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Visual evaluation of the surface anchoring energies in a nematic liquid crystal (LC) cell is characterized by the
direction of the convection roll pattern that appears in the low-frequency conduction regime. The convection roll
pattern in a twisted nematic LC (TNLC) cell is oriented perpendicular to the midplane LC director dominating
the direction of convection flow, and its direction is determined by the relative surface anchoring energy between
two surface boundaries. Thus the direction of the roll pattern generated at the TNLC cell with asymmetric
LC alignment layers can provide information on the surface anchoring energies at the two boundaries. We
demonstrate a method for determining the two anchoring energies through a measured midplane LC director

applied to the Ericksen-Leslie equation.
DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevE.96.040701

The surface and bulk properties of liquid crystal (LC)
cells with anchoring boundaries have been studied extensively
owing to their significance in both high-technology LC
applications [1-3] including recent biotrepy and basic science
[4-10]. Furthermore, the surface anchoring strength of LCs
is a crucial factor that seriously affects the electro-optic
characteristics of LC devices [11-13]. Thus several techniques
for measuring the surface anchoring strength have been tried
using optical methods. The almost fundamental concept of
such techniques is to find the surface LC deviation angle
with respect to the easy axes produced by rubbing or light
exposure treatment based on the competition between the
bulk elastic energy Fj, and the surface anchoring energy Fj
[14-23]. In more detail, for a twisted LC state, the total free
energy per unit area, F;, from the torque balance equation
and continuum theory, can be expressed as the sum of Fj
and F;, which are written as Fj, = (k,/2d)(¢ — 2md/p)? and
F; = 1/2Asin2A¢, where d is the cell thickness, k,, is the
twist elastic constant, ¢ is the twist angle, p is the chiral pitch
of the LC, A is the azimuthal anchoring energy of the LC, and
A¢ is the azimuthally deviated angle of the LC surface from
the easy axis. By minimizing F;, A can be obtained as follows:

A= (-2, 1)
sin(2A¢) \ d p

In Eq. (1), if A¢ is determined, then A can be obtained.
Optical methods have been used to determine A¢. The
transmission 7 in a twisted nematic LC (TNLC) is given by

T = [cosﬁcos(w -0+ —2A¢>)+¢_‘#
2
X sin Bsin(p — 8§ + o — 2A¢):|
7’
+ Esinzﬂcosz(w — 38— ), 2)
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where n and B are defined as n =nxdAn/\ and B =
Vn? + (¢ —2A¢)* with ¢ representing the angle between

the two easy axes (rubbing directions) of the top and bottom
substrates; o and § are the angles of the input and output
polarizers, respectively, with respect to the easy axis; and
An and A are, respectively, the birefringence of the LC used
and the wavelength of light. In Eq. (2), we can obtain A¢
by satisfying the value of § at a given A whose 7 becomes
minimum or maximum. However, when A¢ is a very small
angle, meaning a strong anchoring boundary, this technique
may give rise to large measurement error because it is not easy
to distinguish optically between ¢ and ¢ + A¢. Furthermore,
the precondition with which these methods can be established
is that the deviation angle of the LC, A¢,, in the top substrate
must be the same with that, A¢,, in the bottom substrate. In
other words, they cannot be applied to asymmetric anchoring
boundaries that have different anchoring strengths at the top
and bottom surfaces.

Electrohydrodynamic convection (EHC) of an LC occurs
when a low-frequency electric field is applied across an
aligned nematic LC layer of an appropriate thickness (typically
10-100 pm) with sufficient ionic conductivity [24-27]. EHC
is caused by hydrodynamic instability resulting from the fast
movement of local charges by the Coulomb force [28-37].
Then various patterns are formed by EHC under properly
applied alternating electric fields. The Williams domain,
which appears in the low-frequency conduction regime, is
the most representative pattern and the basic pattern of
EHC resulting from the Carr-Helfrich instability [27]. EHC
in a TNLC has been also investigated, and one important
result is that the Williams rolls are oriented perpendicular
to the midplane director of the undisturbed layer [38,39].
Therefore, we can ascertain the LC direction of the midplane
by directly observing the direction of the convection rolls in
EHC of a TNLC through a microscopic image. In symmetric
anchoring boundaries that have the same anchoring strengths
at the top and bottom surfaces, the midplane LC director
in a 90°-TNLC cell is always 45° ¢ = 90° — ¢ = ¢(z =
d/2) = 45°. However, in asymmetric anchoring boundaries,
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FIG. 1. Microscopic images showing typical Williams convection roll patterns taken from an asymmetric asymmetric 90°-TNLC cell of
10 pum that has strong surface anchoring at the bottom boundary (PI) and weak surface anchoring at the top boundary (PVA), under voltage
and frequency of (a) 10 V and 500 Hz, (b) 25 V and 1000 Hz, and (c) 35 V and 1500 Hz. The roll direction is not changed even under a strong

electric field.

the director points toward the stronger anchoring boundary,
deviating from 45°. Eventually, the LC direction will be
changed depending on the difference of the two anchoring
strengths.

Here, we will introduce a simple method for determining
the LC anchoring strengths on two surfaces by directly finding
the LC direction in the midplane through the roll direction
produced by using a TNLC cell with asymmetric anchoring
boundaries.

The total free energy, in terms of 7, is [40]

1 o 1 - -2
F = kin(V-n)" + —kp@ -V xn)
2 J, 2

1 - 1 o=

+ 5k33(n x V x i)} — SE0Ae(i - E)2i|dz
1 9 1 .9

+ EAtsm (A¢y) + EAbsm (Agp)

1 1
+ EW,sinZ(A@,) + EWbsinz(AQb), (3)

where kj1,k»n, and k33 pertain to splay, twist, and band
deformations, respectively, as elastic constants; A6, and A6,
are the zenithally deviated angles of the surface LC from
the easy axis at the top and bottom surfaces, respectively;
A; and A, are the azimuthal anchoring energies at the
top and bottom surfaces, respectively; W, and W, are the

polar anchoring energies at the top and bottom surfaces,
respectively; ﬁ(nx,ny,nz) is the LC director; and Ag is the
dielectric anisotropy. For the dynamics of the LC directors,
the Ericksen-Leslie equation [40,41] is used:

dn; oF IF
Vi—— = —— —"Bijn;

dt Bni,j on;
1 .
- EyzGi,jnj(l,J =X,¥,2), 4

where y; and y, are the rotational viscosity and torsion coeffi-
cient, respectively, and B; ; and G; ; are the antisymmetric and
symmetric parts of the gradient velocity, respectively, written
as 1/2(v;; —v; ;) and 1/2(v;; + v; ;) via the Navier-Stokes
equation [42] including fluid density and Leslie coefficients.
When the Leslie coefficients are not known, it is not easy
to solve Eq. (4). Nevertheless, Fig. 1 gives us a clue to the
solution of the problem. It shows microscopic images of typical
Williams convection roll patterns according to the electric field
taken from an asymmetric LC cell that has strong surface
anchoring at the bottom boundary and weak surface anchoring
at the top boundary. As shown in Fig. 1, the roll direction is
not changed even under a strong electric field. This means
that any variation of the EHC director field in the bulk driven
by the electric field does not occur or is not large enough to
change the surface director. This result may be due to the use
of an LC [ p-methoxybenzylidene- p’-n-butylaniline (MBBA)]
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FIG. 2. Simulated dynamics of the director at the midplane in 90°-TNLC cells of thicknesses of 10 (a) and 20 um (b) under an electric field
of 1.5 V/um when A, = 107 N/m, and A, = 107°,107%,5x 1077, and 10~7 N/m, showing clearly the thickness dependence of the director.
The thicker the thickness is, the smaller the angle deviated from 45° is, as expected.
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with negative dielectric anisotropy and a homogeneous LC
alignment [polyimide (PI); SE-3140 provided by Nissan
Chemical] for the bottom boundary and counterhomogeneous
LC alignment [polyvinyl alcohol (PVA)] for the top boundary
rubbed by velvet. Negative LCs aligned in plane are nearly
unmoved by the vertical electric field. Furthermore, as seen in
Fig. 1, the orientation of the midplane director perpendicular
to the rolls was not changed even by director instability
resulting from fast-flow convection by a strong field. Thus the
flow-related terms in Eq. (4) can be ignored in investigating
the change of the LC direction at the midplane (z = d/2)
according to the two surface anchoring energies. d¢/dz is
constant; i.e., d¢/9z = (w/2 — A¢; — A¢p)/d and 00/0z =~
0. The polar anchoring strength W does not have a significant
impact on the azimuthal anchoring strength A because of
the orthogonality of the two forces. Here W =7A was
used because, in general, W is within 5SA-10A [23]. The
ki1,k22,k33, and Ae of MBBA are 6.66 pN, 4.2 pN, 8.61
pN, and 0.53, respectively [38]. In the absence of flow, we
calculated Eq. (4) approximately to obtain the director at
the midplane for the case of A, # A,. Figure 2 shows the
dynamics of the director at the midplane in a 90°-TNLC cell
of thicknesses of 10 and 20 um under an electric field of 1.5
V/um when A, = 1074 N/m, and A, = 107%,107%,5x 1077,
and 1077 N/m. As expected, the director shifts azimuthally
to the stronger anchoring surface from ¢,, = 45° and, the
larger A,/ A, is, the more it shifts toward it. The director
relaxation at the midplane when ¢,,(0) = 7 /4 and ¢,,(c0) =
¢ r may be expressed as ¢,,(t) = (/4 — ¢>f)e"/’ + ¢ . Thus
¢ determined by the relative anchoring strength of the top
and bottom boundaries becomes the azimuthal angle of the
LC director n_,),l of the midplane in the equilibrium state and
can be easily measured experimentally by the direction of the
convection roll pattern, which is perpendicular to the director
of the midplane.

Figures 3(a) and 3(b) show microscopic images of the
EHC taken for a 90°-TNLC cell of 10 um cell thickness
when PI was used for the bottom surface and PVA and SiO,
were used for the top surfaces as homogeneous LC alignment
layers. ¢ was 21.5° for PVA/PI and 19.0° for SiO,/PI, as
shown in Figs. 3(a) and 3(b), respectively. When one of the
two anchoring energies is known, the remaining one can be
determined easily by measuring ¢ . Figure 3(c) is a graph
showing A, according to ¢ 7, obtained from Eq. (4), when Ay is
3.48x 1073 N/m, the azimuthal anchoring energy of SE-3140
after rubbing [18]. Then we can determine easily the anchoring
energies of PVA and SiO,. As indicated in Fig. 3(c), 21.5° and
19.0° for ¢ correspond to the azimuthal anchoring energies
of 3.72x10~7N/m for PVA and 2.95x10~7 N/m for SiO;,
respectively. These values are somewhat different from the
previous results, but not significantly [19,43,44].

If neither of these values is known, we need a wedge cell to
measure ¢ at two different cell thicknesses. It is very natural
that, for the same twist, the larger the cell thickness is, the less
effect the elastic energy has on the bulk. Therefore, when the
cell thickness changes, the deviation angle at the surface is
changed and then ¢/ is also changed necessarily, as shown in
Fig. 2. Figure 4 shows microscopic images of EHC taken for
90°-TNLC cells of 20 and 40 pm cell thicknesses. In the case
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FIG. 3. Microscopic images of the EHC taken for a 90°-TNLC
cell of 10 um cell thickness when PI was used for the bottom
surface and PVA (a) and SiO, (b) were used for the top surfaces as
homogeneous LC alignment layers. ¢ was 21.5° for the combination
of PVA/PI and 19.0° for the combination of SiO,/PI. When the
azimuthal anchoring energy of PI, A,, is known as 3.48x 107> N/m,
the anchoring energies of PVA and SiO, corresponding to the ¢, are
3.72x 1077 and 3x 1077 N/m, respectively, as shown in (c).

of 20 pum cell thickness, ¢ was 29.0° for PVA/PI and 27.0°
for SiO, /PI, as shown in Figs. 4(a) and 4(b), respectively. In
contrast, for 40 wm cell thickness, ¢  was 35.0° for PVA/Pl and
34.0° for SiO, /PI, as shown in Figs. 4(c) and 4(d), respectively.
Figure 4(e) shows a graph of A, with A, obtained from Eq. (4)
when ¢ is 29.0° and 35.0° for PVA/PI for 20 and 40 pm cell
thicknesses, respectively. We can also simply determine the
two anchoring energies by the cross pointing of the two curved
lines shown in Fig. 4(e), which indicates the numerical solution
simultaneously satisfying the two results measured from each
cell thickness. As a result, we obtained the two anchoring en-
ergies: 3.81x 107> N/m for PI and 3.68 x 10~7 N/m for PVA.
Even if there are slight differences, these values match well
with the previous values. In the same manner, from Fig. 4(f),
we determined the azimuthal anchoring energies of the PI and
SiO, to be 3.86x 107> and 3.14x 10~ N/m. The slight differ-
ence from the result of the anchoring energy of PI obtained in
Fig. 4(e) is due to the slight difference of cell thickness between
two LC cells. Consequently, we conclude that this method is
very useful in terms of ease, simplicity, and accuracy for deter-
mining the surface anchoring energy of the LC alignment layer.

We can also ignore the electric field term in Eq. (4) because
the role of the vertical electric field on the horizontally aligned
negative LC is insignificant for deforming L.Cs. Then Eq. (4)
can be reduced to static properties. Here, for simplicity, we use
the one-elastic-constant approximation (ki; = kyy = k33) and
assume that W, and W, are very strong anchoring energies. In
this case having pure twist deformation, k,, is representative
of k. Therefore, the total free energy of the TNLC for small
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FIG. 4. Microscopic images of EHC taken for 90°-TNLC cells, with PVA/PI (a) and SiO,/PI (b) of 20 um cell thickness and with PVA/PI
(c) and SiO,/PI (d) of 40 wm cell thickness. (e,f) show plotting of A, with A,, obtained from Eq. (4) for PVA/PI and SiO,/PI, respectively,
when ¢ is given as 29.0°, 27.0°, 35.0°, and 34.0° by (a—d), respectively. The unknown two anchoring energies are determined by the cross

pointing of the two curved lines.

A¢ can be given by

i 4 /de 2d 1 , 1 2 s
F= 3 22/0 (d_z> Z—i—EAz(Ad)z) + EAb(Ad’b) S

Because infinitesimal variation of the free energy in
steady state is zero, by minimizing Eq. (5), we obtain
one stable distribution of the director and two boundary
conditions as d*¢ /dz> = 0, —kypd¢/dz + App =0atz = 0,
and kxppdp/dz — A(p — ¢) = Oat z = d, where @ is the angle
between the easy axes and 90° in our case. By taking into
account the three conditions, we obtain finally the twist angle
at 0 to d for continuous positions of z in the LC cell as follows:

¢ = A
kor(1+ A;/Ap) + Asd

(z + k22/ Ap). (6)

By directly measuring the directors at the midplane, z=d /2,
through the convection roll patterns, we can determine the
surface anchoring energies. Equation (6) is an approximate

algebraic solution of the static state and, for smaller deviation
of A¢ (<10°), agrees well with the numerically estimated data
from Eq. (4) indicating dynamics.

We have examined a method to determine the surface
anchoring energies in a TNLC cell with asymmetric alignment
layers by using the Williams convection roll pattern of the
conduction regime. Unlike the conventional method, in which
the wavelength or rotation angle of minimum or maximum
light intensities is determined through cell rotation or polarizer
rotation, this method enables visual evaluation through a
microscopic image for the direction of the roll pattern. Thus,
in terms of ease, simplicity, and accuracy, we believe that our
method is largely superior to the conventional one.
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