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processing method

(57)  Atransmitter/receiver obtains scanning data by
transmitting ultrasonic waves to a subject to be examined
and receiving reflected waves from the subject to be ex-
amined. An image processor converts the scanning data
into image data represented by a predetermined coordi-
nate system and applies a predetermined smoothing

FIG. 6

An ultrasonic imaging apparatus, an image-processing apparatus, and an ultrasonic image-

process to the image data. The image processor calcu-
lates the vector of each point, based on the image data
after the smoothing process. The image processor gen-
erates three-dimensional image data by applying a ray-
tracing process to the image data to which the smoothing
process has not been applied, according to the vector.
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Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to an ultrasonic
imaging apparatus for obtaining three-dimensional im-
age data, a medical image-processing apparatus, and
an ultrasonic image-processing method.

2. Description of the Related Art

[0002] Diagnosis whereby a medicalimage diagnostic
apparatus obtains a three-dimensionalimage of a subject
to be examined and the three-dimensional image is used
has become popular. For example, in diagnosis using
ultrasonic waves, ultrasonic imaging apparatuses de-
scribed in the following (1) through (3) are used.

(1) An ultrasonic imaging apparatus that comprises
a two-dimensional array probe on which ultrasonic
transducers are arranged two-dimensionally (inalat-
tice-like pattern) and that is capable of obtaining
three-dimensional image data.

(2) An ultrasonic imaging apparatus that comprises
a one-dimensional array probe on which ultrasonic
transducers are arranged in a predetermined direc-
tion (scanning direction) and that is capable of ob-
taining data three-dimensionally by mechanically
swinging the one-dimensional array probe.

(3) An ultrasonic imaging apparatus that is capable
of obtaining data three-dimensionally by manually
moving a one-dimensional array probe.

[0003] The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of (1) and the
ultrasonic imaging apparatus of (2) described above can
obtain three-dimensional scanning data by transmitting
ultrasonic waves three-dimensionally and receiving the
reflected waves. Scanning data that has been obtained
three-dimensionally is converted into voxel data by ap-
plying a three-dimensional scan conversion process.
[0004] The ultrasonic imaging apparatus of (3) can ob-
tain two-dimensional scanning data by transmitting ultra-
sonic waves two-dimensionally and receiving the reflect-
ed waves. The scanning data that has been obtained
two-dimensionally is converted into two-dimensional im-
age data by applying a two-dimensional scan conversion
process. Furthermore, voxel data is generated, based on
a plurality of two-dimensional image data.

[0005] Then, three-dimensional image data (may be
referred to as "VR image data"), MPR image data in any
cross-section, or the like is generated by applying image
processing such as a volume rendering process (here-
inafter, may be referred to as a VR process) or an MPR
process (Multiplanar Reconstruction) to the voxel data.
[0006] Inashaded volumerendering process, the vec-
tor in each voxel constituting the voxel data is found. The
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method in which shaded three-dimensional image data
is generated, based on the vector and the voxel data is
known (e.g., Japanese Unexamined Patent Publication
No. 2003-61956).

[0007] A process for generating three-dimensional da-
ta will now be described referring to Fig. 1. Fig. 1 is a
block diagram showing a portion of an ultrasonic imaging
apparatus according to a conventional art. The case of
generating three-dimensional image data (VR image da-
ta), based on scanning data that has been obtained three-
dimensionally (hereinafter, may be referred to as "three-
dimensional scanning data") will be described herein.
[0008] Uponreceivingthree-dimensional scanning da-
ta obtained by transmitting/receiving ultrasonic waves
three-dimensionally, a scan conversion processor 101
generates voxel data by applying a three-dimensional
scan conversion process to the three-dimensional scan-
ning data. Then, the scan conversion processor 101 out-
puts the voxel data to a vector generator 102 and a ray-
tracing processor 103.

[0009] Upon receiving the voxel data from the scan
conversion processor 101, the vector generator 102 finds
the vector (direction) of each voxel. For example, the
vector generator 102, for a certain voxel and voxels sur-
rounding the voxel, finds the differentiation of the voxel
values to find a tangent line in the voxel. Then, the vector
generator 102 defines a vector perpendicular to the tan-
gent line as the vector. Then, the vector generator 102
finds the vector of each voxel. In addition, the vector gen-
erator 102 normalizes the vector to convert the same into
a unit vector. The "vector" is hereinafter described as
indicating the "unit vector."

[0010] The vector of a voxel represents the direction
of the surface of a structural object included in the voxel
data. Therefore, it can be seen to which direction the
surface of the structural object included in the voxel data
is directed by finding the vector of the voxel.

[0011] Upon receiving voxel data from the scan con-
version processor 101 and furthermore receiving the vec-
tor from the vector generator 102, the ray-tracing proc-
essor 103 generates three-dimensional image data by
applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel data. The ray-
tracing processor 103 finds the luminance (reflection
brightness) at a certain point on an object surface, based
on the direction of a ray from a light source set by the
ray-tracing process and the orientation of the vector cal-
culated by the vector generator 102, thereby generating
ashaded three-dimensionalimage data (VR image data).
Specifically, the ray-tracing processor 103 finds the lu-
minance of the object surface by finding the inner product
of a vector indicating the direction of the ray from the light
source and the vector.

[0012] Meanwhile, because the ultrasonicimaging ap-
paratus generates image data by transmitting ultrasonic
waves into a subject to be examined and receiving the
ultrasonic waves reflected by the subject to be examined,
the scanning data to be obtained depends on the state
of the path through which the ultrasonic waves propa-
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gate. The path through which the ultrasonic waves prop-
agate will now be described referring to Fig. 2. Fig. 2 is
aview forillustrating the path through which the ultrasonic
waves propagate. For example, as shown in Fig. 2, even
in the case of transmitting the ultrasonic waves to a phan-
tom 110 made of uniform material, a difference arises in
values of obtained scanning data, depending on the pres-
ence or absence of a structural object 111 in the path of
ultrasonic beams, such as in the case of ultrasonic beam
112 and ultrasonic beam 113. The structural object 111
exists in the path of the ultrasonic beam 112, but the
structural object 111 does not exist in the path of the
ultrasonic beam 113, so that a difference arises in ob-
tained data between the ultrasonic beam 112 and the
ultrasonic beam 113.

[0013] Further, a difference arises in values of ob-
tained scanning data, also depending on the depth where
the phantom 110is placed. Furthermore, in the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus, a speckle noise arises due to inter-
ference of ultrasonic waves effects on an image.
[0014] As described above, in the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus, the obtained voxels do not always have uni-
form voxel values, even when a subject to be examined
made of uniform material is converted into an image, and
the voxel value may change abruptly at a certain location.
[0015] Even in the case of transmission of ultrasonic
waves to a spatially contiguous structural object, the vox-
el value to be obtained changes abruptly at a certain lo-
cation. As causes thereof, the following factors (1)
through (3) are conceivable.

(1) The reflection coefficient of ultrasonic waves
changes, depending on the difference in material of
the subject to be examined.

(2) There is a difference in the state of the path
through which ultrasonic waves are transmitted and
received.

(3) Speckle noise is generated.

[0016] Next, effects on three-dimensional image data
(VR image data) when the voxel value changes abruptly
on the surface of the spatially contiguous tissues (struc-
tural object) will be described.

[0017] As described above, the vector to be used to
shade a three-dimensional image can be found by differ-
entiation of voxel values. Therefore, at the location where
the voxel value changes significantly, the orientation of
the vector will significantly tilt with reference to the orien-
tation of the normal voxel in the surrounding voxels.
[0018] This tilt of the vector will now be described re-
ferring to Fig. 3. Fig. 3 is a schematic drawing for illus-
trating the tilt of the vector. For example, when scanning
data of a certain tissue 120 are obtained, if a site 122
exists in which the value of the scanning data changes
abruptly on a surface 121, the orientations of vectors 124
and 125 of the surface 121 on which the site 122 exists
will significantly tilt with reference to a vector 123 of an-
other site. For example, if there is no concavity or con-
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vexity on the surface 121, the orientation of the vector is
not supposed to tilt significantly. However, because there
is a location where the value of the scanning data chang-
es abruptly, the tilt of the vector at the location will sig-
nificantly tilt with reference to the orientation of the vector
at another location.

[0019] As described above, although the site 122 is
spatially contiguous in the tissue 120, the value of the
scanning data thereof changes more abruptly compared
to those of other sites, so that the orientation of the vector
on the surface where the site 122 exists will significantly
tilt with reference to the orientation of the vector of the
surrounding sites.

[0020] When a ray-tracing process is applied to voxel
data by using the vector whose orientation significantly
differs from those of the surrounding vectors, a strong
shadow will be locally generated on a spatially contigu-
ous (and smooth) structural object in response to the
vector with a different orientation. That is, due to the ori-
entation of the vector significantly tilting with reference
to the orientation of the vector of another location, a
strong shadow will occur even at the location where the
shadow is not supposed to occur. Such a shadow is an
artifact that should be removed, in obstetrical diagnosis
and the like.

[0021] In order to remove the shadow (artifact) de-
scribed above, a smoothing process has been conven-
tionally applied to scanning data or voxel data. This
smoothing process will be described referring to Fig. 4
and Fig. 5. Fig. 4 and Fig. 5 are block diagrams for illus-
trating the smoothing process according to the conven-
tional art.

[0022] As shown in Fig. 4, for example, a smoothing
processor 104 applies a smoothing process, by using a
predetermined smoothing filter, to three-dimensional
scanning data obtained by a scan. The scan conversion
processor 101 generates voxel data by applying a three-
dimensional scan conversion process to the scanning
data after the smoothing process. The smoothing proc-
essor 104 calculates, for example, an average of scan-
ning data included within a predetermined range.
[0023] In addition, as shown in Fig. 5, the smoothing
processor 104 applies a smoothing process, by using a
predetermined smoothing filter, to the voxel data gener-
ated by the scan conversion processor 101. The vector
generator 102 calculates the vector of each voxel, based
on the voxel data after the smoothing process. The ray-
tracing processor 103 generates three-dimensional im-
age data, based on the vector and the voxel data after
the smoothing process. The smoothing processor 104
calculates, forexample, an average of voxel values within
a predetermined range.

[0024] However, when the intensity of the shadow (ar-
tifact) that should be removed is strong, it is necessary
to apply a smoothing process by using a strong smooth-
ing filter. For example, it is necessary to broaden a range
in which the smoothing process is performed and to
strengthen the smoothing actions. Thus, a smoothing
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process needs to be performed by using a strong smooth-
ingfilter, sothatthere is a problem in that space resolution
of the three-dimensional image data obtained by volume
rendering is markedly reduced. In other words, when a
strong smoothing filter is used to remove the shadow as
an artifact, there is a problem in that the three-dimen-
sional image becomes a blurred image.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0025] An object of the present invention is to provide
an ultrasonic imaging apparatus, an image-processing
apparatus and an ultrasonic image-processing method
that are capable of lowering a shadow as an artifact with-
out reducing the space resolution of three-dimensional
image data.

[0026] In a first aspect of the present invention, an ul-
trasonic imaging apparatus comprises: a scanner con-
figured to transmit ultrasonic waves to a subject to be
examined and receive reflected waves from the subject
to be examined; and an image processor configured to
apply a process for smoothing the vector based on an
output from the scanner and generate three-dimensional
image data based on an output to which the smoothing
process has not been applied, according to the orienta-
tion of the smoothed vector.

[0027] According to the first aspect of the present in-
vention, generating three-dimensional image data based
on an output to which a smoothing process has not been
applied, according to the orientation of the smoothed vec-
tor, makes it possible to reduce shadows as artifacts with-
outreducing the space resolution of the three-dimension-
al image data.

[0028] In a second aspect of the present invention, an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to the first aspect
of the presentinvention is characterized in that: the scan-
ner obtains scanning data by transmitting the ultrasonic
waves to the subject to be examined and receiving the
reflected waves from the subject to be examined; and
the image processor comprises: a converter configured
to convert the scanning data into image data represented
by a predetermined three-dimensional coordinate sys-
tem; a smoothing processor configured to apply a
smoothing process to the image data; a vector generator
configured to calculate the vector of each point consti-
tuting the image data based on the image data to which
the smoothing process has been applied; and a three-
dimensional image generator configured to generate
three-dimensional image data by applying a ray-tracing
process to the image data to which the smoothing proc-
ess has not been applied, according to the orientation of
the vector.

[0029] According to the second aspect of the present
invention, finding the vector of each point based on the
image data to which a smoothing process has been ap-
plied and generating three-dimensional image data
based on the image data to which a smoothing process
has not been applied and the vector makes it possible to
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reduce shadows as artifacts without reducing the space
resolution of the three-dimensional image data.

[0030] In a third aspect of the present invention, an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to the first aspect
ofthe presentinvention is characterized in that: the scan-
ner obtains scanning data by transmitting the ultrasonic
waves to the subject to be examined and receiving the
reflected waves from the subject to be examined; and
the image processor comprises: a converter configured
to convert the scanning data into image data represented
by a predetermined three-dimensional coordinate sys-
tem; a vector generator configured to calculate the vector
of each point constituting the image data based on the
image data; an averaging processor configured to aver-
age the vector of each point by calculating the average
of vectors for a plurality of vectors included within a pre-
determined range; and a three-dimensional image gen-
erator configured to generate three-dimensional image
data by applying a ray-tracing process to the image data,
according to the orientation of the averaged vector.
[0031] According to the third aspect of the present in-
vention, averaging the vector and generating three-di-
mensional image data based on the image data to which
a smoothing process has not been applied and the vector
makes it possible to reduce shadows as artifacts without
reducing the space resolution of the three-dimensional
image data.

[0032] In a fourth aspect of the present invention, an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to the first aspect
of the present invention is characterized in that: the scan-
ner obtains scanning data by transmitting the ultrasonic
waves to the subject to be examined and receiving the
reflected waves from the subject to be examined; and
the image processor comprise: a smoothing processor
configured to apply a smoothing process to the scanning
data; a converter configured to convert the scanning data
to which said smoothing process has not been applied
into first image data represented by a predetermined
three-dimensional coordinate system, and furthermore
convert the scanning data to which the smoothing proc-
ess has been applied into second image data represent-
ed by a predetermined three-dimensional coordinate
system; a vector generator configured to calculate the
vector of each point constituting the second image data
based on the second image data; a three-dimensional
image generator configured to generate three-dimen-
sional image data by applying a ray-tracing process to
the first image data, according to the orientation of the
vector.

[0033] According to the fourth aspect of the present
invention, finding the vector of each point based on the
scanning data to which a smoothing process has been
applied and generating three-dimensional image data
based on the image data to which a smoothing process
has not been applied and the vector makes it possible to
reduce shadows as artifacts without reducing the space
resolution of the three-dimensional image data.

[0034] In afifth aspect of the present invention, a med-
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ical image-processing apparatus comprises an image
processor configured to receive image data represented
by a predetermined three-dimensional coordinate sys-
tem and apply a process for smoothing the vector based
onthe image data, thereby generating three-dimensional
image data based on image data to which a smoothing
process has not been applied, according to the orienta-
tion of the smoothed vector.

[0035] In a sixth aspect of the present invention, an
ultrasonic image-processing method comprises the
steps of: obtaining received data by transmitting ultra-
sonic waves to a subject to be examined and receiving
reflected waves from the subject to be examined; and
applying a process for smoothing the vector based on
the received data to generate three-dimensional image
data based on received signals that have been unaffect-
ed by the smoothing, according to the orientation of the
smoothed vector.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0036]

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing a portion of an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to a conven-
tional art.

Fig. 2 is a view for illustrating a path through which
ultrasonic waves propagate.

Fig. 3 is a schematic drawing for illustrating the filt
of the vector.

Fig. 4 is a block diagram for illustrating a smoothing
process according to the conventional art.

Fig. 5 is a block diagram for illustrating a smoothing
process according to the conventional art.

Fig. 6 is a block diagram showing an ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus according to a first embodiment of
the present invention.

Fig. 7 is a schematic drawing for illustrating a region
where an ultrasonic probe can scan.

Fig. 8 is a block diagram showing an image proces-
sor according to the first embodiment of the present
invention.

Fig. 9 is a schematic drawing showing ultrasonic
raster data (three-dimensional scanning data) and
voxel data.

Fig. 10 is a schematic drawing for illustrating the tilt
of the vector before and after the smoothing process.
Fig. 11 is a schematic drawing for illustrating the tilt
of the vector before and after the smoothing process
and a sectional view of the surface of a subject to be
examined.

Fig. 12 is a block diagram showing an image proc-
essor according to a modification 1.

Fig. 13 is a block diagram showing an image proc-
essor according to a modification 2.

Fig. 14 is a block diagram showing an image proc-
essor according to a modification 3.

Fig. 15 is a block diagram showing an ultrasonic im-
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aging apparatus according to a second embodiment
of the present invention.

Fig. 16 is a block diagram showing the DSC and the
image processor according to the second embodi-
ment of the present invention.

Fig. 17 is a block diagram showing an ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus according to a third embodiment of
the present invention.

Fig. 18A is a schematic drawing showing a range of
scanning by a one-dimensional array probe.

Fig. 18B is a schematic drawing showing a two-di-
mensional image.

Fig. 18C is a schematic drawing showing voxel data.
Fig. 19 is a block diagram showing an ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus according to a fourth embodiment
of the present invention.

Fig. 20 is a block diagram showing a medical image-
processing apparatus according to a fifth embodi-
ment of the present invention.

Fig. 21 is a block diagram showing a medical image-
processing apparatus according to a sixth embodi-
ment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

First Embodiment

[0037] An ultrasonic imaging apparatus and an ultra-
sonic image-processing method according to a first em-
bodiment of the present invention will be described re-
ferring to Fig. 6. Fig. 6 is a block diagram showing an
ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to the first em-
bodiment of the present invention.

[0038] An ultrasonicimaging apparatus 1 according to
the first embodiment applies a smoothing process to
three-dimensional scanning data or voxel data, and cal-
culates the vector of each voxel by using the smoothed
three-dimensional scanning data or the smoothed voxel
data. Then, the ultrasonicimaging apparatus 1 generates
shaded three-dimensional image data, based on the vec-
tor and voxel data to which a smoothing process has not
been applied. That is, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus
1 smoothes the three-dimensional scanning data or the
voxel data in order to calculate the vector, and uses, as
the voxel data to be subjected to a ray-tracing process,
the voxel data to which a smoothing process has not
been applied. This makes it possible to reduce shadows
as artifacts without reducing the space resolution of the
three-dimensional image. Each part of the ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus 1 will be described below.

[0039] An ultrasonic probe 2 is composed of a two-
dimensional array probe on which a plurality of ultrasonic
transducers is two-dimensionally arranged. Then, the ul-
trasonic probe 2 three-dimensionally transmits and re-
ceives ultrasonic waves, and receives, as an echo signal,
three-dimensional data in the form of radiating out from
the probe surface.

[0040] For the ultrasonic probe 2, a one-dimensional
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array probe on which a plurality of ultrasonic transducers
are arranged in a line in a predetermined direction (scan-
ning direction), the one-dimensional array probe being
capable of mechanically swinging the ultrasonic trans-
ducers in a direction (swing direction) perpendicular to
the scanning direction may also be used instead of the
two-dimensional ultrasonic probe. Thus, an ultrasonic
probe capable of scanning a three-dimensional space is
used in the first embodiment.

[0041] A region where the ultrasonic probe 2 can scan
will now be described referring to Fig. 7. Fig. 7 is a sche-
matic drawing for illustrating a region where an ultrasonic
probe can scan. A region 20 where the ultrasonic probe
2 can scan is a three-dimensional space. When a two-
dimensional array probe is used as the ultrasonic probe
2, the ultrasonic probe 2 scans the three-dimensional
space by electronically scanning ultrasonic waves. When
a one-dimensional array probe is used as the ultrasonic
probe 2, the ultrasonic probe 2 scans the three-dimen-
sional space by mechanically swinging ultrasonic trans-
ducers.

[0042] Atransmitter/receiver 3is provided with atrans-
mitter and a receiver. The transmitter/receiver 3 gener-
ates ultrasonic waves by supplying electrical signals to
the ultrasonic probe 2 under the control of a controller
not shown herein. Further, the transmitter/receiver 3 re-
ceives echo signals that the ultrasonic probe 2 has re-
ceived. The data output from the transmitter/receiver 3
is output to a signal processor 4.

[0043] The specific configuration of the transmitter will
now be described. The transmitteris provided with a clock
generation circuit, a transmission delay circuit and a pul-
sar circuit, which are not shown herein. The clock gen-
eration circuit generates clock signals to determine the
transmission timing or the transmission frequency of the
ultrasonic wave signal. The transmission delay circuit
performs transmission focus by applying a delay at the
time of transmission of ultrasonic waves. The pulsar cir-
cuit houses a pulsar in a number of individual channels
corresponding to the respective ultrasonic transducers.
The pulsar circuit generates a driving pulse at the delayed
transmission timing and supplies to the respective ultra-
sonic transducers of the ultrasonic probe 2.

[0044] The receiver is provided with a preamplifier cir-
cuit, an A/D conversion circuit and a reception delay/
adder circuit, which are not shown herein. The preampli-
fier circuit amplifies echo signals output from the respec-
tive ultrasonic transducers of the ultrasonic probe 2 for
the respective reception channels. The A/D conversion
circuit provides A/D conversion of the amplified echo sig-
nals. The reception delay/adder circuit performs addition
by providing a delay time required to determine the re-
ceiving directivity to the echo signals after the A/D con-
version. With this addition, the reflected component from
a direction according to the receiving directivity is em-
phasized. The signals to which the addition process has
been applied by the transmitter/receiver 3 are referred
to as "RF signals." These RF signals are output from the
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transmitter/receiver 3 to the signal processor 4.

[0045] A B-mode processor 41 converts amplitude in-
formation of the echo to animage, and generates B-mode
ultrasonic raster data (hereinafter, ma be referred to as
"scanning data") from the echo signals. Specifically, the
B-mode processor 41 executes a Band Pass Filter proc-
ess on the data (RF signals) output from the transmitter/
receiver 3. Then, the B-mode processor 41 detects the
envelope curve of the output signals, and applies a com-
pression process to the detected data by means of log-
arithmic conversion. The data generated by the B-mode
processor 41 is referred to as B-mode ultrasonic raster
data. This B-mode ultrasonic raster data is equivalent to
one example of the "scanning data" of the present inven-
tion. In addition, the ultrasonic probe 2, the transmitter/
receiver 3, and the signal processor 4 are equivalent to
one example of the "scanner" of the present invention.
[0046] A CFM processor 42 converts information on a
moving bloodstream to an image, and generates color
ultrasonic raster data.

[0047] A storage 5 temporarily stores the ultrasonic
raster data (scanning data) generated by the signal proc-
essor 4.

[0048] A DSC (Digital Scan Converter) 6 converts the
ultrasonic raster data obtained two-dimensionally (here-
inafter, may be referred to as "two-dimensional scanning
data") into image data represented by Cartesian coordi-
nates, in order to obtain an image represented by the
Cartesian coordinate system (scan conversion process).
Forexample, inthe case of scanning of a two dimensional
cross-section by the ultrasonic probe 2, the DSC 6 reads
out the ultrasonic raster data (two-dimensional scanning
data) from the storage 5, and applies a two-dimensional
scan conversion process to the ultrasonic raster data,
thereby generating two-dimensional image data. The
two-dimensional image data is output to a display 8, and
the display 8 displays a two-dimensional image based
on the two-dimensional image data. For example, the
DSC 6 generates tomographic image data as two-dimen-
sional information, based on the B-mode ultrasonic raster
data, and outputs the tomographic image data to the dis-
play 8. The display 8 displays atomographicimage based
on the tomographic image data.

[0049] Animage processor 7 performs a three-dimen-
sional scan conversion process on the ultrasonic raster
data obtained three-dimensionally (hereinafter, may be
referred to as "three-dimensional scanning data"), there-
by generating voxel data. Furthermore, the image proc-
essor 7 applies image processing such as a volume ren-
dering process or a MPR process to the voxel data, there-
by generating image data such as three-dimensional im-
age data or MPR image data.

[0050] The configuration of the image processor 7 will
be described referring to Fig. 8. Fig. 8 is a block diagram
showing an image processor according to the first em-
bodiment of the present invention.

[0051] A scan conversion processor 71 reads out the
ultrasonic raster data obtained three-dimensionally
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(three-dimensional scanning data) from the storage 5,
and applies a three-dimensional scan conversion proc-
ess to the three-dimensional scanning data, thereby gen-
erating voxel data represented by the Cartesian coordi-
nate system. The three-dimensional scan conversion
process will now be described referring to Fig. 9. Fig. 9
is a schematic drawing showing ultrasonic raster data
(three-dimensional scanning data) and voxel data. The
scan conversion processor 71 reads out ultrasonic raster
data (three-dimensional scanning data) 21 from the stor-
age 5, and applies a three-dimensional scan conversion
process to the ultrasonic raster data 21, thereby gener-
ating voxel data 22 represented by the Cartesian coor-
dinate system. Then, the scan conversion processor 71
outputs the voxel data to a smoothing processor 72 and
a ray-tracing processor 74. The scan conversion proc-
essor 71 is equivalent to one example of the "converter"
of the present invention.

[0052] As described above, the scan conversion proc-
essor 71 converts three-dimensional scanning data into
voxel data represented by the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem in the first embodiment. Thus, the scan conversion
processor 71 converts three-dimensional scanning data
to image data represented by a preset specified three-
dimensional coordinate system. The conversion process
to voxel data is one example of the conversion process
of the present invention. The scan conversion processor
71 may also convert three-dimensional scanning data
into image data represented by a three-dimensional co-
ordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem. A case in which the scan conversion processor 71
generates voxel data represented by the Cartesian co-
ordinate system will be described below.

[0053] Upon receiving voxel data from the scan con-
version processor 71, a smoothing processor 72 applies
a smoothing process to the voxel data by using a prede-
termined smoothing filter. The smoothing processor 72
calculates, for example, an average of voxel data within
a preset specified range. Then, the smoothing processor
72 outputs the voxel data after the smoothing process to
avectorgenerator 73. This voxel data after the smoothing
process is used to calculate the vector. When the scan
conversion processor 71 generates image data repre-
sented by a three-dimensional coordinate system other
than the Cartesian coordinate system, the smoothing
processor 72 applies a smoothing process to the image
data.

[0054] Upon receiving the voxel data after the smooth-
ing process from the smoothing processor 72, the vector
generator 73 obtains the vector of each voxel. For exam-
ple, the vector generator 73, for a certain voxel and voxels
surrounding the voxel, obtains differentiation of the voxel
values to obtain a tangent line of the voxel. Then, the
vector generator 73 defines a vector perpendicular to the
tangent line as the vector. Next, the vector generator 73
finds the vector of each voxel. At this time, the vector
generator 73 normalizes the vector to convert the same
into a unit vector. The "vector" will be described herein-
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after as indicating the "unit vector." Thereafter, the vector
generator 73 outputs the vector of each voxel to a ray
tracer 74. When the scan conversion processor 71 gen-
erates image data represented by a three-dimensional
coordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate
system, the vector generator 73 finds the vector of each
point, based on the image data after the smoothing proc-
ess.

[0055] As described above, finding the vector of each
voxel based on the voxel data after the smoothing proc-
ess makes it possible to prevent the vector from abruptly
changing. The tilt of the vector before and after the
smoothing process will now be described referring to Fig.
10. Fig. 10 is a schematic drawing for illustrating the tilt
of the vector before and after the smoothing process.
[0056] As shown in Fig. 10, for example, when three-
dimensional scanning data of a certain tissue 120 is ob-
tained, if a site 122 where the value of the three-dimen-
sional scanning data changes abruptly exists on a sur-
face 121 of the tissue 120, the orientations of vectors 124
and 125 of the surface 121 on which the site 122 exists
will significantly tilt with reference to the orientation of a
vector 123 of another site. If there is no concavity and
convexity on the surface 121, the orientation of the vector
does not significantly tilt spatially. However, because
there is a location where the value of the three-dimen-
sional scanning data changes abruptly, the tilt of the vec-
tor at that location will be significant.

[0057] On the other hand, the smoothing processor 72
applies a smoothing process to voxel data in the first
embodiment. Then, the vector generator 73 finds the vec-
tor, based on the voxel data after the smoothing process.
This makes it possible to prevent the vector from abruptly
changing. Consequently, as shown in Fig. 10, the vector
124 before the smoothing process is converted into a
vector 126 with a gradual tilt by a smoothing process.
Similarly, the vector 125 before the smoothing process
is applied is converted into a vector 127 with a gradual
tilt by a smoothing process. This makes it possible to
prevent the vector from abruptly changing on the surface
of spatially contiguous tissues, even if there is a location
where a voxel value abruptly changes.

[0058] In addition, according to the first embodiment,
it becomes possible to effectively prevent fluctuations of
the vector causing a shadow as an artifact while main-
taining the orientation of the vector in a structure (such
as the edge of a nose) supposed to be shaded originally.
This action will be described referring to Fig. 11. Fig. 11
is a schematic drawing for illustrating the tilt of the vector
before and after the smoothing process and a sectional
view of the face of a subject to be examined.

[0059] As shown in Fig. 11, for example, when three-
dimensional scanning data of a face 130 is obtained, if
a site 133 exists where the value of the three-dimensional
scanning data changes abruptly, the orientation of a vec-
tor 136 of a surface 131 on which the site 133 exists will
significantly tilt with reference to the vector 134 of another
site. According to the first embodiment, the smoothing
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processor 72 applies a smoothing process to voxel data.
Then, the vector generator 73 finds the vector, based on
the voxel data after the smoothing process. This makes
it possible to prevent the vector from abruptly changing.
Consequently, as shown in Fig. 11, the vector 136 before
the smoothing process is converted into a vector 137 with
a gradual tilt by the smoothing process. In other words,
it becomes possible to prevent the vector from abruptly
changing on the surface of spatially contiguous tissues,
even if there exists a location where a voxel value abrupt-
ly change.

[0060] On the other hand, in a structure (such as the
edge of a nose 132) that is supposed to be shaded, it is
possible to maintain the orientation of the vector even
when applying the smoothing process. For example, a
vector 138 on the edge of the nose 132 is converted into
a vector 139 by the smoothing process. However, a tilt
thereof changes slightly at most, and the original tilt is
maintained. In addition, the vector 134 of the surface 131
of the face 130 is also converted into a vector 135 by the
smoothing process. However, a tilt thereof changes
slightly at most, and the original tilt is maintained.
[0061] As described above, according to the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus in accordance with the first embodi-
ment, the orientation of the vector can be maintained in
a structure supposed to be shaded originally. Further-
more, according to the ultrasonic imaging apparatus in
accordance with the first embodiment, it becomes pos-
sible to effectively prevent the tilt of the vector causing a
shadow that should be removed.

[0062] Upon receiving voxel data from the scan con-
version processor 71 and furthermore receiving the vec-
tor of each voxel from the vector generator 73, the ray-
tracing processor 74 generates three-dimensional image
data by applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel data.
The voxel data output from the scan conversion proces-
sor 71 has not been subjected to a smoothing process.
On the other hand, the vector output from the vector gen-
erator 73 is found, based on the voxel data to which a
smoothing process has been applied. The ray-tracing
processor 74 generates shaded three-dimensional im-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel
data to which a smoothing process has not been applied,
according to the vector obtained based on the voxel data
to which a smoothing process has been applied. The ray-
tracing processor 74 finds the luminance (reflection
brightness) at a certain point on an object surface, based
on the direction of a ray from a light source set by the
ray-tracing process and the orientation of the vector cal-
culated by the vector generator 73, thereby generating
a shaded three-dimensional image data. Specifically, the
ray-tracing processor 74 shades by using a vector indi-
cating the direction of the ray from the light source and
the vector, based on the Phong model that is a repre-
sentative shading model. A model other than the Phong
model may also be used. The ray-tracing processor 74
is equivalent to one example of the "three-dimensional
image generator" of the present invention. In addition,
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when the scan conversion processor 71 generates image
data represented by a three-dimensional coordinate sys-
tem other than the Cartesian coordinate system, the ray-
tracing processor 74 generates three-dimensional image
data by applying a ray-tracing process to the image data.
[0063] As described above, voxel data subjected to a
process by the ray-tracing processor 74 is not subjected
to a smoothing process. Therefore, generating three-di-
mensional image data based on the voxel data makes it
possible to generate three-dimensional image data with-
out reducing the space resolution.

[0064] Then, the image processor 7 outputs shaded
three-dimensional image data to the display 8. Conse-
quently, athree-dimensional image based on the shaded
three-dimensional image data is displayed on the display
8.

[0065] Asdescribed above, according to the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus in accordance with the first embodi-
ment, because voxel data to which a smoothing process
has notbeen applied is used as voxel data to be subjected
to aray-tracing process, reduction of the space resolution
of three-dimensional image data is avoided. Further-
more, using voxel data after the smoothing process as
voxel data for finding the vector of the voxel makes it
possible to reduce shadows as artifacts.

[0066] Theimage processor 7 is composed of an ASIC
(application-specific integrated circuit), an FPGA (field
programmable gate array), or a CPU (central processing
unit) housed in the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1. In
addition, the image processor 7 may also be composed
of a workstation or the like installed outside the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus 1. For example, an image-processing
program for performing the functions of the image proc-
essor 7 is prestored on a storage device such as ROM
(read-only memory), RAM (random access memory), or
an HDD (hard disk drive). This image-processing pro-
gram includes a scan conversion process program for
performing the functions of the scan conversion proces-
sor 71, a smoothing process program for performing the
functions of the smoothing processor 72, a vector calcu-
lation program for performing the functions of the vector
generator 73, and a ray-tracing process program for per-
forming the functions of the ray-tracing processor 74. The
CPU applies a scan conversion process to three-dimen-
sional scanning data by executing the scan conversion
process program. The CPU performs a smoothing proc-
ess on voxel data by executing the smoothing process
program. The CPU finds the vector by executing the vec-
tor calculation program. In addition, the CPU applies a
ray-tracing process to voxel data to generate three-di-
mensional image data by executing the ray-tracing proc-
ess program.

[0067] The display 8 is composed of a monitor such
as a CRT or an LCD (liquid crystal display). The display
8 displays an image such as a tomographic image, a
three-dimensional image, or bloodstream information on
a monitor screen.

[0068] In addition, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1
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is provided with a controller not shown herein. The con-
troller is connected to each part of the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus 1 and controls the operations of each part of
the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1. Moreover, the ultra-
sonic imaging apparatus 1 is provided with an operating
part (not shown) for inputting various settings regarding
the transmitting/receiving conditions of ultrasonic waves.
This operating partis composed of a pointing device such
as a joystick or a trackball, a switch, various buttons, a
keyboard, or a TCS (Touch Command Screen).

Modification 1

[0069] Next, a modification 1 of the first embodiment
will be described referring to Fig. 12. Fig. 12 is a block
diagram showing an image processor according to the
modification 1.

[0070] The configuration of the image processor is
changed in the modification 1. An ultrasonic imaging ap-
paratus according to the modification 1 comprises an im-
age processor 7A instead of the image processor 7 de-
scribed above. In addition, regarding the configuration
other than that of the image processor, the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus according to the modification 1 com-
prises the same configuration as that of the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus according to the first embodiment.
The configuration of the image processor 7A will be de-
scribed below, but explanation of the configuration other
than that of the image processor 7A will be omitted.
[0071] Theimage processor 7A according to the mod-
ification 1 comprises an averaging processor 75 instead
of the averaging processor 72 that the image processor
7 comprises. In addition, the scan conversion processor
71, vector generator 73 and ray-tracing processor 74 that
image processor 7A comprises perform the same proc-
esses as the image processor 7 according to the first
embodiment.

[0072] Upon receiving the vector found by the vector
generator 73, the averaging processor 75 calculates, for
a plurality of vectors included within a preset specified
range, an average of the vectors. The averaging proces-
sor 75 averages the vectors of the respective voxels by
this process. Then, the averaging processor 75 outputs
the averaged vector to the ray-tracing processor 74.
[0073] As described above, averaging the vectors
makes it possible to prevent the vectors from abruptly
changing. This makes it possible to prevent the vector
from abruptly changing on the surface of spatially con-
tiguous tissues, even if there exists a location where a
voxel value abruptly changes.

[0074] Upon receiving voxel data from the scan con-
version processor 71 and furthermore receiving the vec-
tor of each voxel from the averaging processor 75, the
ray-tracing processor 74 generates three-dimensional
image data by applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel
data. In the modification 1, the voxel data output from the
scan conversion processor 71 to the ray-tracing proces-
sor 74 is not subjected to an averaging process. On the
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other hand, the vector output from the averaging proc-
essor 75 to the ray-tracing processor 74 is averaged by
the averaging processor 75. Then, the ray-tracing proc-
essor 74 generates shaded three-dimensional image da-
ta by applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel data to
which an averaging process has not been applied, ac-
cording to the averaged vector.

[0075] As described above, voxel data subjected to
the process by the ray-tracing processor 74 is not sub-
jected to an averaging process. Therefore, generating
three-dimensional image data based on the voxel data
makes it possible to generate three-dimensional image
data without reducing the space resolution.

[0076] Theimage processor 7A outputs shaded three-
dimensional image data to the display 8. Consequently,
a three-dimensional image based on the shaded three-
dimensional image data is displayed on the display 8.
[0077] Asdescribed above, according to the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus in accordance with the modification
1, voxel data to which an averaging process has not been
applied is use as voxel data to be subjected to a ray-
tracing process. In addition, the averaged vector is used
for a ray-tracing process. This enables a reduction of
shadows as artifacts without reducing the space resolu-
tion of three-dimensional image data.

[0078] The scan conversion processor 71 may gener-
ate image data represented by a three-dimensional co-
ordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem also in modification 1. In this case, the vector is found
based on the image data, and furthermore three-dimen-
sional image data is generated based on the image data.

Moadification 2

[0079] Next, a modification 2 of the first embodiment
will be described referring to Fig. 13. Fig. 13 is a block
diagram showing an image processor according to the
modification 2.

[0080] The configuration of the image processor is
changed in modification 2. An ultrasonic imaging appa-
ratus according to modification 2 comprises an image
processor 7B instead of the image processor 7. In addi-
tion, regarding the configuration other than that of the
image processor, the ultrasonic imaging apparatus ac-
cording to the modification 2 comprises the same con-
figuration as that of the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1
according to the first embodiment. The configuration of
the image processor 7B will be described below, but ex-
planation of the configuration other than that of the image
processor 7B will be omitted.

[0081] Theimage processor 7B according to the mod-
ification 2 comprises, as well as the image processor 7
according to the first embodiment, the scan conversion
processor 71, the smoothing processor 72, the vector
generator 73, and the ray-tracing processor 74. In the
first embodiment, smoothing is performed on the data
after scan conversion. On the other hand, in the modifi-
cation 2, smoothing is performed on the data (scanning
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data) before scan conversion. The configuration of the
image processor 7B is the same as the configuration of
the image processor 7 according to the first embodiment.
However, a process flow in the image processor 7B is
different from that in the imaging processor 7.

[0082] The scan conversion processor 71 reads out
ultrasonic raster data (three-dimensional scanning data)
from the storage 5, and applies a three-dimensional scan
conversion process to the three-dimensional scanning
data, thereby generating voxel data. The scan conver-
sion processor 71 outputs the voxel data to the ray-trac-
ing processor 74. This voxel data is subjected to a ray-
tracing process by the ray-tracing processor 74. As de-
scribed above, voxel data to which a smoothing process
has not been applied in the generation process thereof
is used as voxel data subjected to the ray-tracing proc-
ess. The voxel data to which a smoothing process has
not been applied in the generation process will be re-
ferred to as "first voxel data" for descriptive purposes.
[0083] The smoothing processor 72 reads out three-
dimensional scanning data from the storage 5, and ap-
plies a smoothing process to the three-dimensional scan-
ning data by using a preset specified smoothing filter.
Then, the smoothing processor 72 outputs the three-di-
mensional scanning data after the smoothing process to
the scan conversion processor 71. Upon receiving the
three-dimensional scanning data after the smoothing
process from the smoothing processor 72, the scan con-
version processor 71 generates voxel data by applying
a three-dimensional scan conversion process to the
three-dimensional image data after the smoothing proc-
ess. Thus, the voxel data has been subjected to a
smoothing process in the generation process thereof.
The scan conversion processor 71 outputs the voxel data
to which the smoothing process has been applied in the
generation process, to the vector generator 73. Thus, the
voxel data to which the smoothing process has been ap-
plied in the generation process thereof is used as voxel
data to be used in calculation of the vector. The voxel
data to which the smoothing process has been applied
in the generation process will be referred to as "second
voxel data" for descriptive purposes.

[0084] Upon receiving the second voxel data (voxel
data to which a smoothing process has been applied in
the generation process) from the scan conversion proc-
essor 71, the vector processor 73 finds the vector of each
voxel. The second voxel data has been subjected to a
smoothing process in the generation process thereof, so
that it becomes possible to prevent the vector from
abruptly changing. This makes it possible to prevent the
vector from abruptly changing on the surface of spatially
contiguous tissues, even if there exists a location where
a voxel value abruptly changes.

[0085] Upon receiving the first voxel data (voxel data
to which a smoothing process has not been applied) from
the scan conversion processor 71 and furthermore re-
ceiving the vector found based on the second voxel data
(voxel data to which a smoothing process has been ap-
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pliedinthe generation process) from the vector generator
73, theray-tracing processor 74 generates shaded three-
dimensional image data by applying a ray-tracing proc-
ess to the first voxel data.

[0086] As described above, voxel data subjected to
the process by the ray-tracing processor 74 (first voxel
data) has not been subjected to a smoothing process.
Therefore, generating three-dimensional image data
based on the voxel data makes it possible to generate
three-dimensional image data without reducing the
space resolution.

[0087] Theimage processor 7B outputs shaded three-
dimensional image data to the display 8. Consequently,
a three-dimensional image based on the shaded three-
dimensional image data is displayed on the display 8.
[0088] Asdescribed above, according to the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus in accordance with the modification
2, voxel data to which a smoothing process has not been
applied is used as voxel data to be subjected to a ray-
tracing process. In addition, voxel data to which a
smoothing process has been applied in the generation
process thereof is used as voxel data for finding the vec-
tor of the voxel. This enables a reduction of shadows as
artifacts without reducing the space resolution of three-
dimensional image data.

[0089] The scan conversion processor 71 may gener-
ate image data represented by a three-dimensional co-
ordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem also in the modification 2.

Modification 3

[0090] Next, a modification 3 of the first embodiment
will be described referring to Fig. 14. Fig. 14 is a block
diagram showing an image processor according to the
modification 3.

[0091] In the first embodiment, the modification 1 and
the modification 2 described above, a smoothing process
is not applied to voxel data subjected to a ray-tracing
process. A smoothing process may be applied to the vox-
el data subjected to aray-tracing process by using aweak
smoothing filter for simply removing noise. For example,
an image processor 7C according to the modification 3
comprises a first smoothing processor 72A and a second
smoothing processor 72B.

[0092] The first smoothing processor 72A applies a
first smoothing process to voxel data generated by the
scan conversion processor 71. As a first smoothing filter
used in this first smoothing process, a weak filter for sim-
ply removing noise from the voxel data is used. Then,
the first smoothing processor 72A outputs the voxel data
to which the first smoothing process has been applied,
to the second smoothing processor 72B and the ray-trac-
ing processor 74.

[0093] The second smoothing processor 72B applies
a second smoothing process to the voxel data to which
the first smoothing process has been applied. Then, the
second smoothing processor 72B outputs the voxel data
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to which the second smoothing process has been ap-
plied, to the vector generator 73. As a second smoothing
filter used in this second smoothing process, the same
smoothing filter as the first smoothing filter used in the
first smoothing process may be used. In addition, a
smoothing filter having a stronger smoothing action than
the first smoothing filter may also be used as the second
smoothing filter. For example, making a range in which
the smoothing process is performed broader than that of
the first smoothing filter can strengthen the smoothing
action.

[0094] The vector generator 73 finds the vector of each
voxel, based on the voxel data to which the second
smoothing process has been applied. Thus, finding the
vector of each voxel based on the voxel data to which
the first and second smoothing processes have been ap-
plied makes it possible to prevent the vector from abruptly
changing. That is, it becomes possible to prevent the
vector from abruptly changing on the surface of spatially
contiguous tissues, even if there exists a location where
a voxel value abruptly changes.

[0095] Upon receiving the voxel data to which the first
smoothing process has been applied from the first
smoothing processor 72A, and furthermore receiving the
vector of each voxel from the vector generator 73, the
ray-tracing processor 74 generates three-dimensional
image data by applying a ray-tracing process to the voxel
data. Since the first smoothing filter used in the first
smoothing processor 72A is a weak filter for simply re-
moving noise, the reduction of space resolution of three-
dimensional image data is avoided. In addition, for the
vector found based on the voxel data to which the first
and second smoothing processes have been applied, it
is prevented from abruptly changing, whereby it becomes
possible to remove shadows as artifacts.

[0096] Theimage processor 7C outputs shaded three-
dimensional image data to the display 8. Consequently,
a three-dimensional image based on the shaded three-
dimensional image data is displayed on the display 8.
[0097] The ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to
the modification 3 applies the first smoothing process to
the voxel data after a scan conversion process. Instead
of this process, the first smoothing process may also be
applied to three-dimensional scanning data before the
scan conversion process. In addition, the first smoothing
process using a weak smoothing filter for simply remov-
ing noise may be performed also in the modification 1
and the modification 2. For example, in the modification
1, the first smoothing process may also be performed to
voxel data after the scan conversion process. In addition,
the first smoothing process may also be performed on
inree-aimensionai scanning data before the scan con-
version process. In the modification 2, the first smoothing
process may also be performed on three-dimensional
scanning data before the scan conversion process.
Moreover, the first smoothing process may also be pre-
formed on voxel data to be output to the ray-tracing proc-
essor 74.
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[0098] As described above, even if a weak smoothing
filter for simply removing noise is made to act on three-
dimensional scanning data or voxel data, the action of
the smoothing filter is weak, whereby the reduction of
space resolution of three-dimensional image data is
avoided. Then, using voxel data to which the first and
second smoothing processes have been applied as voxel
data used in calculation of the vector makes it possible
to prevent the vector from abruptly changing. That makes
it possible to remove shadows as artifacts.

[0099] The scan conversion processor 71 may gener-
ate image data represented by a three-dimensional co-
ordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem also in the modification 3.

Second Embodiment

[0100] Next, an ultrasonic imaging apparatus and an
ultrasonic image-processing method according to the
second embodiment of the present invention will be de-
scribed referring to Fig. 15. Fig. 15 is a block diagram
showing an ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to
the second embodiment of the present invention.
[0101] The configuration of the DSC and the image
processor is changed in the second embodiment. An ul-
trasonic imaging apparatus 1A according to the second
embodiment comprises a DSC 6A instead of the DSC 6,
and further comprises an image processor 7D instead of
the image processor 7. In the ultrasonic imaging appa-
ratus 1A according to the second embodiment, the DSC
6A performs a scan conversion process and smoothing
process, and the image processor 7C performs calcula-
tion of the vector and a ray-tracing process.

[0102] Regarding the configuration other than that of
the DSC 6A and the image processor 7D, the ultrasonic
image processor 1 A according to the second embodi-
ment comprises the same configuration as the ultrasonic
imaging apparatus 1 according to the first embodiment.
The configuration ofthe DSC 6A and the image processor
7D will be described below, but explanation of the con-
figuration other than that of the DSC 6A and the image
processor 7D will be omitted.

[0103] The configuration of the DSC 6A and the image
processor 7D is shown in Fig. 16. Fig. 1.6 is a block di-
agram showing the DSC and the image processor ac-
cording to the second embodiment of the present inven-
tion. The DSC 6A comprises a scan conversion proces-
sor 61 and a smoothing processor 62. In addition, the
image processor 7D comprises the vector generator 73
and the ray-tracing processor 74.

[0104] Thescanconversion processor 61 performsthe
same process as the scan conversion processor 71 ac-
cording to the modification 3 described above. That is,
the scan conversion processor 61 reads out ultrasonic
raster data (three-dimensional scanning data) from the
storage 5, and applies a three-dimensional scan conver-
sion process to the three-dimensional image data, there-
by generating voxel data (first voxel data). Then, the scan
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conversion processor 61 outputs the first voxel data to
the ray-tracing processor 74 of the image processor 7D.
The first voxel data is subjected to a ray-tracing process
by the ray-tracing processor 74. As described above,
voxel data to which a smoothing process has not been
applied in the generation process thereof is used as voxel
data subjected to the ray-tracing process.

[0105] The smoothing processor 62 performs the
same process as the smoothing processor 72 of the mod-
ification 3 described above. That is, the smoothing proc-
essor 62 reads out three-dimensional scanning data from
the storage 5, and applies a smoothing process to the
three-dimensional scanning data by using a preset spec-
ified smoothing filter. Then, the smoothing processor 62
outputs the three-dimensional scanning data after the
smoothing process to the scan conversion processor 61.
Upon receiving the three-dimensional scanning data af-
ter the smoothing process from the smoothing processor
62, the scan conversion processor 61 generates voxel
data (second voxel data) by applying a three-dimensional
scan conversion process to the three-dimensional image
data after the smoothing process. Thus the second voxel
data has been subjected to a smoothing process in the
generation process thereof. Then, the scan conversion
processor 61 outputs the second voxel data to the vector
generator 73 of the image processor 7D. Thus, the voxel
data to which the smoothing process has been applied
in the generation process thereof is used as voxel data
used in calculation of the vector.

[0106] Upon receiving the second voxel data from the
scan conversion processor 61 of the DSC 6A, the vector
generator 73 of the image processor 7D finds the vector
of each voxel. Since the second voxel data has been
subjected to a smoothing process in the generation proc-
ess thereof, it becomes possible to prevent the vector
from abruptly changing. Consequently, it becomes pos-
sible to prevent the vector from abruptly changing on the
surface of spatially contiguous tissues, even if there ex-
ists a location where a voxel value abruptly changes.
[0107] Uponreceivingthe first voxel datafromthe scan
conversion processor 61 of the DSC 6A and furthermore
receiving the vector found based on the second voxel
data from the vector generator 73, the ray-tracing proc-
essor 74 of the image processor 7D generates shaded
three-dimensional image data by applying a ray-tracing
process to the first voxel data.

[0108] The image processor 7D outputs the shaded
three-dimensional image data to the display 8. Conse-
quently, athree-dimensional image based on the shaded
three-dimensional image data is displayed on the display
8.

[0109] As described above, in the ultrasonic imaging
apparatus 1A according to the second embodiment, vox-
el data to which a smoothing process has not been ap-
plied is used as voxel data to be subjected to a ray-tracing
process. In addition, voxel data to which a smoothing
process has been applied in the generation process
thereof is used as voxel data for finding the vector of the
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voxel. This makes it possible to reduce shadows as ar-
tifacts without reducing the space resolution of three-di-
mensional image data.

[0110] In addition, also in the second embodiment, as
in the modification 3 described above, a smoothing proc-
ess using a weak smoothing filter for simply removing
noise may be performed on voxel data to be subjected
to the ray-tracing process.

[0111] Moreover, also in the second embodiment, as
in the first embodiment, image data represented by a
three-dimensional coordinate system other than the Car-
tesian coordinate system may be generated instead of
voxel data.

Third Embodiment

[0112] Next, an ultrasonic imaging apparatus and an
ultrasonic image-processing method according to the
third embodiment of the present invention will be de-
scribed referring to Fig. 17, Fig. 18A, Fig. 18B, and Fig.
18C. Fig. 17 is a block diagram showing an ultrasonic
imaging apparatus according to the third embodiment of
the present invention. Fig. 18A is a schematic drawing
showing a range scanned by a one-dimensional array
probe. Fig. 18B is a schematic drawing showing a two-
dimensional image. Fig. 18C is a schematic drawing
showing voxel data.

[0113] A one-dimensional array probe 2A is used in
the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1B according to the
third embodiment. An operator manually moves the one-
dimensional array probe 2A to scan a three-dimensional
space with ultrasonic waves. As shown in Fig. 18A for
example, the one-dimensional array probe 2A can scan
inside a two-dimensional cross-section 23 with ultrasonic
waves. Then, the operator manually moves the one-di-
mensional array probe 2A in a predetermined direction
(x direction in the figure), thereby making it possible to
scan a three-dimensional space with ultrasonic waves.

[0114] In the third embodiment, the DSC 6 generates
two-dimensional image data by performing a two-dimen-
sional scan conversion process. As shown in Fig. 18B
for example, upon receiving two-dimensional scanning
data 24 obtained two-dimensionally, the DSC 6 gener-
ates two-dimensional image data 25 by applying a two-
dimensional scan conversion process to the three-di-
mensional scanning data 24. Then, the DSC 6 outputs
the two-dimensional image data 25 to the image proces-
sor 7. In addition, the DSC 6 outputs the two-dimensional
image data to the display 8. Consequently, a two-dimen-
sional image (tomographic image), based on the two-
dimensionalimage data will be displayed on the display 8.
[0115] Upon receiving a plurality of two-dimensional
image data from the DSC 6, the image processor 7 gen-
erates voxel data 26 by combining the plurality of two-
dimensional image data 25 as shown in Fig. 18C. The
image processor 7 generates three-dimensional image
data by applying volume rendering to the voxel data 26.
[0116] The image processor 7 has the same functions
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as the image processor 7 according to the first embodi-
ment described above. That is, the image processor 7
applies a smoothing process to voxel data, and calcu-
lates the vector of each voxel based on the voxel data to
which the smoothing process has been applied. Then,
the image processor 7 generates shaded three-dimen-
sional image data by applying a ray-tracing process to
voxel data to which the smoothing process has not been
applied, according to the vector. This enables a reduction
of shadows as artifacts without reducing the space res-
olution of the three-dimensional image.

[0117] In addition, instead of the image processor 7,
the image processor 7A according to the modification 1
may be installed on the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1B.
Inthis case, theimage processor 7A calculates the vector
of each voxel based on voxel data to which a smoothing
process has not been applied, and calculates an average
of a plurality of vectors included within a preset specified
range. Then, image processor 7A generates shaded
three-dimensional image data by applying a ray-tracing
process to the voxel data to which the smoothing process
has notbee applied, according to the vector. This enables
a reduction of shadows as artifacts without reducing the
space resolution of three-dimensional image.

[0118] The ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1B compris-
es the image processor 7 or image processor 7A in the
third embodiment. In addition, the image processor or
the DSC according to the modification 2 or the second
embodiment may also be installed on the ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus 1B. In this case also, it becomes possi-
ble to reduce shadows as artifacts without reducing the
space resolution of three-dimensional image.

[0119] Also in the third embodiment, as in the first em-
bodiment, image data represented by a three-dimension-
al coordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate
system may be generated instead of voxel data.

Fourth Embodiment

[0120] Next, an ultrasonic imaging apparatus and an
ultrasonic image-processing method according to the
fourth embodiment of the present invention will be de-
scribed referring to Fig. 19. Fig. 19 is a block diagram
showing an ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to
the fourth embodiment of the presentinvention. The one-
dimensional array probe 2A is used in an ultrasonic im-
aging apparatus 1C according to the fourth embodiment,
as in the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1B according to
the third embodiment. In the fourth embodiment, the im-
age processor 7 generates two-dimensional image data
by performing a two-dimensional scan conversion proc-
ess. Furthermore, theimage processor 7 generates voxel
data by combining a plurality of two-dimensional image
data. Then, the image processor 7 generates three-di-
mensional image data by applying volume rendering to
the voxel data.

[0121] Theimage processor 7 performs the same func-
tions as the image processor 7 according to the first em-
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bodiment described above. That is, the image processor
7 applies a smoothing process to voxel data, and calcu-
lates the vector of each voxel, based on the voxel data
to which the smoothing process has been applied. Then,
the image processor 7 generates shaded three-dimen-
sional image data by applying a ray-tracing process to
voxel data to which the smoothing process has not been
applied, according to the vector. This enables a reduction
of shadows as artifacts without reducing the space res-
olution of the three-dimensional image.

[0122] In addition, as in the ultrasonic imaging appa-
ratus 1B according to the third embodiment described
above, instead of the image processor 7, the image proc-
essor 7A according to the modification 1 may be installed
on the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1C. In this case also,
it becomes possible to reduce shadows as artifacts with-
outreducing the space resolution of the three-dimension-
al image.

[0123] Moreover, also in the fourth embodiment, as in
the first embodiment, image data represented by a three-
dimensional coordinate system other than the Cartesian
coordinate system may be generated instead of voxel
data.

[0124] The ultrasonic imaging apparatus has been de-
scribed in the embodiments or the modifications de-
scribed above. However, the present invention is not lim-
ited to the ultrasonic imaging apparatus. Even when the
image processor 7 or the like is applied to another med-
ical image-processing apparatus such as an X-ray CT
apparatus or an MRI apparatus, it is possible to achieve
the same effects as the ultrasonic imaging apparatus 1
according to the first embodiment, and the like. Further-
more, the present invention may also be applied to an
image-processing apparatus other than a medical im-
age-processing apparatus. Examples of application of
the present invention to a medical image-processing ap-
paratus will be described in a fifth embodiment and a
sixth embodiment.

Fifth Embodiment

[0125] Animage-processing apparatus according to a
fith embodiment of the present invention will be de-
scribed referring to Fig. 20. Fig. 20 is a block diagram
showing an image-processing apparatus according to
the fifth embodiment of the present invention.

[0126] Animage-processing apparatus 9 comprises a
smoothing processor 91, a vector generator 92, and a
ray-tracing processor 93. The image-processing appa-
ratus 9 receives voxel data from outside and applies vol-
ume rendering to the voxel data, thereby generating
shaded three-dimensional image data. Each part of the
image-processing apparatus 9 will be described below.
[0127] Upon receiving the voxel data from outside, the
smoothing processor 91 applies a smoothing process to
the voxel data by using a predetermined smoothing filter.
Then, the smoothing processor 91 outputs the voxel data
after the smoothing process to the vector generator 92.
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This voxel data after the smoothing process is used to
calculate the vectors of voxels.

[0128] Upon receiving the voxel data after the smooth-
ing process from the smoothing processor 91, the vector
generator 92 finds the vector of each voxel, based on the
voxel data. Then, the vector generator 92 outputs the
vector to the ray-tracing processor 93.

[0129] Upon receiving voxel data to which the smooth-
ing process has not been applied and furthermore re-
ceiving the vector from the vector generator 92, the ray-
tracing processor 93 generates shaded three-dimension-
al image data by applying a ray-tracing process to the
voxel data.

[0130] The ray-tracing processor 93 outputs the shad-
ed three-dimensional image data to a not-shown display.
A three-dimensional image based on the shaded three-
dimensional image data is displayed on the display.
[0131] As described above, voxel data to which a
smoothing process has not been applied is used as voxel
data to be subjected to a ray-tracing process. In addition,
voxel data to which a smoothing process has been ap-
plied is used as voxel data for finding the vector of voxels.
Consegently, it becomes possible to reduce shadows as
artifacts without reducing the space resolution of three-
dimensional image data.

[0132] In the fifth embodiment, a smoothing process
may also be performed twice as in the modification 3
described above. For example, the smoothing processor
91 applies the first smoothing process to voxel data. Fur-
thermore, the smoothing processor 91 applies the sec-
ond smoothing process in which smoothing action is
stronger than the first smoothing process, to the voxel
data to which the first smoothing process has been ap-
plied. Then, the smoothing processor 91 outputs the vox-
el data to which the first smoothing process has been
applied, to the ray-tracing processor 93. In addition, the
smoothing processor 91 outputs the voxel data to which
the first and second smoothing processes have been ap-
plied, to the vector generator 92. Performing a plurality
of smoothing processes on voxel data used in calculation
of the vector makes it possible to prevent the vector from
abruptly changing. In addition, only a smoothing process
to remove noise at most is applied to the voxel data sub-
jected to the ray-tracing process, whereby the reduction
of space resolution of three-dimensional image data is
avoided.

[0133] Moreover, also in the fifth embodiment, as in
the first embodiment, image data represented by a three-
dimensional coordinate system other than the Cartesian
coordinate system may be generated instead of voxel
data.

Sixth Embodiment

[0134] Next, an image-processing apparatus accord-
ing to the sixth embodiment of the present invention will
be described referring to Fig. 21. Fig. 21 is a block dia-
gram showing animage-processing apparatus according
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to the sixth embodiment of the present invention.
[0135] An image-processing apparatus 9A comprises
the vector generator 92, the ray-tracing processor 93,
and an averaging processor 94. The image-processing
apparatus 9A receives voxel data from outside and ap-
plies volume rendering to the voxel data, thereby gener-
ating shaded three-dimensional image data. Each part
of the image-processing apparatus 9A will be described
below.

[0136] Upon receiving the voxel data from outside, the
vector generator 92 finds the vector of each voxel, based
on the voxel data. Then, the vector generator 93 outputs
the vector to the averaging processor 94.

[0137] Upon receiving the vector from the vector gen-
erator 92, the averaging processor 94 calculates an av-
erage of vectors for a plurality of vectors included within
a preset specified range. Consequently, the averaging
processor 94 averages the vectors of the respective vox-
els. Then, the averaging processor 94 outputs the aver-
aged vector to the ray-tracing processor 74.

[0138] Upon receiving the voxel data from outside and
furthermore receiving the vector of each voxel from the
averaging processor 94, the ray-tracing processor 93
generates three-dimensional image data by applying a
ray-tracing process to the voxel data. In the sixth embod-
iment, the voxel data output to the ray-tracing processor
93 is not subjected to a smoothing process. On the other
hand, the vector output from the averaging processor 94
to the ray-tracing processor 93 is averaged by the aver-
aging processor 94. Then, the ray-tracing processor 93
generates shaded three-dimensional image data by ap-
plying a ray-tracing process to the voxel data to which a
smoothing process has not been applied, according to
the averaged vector.

[0139] The ray-tracing processor 93 outputs the shad-
ed three-dimensional image data to a not-shown display.
Consequently, a three-dimensional image based on the
shaded three-dimensional image data is displayed on
the display.

[0140] As described above, voxel data to which a
smoothing process has not been applied is used as voxel
data to be subjected to a ray-tracing process. In addition,
averaged vector is used for a ray-tracing process. Con-
sequently, it becomes possible to reduce shadows as
artifacts without reducing the space resolution of three-
dimensional image data.

[0141] In the sixth embodiment, as in the first embod-
iment, image data represented by a three-dimensional
coordinate system other than the Cartesian coordinate
system may be generated instead of voxel data.

[0142] It is explicitly stated that all features disclosed
in the description and/or the claims are intended to be
disclosed separately and independently from each other
for the purpose of original disclosure as well as for the
purpose of restricting the claimed invention independent
of the compositions of the features in the embodiments
and/or the claims. Itis explicitly stated that all value rang-
es or indications of groups of entities disclose every pos-
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sible intermediate value or intermediate entity for the pur-
pose of original disclosure as well as for the purpose of
restricting the claimed invention, in particular as limits of
value ranges. An

Claims
1. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus, comprising:

a scanner configured to transmit ultrasonic
waves to a subject to be examined and receive
reflected waves from said subject to be exam-
ined; and

an image processor configured to apply a proc-
ess for smoothing a vector based on an output
from said scanner, and generate three-dimen-
sional image data based on an output to which
said smoothing process has not been applied,
according to an orientation of said smoothed
vector.

2. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
1, wherein:

said scanner obtains scanning data by transmit-
ting the ultrasonic waves to said subject to be
examined and receiving the reflected waves
from said subject to be examined; and

said image processor comprises:

aconverter configured to convert said scan-
ning data into image data represented by a
predetermined three-dimensional coordi-
nate system;

a smoothing processor configured to apply
a smoothing process to said image data;

a vector generator configured to calculate
a vector of each point constituting said im-
age data, based on said image datato which
said smoothing process has been applied;
and

a three-dimensional image generator con-
figured to generate three-dimensional im-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process
to the image data to which said smoothing
process has not been applied, according to
the orientation of said vector.

3. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
2, wherein:

said converter converts said scanning data into
voxel data represented by a Cartesian coordi-
nate system;

said smoothing processor applies a smoothing
process to said voxel data;

said vector generator calculates a vector of each
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voxel constituting said voxel data, based on the
voxel data to which said smoothing process has
been applied; and

said three-dimensional image generator gener-
ates three-dimensional image data by applying
a ray-tracing process to the voxel data to which
said smoothing process has not been applied,
according to the orientation of said vector.

4. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
1, wherein:

said scanner obtains scanning data by transmit-
ting the ultrasonic waves to said subject to be
examined and receiving the reflected waves
from said subject to be examined; and

said image processor comprises:

aconverter configured to convert said scan-
ning data into image data represented by a
predetermined three-dimensional coordi-
nate system;

a vector generator configured to calculate
a vector of each point constituting said im-
age data, based on said image data;

an averaging processor configured to aver-
age the vector of said each point by calcu-
lating a weighted average of vectors for a
plurality of vectors included within a prede-
termined range; and

a three-dimensional image generator con-
figured to generate three-dimensional im-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process
to said image data, according to an orien-
tation of said averaged vector.

5. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
4, wherein:

said converter converts said scanning data into
voxel data represented by a Cartesian coordi-
nate system;

said vector generator calculates a vector of each
voxel constituting said voxel data, based on said
voxel data;

said averaging processor averages the vector
of said each voxel, by calculating the weighted
average of the vectors for the plurality of vectors
included within said predetermined range; and
said three-dimensional image generator gener-
ates three-dimensional image data by applying
aray-tracing process to said voxel data, accord-
ing to the orientation of said averaged vector.

6. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
1, wherein:

said scanner obtains scanning data by transmit-
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ting the ultrasonic waves to said subject to be
examined and receiving the reflected waves
from said subject to be examined; and

said image processor comprises:

a smoothing processor configured to apply
a smoothing process to said scanning data;
a converter configured to convert the scan-
ning data to which said smoothing process
has not been applied, into first image data
represented by a predetermined three-di-
mensional coordinate system, and further-
more convert the scanning data to which
said smoothing process has been applied
into second image data represented by a
predetermined three-dimensional coordi-
nate system;

a vector generator configured to calculate
a vector of each point constituting said sec-
ond image data, based on said second im-
age data; and

a three-dimensional image generator con-
figured to generate three-dimensional im-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process
to said firstimage data, according to the ori-
entation of said vector.

7. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
6, wherein:

said converter converts the scanning data to
which said smoothing process has not been ap-
plied, into first voxel data represented by a Car-
tesian coordinate system, and furthermore con-
verts the scanning data to which said smoothing
process has been applied into second voxel data
represented by the Cartesian coordinate sys-
tem;

said vector generator calculates a vector of each
voxel constituting said second voxel data, based
on said second voxel data; and

said three-dimensional image generator gener-
ates three-dimensional image data by applying
a ray-tracing process to said first voxel data, ac-
cording to the orientation of said vector.

8. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
1, wherein:

said scanner obtains scanning data by transmit-
ting the ultrasonic waves to said subject to be
examined and receiving the reflected waves
from said subject to be examined; and

said image processor comprises:

a converter configured to convert said scan-
ning data into image data represented by a
predetermined three-dimensional coordi-
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nate system;

a first smoothing processor configured to
apply a first smoothing process to said im-
age data;

a second smoothing processor configured
to apply a second smoothing process to the
image data to which said first smoothing
process has been applied;

a vector generator configured to calculate
a vector of each point constituting said im-
age data, based on the image data to which
said second smoothing process has been
applied; and

a three-dimensional image generator con-
figured to generate three-dimensional im-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process
to the image data to which said first smooth-
ing process has been applied, according to
the orientation of said vector.

9. Anultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
8, wherein:

said converter converts said scanning data into
voxel data represented by a Cartesian coordi-
nate system;

said first smoothing processor applies the first
smoothing process to said voxel data;

said second smoothing processor applies the
second smoothing process to the voxel data to
which said first smoothing process has been ap-
plied;

said vector generator calculates a vector of each
voxel constituting said voxel data, based on the
voxel data to which said second smoothing proc-
ess has been applied; and

said three-dimensional image generator gener-
ates three-dimensional image data by applying
a ray-tracing process to the voxel data to which
said first smoothing process has been applied,
according to the orientation of said vector.

10. An ultrasonic imaging apparatus according to Claim
9, wherein:

said second smoothing processor applies said
second smoothing process to the voxel data to
which said first smoothing process has been ap-
plied, by using a smoothing filter stronger than
a smoothing filter used in said first smoothing
processor.

11. An image-processing apparatus, comprising an im-
age processor configured to receive image data rep-
resented by a predetermined three-dimensional co-
ordinate system to apply a process for smoothing a
vector based on said image data, and generate
three-dimensional image data based on image data
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to which said smoothing process has not been ap- been applied;

plied, according to an orientation of said smoothed avector generator configured to calculate a vec-
vector. tor of each point constituting said image data
based on the image data to which said second
smoothing process has been applied; and

a three-dimensional image generator config-

12. An image-processing apparatus according to Claim 5
11, wherein:

said image processor comprises:

a smoothing processor configured to re-
ceive image data represented by said pre-
determined three-dimensional coordinate
system and apply a smoothing process to
said image data;

a second smoothing processor configured to ap-
ply a second smoothing process to the image
data to which said first smoothing process has
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ured to generate three-dimensional image data
by applying a ray-tracing process to the image
data to which said first smoothing process has
been applied, according to the orientation of said
vector.

15. Anultrasonic image-processing method, comprising
the steps of:

a vector generator configured to calculate 15
a vector of each point constituting said im- obtaining received data by transmitting ultrason-
age data based on the image data to which ic waves to a subject to be examined and re-
said smoothing process has been applied; ceiving reflected waves from said subject to be
and examined; and
a three-dimensional image generator con- 20 applying a process for smoothing a vector based
figured to generate three-dimensional im- on said received data to generate three-dimen-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process sionalimage databased onreceived signals that
to the image data to which said smoothing have been unaffected by said smoothing, ac-
process has not been applied, according to cording to an orientation of said smoothed vec-
the orientation of said vector. 25 tor.
13. Animage-processing apparatus according to Claim 16. An ultrasonic image-processing method according
11, wherein: to Claim 15, wherein:
said image processor comprises: 30 in obtaining said received data, scanning data
is obtained by transmitting the ultrasonic waves
a vector generator configured to receive im- to said subject to be examined and receiving the
age data represented by said predeter- reflected waves from said subject to be exam-
mined three-dimensional coordinate sys- ined; and
tem and calculate a vector of each point 35 said smoothing and image data generation com-
constituting said image data; prises:
an averaging processor configured to aver-
age the vector of said each point by calcu- conversion of said scanning data into image
lating a weighted average of vectors for a datarepresented by a predetermined three-
plurality of vectors included within a prede- 40 dimensional coordinate system;
termined range; and application of a smoothing process to said
a three-dimensional image generator con- image data;
figured to generate three-dimensional im- calculation of a vector of each point consti-
age data by applying a ray-tracing process tuting said image data based on the image
to said image data, according to the orien- 45 data to which said smoothing process has
tation of said averaged vector. been applied; and
generation of three-dimensionalimage data
14. An image-processing apparatus according to Claim by applying a ray-tracing process to the im-
11, wherein said image processor comprises: age data to which said smoothing process
50 has not been applied, according to an ori-
a first smoothing processor configured to re- entation of said vector.
ceive image data represented by said predeter-
mined three-dimensional coordinate system 17. An ultrasonic image-processing method according
and apply a first smoothing process to said im- to Claim 15, wherein:
age data; 55

in obtaining said received data, scanning data
is obtained by transmitting the ultrasonic waves
to said subject to be examined and receiving the
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reflected waves from said subject to be exam-
ined; and

said smoothing andimage data generation com-
prises:

conversion of said scanning data into image
datarepresented by a predetermined three-
dimensional coordinate system;
calculation of a vector of each point consti-
tuting said image data based on said image
data;

averaging of the vector of said each point
by calculating a weighted average of vec-
tors for a plurality of vectors included within
a predetermined range; and

generation of three-dimensionalimage data
by applying a ray-tracing process to said im-
age data, according to an orientation of said
averaged vector.

18. An ultrasonic image-processing method according
to Claim 15, wherein:

in obtaining said received data, scanning data
is obtained by transmitting the ultrasonic waves
to said subject to be examined and receiving the
reflected waves from said subject to be exam-
ined; and

said smoothing and image data generation com-
prises:

application of a smoothing process to said
scanning data;

conversion of the scanning data to which
said smoothing process has not been ap-
plied, into firstimage data represented by a
predetermined three-dimensional coordi-
nate system, and

furthermore conversion of the scanning da-
ta to which said smoothing process has
been applied, into second image data rep-
resented by a predetermined three-dimen-
sional coordinate system;

calculation of a vector of each point consti-
tuting said second image data based on
said second image data; and

generation of three-dimensionalimage data
by applying a ray-tracing process to said
firstimage data, according to the orientation
of said vector.

19. An ultrasonic image-processing method according
to Claim 15, wherein:

in obtaining said received data, scanning data
is obtained by transmitting the ultrasonic waves
to said subject to be examined and receiving the
reflected waves from said subject to be exam-
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ined; and
said smoothing and image data generation com-
prises:

conversion of said scanning data into image
datarepresented by a predetermined three-
dimensional coordinate system;
application of a first smoothing process to
said image data;

application of a second smoothing process
to the image data to which said first smooth-
ing process has been applied;

calculation of a vector of each point consti-
tuting said image data based on the image
data to which said second smoothing proc-
ess has been applied; and

generation of three-dimensionalimage data
by applying a ray-tracing process to the im-
age data to which said first smoothing proc-
ess has been applied, according to an ori-
entation of said vector.
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