dimensional distribution and the resultant
image quality improves.

[0074] Also, no additional transparent electrode patterns
are arranged on the optical path, and therefore, the trans-
mittance of the optical shifter never decreases. In addition,
the area of contact between the heater 7 and the object to be
heated (i.e., the birefringent element 36) can be increased
easily. As a result, the heat can be conducted much more
efficiently.

[0075] Examples of other preferred materials for the bire-
fringent element 36 include anisotropic crystals of calcite,
rutile and nitratine.
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[0076] Tt should be noted that the magnitude of optical
shifting is regulated by the thickness t of the birefringent
element 36. For that reason, if the magnitude of optical
shifting should be small, then the birefringent element 36
might be too thin to be wrapped in the heater 7. In that case,
a transparent block 40, having approximately the same
planar size (or area) as the birefringent element 36 and a
sufficient thickness t (e.g., t= 6 mm), may be provided beside
the first surface of the liquid crystal cell 30 as shown in FIG.
3. The heater 7 may be provided around the transparent
block 40.

[0077] In the example shown in FIG. 3, the transparent
block 40 that is thicker than the birefringent element 36 is
provided on the light incoming side of the optical shifter but
no heater is provided on the side surfaces of the birefringent
element 36. However, even when the birefringent element
36 is sufficiently thick, the transparent block 40 may also be
provided on the light incoming side of the optical shifter and
the birefringent element 36 and the transparent block 40 may
be each wrapped in the sheetlike heater 7 such that the liquid
crystal cell 30 can be heated from both sides.

[0078] Alternatively, the transparent block 40 with the
heater 7 may be disposed between the liquid crystal cell 30
and the birefringent element 36. In that case, if the planar
size (i.e., the area) of the transparent block 40 is equalized
with that of the birefringent element 36, then the transparent
block 40 and the birefringent element 36 may be wrapped in
the same heater. On the other hand, if the transparent block
40 is sufficiently thick, only the side surfaces of the trans-
parent block 40 may be covered with the heater 7.

[0079] As another alternative, if the birefringent element
36 is sufficiently thin, the liquid crystal cell 30, birefringent
element 36 and transparent block 40 may be arranged in this
order and joined together with the resin. In that case, the heat
that has been generated from the heater 7 is transferred to the
second surface of the liquid crystal cell 30 by way of the
transparent block 40 and the birefringent element 36. In this
arrangement, the birefringent element 36 is interposed
between the transparent block 40 being directly heated by
the heater 7 and the liquid crystal cell 30. Thus, the bire-
fringent element 36 preferably has a sufficiently high ther-
mal conductivity.

[0080] In each of these various arrangements, the liquid
crystal cell 30 is heated indirectly by way of the birefringent
element 36 and/or the transparent block 40, and the bire-
fringent element 36 and the transparent block 40 function as
heat transfer members. The heat is conducted through these
heat transfer members to/from the light incoming surface
and/or light outgoing surface of the liquid crystal cell 30.
Thus, the two-dimensional temperature distribution of the
liquid crystal cell 30 can be uniformized easily.

[0081] To control the temperature of the liquid crystal cell
30 efficiently with such a heat transfer member, the principal
surface of the heat transfer member preferably makes a close
contact with the first surface or the second surface of the
liquid crystal cell 30. If an air layer were present between the
liquid crystal cell 30 and the heat transfer member, then the
heat could not be transferred so smoothly. For that reason,
the liquid crystal cell 30 and the heat transfer member are
preferably joined together with a transparent material having
a high thermal conductivity. In that case, a transparent
UV-curing resin may be used instead of the thermosetting
transparent silicon resin mentioned above.
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[0082] When such a transparent block is provided, the
transparent block is preferably made of a material having as
high a thermal conductivity as possible. For example, the
transparent block may be made of quartz or sapphire, which
has a higher thermal conductivity than glass. However, these
materials exhibit optical anisotropy. Accordingly, unwanted
optical path shifting needs to be substantially eliminated
from inside of the transparent block by adjusting the orien-
tation directions of the crystal axes of that material. Speak-
ing more strictly, the magnitude or the direction of optical
path shifting to be caused by the transparent block should
not be changed by the rotation of the polarization axis.

[0083] It should be noted that even when such a transpar-
ent block is inserted into the optical path, the transmittance
decreases much less significantly than the situation where a
resistive interconnection pattern of a transparent conductor
is inserted into the optical path. Thus, the deterioration in
image quality is avoidable.

[0084] 1In FIGS. 1, 2 and 3, the heater 7 is illustrated as
making a full contact with the side surfaces of the birefrin-
gent element 36 or transparent block 40 functioning as a heat
transfer member. However, the heater 7 does not have to
contact with the four side surfaces of the heat transfer
member entirely. For example, if 2 member (not shown) for
fixing the birefringent element 36 to the optical display
system is attached to one side or a portion of the birefringent
element 36, then that side or portion does not have to contact
with the heater 7. In any case, to uniformize the two-
dimensional temperature distribution of the liquid crystal
cell 30 sufficiently, the heater 7 preferably contacts with the
heat transfer member over at least half of the side surface
regions of the heat transfer member.

[0085]

[0086] Hereinafter, an optical display system according to
a second specific preferred embodiment of the present
invention will be described with reference to FIGS. 4
through 6.

[0087] Unlike the projection type optical display system of
the first preferred embodiment described above, the optical
display system of this second preferred embodiment
includes an optical shifter 43 made up of two pairs of liquid
crystal cells and birefringent elements. Except for the optical
shifter 43, the display system of the second preferred
embodiment has substantially the same configuration as the
counterpart of the first preferred embodiment described
above.

[0088] As shown in FIG. 4, the optical display system of
this preferred embodiment includes the light source 1,
display panel 2, optical shifter 43 and projection lens 4. The
display panel 2 is a transmission type display including color
filters (not shown). The light that has been emitted from the
light source 1 is illuminated onto the display panel 2, thereby
forming an image on the display plane of the display panel
2. The image produced is passed through the optical shifter
43 and then magnified and projected by the projection lens
4 onto a screen (or projection plane (not shown)).

[0089] The optical shifter 43 of this preferred embodiment
includes a first liquid crystal cell 30a, a first birefringent
element 364, a second liquid crystal cell 305 and a second
birefringent element 365, which are arranged in this order
such that the incoming light reaches the first liquid crystal
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cell 30a earlier than any other member of this optical shifter
43. These liquid crystal cells 30a and 30b and birefringent
elements 36a and 36b are joined together with any thermo-
setting transparent silicon resin on the market.

[0090] The first and second liquid crystal cells 30a and
30b have the same configuration and each include a pair of
substrates and a liquid crystal layer sandwiched between the
substrates.

[0091] Synchronously with the switching of image frames
or sub-frames to be displayed on the display panel 2, the
optical shifter 43 periodically shifts the optical axis of the
outgoing light of the display panel 2 perpendicularly to the
optical axis. By getting the polarization states switched by
the liquid crystal cells 36a and 36b appropriately, the image
can be selectively shifted to one of three or four locations on
the screen, and the apparent number of pixels of the image
being presented on the screen can be increased three- or
fourfold.

[0092] FIG. 5 scparately illustrates the birefringent ele-
ment 36a included in the optical shifter 43. As shown in
FIG. 5, a sheetlike heater 7 is wound around the side
surfaces of the birefringent element 364 to heat the birefrin-
gent element 36a directly. The birefringent element 36a is
interposed between the liquid crystal cells 30a and 305 and
is thermally in contact with the principal surfaces of the
liquid crystal cells 30a and 30b. Thus, the heat generated
from the heater 7 can be conducted to the liquid crystal cells
30a and 30b highly uniformly and efficiently.

[0093] If the birefringent element 36a is too thin (e.g.,
when the thickness t of the birefringent element 36a is
smaller than about 5 mm) to wrap its side surfaces in the
heater 7 easily, then the birefringent element 36a may be
sandwiched between two transparent blocks 40a and 40b as
shown in FIG. 6. The two transparent blocks 40a and 40b
may have substantially the same thickness. The transparent
block 40a, which is provided on the light outgoing side of
the liquid crystal cell 30, may be joined not only to the
second surface of the liquid crystal cell 30a with the resin
mentioned above but also to the birefringent element 36a
with a similar resin. In the same way, the transparent block
40b, which is provided on the light incoming side of the
liquid crystal cell 305, may be joined not only to the first
surface of the liquid crystal cell 30b with the resin men-
tioned above but also to the birefringent element 36a with a
similar resin.

[0094] By adopting such an arrangement, the heat can be
transferred to the two liquid crystal cells 30z and 30b at
approximately equal rates. In this case, the transparent
blocks 404 and 40b are also preferably made of a material
having a high thermal conductivity such as quartz or sap-
phire.

[0095] In the arrangement shown in FIG. 5 or 6, when the
birefringent element 364, sandwiched between the two lig-
uid crystal cells 30 and 30, is heated, the two liquid crystal
cells 30z and 30b can also be heated uniformly. Thus, the
temperatures of the two liquid crystal cells 30z and 30b can
be controlled uniformly. As a result, the response speeds of
the two liquid crystal cells 30a and 305 can be equalized
with each other and the resultant display quality can be
stabilized.
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[0096]

[0097] Hereinafter, an optical display system according to
a third specific preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion will be described with reference to FIGS. 7 and 8.

[0098] Unlike the optical display system of the first or
second preferred embodiment described above, the optical
display system of this preferred embodiment includes a
supporting member 50 for use to fix the optical shifter 43 in
its predetermined position inside the optical display system.
This supporting member 50 may either include a heater or
function as a heater by itself.

[0099] As in the second preferred embodiment described
above, the optical shifter 43 of this third preferred embodi-
ment also includes two pairs of liquid crystal cells and
birefringent elements. As shown in FIG. 7, the supporting
member 30 is provided so as to support the lower half of the
birefringent element 364 that is sandwiched between the two
liquid crystal cells. In this manner, the optical shifter 43 is
fixed to the housing (not shown) of the optical display
system. FIG. 8 separately illustrates the birefringent element
36a and supporting member 50 of the optical shifter 43
shown in FIG. 7.

[0100] By using the supporting member 50 that can also
function as a heater by itself, the number of necessary
components can be reduced and the manufacturing cost
thereof can also be cut down.

[0101] The configuration of the supporting member 50 is
not limited to the one illustrated in FIGS. 7 and 8. Alter-
natively, the supporting member 50 may also be designed to
support not only the birefringent element 364 but also the
liquid crystal cells 30a and 305 as well.

[0102]

[0103] Hereinafter, an optical display system according to
a fourth specific preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion will be described.

[0104] The optical shifter 3 or 43 of the first through third
preferred embodiments described above is heated not only
by the heater 7 but also by the incoming light that has been
transmitted through the display panel 2. That is to say, the
optical shifter 3 or 43 is also subjected to radiation heating.
Accordingly, even if the same quantity of heat is constantly
transferred from the heater 7 to the liquid crystal cell(s) by
way of the birefringent element, the overall quantity of heat
reaching the liquid crystal cell(s) actually changes inces-
santly because the intensity of the light entering the optical
shifter changes with time depending on the contents of the
image to be displayed. Such a variation in the quantity of
heat reaching the liquid crystal cell(s) possibly causes an
error in the temperature control process. In a projection type
optical display system, in particular, intense light that has
been emitted from a high-power light source normally enters
the optical shifter. Thus, the temperature of the liquid crystal
cell(s) may rise significantly due to the radiated heat and the
temperature control process being performed with the heater
7 might be inappropriate. That is to say, the simple feedback
control to be performed just by measuring the temperature of
the liquid crystal cell(s) with the sensor 8 shown in FIG. 1
could not catch up with the actual dynamic change in
temperature quickly enough to maintain the temperature of
the liquid crystal cell(s) within the appropriate range.
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[0105] To overcome this problem, the heater control pro-
cess is compensated for in this preferred embodiment by the
quantity of light entering the optical shifter. The quantity of
light reaching the optical shifter may be estimated by a
signal representing the average level of the image signal to
be displayed, for example. If the image signal is written on
a frame memory, the average level of the image signal may
be obtained as a sum of the signal levels of respective frames
or particular portions of the respective frames. Alternatively,
a signal obtained by sequentially integrating the image
signal with a low pass filter, for example, may also be used.

[0106] For example, suppose an image signal representing
a bright image has an increased average level. In that case,
the amount of current to be supplied to the heater may be
decreased or the ON-state period of the heater may be
shortened according to the average level of the image signal.
More specifically, the display controller 5 for generating the
signal representing the average level of the image signal is
used to supply that signal to the heater driver/controller 6 as
shown in FIG. 4. In response to that signal, the heater
driver/controller 6 controls the quantity of heat to be gen-
erated by the heater 7 based on the temperature of the liquid
crystal cell(s) that has been detected by the temperature
sensor 8 and the average level of the image signal.

[0107] The method of minimizing the error of the tem-
perature control process according to this preferred embodi-
ment is applicable for use in any of various optical display
systems including the optical shifter of the present inven-
tion.

[0108] In the preferred embodiments described above, the
present invention has been described as being applied to a
single-panel projection type optical display system. How-
ever, the present invention is applicable for use not just in
the single-panel optical display systems but also in three-
panel projection type optical display systems and direct-
viewing optical display systems.

[0109] Also, the optical display system of the present
invention is not limited to the projection type but may also
be a direct viewing type such as a head mounted display.

[0110] According to various preferred embodiments of the
present invention described above, the temperature(s) on the
light incoming surface and/or light outgoing surface of a
liquid crystal cell are/is controlled by way of a heat transfer
member (such as a birefringent element or a transparent
block) included in an optical shifter for use to achieve image
wobbling. Thus, the liquid crystal cell can be heated uni-
formly and the response characteristic of liquid crystal
molecules can have a highly uniform two-dimensional dis-
tribution. As a result, the deterioration in image quality,
which would otherwise be caused by a two-dimensional
variation of the response characteristic, can be minimized.
Also, in an embodiment in which the optical shifter includes
two liquid crystal cells, these two liquid crystal cells can be
heated simultaneously and the temperature distributions of
the liquid crystal cells can be uniformized easily.

[0111] While the present invention has been described
with respect to preferred embodiments thereof, it will be
apparent to those skilled in the art that the disclosed inven-
tion may be modified in numerous ways and may assume
many embodiments other than those specifically described
above. Accordingly, it is intended by the appended claims to
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cover all modifications of the invention that fall within the
true spirit and scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:
1. An optical shifter comprising:

at least one liquid crystal cell, which has a first surface to
receive light thereon and a second surface to pass the
light therethrough and which selectively changes polar-
ization states of the light according to a voltage applied
thereto; and

a birefringent element, which receives the light that has
gone out of the liquid crystal cell through the second
surface thereof and which selectively shifts the optical
path of the light depending on the polarization state of
the light,

wherein the optical shifter controls the temperature of the
liquid crystal cell by way of at least one heat transfer
member, through which heat is transferable to/from the
first surface and/or the second surface of the liquid
crystal cell.

2. The optical shifter of claim 1, wherein the birefringent
element also functions as the heat transfer member.

3. The optical shifter of claim 2, wherein the birefringent
element is in contact with the second surface of the liquid
crystal cell either directly or by way of a layer of a material
that has a higher thermal conductivity than the air.

4. The optical shifter of claim 1, wherein the heat transfer
member includes a transparent block that is disposed beside
the first surface of the liquid crystal cell.

5. The optical shifter of claim 4, wherein the transparent
block is in contact with the first surface of the liquid crystal
cell either directly or by way of a layer of a material that has
a higher thermal conductivity than the air.

6. The optical shifter of claim 1, further comprising a
heater for heating at least a portion of the heat transfer
member.

7. The optical shifter of claim 6, wherein the heater is in
contact with a side surface of the heat transfer member either
directly or by way of a layer of a material that has a higher
thermal conductivity than the air.

8. The optical shifter of claim 7, wherein the heater is in
contact with only the side surface of the heat transfer
member.

9. The optical shifter of claim 6, wherein the quantity of
heat to be generated by the heater is adjusted according to an
average level of an image signal representing an image to be
shifted.

10. An optical shifter comprising:

a plurality of liquid crystal cells including at least a first
liquid crystal cell and a second liquid crystal cell, each
of the first and second liquid crystal cells having a first
surface to receive light thereon and a second surface to
pass the light therethrough and selectively changing
polarization states of the light with a voltage applied
thereto;

a first birefringent element, which receives the light that
has gone out of the first liquid crystal cell through the
second surface thereof and which selectively shifts the
optical path of the light depending on the polarization
state of the light; and

a second birefringent element, which receives the light
that has gone out of the second liquid crystal cell
through the second surface thereof and which selec-
tively shifts the optical path of the light depending on
the polarization state of the light,
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wherein the optical shifter controls the temperatures of the
first and second liquid crystal cells by way of at least
one heat transfer member, through which heat is trans-
ferable to/from the second surface of the first liquid
crystal cell and the first surface of the second liquid
crystal cell.

11. The optical shifter of claim 10, wherein the first
birefringent element also functions as the heat transfer
member.

12. The optical shifter of claim 10, wherein the heat
transfer member includes at least one transparent block that
is provided between the first birefringent element and the
first and/or second liquid crystal cell(s).

13. The optical shifter of claim 12, wherein the heat
transfer member includes: a first transparent block that is
provided between the first liquid crystal cell and the first
birefringent element; a second transparent block that is
provided between the second liquid crystal cell and the first
birefringent element; and the first birefringent element.

14. The optical shifter of claim 13, wherein the first and
second transparent blocks are each in contact with the first
birefringent element either directly or by way of a layer of
a material that has a higher thermal conductivity than the air.

15. The optical shifter of claim 10, further comprising a
heater for heating at least a portion of the heat transfer
member.

16. The optical shifter of claim 15, wherein the heater is
in contact with a side surface of the heat transfer member
either directly or by way of a layer of a material that has a
higher thermal conductivity than the air.

17. The optical shifter of claim 15, wherein the heater is
in contact with a side surface of the first birefringent element
either directly or by way of a layer of a material that has a
higher thermal conductivity than the air.

18. The optical shifter of claim 15, wherein the heater is
in contact with side surfaces of the first and second trans-
parent blocks either directly or by way of a layer of a
material that has a higher thermal conductivity than the air.

19. The optical shifter of claim 15, wherein the quantity
of heat to be generated by the heater is adjusted according
to an average level of an image signal representing an image
to be shifted.

20. The optical shifter of claim 4 or 12, wherein the
thermal conductivity of the transparent block(s) is higher
than that of the liquid crystal cell(s).

21. The optical shifter of claim 4 or 12, wherein the heat
transfer member has the function of supporting the birefrin-
gent element and/or the transparent block(s).

22. An optical display system comprising the optical
shifter of claim 1 or 12.

23. An optical display system comprising:

a display panel having a display plane on which multiple
pixels are arranged in a regular pattern;

a display controller for supplying an image signal, rep-
resenting an image to be presented on the display plane,
to the display panel; and

the optical shifter of claim 1 or 10,

wherein synchronously with switching of the images
presented on the display plane, the optical shifter
periodically shifts the optical axis of a light ray, which
has gone out of the display plane, perpendicularly to the
optical axis.
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