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plane. For each pixel along the ray, the accumulated in-
tensity is calculated as a function of the pixel and opacity
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intensity calculated at the preceding pixel the remaining
opacity for the subsequent pixels. The final accumulated
intensity for each ray is obtained when the remaining
opacity reaches a predetermined minimum. The accu-
mulated intensities for all cast rays form the projected
image.
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Description

[0001] This invention generally relates to three-di-
mensional ultrasound imaging of the human anatomy
for the purpose of medical diagnosis. In particular, the
invention relates to methods and apparatus for three-
dimensional imaging of the human anatomy by detect-
ing ultrasonic echoes reflected from a scanned volume
in a human body.

[0002] Conventional ultrasound scanners create two-
dimensional B-mode images of tissue in which the
brightness of a pixel is based on intensity of the echo
return. Alternatively, in a color flow imaging mode,
movement of fluid (e.g., blood) or tissue can be imaged.
Measurement of blood flow in the heart and vessels us-
ing the Doppler effect is well known. The phase shift of
backscattered ultrasound waves may be used to meas-
ure velocity of the backscatterers from tissue or blood.
The Doppler shift may be displayed using different
colors to represent speed and direction of flow. In power
Doppler imaging, the returned Doppler signal power is
displayed. Although the following discussion refers pre-
dominantly to B-mode imaging for the sake of brevity,
the present invention applies to any mode of ultrasound
imaging.

[0003] Two-dimensional ultrasound images are often
difficult to interpret due to inability of the observer to vis-
ualize the two-dimensional representation of the anato-
my being scanned. In addition, it may not be possible to
acquire the precise view needed to make a diagnosis
due to probe geometry or poor access to the area of
interest. However, if the ultrasound probe is swept over
an area of interest and two-dimensional images are ac-
cumulated to form a three-dimensional data volume, the
anatomy becomes much easier to visualize for both the
trained and untrained observer. Also, views which can-
not be acquired due to probe geometry or poor access
to the area of interest can be reconstructed from the
three-dimensional data volume by constructing slices
through the volume at the angle that is otherwise difficult
to obtain.

[0004] In order to generate three-dimensional imag-
es, the imaging system computer can transform a
source data volume retrieved from memory into an im-
aging plane data set. The successive transformations
may involve a variety of projection techniques such as
maximum, minimum, composite, surface or averaged
projections made at angular increments, e.g., at 10° in-
tervals, within a range of angles, e.g., +90° to -90°. Each
pixel in the projected image includes the transformed
data derived by projection onto a given image plane.
[0005] In free-hand three-dimensional ultrasound
scans, a transducer array (1 D to 1.5D) is translated in
the elevation direction to acquire a set of image planes
through the anatomy of interest. These images can be
stored in memory and later retrieved by the system com-
puter for three-dimensional reconstruction. If the spac-
ings between image frames are known, then the three-
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dimensional volume can be reconstructed with the cor-
rect aspect ratio between the out-of-plane and scan
plane dimensions. If, however, the estimates of the inter-
slice spacing are poor, significant geometric distortion
of the three-dimensional object can result.

[0006] A conventional ultrasound imaging system col-
lects B-mode, color flow mode and power Doppler mode
data in a cine memory on a continuous basis. As the
probe is swept over an area of the anatomy, using either
a free-hand scanning technique or a mechanical probe
mover, a three-dimensional volume is stored in the cine
memory. The distance the probe was translated may be
determined by any one of a number of techniques. The
user can provide an estimate of the distance swept. Al-
ternatively, if the probe is moved at a constant rate by a
probe mover, the distance can easily be determined. At-
tachment of a position sensor to the probe to determine
the position of each slice os amptjer a;termatove/. Mark-
ers on the anatomy or within the data could also provide
the required position information. Yet another technique
is to estimate the scan plane displacements directly
from the degree of speckle decorrelation between suc-
cessive image frames. Once the data volume has been
acquired, the central processing unit can provide three-
dimensional projections of the data as well as arbitrary
slices through the data volume.

[0007] Itis often desirable to form a three-dimensional
projection of the surface of an internal structure during
diagnostic medical imaging. For instance, in obstetrics,
it is often desirable to scan parts of the fetal anatomy
(hands, feet, or face) to look for possible fetal defects.
Techniques have been developed which produce a sin-
gle three-dimensional projection of fetal anatomy from
a fixed position. These techniques require that the ba-
by's face be oriented so that it is looking up at the trans-
ducer and most often use special positioning devices
such as a motorized probe mover. A range gate is often
used to eliminate unwanted anatomy from the data vol-
ume to be rendered. In addition, simplifying assump-
tions are made in the compositing algorithm to speed
up rendering. While this technique appears to produce
reasonable results, it has several drawbacks.

[0008] In practice, it is unrealistic to require that the
baby being imaged be in a fixed orientation, so any tech-
nique with this requirement will have limited application.
Further, a single view is often not enough to make a de-
finitive diagnosis of a defect. Thus there is a need for a
technique which does not require either a special probe
or that the object being imaged be in any particular ori-
entation and which allows the object to be viewed from
any angle.

[0009] Three-dimensional imaging of an object from
any angle relative to the plane of acquisition is accom-
plished in an ultrasound imaging system which scans a
human body and collects multiple images (e.g., B mode)
in a cine memory to form a data volume. The system
computer then performs a surface-enhanced volume
rendering.
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[0010] In accordance with a preferred embodiment of
the invention, the system computer generates an opac-
ity function. The opacity varies from zero to unity as a
function of the pixel value. Then the system computer
generates a multiplicity of reformatted slices through the
data volume and parallel to the imaging plane. For each
projected pixel, aray is cast through the reformatted slic-
es onto the imaging plane. For each pixel along the ray,
the accumulated intensity is calculated as a function of
the pixel and opacity values for the pixel being proc-
essed, the accumulated intensity calculated at the pre-
ceding pixel, and the remaining opacity for the subse-
quent pixels. The final accumulated intensity for each
ray is obtained when the remaining opacity reaches a
predetermined minimum. The accumulated intensities
for all cast rays form the projected image, which is stored
in cine memory and then selectively displayed. Option-
ally, the projected image may be scaled and subjected
to contrast enhancement prior to storage in the cine
memory.

[0011] Anembodiment of the invention will now be de-
scribed, by way of Example, with reference to the ac-
companying drawings, in which:

[0012] FIG. 1 is a block diagram generally depicting
various subsystems of a conventional real-time digital
ultrasound imaging system.

[0013] FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the means
for reconstructing frames comprising successive volu-
metric projections of pixel data in accordance with a pre-
ferred embodiment of the invention.

[0014] FIG. 3 is a schematic depicting a ray cast
through a data volume in accordance with the projection
technique of a preferred embodiment of the invention.
[0015] FIG. 4 is a graph of an opacity function of the
type employed in a preferred embodiment of the inven-
tion.

[0016] FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing a procedure for
acquiring and displaying three-dimensional imaging da-
ta.

[0017] FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing the steps of an
algorithm for reconstructing frames comprising succes-
sive volumetric projections of pixel data in accordance
with the preferred embodiment of the present invention.
[0018] The basic signal processing chain in the con-
ventional B-mode imaging system is depicted in FIG. 1.
An ultrasound transducer array 2 is activated to transmit
an ultrasound beam focused at a transmit focal position.
The return RF signals are detected by the transducer
elements and then dynamically focused at successive
ranges along a scan line by a beamformer 4 to form a
receive vector. The beamformer output data (1/Q or RF)
for each scan line is passed through a B-mode process-
ing chain 6 which includes equalization filtering, enve-
lope detection and logarithmic compression. Depending
on the scan geometry, up to a few hundred vectors may
be used to form a single acoustic image frame. To
smooth the temporal transition from one acoustic frame
to the next, some acoustic frame averaging 8 may be
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performed before scan conversion. For a sector scan,
compressed images in R-6 format are converted by a
scan converter 10 into X-Y format for display. On some
systems, frame averaging may be performed on the X-
Y data (indicated by dashed block 12) rather than the
acoustic frames before scan conversion, and some-
times duplicate video frames may be inserted between
acoustic frames in order to achieve a given video display
frame rate. The scan-converted frames are passed to a
video processor 14, which basically maps the scan-con-
verted data to a display gray or color map for video dis-
play.

[0019] System control is centered in a host computer
20, which accepts operator inputs through an operator
interface 22 and in turn controls the various subsystems.
(In FIG. 1, the system control lines from the host com-
puter to the various subsystems have been omitted for
the sake of simplicity.) During imaging, a long sequence
of the most recent images is stored and continuously
updated automatically in a cine memory 16. Some sys-
tems are designed to save the R-6 acoustic images (this
data path is indicated by the dashed line in FIG. 1), while
other systems store the X-Y video images. The image
loop stored in cine memory 16 can be reviewed on the
display monitor via trackball control (interface 22), and
a section of the image loop can be selected for hard disk
storage.

[0020] For an ultrasound scanner with free-hand
three-dimensional imaging capability, the selected im-
age sequence stored in cine memory 16 is transferred
to host computer 20 for three-dimensional reconstruc-
tion. The result is written back into another portion of the
cine memory or to scan converter memory, from where
itis sentto the display system 18 via the video processor
14.

[0021] Referringto FIG. 2, scan converter 10 compris-
es an acoustic line memory 24 and an XY display mem-
ory 26. The B-mode imaging data stored in polar coor-
dinate (R—0) sector format in acoustic line memory 24
are transformed to appropriately scaled Cartesian coor-
dinate intensity data, which are stored in XY display
memory 26. Each image frame out of XY display mem-
ory 26 is sent to video processor 14. Before gray map-
ping, frames of B-mode imaging data in the video proc-
essor 14 are stored in cine memory 16 on a first-in, first-
out basis. Storage can be continuous or as a result of
an external trigger event. The cine memory 16 is like a
circular image buffer that runs in the background, cap-
turing image data that are displayed in real time to the
user. When the user freezes the system (by operation
of an appropriate device on operator interface 22), the
user has the capability to view image data previously
captured in cine memory.

[0022] The selected image sequence stored in cine
memory 16 is transferred to host computer 20 for three-
dimensional reconstruction. The multiple frames of im-
aging data acquired during the sweep of the probe form
a three-dimensional data volume. Host computer 20 re-
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trieves the region of interest from cine memory 16 and
uses a volume rendering technique to reconstruct pro-
jected images onto various imaging planes. The project-
ed data resulting from each projection are written back
into another portion of the cine memory or to scan con-
verter memory, from where they are sent to display mon-
itor 18 via video processor 14.

[0023] Host computer 20 comprises a central
processing unit (CPU) 28 and system memory 30. CPU
28 is programmed to transform an acquired volume of
imaging data into a multiplicity of three-dimensional pro-
jection images taken at different angles. CPU 28 con-
trols the flow of data between X-Y display memory 26,
video processor 14, cine memory 16 and the CPU itself
via the system control bus 32. Each frame of imaging
data, representing one of a multiplicity of scans or slices
through the object being examined, is stored sequen-
tially in acoustic line memory 24, in x-Y memory 26 and
in video processor 14. Before gray mapping, frames of
B-mode imaging data are sent from the video processor
to cine memory 16. A stack of frames, representing the
scanned object volume, is stored in cine memory 16,
forming a source data volume. Once the source data
volume has been acquired, CPU 28 can provide three-
dimensional projections of the data as well as arbitrary
slices through the source data volume.

[0024] The conventional system has the capability to
superimpose graphical symbols on any ultrasound im-
age. The superimposition of graphics on the image
frame is accomplished in the video processor 14, which
receives the ultrasound image frame from XY display
memory 26 and the graphics data from a graphics dis-
play memory 34. The graphics data are processed and
input into graphics display memory 34 by host computer
20 or by a dedicated graphics processor (not shown).
[0025] In order to generate three-dimensional imag-
es, the CPU 28 can transform a source data volume re-
trieved from cine memory 16 into an imaging plane data
set. In accordance with the preferred embodiments of
the invention, the successive transformations involve a
composite 0 projection technique. Each pixel in the pro-
jected image includes the transformed data derived by
projection onto a given image plane.

[0026] A simplified compositing algorithm renders a
three-dimensional projection perpendicular to the plane
of acquisition. For each pixel in the rendered image 36
(see FIG. 3), aray 38 is cast through the data 5 volume
40, which comprises n slices numbered from 0 to (n -
1). As the ray passes through each plane in the data
volume, the contribution to the rendered image of the
pixel intersected by the ray is added using the following
equation:

]

Z,¥y,X

+ O[P

= lz-1,y,x Z,y,x:I * Pz,y,x' : Or(z,y,x) (1)

where [, , is the accumulated intensity of the projected
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pixel at (x,y) in plane z; I,_4 , , is the accumulated inten-
sity of the projected pixel at (x,y) in plane (z - 1); szyyx'
is the depth-shaded intensity of the current (i.e., current-
ly being accumulated) pixel at (x,y) in plane z; O[Pz_y_x]
is the opacity at (x,y) in plane z (and is a function of the
non-depth-shaded pixel intensity); and Oy, ,  is the re-
maining opacity at (x,y) in plane z. The opacity at plane
z=0is equal to unity, i.e., Oy ) = 1. At each succes-
sive plane z, the remaining opacity is

o o) <(1-O[P )

r(z,y,x) = r(z-1,y,x) z,y,x])
[0027] The pixels along the ray are summed until the
remaining opacity falls below a threshold value.

[0028] The opacity function O[P, , ,] ranges from zero
to unity as the pixel value P, , goes from its minimum
value to its maximum value.

[0029] FIG. 4 shows an opacity curve generated by
the function

O[szyﬁx] =1-(1/(exp((i - T/W) + 1)) (3)

where T defines the midpoint of the curve and W defines
the slope of the curve. The opacity ranges from 0 to 1.0
as i goes from 0 to 255 (for 8-bit unsigned data). By var-
ying T, one can select the midpoint of pixel intensity val-
ues that define the surface of interest. Varying W affects
the sharpness of the transition from transparent to
opaque and therefore the appearance of the surface.
[0030] If the foregoing algorithm were used to re-
render the image as the volume is rotated, the intensity
of the image would vary because the inter-slice spacing
is not taken into account in the opacity function shown
in FIG. 2. The opacity as applied to each pixel can be
modified to correct for this condition by employing the
formula

0P, 1=1-(1- 0[P, ])° (4)

Z,¥,X

where O[szyyx] is the original opacity calculated for a giv-
en pixel, and d is the inter-slice spacing.

[0031] As a further aid to visualization in certain cas-
es, it is desirable (although not required) to create more
of an impression of depth. This is done by adding depth
shading to the rendering equation as follows:

P,yx = MAX(P,  +(10-i+d+A),0)

2y ®)
where i is the plane number, and A is the amount of at-
tenuation applied at each distance increment d. For ex-
ample, if the total number of slices were 100 and the
amount of attenuation were 10%, then the attenuation
for each slice (plane) would be A=0.001. The MAX func-
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tion ensures the pixel values do not become negative.

[0032] A more effective way of eliminating unwanted
features in the data volume that obscure anatomy of in-
terest is to interactively remove the feature from the vol-
ume by using a pointing device such as a mouse to out-
line the feature to be removed. This process is some-
times referred to as "electronic scalpeling”.

[0033] The foregoing surface-enhanced volume ren-
dering technique can be included as one of a panoply
of selectable three-dimensional projection techniques
employed by an ultrasound imaging system.

[0034] FIG. 5is a flowchart showing an image acqui-
sition and display procedure in which the surface-en-
hanced volume rendering technique in accordance with
the preferred embodiment of the invention is included
as one of the selectable projection techniques. The user
begins by sweeping the ultrasound probe over an area
of interest (step 100). For example, the sweep may be
acquired by a free-hand sweep in a linear or rocking mo-
tion. Once the data are acquired, the user "freezes" the
cine memory (step 102) by depressing the Freeze key
and then selects the range of cine memory frames (slic-
es) to be included in the Z-dimension of the data volume
(step 104). The operator accomplishes the latter step by
moving a trackball. A Z-dimension select gauge appears
on the display screen when the trackball is moved. The
trackball is then used to control the position of an indi-
cator relative to the gauge. The indicator can be moved
to a desired left end point and then the left end point is
locked by depression of predetermined key on the op-
erator interface. Then the indicator can be moved to a
desired right end point and then the right end point is
locked by depression of the same predetermined key.
This establishes the slices to be included in the data vol-
ume. The operator then enters the "3D mode" by de-
pressing the appropriate key on the interface (step 106).
[0035] Upon entering the 3D mode, the operator must
first select the XY-dimension and location of the ROI (re-
gion of interest) within the data volume (step 108). This
step is accomplished by manipulating a region of inter-
est box which appears in a default position on the dis-
play screen in response to depression of the 3-D mode
key. The region of interest box can be sized and trans-
lated in X and Y to encompass an imaged structure
which appears on a sector scan image. The region of
interest box is translated by moving the trackball and is
sized by operation of a four-sided rocker switch incor-
porated in the operator interface.

[0036] After the ROI has been defined, the operator
selects (step 110 in FIG. 10) the type of three-dimen-
sional projection (minimum, maximum or average pixel
projection, surface, the composite technique of the in-
vention, etc.) and the display mode desired, and then
presses arender key (step 111). The defined ROl is then
retrieved from cine memory 16 (see FIG. 2) by the host
computer 20. The host computer scans the retrieved da-
ta for duplicate frames and discards them (step 112).
The host computer then calculates the inter-slice spac-
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ing for the data set (step 114). (The inter-slice spacing
is assumed to be constant over the length of the data
volume.) For example, the inter-slice spacing can be
calculated using the adaptive speckle correlation tech-
nique disclosed in U.S. patent application Serial No.
09/045,780 filed on March 20, 1998 and assigned to the
instant assignee.

[0037] After calculation of the inter-slice spacing, the
system enters a "volume rotate" mode, which is one of
three submodes included in the 3D mode. In the "volume
rotate" mode, signals representing a colored (e.g.,
green) orientation box are generated by the host com-
puter (or a dedicated graphics processor), arranged in
XY format in the graphics display memory 34 and then
sent to the video processor 14. The video processor
causes a green orientation box to be displayed on the
display screen (step 116). At the same time the host
computer performs the selected full-resolution pixel pro-
jection of the defined data volume based on the calcu-
lated inter-slice spacing (step 118). The projected three-
dimensional image is sent to cine memory 16 and then
on to video processor 14. Video processor 14 causes
the projected three-dimensional image to be displayed
on the display screen along with the orientation box.
Both the orientation box and the initial projection are ori-
ented with the Z axis pointing into the screen, the Y axis
vertical, and the X axis horizontal, i.e., the orientation
box appears as a rectangle having X and Y dimensions
proportional to the X and Y dimensions of the selected
region of interest. The data slices are acquired along the
Z axis. This is defined to be the zero angle projection.
[0038] In the "volume rotate" mode, the operator can
use the trackball to rotate the orientation box and the
projected image about the X:and Y axes. Rotation about
the Z axis is performed using a separate rotary knob on
the operator interface. The orientation box and the pro-
jected image follow the movement of the trackball and
rotary knob in "real-time" so that the user can orient the
box as desired. The rotational position of each axis is
shown on the display panel. To realize real-time rotation
of the projected image, the system detects whether the
trackball is moving (step 120). If the trackball is moving,
the orientation box follows the trackball and a decimated
rendering is performed in real-time (step 122). If the
trackball is stopped (step 124), a full-resolution pixel
projection is again created and displayed (step 126). If
the ultrasound imaging system operator desires to see
two-dimensional slices through the data volume at the
current X, Y, Z rotation orientation, the operator presses
the "display mode™ key (step 128 in FIG. 5) to exit (step
130) the "volume rotate" mode and enter the "cut-plane”
(reformat) mode (not shown). Techniques for reformat-
ting data to produce arbitrary slices through a data set
are well known.

[0039] In response to selection of the surface-en-
hanced volume rendering technique (step 110 in FIG. 5)
in accordance with a preferred embodiment of the in-
vention, the host computer will create a full-resolution
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pixel projection (step 118 in FIG. 5) using the procedure
generally depicted in FIG. 6. The host computer gener-
ates a transformation matrix (step 132) as a function of
the angle of rotation of the data volume. The host com-
puter then calculates the dimensions of the memory
which will be needed perform the volume rendering op-
erations based on the dimensions of reformatted slices
through the rotated data volume (step 134). The host
computer allocates a buffer of the required size in sys-
tem memory (step 136). The operator then sets the
threshold T (step 138). In response to this operator in-
put, the host computer generates the opacity function in
accordance with Eq. (3) (step 140). For each of n values
of z=0to (n-1) (block 142in FIG. 6), the host computer
then performs the following projection algorithm.
[0040] For each value of z, the host computer gener-
ates a reformatted slice of data (step 144) which is ori-
ented parallel to the imaging plane. The reformatting is
done by taking samples of the pixel values along a re-
spective slice at any angle through the data volume, in-
terpolating between adjacent pixel values as needed.
The inter-slice spacing d for the reformatted slices is
constrained to be the same as the inter-slice spacing
calculated in step 114 of FIG. 5, so that the power d in
Eq. (4) is i normalized to unity. This allows the system
to use the same opacity function for each slice, thereby
avoiding the need to generate a new opacity function for
each slice in accordance with Eq. (4).

[0041] For each reformatted slice, the host computer
then calculates the accumulated intensity along rays in-
tersecting pixels on the imaging plane using Eq. (1), the
number of slice pixels in the x direction being x-size and
the number of slice pixels in the y direction being y-size,
as indicated at steps 146 and 148 in FIG. 6. The variable
Pix is successively set equal to each pixel value szyyx
in the slice being processed, bearing in mind that one
need not accumulate the intensities of all pixels in a giv-
en slice which are in registration with a respective cast
ray, but rather that the x and y incremental steps may
vary from slice to slice. If z = 0 (step 150), then the ac-
cumulated intensity is calculated for each pixel x, y as
follows:

Iy = OIPiX] * [Pix]

(step 152), where Pix = PO,y,X' Also the remaining opacity
is calculated for each x, y pair as follows:

Or(O,y,x) =1- OI:PO,y,x]

These calculations are performed through iterations of
x and y from 0 to (x-size - 1) and from 0 to (y-size-1)
respectively (blocks 160 and 162), at which point the
routine loops back (since z ... (n - 1)) and generates the
next reformatted slice, i.e., for z=1. The host computer
again sets the variable Pix equal to each successive pix-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

el value for each x, y pair. Since z = 1, step 152 directs
the host computer to determine whether the remaining
opacity for each x, y pair in plane z = 1 is above a pre-
determined minimum (step 154). If the remaining opac-
ity is not above the minimum, then the accumulated in-
tensity is not calculated based on that pixel and the al-
gorithm proceeds to the next pixel. If the remaining
opacity is above the minimum, then the pixel intensity
Pix is adjusted for depth (step 156) in accordance with
Eq. (5). Then the accumulated intensity and the remain-
ing opacity are calculated (steps 158) in accordance
with Egs. (1) and (2) respectively. These calculations
are performed for all projected pixels in plane z=1. The
entire algorithm is then repeated for each successive
reformatted slice until the last projected pixel of the last
plane z = (n - 1) has been processed (step 164). The
end result is a set of accumulated pixel intensities for
the region of interest being projected onto the imaging
plane.

[0042] The projection data are then optionally scaled
to a larger size (step 166) to counteract the effect of any
scaling matrix incorporated in the transformation matrix
in order to eliminate holes, i.e., by reducing the distance
between any pair of projected pixels in the rotated data
volume to 1 unit.

[0043] To achieve the best image quality when per-
forming three-dimensional reconstructions of ultra-
sound images, it is necessary to adjust the contrast of
the reconstructed image due to the large variation in the
contrast of ultrasound images. Before the projected im-
ages are stored in cine memory, the contrast of the pixel
intensity data making up those projected images is ad-
justed (step 168) by the host computer, which creates a
one-to-one mapping of unadjusted pixel intensity data
into adjusted pixel intensity data. The mapping is gen-
erated based on the pixel intensity data of either a
source frame or a projected image. In the former case,
the mapping is generated before projection; in the latter
case, the mapping is generated after projection. The
mapping is applied to each projected image to provide
contrast adjustment for display.

[0044] To generate the contrast adjustment mapping,
the host computer compiles a histogram of the number
of pixels having an intensity within each of a multiplicity
of prescribed intensity ranges or bins for one or more
slices of source data or for one or more projected imag-
es. At the same time, the host computer determines the
maximum pixel intensity in the source or projected im-
age. Starting with the bin including the maximum
number of pixels and then adding the remaining bins in
the order of decreasing number of pixels, the number of
pixels in each intensity range or bin are added up until
a predetermined percentage of the total number of pix-
els is reached. When the counted bins include mostly
relatively high-intensity pixels, the lower limit of the low-
est intensity bin included in the count becomes the pixel
intensity threshold. Conversely, when the counted bins
include mostly relatively low-intensity pixels, the upper
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limit of the highest intensity bin included in the count be-
comes the pixel intensity threshold. In either case, a
one-to-one mapping is then created such that the range
of intensity values above (or below) the pixel intensity
threshold is linearly correlated to an expanded display
intensity value range from 0 to 255.

[0045] The contrast of each projected image is auto-
matically adjusted, using the mapping generated from
the pixel intensity histogram, before the host computer
writes that projected image into the cine memory. More
specifically, the projected pixel data having intensity val-
ues within the range corresponding to the bins included
in the histogram count, i.e., within the map input range,
are contrast adjusted by transforming each intensity val-
ue in the projected pixel data into the corresponding dis-
play intensity value established by the one-to-one map-
ping. The pixel data having intensity values outside the
map input range are discarded. By thus increasing the
contrast of the pixel intensity data of greatest interest
and discarding the pixel intensity data of least interest,
each projected image is mapped to the desired bright-
ness and contrast range above or below the pixel
threshold depending on the intended result

[0046] As an aid to visualization, a bounding box is
added to the projected image which matches the orien-
tation box (step 170). The projected image and the
bounding box are displayed (step 172) with the box
overlying the projection. The displayed box is depth
shaded to appear to become darker as the box goes
towards the "back" of the data volume.

Claims
1. Animaging system comprising:

a transducer array having a multiplicity of trans-
ducer elements for transmitting wave energy in
response to electrical activation and transduc-
ing returned wave energy into electrical sig-
nals;

a transmitter coupled to said transducer array
and programmed to activate a plurality of said
transducer elements to transmit focused wave
energy for each of a multiplicity of transmit focal
positions in each of a multiplicity of scan
planes;

a receiver programmed to form receive signals
from electrical signals supplied from said plu-
rality of transducer elements subsequent to
each transmit for each of a multiplicity of scan
lines in each scan plane;

a processing subsystem for converting said re-
ceive signals into imaging signals for each scan
line in each scan plane;

memory for storing a respective set of imaging
signals for each scan plane to form a data vol-
ume;
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a computer programmed to perform an algo-
rithm for generating projected image data rep-
resenting a projection of said data volume onto
an imaging plane, wherein said algorithm com-
prises the steps of:

(a) generating reformatted slices of pixel
data through said data volume, said refor-
matted slices being mutually parallel; and
(b) for each of a multiplicity of rays cast
from respective pixels on said imaging
plane, calculating a respective accumulat-
ed intensity for pixels in said reformatted
slices which are substantially registered
with said respective cast rays to form said
projected image data; and

a subsystem for displaying a projected image
which is a function of said projected image da-
ta.

The system as recited in claim 1, wherein said refor-
matted slices are substantially parallel to said im-
aging plane.

The system as recited in claim 1, wherein said cast
rays are substantially perpendicular to said imaging
plane.

The system as recited in claim 1, wherein said ac-
cumulated intensities are calculated as a function
of an opacity function.

The system as recited in claim 1, wherein said ac-
cumulated intensities along a given cast ray are it-
eratively calculated for successive reformatted slic-
es in accordance with the equation:

=1

lz,y,x z-1,y,x

+O[P, ]*P, '+ 0O

Zyx Zy.X r(zy.x)

where [, . is the accumulated intensity of the pro-
jected pixel at (x,y) in plane z; / -1,yx IS the accumu-
lated intensity of the projected pixel at (x,y) in plane
(z-1); P,y is the depth-shaded intensity of the
current (i.e., currently being accumulated) pixel at
(x,y) in plane z; O[szyyx] is the opacity at (x,y) in
plane z (and is a function of the non-depth-shaded
pixel intensity); and O,(Z,y‘x) is the remaining opacity
at (x,y) in plane z.

The system as recited in claim 5, wherein the re-
maining opacity is calculated for successive refor-
matted slices in accordance with the equation:

Or(z,y,x) = or(z-1,y,x) < (1- o[Pz,y,x])'
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The system as recited in claim 5, wherein the Pix
values are calculated as a function of a product of
an attenuation factor and a slice number.

The system as recited in claim 7, wherein the P, , '
values are calculated in accordance with the equa-
tion:

P, = MAX(P

oy «(1.0-i+d+A),0)

Z,¥,X

wherein szy,x is the intensity of the pixel at (x,y) in
plane z without depth shading; i is the slice number;
and A is the amount of attenuation applied at each
distance increment d.

An imaging system comprising:

a transducer array having a multiplicity of trans-
ducer elements for transmitting wave energy in
response to electrical activation and transduc-
ing returned wave energy into electrical sig-
nals;

a display monitor for displaying an image; and
a computer programmed to perform the follow-
ing steps:

(a) activating transducer elements of said
array to transmit focused wave energy for
each of a multiplicity of transmit focal posi-
tions in each of a multiplicity of scan
planes;

(b) forming receive signals from electrical
signals supplied from said plurality of trans-
ducer elements subsequent to each trans-
mit for each of a multiplicity of scan lines in
each scan plane;

(c) converting said receive signals into im-
aging signals for each scan line in each
scan plane;

(d) storing a respective set of imaging sig-
nals for each scan plane to form a data vol-
ume;

(e) generating reformatted slices of pixel
data through said data volume, said refor-
matted slices being mutually parallel;

(f) for each of a multiplicity of rays cast from
respective pixels on said imaging plane,
calculating a respective accumulated in-
tensity for pixels in said reformatted slices
which are substantially registered with said
respective cast rays to form projected im-
age data representing a three-dimensional
image; and

(g) sending said projected image data to
said display monitor.

10. The system as recited in claim 9, wherein said refor-
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1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

matted slices are substantially parallel to said im-
aging plane.

The system as recited in claim 9, wherein said cast
rays are substantially perpendicular to said imaging
plane.

A method for three-dimensional imaging of a vol-
ume of matter, comprising the steps of:

transmitting focused wave energy for each of a
multiplicity of transmit focal positions in each of
a multiplicity of scan planes intersecting the vol-
ume of matter;

generating echo signals derived from echoes
of wave energy returned from the volume of
matter following each transmit for each of a
multiplicity of scan lines in each scan plane;
converting said receive signals into imaging
signals for each scan line in each scan plane;
storing a respective set of imaging signals for
each scan plane to form a data volume;
generating reformatted slices of pixel data
through said data volume, said reformatted slic-
es being mutually parallel;

for each of a multiplicity of rays cast from re-
spective pixels on said imaging plane, calculat-
ing a respective accumulated intensity for pix-
els in said reformatted slices which are sub-
stantially registered with said respective cast
rays to form projected image data; and
displaying a three-dimensional image which is
a function of said projected image data.

The method as recited in claim 12, wherein said
reformatted slices are substantially parallel to said
imaging plane.

The method as recited in claim 12, wherein said
cast rays are substantially perpendicular to said im-
aging plane.

The method as recited in claim 12, wherein said ac-
cumulated intensities are calculated as a function
of an opacity function.

The method as recited in claim 12, wherein said ac-
cumulated intensities along a given cast ray are it-
eratively calculated for successive reformatted slic-
es in accordance with the equation:

Lo.=1

Z,y,X

+ O[P P, '+0

z-1,y.x 2y * Pzyx'* Orzyx

where I, . is the accumulated intensity of the pro-
jected pixel at (x,y) in plane z; I,_4 , , is the accumu-
lated intensity of the projected pixel at (x,y) in plane
(z-1); szyﬁx' is the depth-shaded intensity of the



17.

18.

19.

20.
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current (i.e., currently being accumulated) pixel at
(x,y) in plane z; O[szyyx] is the opacity at (x,y) in
plane z (and is a function of the non-depth-shaded
pixel intensity); and O ) is the remaining opacity
at (x,y) in plane z.

r(zy.x

The method as recited in claim 16, wherein the re-
maining opacity is calculated for successive refor-
matted slices in accordance with the equation:

or(z,y,x) = Or(z-1,y,x) *(1- OI:Pz,y,x])‘
The method as recited in claim 16, wherein the Pix
values are calculated as a function of a product of

an attenuation factor and a slice number.

The method as recited in claim 18, wherein the
P,y values are calculated in accordance with the

equation:

Poyx =MAX(P,  +(10-i+d*A),0)

Z,y,X

wherein szij is the intensity of the pixel at (x,y) in
plane z without depth shading; i is the slice number;
and A is the amount of attenuation applied at each
distance increment d.

A system for three-dimensional imaging of a volume
of matter, comprising:

a transducer array having a multiplicity of trans-
ducer elements for transmitting wave energy in
response to electrical activation and transduc-
ing returned wave energy into electrical sig-
nals;

means for activating a plurality of said trans-
ducer elements to transmit focused wave ener-
gy for each of a multiplicity of transmit focal po-
sitions in each of a multiplicity of scan planes;
means for forming receive signals from electri-
cal signals supplied from said plurality of trans-
ducer elements subsequent to each transmit
for each of a multiplicity of scan lines in each
scan plane;

means for converting said receive signals into
imaging signals for each scan line in each scan
plane;

memory for storing a respective set of imaging
signals for each scan plane to form a data vol-
ume;

means for generating reformatted slices of pixel
data through said data volume, said reformat-
ted slices being mutually parallel;

means for calculating a respective accumulat-
ed intensity for pixels in said reformatted slices
which are substantially registered with a re-
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16

spective cast ray for each of a multiplicity of
rays cast from respective pixels on said imag-
ing plane, said accumulated pixel intensities
forming projected image data; and

means for displaying a three-dimensional im-
age which is a function of said projected image
data.
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