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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR FORMING
MEDICAL ULTRASOUND IMAGES

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 09/518,972, filed Mar. 6, 2000 and now
U.S. Pat. No. 6,309,356, the entirety of which is hereby
incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND

This invention relates to medical ultrasonic imaging, and
in particular to a new beamforming method and apparatus
that require only a few transmit/receive events to form an
entire frame of an image.

Commercially available medical ultrasonic imaging sys-
tems use a large number of transmit/receive events for each
frame of the image. Each transmit event steers a pulsed
beam of ultrasonic energy along a particular scan line and
focuses this energy to a particular focus depth. After each
transmit event, echoes are received, amplified and digitized.
The receive beamformer generates a line of the image by
dynamically focusing and apodizing the receive signals
along a scan line. To increase transmit depth of field, some
systems use multiple transmit/receive events per scan line,
each transmit event focused at a different depth. To increase
frame rate, some systems use multiple beamformers that can
generate multiple lines of an image per transmit/receive
event. With all these conventional approaches, each frame of
the image is constructed from a large number of scan lines
(typically 50 to 250, depending on the lateral resolution and
total scan extent) and therefore from a large number of
transmit/receive events. The frame rate is ultimately limited
by the total number of transmit/ receive events, because each
transmit/receive event takes a finite amount of time deter-
mined by the speed of sound, maximum depth of interest and
system overhead. This limitation is particularly acute for
three-dimensional imaging. Examples of commercially suc-
cessful ultrasonic imaging systems of this type are described
in the following U.S. patents, all assigned to the assignee of
the present invention: U.S. Pat. Nos. 4,550,607; 4,699,009;
5,148,810; 5,235,986, 5,573,001; 5,608,690; 5,623,928,
5,675,554, 5,685,308.

Various unconventional techniques have been proposed to
increase transmit depth of field without having to use
multiple transmit/receive events per scan line. In one of
these proposals, simultaneously fired multiple plane waves
with different steering angles were used to form limited
diffraction transmit beams called Sinc Waves [1]. Sinc
Waves were demonstrated to maintain the lateral field
response over a greater depth of field than even a Gaussian
apodized transmitter. However, this method required ele-
ment to element variation of the transmit pulse waveform.

Later, another method was reported which eliminated this
disadvantage and combined the synthesized transmit Sinc
Wave with receive dynamic focusing [2]. In this method
plane waves with different steering angles were fired
sequentially and the image was synthesized using all
transmit/receive events. This method, on the other hand, has
the disadvantage of a slow data acquisition rate due to many
transmit/receive events (in the example given 41 succes-
sively fired plane waves were used). If the object moves
and/or the user scans the object during these transmit/receive
events, serious motion artifacts result. It was also reported
that if the number of transmit/receive events, i.e., the num-
ber of plane waves, were reduced, then the side lobes were
adversely affected.
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Other methods have also been devised to form limited
diffraction beams. One of the limited diffraction beam types,
called X Waves, was used to develop a very high frame rate
image construction technique called the Fourier method [3].
In this technique the array transducer is excited to produce
a plane wave. From the received and recorded echo, the
limited diffraction response is produced by a bank of step-
wise sine and cosine apodizations. The multi-dimensional
spectrum of the object is derived from the temporal Fourier
transform of the apodized signal. The image is then con-
structed through the Inverse Fourier Transform of the spec-
trum. Since a single transmit/receive event is used and the
Fourier and inverse Fourier transforms can be computed at
high speed with FFT processors, this technique was reported
to have the potential to achieve very high frame rates with
simple hardware. The images formed with this technique
were reported to be detail and contrast resolution equivalent
to images generated by a conventional dynamic receive
beamformer operating with a pulsed plane wave excitation
on transmit. This technique therefore provides only half the
maximum achievable lateral spatial bandwidth.

Another technique that was proposed to form real-time
3-D ultrasound images used Sparse Synthetic Aperture
Beamforming [4]. Each frame of image is synthesized from
a few sets of echoes, where each set of echoes is in response
to a spherical wave insonification of the object. This method
suffers from low SNR because only a few elements are used
for each transmit firing and the amplitude of diverging
spherical waves is inversely proportional to the propagation
distance. To make up for the SNR deficit, it was proposed to
increase the number of elements per transmit firing and to
use many firings per frame.
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1996.

[2] Jeong, M. K. et al., “Realization of Sinc Waves in
Ultrasound Imaging Systems” Ultrasonic Imaging, 21,
173-185, 1999.

[3] Lu, J., “Experimental Study of High Frame Rate
Imaging with Limited Diffraction Beams”, IEEE Transac-
tions on Ultrasonics, Ferroelectrics, and Frequency Control,
Vol. 45, No. 84-97, January 1998.

[4] Lockwood, G. R., et al., “Real-Time 3-D Ultrasound
Imaging Using Sparse Synthetic Aperture Beamforming”,
IEEE Transactions on Ultrasonics, Ferroelectrics, and Fre-
quency Control, Vol. 45, No. 4, 980-988, July 1998.

SUMMARY

The following describes a high frame rate, high spatial
bandwidth ultrasonic imaging system that uses multiple
unfocused or weakly focused waves that are sequentially
transmitted at different directions. The echoes received in
response to each insonification are digitized and stored for
every channel. The sets of stored receive signals are each
delayed and apodized to form component beams for each
desired image point in the region insonified by the respective
waves. The final images are synthesized by adding two or
more of the component beams for each image point.

As an alternative to sequential transmission, the waves are
temporally modulated with orthogonal codes and fired
simultaneously. In this case, the received echo signals are
decoded before the synthesis, either before or after beam-
formation.
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The preferred type of waves for planar arrays are plane
waves steered relative to each other. Unfocused diverging
waves can be used to support constant acceptance angle
aperture growth rate on curved arrays or to cover a wider
field of view. Alternately, weakly focused waves can be used
to improve SNR at the expense of field of view.

The systems described below provide an unusually high
frame rate and unusually high spatial bandwidth. Only two
transmit/receive events are required to form a full bandwidth
image over the entire region over which the areas of insoni-
fication of the corresponding waves overlap.

The systems described below are spatial impulse response
equivalent to theoretical dynamic transmit/dynamic receive
beamformers. In other words, every image point is effec-
tively at focus for both transmit and receive. These systems
also offer full control over the beam-width/side-lobe com-
promise through two programmable parameters: transmit
wave front angle and receive apodization.

The foregoing remarks have been provided only by way
of introduction, and they are not intended to limit the scope
of the following claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a medical ultrasonic imaging
system that incorporates a preferred embodiment of this
invention.

FIGS. 2a, 2b and 2c are illustrations of regions R+, R—
and R, respectively.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a method performed by the
system of FIG. 1.

FIGS. 4-18 are graphs illustrating respective steps of the
method of FIG. 3 for a synthesized RECT-shape round-trip
aperture function.

FIG. 19 is a graph showing a preferred transmit steering
angle as a function of receive f-number (effective receive
apodization shape of RECT is assumed).

FIGS. 20 and 21 show simulated point spread functions of
the component beams for a right steered transmit plane wave
and a left steered transmit plane wave, respectively.

FIG. 22 shows the point spread function of the beam
synthesized by using the component beams shown in FIGS.
20 and 21.

FIGS. 23, 24 and 25 show the moduli of 2-D Fourier
Transform (spatial spectra) for FIGS. 20, 21 and 22, respec-
tively.

FIG. 26 shows the lateral responses, i.e., maximum pro-
jection beamplots, of the point spread function shown in
FIGS. 20, 21 and 22.

FIG. 27 shows the lateral spectra, i.e., cross sections, of
the 2-D spectra shown in FIGS. 23, 24 and 25.

FIGS. 28-42 are graphs illustrating respective steps of the
method of FIG. 3 for a synthesized triangle-shaped round-
trip aperture function.

FIGS. 43-55 are graphs illustrating steps of synthesizing
a 2-D RECT-shaped spatial spectrum.

FIGS. 56 and 57 show two alternative distributions of
image locations in a plane.

FIG. 58 is a block diagram of a method performed by the
system of FIG. 1.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PRESENTLY PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

Turning now to the drawings, FIG. 1 shows a block
diagram of a medical ultrasonic imaging system 10 that
incorporates a preferred embodiment of this invention.
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The system 10 includes a transmitter 12 that is coupled via
a transmit/receive switch 14 to a transducer array 16. The
transmitter 12 applies transmit signals to the individual
transducers of the array 16, and these transmit signals are
timed and phased to cause the array 16 to generate unfo-
cused or weakly focused ultrasonic waves that insonify the
region R from substantially different angles. In the
following, for demonstration purposes, we will use planar
arrays and a pair of plane waves steered at angles 0,=+0 and
0,=-0.

A wide variety of techniques can be used to implement the
transmitter 12, including both analog and digital techniques.
The following U.S. patents, all assigned to the assignee of
the present invention, provide examples of the types of
approaches that can be used to implement the transmitter 12:
U.S. Pat. Nos. 4,550,607; 4,699,009; 5,148,810, 5,608,690,
5,675,554. These examples are, of course, not intended to be
limiting in any way.

Similarly, the transducer array 16 can take any desired
form. The transducer array 16 can be a 1-, 1.25—, 1.5—,
1.75—, two- or three-dimensional array. By way of example,
the transducers described in any of the following of patents
(all assigned to the assignee of the present invention) can
readily be adapted for use with this invention: U.S. Pat. Nos.
5,261,408; 5,297,533; 5,410,208; 5,415,175; 5,438,998;
5,562,096; 5,657,295, 5,671,746; 5,706,820, 5,757,727,
5,792,058; 5,916,169; 5,920,523. Once again, this list is not
intended to be limiting, and any suitable transducer array can
be used.

Echo signals from the insonified regions R, and R_
(FIGS. 2a and 2b, respectively) are received by the trans-
ducer array 16 and are passed via the transmit/receive switch
14 to one or more A/D converters 18. The A/D converters 18
digitize the receive signals formed by the transducer ele-
ments. In this example, the array 16 includes N separate
transducer elements, and the system includes N separate
A/D converters 18.

The digitized receive signals are applied in parallel to one
of several memories 20, 22. In this example, the memory 20
is used to store receive signals acquired in response to
transmitted planar ultrasonic waves steered at a steering
angle of +6, and the memory 22 is used to store receive
signals acquired in response to transmitted planar ultrasonic
waves steered at a steering angle of -0.

The memories 20, 22 can be implemented as separate
memory units, one for each transmit steering angle used, or
they can alternately be implemented by a single memory
unit that operates in a time-shared manner to store the
receive signals associated with multiple transmit events. In
alternative examples, more than two steering angles can be
used, and it will often be convenient in such a case to
provide more than two memories 20, 22. The memories 20,
22 can be implemented as physically separate memories, or
alternately they can be implemented as selected locations in
a common physical device.

The system 10 also includes a plurality of beamformers
24,26. The beamformers 24, 26 form a multiplicity of beams
from a single set of first receive signals stored in the memory
20 and a single set of second receive signals stored in the
memory 22, respectively. As one example, the beamformer
24 can form beams for M separate image locations from a
single set of receive signals stored in the memory 20, and the
beamformer 26 can form beams for the same M image
locations from a single set of receive signals stored in the
memory 22. Each of the beamformers 24, 26 applies a
selected apodization function and a selected time delay
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profile appropriate for the image location of interest, and
then sums the apodized, delayed receive signals over the
receive channels for each image location in the region of
interest.

The beamformers 24, 26 can be implemented as separate
beamformers, or they can alternately be implemented by a
single device that operates in a time-shared manner to form
the desired beams. The beamformers 24, 26 can be imple-
mented using any suitable technology. For example, the
beamformers described in the following U.S. patents (all
assigned to the assignee of the present invention) can readily
be adapted for use with this invention: U.S. Pat. Nos.
4,550,607, 4,699,009, and 5,555,534. As before, this list is
not intended to be limiting.

Prior to amplitude detection, the beams thus formed are
applied in parallel to a synthesizer 28 that forms synthesized
beams for the overlap region R (FIG. 2¢). The synthesizer 28
can form these synthesized beams as a coherent or partially
coherent weighted sum of the first and second beams gen-
erated by the beamformers 24, 26, respectively. The weights,
in general, can be complex numbers with amplitude and
phase. The synthesis function, in general, is a multi-input
multi-output nonlinear function (mapping). This function
can also be an adaptive one, adaptive to parameters derived
from the input signals such as SNR, coherence factor, etc.
This block may also include lateral and axial predetection
filters.

The synthesized beams generated by the synthesizer 28
are applied to an amplitude detector 30. Additional memory
blocks (not shown in FIG. 1) can be provided between the
beamformers and the synthesizer and the synthesizer and the
amplitude detector to store, respectively, the beamformed
and synthesized images for further processing. The detected
signals generated by the detector 30 are applied to an image
processor 32 and then displayed on a display 34. As before,
the widest variety of detectors, image processors and dis-
plays can be adapted for use with this invention.

FIG. 3 provides a flow chart of a method implemented by
the system 10 of FIG. 1 using planar waves. FIGS. 4-18
demonstrate how a RECT-shaped round-trip lateral fre-
quency response with bandwidth 2/(» foumber,) (twice the
one-way bandwidth) is synthesized using the flow chart of
FIG. 3. To simplify the demonstration the continuous wave
case will be considered first.

In block 50 of FIG. 3, the system 10 of FIG. 1 transmits
a first substantially planar wave at a steering angle of 0,=+0.
FIGS. 4 and 5 respectively show the transmit apodization
la(x) and delay '©(x) profiles. The transmit apodization
function is substantially constant, and utilizes all available
transducer elements. The transmit delay profile increases
linearly from one end of the transducer array to the other. If
we temporarily ignore the effect of the finite spatial extent of
the aperture, then at a spatial position (x;, 7)) and time t, a
plane wave steered at angle 0 can be expressed by:

(%2, )=l 2 Fifrxintzz)

% (Eq. 1)
where, f is the temporal CW excitation frequency, f, is the
lateral spatial frequency, £ =f sin(0)/c=sin(0)/A, £, is the axial
spatial frequency, f =f cos(0)/c=cos(0)/A, c is the speed of
sound, and A is the wavelength, A=c/f. Therefore, transmit
CW lateral frequency response 'G(f,, %) is a delta function
at the frequency f.=sin(0)/A (FIG. 6), and it is space invari-
ant in the region R, (FIG. 2.a):
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G =05 55)

If the finite spatial extent of the aperture is accounted for,
then the transmitted field is a highly collimated beam, and is
well represented by the plane-wave form described above
within the beamwidth and out to the Rayleigh distance. The
width of the beam is well represented by the aperture width,
and the diffraction distance is the so-called Rayleigh dis-
tance Z,=0.5 k a*, where a is the aperture width, k is the
wavenumber, k=2 m/A. For typical ultrasound imaging fre-
quencies and aperture sizes, this distance is very large
compared to typical imaging depths. For a 30 mm aperture
at 5 MHz, for example, this distance is about 10 meters.
Practically, then, the transmitted plane wave has the same
width as the transmit aperture, and the frequency spectrum,
instead of having infinitesimal width, has a finite width on
the order of 1/a. As far as the concerns of the present
discussion, this width is very small and the spectrum is
effectively well represented by the delta function described
above.

Returning to FIG. 3 (blocks 52, 58), a set of first receive
signals is received in response to the transmitted plane wave
of block 50 and stored in the memory 20 of FIG. 1. The
beamformer 24 of FIG. 1 forms sets of first beams for
selected image locations from the first receive signals. FIGS.
7 and 8 respectively show the effective receive apodization
function *a,(x, X,, ;) and the delay profile 't (x, x;, z,) for the
image point (x;, 7z) in the region R,. The focusing is
achieved by a conventional delay profile which is a function
of the image point coordinates (x;, 7;). The channel-
independent delay offset for each image point (x;, z,) is set
to synchronize the arrival of the echoes from image point (x;,
z;). Note that, at the focus, the shape of the lateral frequency
response is the same as the shape of the effective apodiza-
tion. The effective apodization function is given by the
applied apodization function and a few element dependent
factors such as element sensitivity, element directivity, tissue
attenuation, 1/r diffraction, etc. To achieve a RECT-shaped
receive lateral frequency response, the shape of the applied
apodization is set such that the shape of the effective receive
apodization *a (x, X;, z,;) is uniform. The width of the receive
lateral frequency response *G(f,, %) is a function of the
receive f-number and wavelength (FIG. 9):

1G,(fe M) = n[if ] (Fq. 3)

A~ faumber,

where II is the RECT function. Note that, assuming constant
f-number and constant speed of sound in R,, G (£, &) is
also space invariant in R,.

The round-trip lateral frequency response of the first
component beam 'G(f,, ») (FIG. 10) is given by the con-
volution of the corresponding lateral frequency responses of
transmit 'G(f,, ) and receive 'G(f, A):

sing
T
1 >

A - faumber,

Eq. 4
'6(fo ) ="G,0'G, =1

where (X) is the convolution operator. Note that, *G(f,, }) is
centered at the transmit lateral frequency sin 0/A and has a
bandwidth that is equal to the receive (one-way) bandwidth
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1/(» foumber,). It is space-invariant within the region R,
because so are 'G(f, &) and 'G(f, 1).

Returning to FIG. 3, the system 10 of FIG. 1 next
transmits a second substantially planar ultrasonic wave at a
steering angle of 0,=—0 (block 54). As shown in FIG. 11, the
transmit apodization function *a(x) is again a substantially
constant function that includes all of the transducer ele-
ments. The associated transmit delay profile “u(x) (FIG. 12)
decreases linearly from one end of the transducer array to the
other. As shown in FIG. 13, the lateral frequency response
*G,(f,,2) is again substantially a delta function, but this time
at the frequency —sin(8)/A. Note that *G(f_, X) is space
invariant in the region R .

Returning to FIG. 3 (blocks 56 and 60), the system 10 of
FIG. 1 receives a set of second receive signals in response
to the transmitted plane wave of block 54 and stores the
second receive signals in the memory 22 of FIG. 1. As
before, receive signals are digitized and stored for all
transducer elements. The beamformer 26 of FIG. 1 forms
sets of second beams for selected image locations from the
second receive signals. The receive apodization function
%a,(x, x;, z}) and delay profile *t,(x, x,, z;) applied on the
second set of receive signals, and the corresponding lateral
frequency response *G,(f,, ).) are shown in FIGS. 14, 15 and
16, respectively, and they are the same as the ones for the
first set. The delay offset is again set to synchronize the
arrival of the echoes from image point (x;, z;). The round-trip
spectrum 2G(f,, ) (FIG. 16) is centered at —sin(0)/: and its
bandwidth is also equal to the receive bandwidth 1/(h
foumber,). It is space-invariant within the region R_:

sinf
A

1
A- faumber,

(Eq. 5)
2G(fe, M) =26, ®@%G, =11

Returning to FIG. 3 (block 62), the first and second
beamformed receive signals are combined by the synthesizer
28 of FIG. 1. In this example, we will assume a synthesis
function that consists of simple summation. The synthesized
spectrum G(f, 1), then, is the summation of the spectra of
the first and second component beams 'G(f,, ») and *G(f,
7).

Given the spectra of the component beams (FIGS. 10 and
17), a RECT shaped spectrum can be synthesized by setting
the f-number of the receive apodization for each component
beam equal to:

(Eq. ©)

ber, = ——.
Jruamber, = 5

If the f-number is set less/greater than this value a
null/spike is created in the middle of the round-trip spec-
trum. This results in undesirable spatial response with high
side lobes because of the discontinuities in the spectrum. If
the effective receive apodization is a tapered function
instead of a RECT one, the preceding equation becomes an
upper limit for the preferred f-number.

FIG. 18 shows the synthesized lateral frequency response
G(f,, ) which is space-invariant in R, the region of overlap
of R, and R_. With the f-number selected based on the above
equation, the shape of the synthesized spectrum is a RECT
function with a bandwidth twice the component beams’
bandwidth, i.e., 2/(» foumber,):
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G(f. ) ="'G+*G= H[ (Eq. 7)

S
2
A- frrumber,

Since the lateral spectrum is space-invariant and has twice
the one-way bandwidth, every image location in R is effec-
tively in focus for both transmit and receive. Note that the
lateral spectrum of a conventional beamformer with fixed-
transmit dynamic-receive focus is space variant (dependent
on the distance to transmit focus depth). Note also that, at its
transmit focus depth, a conventional beamformer with
RECT effective apodization shape and the same f-number on
both transmit and receive would have a triangle shaped
round-trip lateral spectrum with a total frequency span of
2/(3. foumber), i.e., it would have a 6 dB lateral bandwidth
that is only half the 6 dB bandwidth of the synthesized
spectrum above.

If 6, is not equal to -0, then the condition to prevent the
occurrence of a null/spike in the round-trip spectrum
(assuming again a RECT effective receive apodization)
becomes

1

_ (Eq. 8)
sind| — sind,

faumber, =

For the case where the f-number for the first component
beam is different than the f-number for the second compo-
nent beam, the condition that needs to be satisfied for no
null/spike in the spectrum (assuming again a RECT effective
receive apodization for both beams) is

! fnumber, -* frumber, 1

_ (Eq. 9)
! fnumber, +2 faumber, ~ 2sin(0;) —sin(@))

where, 'fnumber, and “fnumber, are the receive f-numbers
for the first and second component beams, respectively.

Note that the f-number conditions described above for a
desirable synthesized spectrum are independent of the wave-
length 2 (and temporal frequency f). Therefore, the CW
discussion above equally applies to PW cases with arbitrary
temporal frequency responses.

FIGS. 20, 21 and 22 respectively show the simulated
point spread functions associated with pulsed transmit plane
waves steered to the right (+0), steered to the left (-0) and
the resulting synthesized beam generated by a summation
synthesis function 28. Similarly, the two-dimensional spatial
spectra for the beams generated in response to the right-
steered transmit plane wave, left-steered transmit plane
wave and the resulting synthesized beam are shown in FIGS.
23, 24 and 25, respectively. In FIGS. 20-25 the dynamic
range is 60 dB. FIG. 26 shows the beam plot (maximum
projection) for the beams generated in response to the
right-steered transmitted plane wave, the left-steered trans-
mitted plane wave, and the resulting synthesized beam at
100, 102 and 104, respectively. FIG. 27 shows the lateral
two dimensional spatial spectrum (cross section) for beams
generated in response to the right-steered transmitted plane
wave, the left-steered transmitted plane wave, and the result-
ing synthesized beam at 110, 112 and 114, respectively.

FIGS. 28-41 show another example where a triangle-
shaped round-trip lateral frequency response of a total
frequency span of 2/(» fnumber) is synthesized using a first
and second set of beams (FIG. 42). FIGS. 28—42 correspond
to FIGS. 4-18, respectively, and the foregoing discussion of
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FIGS. 4-18 can be referenced for a fuller explanation of the
parameters illustrated in FIGS. 28-42. This response, as
discussed above, is equivalent to at-focus performance of a
conventional beamformer with RECT-shaped transmit and
receive effective apodization functions and identical trans-
mit and receive f-numbers. Note that, since the desired
round-trip aperture function in this example is also a sym-
metric one, the effective receive apodization function for the
second firing (FIG. 40) is the mirror image of that of the first
firing (FIG. 33), i.e., %a (x)="a (-x). In general, however, the
receive apodization functions for the component beams do
not need to be mirror images of each other, such as in those
cases where the desired round-trip aperture function is not
symmetric. Note also that, from the stored sets of first and
second receive signals, any round-trip aperture function of
arbitrary shape can be generated by varying the receive
apodization functions without any new firings.

The region R (FIG. 2¢) over which the image locations are
distributed is preferably the region over which the left and
right symmetrically steered plane waves both remain sub-
stantially planar. To cover every image point in a frame,
multiple pairs of plane waves with different steering angles
may be used.

The techniques described here are readily applicable to
two-dimensional or three-dimensional arrays for three-
dimensional imaging. Since synthesizing a lateral spectrum
with full round-trip bandwidth along a single lateral axis
utilizes at least two planar waves with substantially different
frequency components along that axis, synthesizing a 2-D
lateral spectrum with full bandwidth along azimuth and
elevation axes utilizes more than two transmit-receive
events. The following demonstrates a preferred four plane
wave method to synthesize a RECT-shaped lateral frequency
response with a band area of 2/(3 f-number, ) by 2/(h
f-number, ), where f-number, , and f-number, , are one-
way receive f-numbers in azimuth and elevation, respec-
tively.

FIGS. 43-55 show the transmit, receive and round-trip
spectra of the component beams and the spectrum of the
resultant synthesized beam. The first transmitted plane wave
is steered such that the angle between the x-z plane com-
ponent of the direction of propagation and the z axis is 6 and
the angle between the y-z plane component of the direction
of propagation and the z axis is . The corresponding 2-D
spatial spectrum is a delta function, 8(f,—sin(0)/A, £, —sin(y)/
7.) and the bird’s eye view of the spectrum is shown in FIG.
43. The second, third and fourth transmitted plane waves are
steered at (0,-y), (-6,—y) and (-6,y), respectively. The
corresponding spatial spectra are shown in FIGS. 44, 45 and
46, respectively. The received signals in response to each of
these transmissions are digitized and stored on all acquisi-
tion channels. For an image point at (x,,y,,2,), where (x,,¥;,7;)
is in the volume insonified by all four plane waves, the
applied 2-D receive apodization is selected such that the
effective receive apodization is a RECT function. The aper-
ture sizes in the x and y axes are selected such that
f-number, , =1/(2 sin(0)) and f-number, =1/(2 sin(1p)). The
receive spatial spectrum for each component beam, then, is
a RECT function (FIGS. 47-50) with a 2 sin(6)/\ by 2
sin(y)/2 (or, 1/(3 foumber, ) by 1/} foumber, ))) rectan-
gular band area. The round-trip spectra for the four compo-
nent beams are given by the 2-D convolution of the respec-
tive transmit and receive spectra, and are shown in FIGS.
51-54. If the four component beams are coherently summed
to form the synthesized beam, then the resultant spectrum is
also a RECT function with a 4 sin(0)/A by 4 sin(y)/A (or,
2/(» fnumber, ) by 2/(h fnumber, )) rectangular band area
(FIG. 55).
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Note that some of the substantial imaging benefits that are
enabled by this invention are also available in a simplified
implementation (referred to below as a “reduced
implementation™) that may be implemented in current ultra-
sound imaging systems without drastic architectural
changes. In this reduced implementation there are two
separate transmit firings used for each ultrasound line and
receive signals are apodized using apodization functions that
preferably vary with the steering angle of the respective
plane waves as described above. The transmitters are con-
figured to fire a pair of plane waves that are angled with
respect to the line, and the receive beamformer is configured
to dynamically track the transmit field as it traverses the line.
The streams of line data that result from these two firings
may simply be added to result in the final synthesized line
data, or other methods of combination of the data, pre and/or
post-detection, may be used. Note that architectures that
support aperture synthesis would support such processing.
This line data may then be processed in standard fashion,
including splicing this line data with otherwise acquired line
data. While this reduced implementation does not result in
the large frame-rate benefit that is enabled by the preferred
technique described above (this approach acquires a line of
data with two firings where the earlier described approach
acquires an image or a section of an image with two firings),
it does result in the generally high lateral bandwidth and
large depth-of-field that is associated with the preferred
technique. Therefore, this technique can replace the tech-
nique currently used to increase the depth-of-field which
uses 3 to 8 transmit/receive events per ultrasound line, each
one focusing at a different depth.

This reduced implementation may also be used to produce
multiple receive beams. Since the transmit beams are
focused beams in the conventional beamformation
techniques, the receive beams must be very nearly collinear
with the transmitted beam or the round-trip locus of sensi-
tivity becomes distorted in the vicinity of the transmit focus
and imaging artifacts result. To remedy this problem, various
techniques such as limiting the number of receive beams per
transmit beam, reducing the receive beam spacing, widening
the main lobe of the transmit beam, predetection filtering,
etc., have been used. These techniques result in either
under-utilization of the processing power of the multiple
beamformer, or lateral resolution compromise, or both.
However, since the transmitted field with the plane wave
techniques described above is highly uniform in space, the
round-trip locus of sensitivity is determined by the receive
beam alone. Therefore, as many receive beams as multiple
beamformers can form in parallel can be formed without
introducing image artifacts, i.e., the processing power can be
used fully. In addition each synthesized beam enjoys full
lateral bandwidth and large depth-of-field. The delay data
associated with each receive beam and each transmit firing
are preferably arranged such that each receive beam tracks
the transmit pulse as it traverses the line. As multiple receive
beams are generally focused along different lines, the delay
data associated with each beam will generally differ. What’s
more, the delay data associated with any particular line will
generally differ between the two transmit firings because the
angled plane wave excitation occurs at different times for
spatially distinct lines.

Note that in another variant of this reduced
implementation, the two plane waves may be fired simulta-
neously. While such an approach has the added benefit of a
factor of two increase in frame-rate, it does not allow the use
of the left-right inverted pairings of receive apodization
functions. As outlined above for the case of the full
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implementation, the preferred embodiment of these reduced
implementations includes the use of an effective receive
aperture size that is related to the transmitted plane wave
steering angles. Note also that the dynamic receive delay
profiles evolve more rapidly than standard delay profiles.
This is because under angled plane wave excitation, the
point at which the transmitted plane waves intersect the
ultrasound line migrates out in range at a velocity that is
larger than the sound speed by a factor of 1/cos(0), where 6
is the angle between the ultrasound line and the normal to
the plane wave front. Likewise, the f-number associated
with the receive aperture is preferably related to the trans-
mitted plane wave angle by about 1/(2 sin(0)) (for the case
where [0,]=]0,]|=0).

There is also an approximate form of this single-firing
method that makes use of standard receive delay profiles.
Where the preferred receive delay profiles evolve to track
the time at which the transmitted plane waves intersect the
ultrasound line, this approximate embodiment may be
implemented by modification of the transmit delay profiles
only. A “depth of interest” is chosen and the transmit (plane
wave) delay profiles are modified with a net delay offset
such that the plane waves intersect the ultrasound line at that
depth at a time that is equal to the depth divided by the sound
speed. In this embodiment, standard receive delay profiles
may be used. The locus of the receive focus and the
intersection of the plane waves and the ultrasound line then
coincide precisely at the depth-of-interest, and coincide to a
degree that degrades with distance from the depth-of-
interest.

Other variants make use of the fact that various signal
parameters may be varied across the plane wave front by
variation of those parameters on an element-by-element
basis in the transmitters. Because different parts of the plane
wave front intersect the ultrasound line at different depths,
this parameter variation gets mapped onto depth. The signal
can therefore be optimized for imaging at various depths. As
an example, consider a left-steered plane wave that was
launched by a series of elements, where the frequency that
each element radiates is gradually lowered from the left-
most to the right-most element. Then the radiated planar
wavefront will have a gradual frequency shift in which the
left side of the plane wave front has a higher frequency than
the right side. That is, it is frequency modulated across the
wave front. Because the left side of the plane wave front
crosses the ultrasound line of interest at a more shallow
depth than does the right side of the plane wave front, the
insonification frequency along the ultrasound line is lower at
large depths than it is at more shallow depths. Such a scheme
may be used in conjunction with a depth dependent receive
filter to enhance penetration. Envelope amplitude (transmit
apodization) can also be varied across elements, for
example, to compensate for the elevation diffraction effects
on 1-D arrays to achieve field strength that is uniform with
depth. Envelope bandwidth, in addition, may be modulated
across elements (and therefore across depths) such that
larger depths are insonified by larger duration pulses. Such
pulses are more resistant to attenuation-induced frequency
shifts than are wider band pulses and therefore additionally
benefit penetration. Such pulses may also contain more
overall energy (depending upon what is limiting the trans-
mitted power). If a coded transmit pulse such as a chirp is
used, the coding may be made more aggressive with depth.
Such a scheme would again contribute to penetration at
depth. The pulse used for shallow depths could be made a
conventional (non-coded) pulse which evolves gradually
into an aggressively coded pulse at depth, which would
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obviate problems associated with imaging at shallow depths
with large duration transmit codes.

Other parameters may be varied on a firing-by-firing
basis. The left-steered plane wave, for example, may be fired
with a phase offset relative to the right-steered plane wave.
If this phase offset is close to one half of a fundamental
cycle, then the resultant fundamental frequency signal com-
ponents combine destructively in each of the resultant beams
but the second harmonic signal components generated dur-
ing propagation add constructively. The resultant fundamen-
tal suppression is advantageous for second harmonic imag-
ing. If the phase difference is close to a quarter of a
fundamental cycle, then the second harmonic component
that is generated via propagation distortion is suppressed.
This has advantage in second harmonic imaging of ultra-
sound contrast agents (see U.S. application Ser. No. 09/191,
034, assigned to the assignee of the present invention, for
further information on this technique).

FIG. 58 provides a flow chart of an ultrasonic imaging
method of the type that varies transmit parameters on a
firing-by-firing basis. The method of FIG. 58 includes a loop
including blocks 202-212. During the first pass through this
loop the transmit parameters are set for a first set of firings
in block 202, and then multiple, substantially planar, ultra-
sonic waves are transmitted into a region using different
steering angles and the pre-set transmit parameters (block
204). Respective receive signals are acquired in block 206
and then a plurality of component beams are formed in block
208. Each component beam is formed from a respective set
of receive signals, using receive apodization functions that
vary as a function of plane wave steering angle, as described
in detail above. In block 210 the component beams are
combined for each image location as described above. The
index parameter N is then incremented in block 212 and
compared with a maximum value in block 214. This maxi-
mum value will be greater than 2, such that there are at least
two passes through the loop including blocks 202-212. The
second pass is identical to that described above, except that
the transmit parameters for the second pass are set in block
202 to different values than the transmit parameters used for
the first pass. This process continues until N is incremented
beyond the maximum value, at which time control is trans-
ferred by block 214 to block 216. In block 216 an image is
formed from the combined component beams formed in the
various passes through the blocks 202-212.

The method of FIG. 58 can be implemented using the
system of FIG. 1 or the reduced implementation described in
this specification. Additional weighting factors may be
applied to each of the combined component beams within
the synthesizer 28 of FIG. 1. These weighting factors may
include amplitude as well as phase weights. The method can
be implemented using 2, 3, 4 or more passes through the
loop including blocks 204-214, depending upon the appli-
cation. As described elsewhere in this specification, it is not
required in all embodiments that the transmitted ultrasonic
waves be substantially planar. Alternatively, the ultrasonic
waves may be characterized by different wave front angles
for each of a plurality of image locations in the region, and
the receive apodization functions for the component beams
may vary as a function of at least the respective wave front
angles at the respective image locations.

A variety of transmit parameters can be varied in the
method of FIG. 58, including envelope modulation
frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile,
envelope phase, and envelope phase profile. The following
paragraphs provide further examples of transmit parameters
varied on a firing-by-firing basis.
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The phase inversion imaging techniques described in
Chapman U.S. Pat. No. 5,632,277 analytically combine two
spatially colinear receive signals generated from two oppo-
site polarity transmit pulses in order to suppress unwanted
fundamental signals for second harmonic imaging of tissue
or contrast agent. Phase inversion imaging reduces clutter
noise and improves harmonic image quality, specially for
those applications that demand reduced transmit power.
Phase inversion imaging may be performed with any of the
implementations described in this specification, such as the
full implementation of FIG. 1 and variants of the reduced
implementation. In addition to the method described above
where one plane wave is phase offset from a second,
different plane wave by half a fundamental cycle, additional
phase-inverted plane waves can be transmitted to improve
SNR. As an example of a full implementation, two separate
plane waves are fired sequentially and in different directions
to generate component beams, both using the same transmit
polarity (phase) across all elements of the transducer. Then
third and fourth plane waves identical to the first and second
plane waves, respectively, are fired, using opposite initial
phases or polarities. The synthesizer of FIG. 1 then appro-
priately apodizes and delays all four receive signals, using
all of the transducer elements in the active receive aperture,
to generate an image signal for each image location.

This method reduces the frame rate by a factor of two, but
this will often be an insignificant loss when compared to the
frame rates possible with the techniques disclosed herein.
Alternatively, the two different plane waves can be trans-
mitted simultaneously, as described earlier, in a reduced
implementation and assigned a phase pl during a first
transmit event and a phase p2 during a second transmit
event, where p1=0 and p2=180 degrees. Combining receive
signals from two or more pulses with different phases can be
implemented using all of the variations of the preferred
embodiments described in this specification. For example, in
a phase inversion Doppler imaging method, three or more
pulses of alternating polarity are transmitted and then
received. These receive pulses are processed using conven-
tional Doppler processing with standard or special clutter
filters to improve the detection of contrast agents without
significant fundamental signal corruption. The appropriate
weighting factors of the clutter filter are applied in the
synthesizer 28. If the detection of motion of the contrast
agent is a necessary component for obtaining good signal-
to-tissue specificity, it may be preferred to transmit different
plane waves at the same time; otherwise, sequential trans-
mission may be used and may be sufficient. The new
beamformation techniques described in the specification can
be used to improve frame rates and in some cases sensitivity
over large spatial dimensions.

As another example, the alternate line techniques
described in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 09/282,396
(filed Mar. 31, 1999 and assigned to the assignee of the
present invention) can also be implemented using the beam-
formation techniques described in the specification. As
described in detail in this copending application (which is
hereby incorporated by reference in its entirety), various
parameters can be modified on a line-by-line basis. For
example, the reduced implementation described in this
specification can be operated in an alternating line phase
mode to provide significant fundamental signal suppression
for harmonic imaging with reduced frame rate losses as
compared to the phase inversion imaging techniques
described above. As an example, the beamformation tech-
niques described in this specification can be used to form
combined beams, and transmit phase can be alternated
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between adjacent transmit beams. The combined beams for
such adjacent transmit beams can then be combined as
described in the above-identified copending application.

As a third example, contrast pulse sequences as described
in copending U.S. patent application Ser. No. 09/514,803
(filed Feb. 29, 2000 and hereby incorporated by reference in
its entirety) can be implemented using the beamformation
techniques described above. In particular, multiple spatially-
colinear receive signals from transmit pulses with different
amplitudes and phases can be developed with the techniques
discussed herein. The transmit phases or polarities may also
be further varied per transmit firing as discussed above.
Contrast pulse sequences may improve the detection of
contrast agents by improving specificity. The new beamfor-
mation techniques described in this specification can
improve frame rates and perhaps sensitivity over larger
spatial dimensions.

Contrast agent may be used in all of the examples
described above. When contrast agent is to be used, it often
may be preferable to introduce the contrast agent, such as a
microbubble contrast agent, into the tissue being imaged
prior to transmission of the ultrasonic wave fronts into the
tissue.

In all of the above implementations non-planar waves can
also be used. For example, weakly diverging waves with
substantially different wavefront angles can be used to cover
a wider overlap region R per pair of transmit/receive events.
This results in an SNR loss which may be recovered by
using coded pulses with high time-bandwidth products on
transmit and decoding on receive. Note that an unfocused
wave does not have to be characterized by a single virtual
line/point source behind the transducer, as in the case of
cylindrical/spherical waves, and may instead have a distrib-
uted set of virtual line/point sources. Weakly focused waves
can also be used for a higher signal to noise ratio while
compromising the area of the overlap region R, i.e. com-
promising the field of view, and therefore, frame rate.
Similarly, a weakly focused wave does not have to be
characterized by a single focus point but by a distributed set
of line/point foci. The transmitted fields may in fact have
nearly any form, although only unfocused and weakly
focused (as compared to the receive focusing) are discussed
here. The transmitted waves preferably have substantially
different wavefront angles and yet sufficient intensity in the
image region. The appropriate receive aperture for each
image location is preferably selected based on the wavefront
angles of the pair of transmitted waves at that location.

The synthesized lateral bandwidth is generally at its
broadest when the two firings are at the largest possible
angle with respect to one another, but smaller angles are
advantageous under some imaging conditions, such as when
non-uniform tapered receive apodizations are used (see
below). The largest possible angle is determined by the
minimum practical SNR. The more highly steered the beam,
the lower the transmitted signal level (owing to single-
element radiation roll-off as well as other factors such as
obliquity), and the worse the SNR.

At a particular imaging point, the structure of the trans-
mitted wave may be considered to be substantially planar.
This is true because the focused receive beam will generally
select only the transmitted wave in the vicinity of the image
point. Because the transmitted wave is unfocused (or weakly
focused compared to the receive focusing), the receive beam
structure dominates the transmit wave structure. The trans-
mitted wave is substantially equivalent to a plane wave that
is steered at some angle 0, with respect to a locally defined
angle. A plane wave is a very narrowband excitation in the
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lateral spatial sense. The effective transmit spectrum at this
image point is very much like a delta function at a spatial
frequency of sin(8,)/\. For the second firing, the local angle
is 0, and the associated delta-like spectral structure is
located at a spatial frequency of sin(0,)/}.. In this sense, the
transmitted field is, for a particular field point of interest,
effectively planar regardless of its larger-scale structure.

The receive apodizations associated with this pair of
transmitted fields are preferably selected such that the result-
ant synthesized round-trip spatial frequency spectrum (and
therefore point-spread-function) has acceptable structure.
The round-trip spatial frequency spectrum associated with
the first transmission is given by the convolution of the
spatial frequency spectra associated with transmit and
receive. Since the spectrum of the transmit field is effec-
tively delta-like, the round trip spectrum will be very much
like a shifted copy of the receive spatial frequency spectrum
(which has the same functional form as the receive
apodization). The same is true of the round-trip spectrum
associated with the second firing.

Consider first the case in which the receive apertures are
unsteered. In that case the round-trip spectrum associated
with the first transmission is, like the effective transmit
spectrum, centered at the spatial frequency sin(0,)/, and the
functional form is that of the receive aperture used in the first
firing. The second is centered at sin(0,)/h and has the
functional form of the second receive aperture. In the case
when the synthesis is simply additive, the full round-trip
spectrum is simply the sum of these two contributing
round-trip spectra. For a reasonable resultant synthesized
spectrum, the two sub-spectra preferably either (1) have
sharply discontinuous edges that abut one another such that
they add to a continuous spectral form, or (2), overlap and
be tapered in such a way that the spectral overlap adds to
result in a smooth synthesized spectrum.

If the receive aperture associated with the first firing is
steered, then the resultant round-trip sub-spectrum will not
be centered at a spatial frequency of sin(8,)/k, but will be
shifted relative to that frequency by an amount determined
by the receive steering angle. Regardless, the final require-
ment is that the sub-spectra should add to result in a smooth
synthesized spectrum. In other words, the transmit angle, the
receive steering, and the receive apodization associated with
the second firing are chosen such that the resultant sub-
spectra combine to form a desirable (i.e., smooth) final
spectrum.

For any pair of transmitted field angles there are a number
of viable receive apertures. Some examples may be helpful.
Consider the case outlined earlier in which the transmitted
field is a pair of plane waves launched at equal but opposite
angles and the receive aperture is uniform and unsteered. In
this case the resultant sub-spectra are uniform, and with the
use of receive f-numbers given by (Eqn 6), they abut one
another to result in a smoothly adjoined, very broad round-
trip synthesized spectrum. An alternative would be to use
triangular receive apertures with twice the width of the
uniform ones. In such a case the resultant sub-spectra are
triangular and overlap over half their widths to result in a
trapezoidal synthesized spectrum. Another alternative would
be to retain the uniform receive apertures and f-numbers but
steer by equal amounts. The resultant sub-spectra would
then both shift, but by equal amounts such that they still
abutted and formed a smooth synthesized spectrum (note
that the physical apertures would have to be widened to
retain the same f-number due to obliquity).

The insonification angles that come about in the case of
plane wave transmit waves are particularly simple in that the
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wavefront angles are, over a fairly large region, independent
of position. For any particular image point, however, a wide
variety of different transmit waves that are non-planar result
in the same pair of insonification angles at the point of
interest. Single element transmit apertures at (—d tan6) and
(d tan®), for example, where d is the depth of the image point
and the positions are relative to the point on the transducer
where the normal intersects the point of interest, results, for
a linear transducer, in insonification angles of +/-0. Note
that in the above discussion the only consideration with
regards to the transmitted wave is the wavefront angle of that
wave at the imaging point in question. This angle is deter-
mined primarily by the delay profile (and to some degree by
the frequency). Generally any delay profile may be used,
though, as was mentioned earlier, the pair of waves that
result in a large angular difference in wavefront angle is
generally the best pair, up to the point of SNR concern. The
pulse design is for the most part incidental to the lateral
concerns, except inasmuch as the frequency affects the
determination of the angle.

In some cases it may be desirable to make use of more
than two transmit/receive events per 2-D image image point
(or, more than four transmit/receive events per 3-D image
point). If, for example, the ultrasound system does not have
as many receive channels as the probe has elements, the
minimum receive f-number and, therefore, the maximum
receive spatial bandwidth achievable at deep depths are
limited. In these cases, using an unsteered wave, that cor-
responds to a delta function at D.C. in the spatial spectrum,
in addition to the left- and right-steered waves (+-0), would
allow synthesizing a contiguous bandwidth of 3 sin(B)/\
with receive f-numbers as high as 1/sin(0). The same general
guidelines presented above for the two-transmission case are
preferably followed when more than two firings with dif-
ferent angles are used: the receive aperture associated with
each firing is such that the round trip spectra either (1) have
sharply discontinuous edges that abut one another to yield a
continuous synthesized spectrum, or (2) have tapered edges
that overlap one another in such a way that the synthesized
spectrum is reasonably continuous. Again, the sets of receive
aperture widths, receive apodizations, and local angles asso-
ciated with the transmitted fields are the important param-
eters in the design. As the synthesized lateral spectrum
determines the lateral beam structure, these parameters are
preferably chosen to yield a spectrum that is associated with
desirable lateral beam structure.

The image can be formed on an arbitrary sampling grid.
In FIG. 56 the image locations 120 are located on a
rectangular grid. In FIG. 57 the image locations 120 are
oriented along radiating lines, in many ways similar to the
location of beamformed receive signals organized on con-
ventional receive scan lines. This type of grid may be used
to compensate for spatial variations in the Nyquist sampling
rate. The sampling grid may also be made equal to the
display grid, thereby eliminating the need for scan conver-
sion.

The system 10 can maximize the spatial bandwidth while
achieving dynamic focusing on both transmit and receive. In
other words, the system 10 can form images with effective
round-trip aperture functions that are as wide as twice the
maximum one-way aperture and have a RECT shape.

In addition to maximizing the spatial bandwidth, the
system 10 also maximizes the temporal bandwidth because
all the spatial information necessary to form a frame (or
volume) of image (with maximum spatial bandwidth) can be
acquired with only a few transmit/receive events. Therefore,
the frame rate is no longer limited by the time required to
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transmit along and receive from hundreds of different angles
or lines, but by the processing bandwidth of the receive
beamformer. Thus, the technique described above eliminates
the fundamental limit to dynamic, very-high-frame-rate,
two- and three-dimensional imaging.

The effective round-trip apodization function achieved
with the system 10 is not limited to the RECT shape.
Alternatively, the effective round trip apodization function
can be shaped to an arbitrary shape by applying appropriate
apodization during receive beamformation. Since beamfor-
mation is done on the stored receive signals, multiple images
with different aperture functions can be formed using the
same data. These images can be processed differently and
then combined to improve the information or presentation of
the information.

The multiple components of the synthesized beam can be
used also to detect and compensate for refraction or partial
blockage of the aperture, thereby reducing shadowing.

The system 10 is compatible with conventional tech-
niques such as sliding aperture, synthetic aperture, coded
excitation, spatial compounding, frequency compounding,
adjacent element shorting, and the like.

All conventional imaging modes can be used with the
present invention to achieve the benefit of increased frame
rates. For example, modes such as Color Doppler (velocity,
power, etc.) which require multiple insonifications from
each resolution cell can now operate at a much higher frame
rate. Operations that are inherently low in signal to noise
ratio, such as tissue harmonic imaging in the absence of
contrast agent, may not provide optimum results with unfo-
cused or weakly focused transmit waves. For these
operations, the system 10 may be modified to be operated as
a conventional, multiple-receive beamformer forming trans-
mit beams along ultrasound lines.

If the object being imaged moves during the transmit/
receive events, the respective component beams may be
motion compensated (spatially aligned) before the synthesis,
if desired.

It will be understood that the system described above
includes memories that store receive signals received on all
acquisition channels for a few firings. In order to achieve an
extremely high frame rate, a receive beamformer with a very
high processing bandwidth is desirable. However, these
characteristics are not long-term problems, in view of the
rapidly advancing technology for larger and cheaper
memory and increased processing bandwidth.

The term “image location” is used broadly to refer to a
point or to a region around a point.

The term “sum” is intended to encompass weighted sums.

The terms “substantially simultaneous” or “simultaneous”
are used for transmit firings that cause received echoes to
overlap in time.

The term “set” is intended to mean one or more.

The term “receive signal” is applied to signals at any stage
of processing between the transducer elements and the
output of the receive beamformer.

The term “beam” is intended to mean in the broadest
sense the coherent sum of receive signals form at least two
receive channels. Except in very few special cases, signals
from different channels are first delayed and weighted
relative to each other before they are coherently summed to
form a beam. Thus, a beam may include only a coherent sum
for a single image location, and the term “beam” is not
limited to a series of coherent sums for image locations
arranged along a line such as a scan line.

Of course, it will be apparent that many changes and
modifications can be made to the preferred embodiments
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described above. As discussed above, a wide variety of
techniques can be used to implement the various signal
processing components of the disclosed system.

The foregoing detailed description has discussed only a
few of the many forms that the present invention can take.
For this reason, this detailed description is intended by way
of illustration and not limitation. It is only the following
claims, including all equivalents, that are intended to define
the scope of this invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A medical ultrasonic imaging method comprising:

(2) transmitting a plurality of ultrasonic waves into a
region, said ultrasonic waves characterized by different
wavefront angles for each of a plurality of image
locations in the region;

(b) acquiring a respective set of receive signals in
response to each of the ultrasonic waves;

(c) for the plurality of image locations, forming a plurality
of component beams, each component beam formed
from a respective one of the sets of receive signals,
where receive apodization functions for the component
beams vary as a function of at least the respective
wavefront angles at the respective image locations; and

(d) for each image location combining the corresponding
component beams.
2. A medical ultrasonic imaging method comprising:

(2) transmitting a plurality of substantially planar ultra-
sonic waves into a region, said ultrasonic waves char-
acterized by different steering angles;

(b) acquiring a respective set of receive signals in
response to each of the ultrasonic waves;

(c) for a plurality of image locations, forming a plurality
of component beams, each component beam formed
from a respective one of the sets of receive signals,
where receive apodization functions for the component
beams vary as a function of at least the plane wave
steering angles at the respective image locations; and

(d) for each image location combining the corresponding
component beams.

3. A medical ultrasonic imaging method comprising:

(2) transmitting first and second ultrasonic waves into a
region, said first and second ultrasonic waves charac-
terized by different wavefront angles for each of a
plurality of image locations in the region;

(b) acquiring sets of first and second receive signals in
response to the first and second ultrasonic waves,
respectively;

(¢) for the plurality of image locations, forming first and
second component beams from the sets of first and
second receive signals, respectively, where receive
apodization functions for the component beams vary as
a function of at least the respective wavefront angles at
the respective image locations; and

(d) for each image location combining the corresponding
component beams.
4. A medical ultrasonic imaging method comprising:

(2) transmitting first and second substantially planar ultra-
sonic waves into a region, said first and second ultra-
sonic waves characterized by different steering angles;

(b) acquiring sets of first and second receive signals in
response to the first and second ultrasonic waves,
respectively;

(c) for a plurality of image locations, forming first and
second component beams from the sets of first and
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second receive signals, respectively, where receive
apodization functions for the component beams vary as
a function of at least the steering angles of the respec-
tive substantially planar waves; and

(d) for each image location, combining the corresponding

component beams.

5. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
ultrasonic waves in (a) are transmitted sequentially.

6. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
ultrasonic waves in (a) are characterized by different codes.

7. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
ultrasonic waves in (a) are characterized by substantially
orthogonal codes, and wherein the ultrasonic waves are
transmitted substantially simultaneously.

8. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein (a)
comprises varying at least one of the following transmit
filter parameters with transmit channel: envelope modula-
tion frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude
profile, envelope phase and envelope phase profile.

9. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein (a)
comprises varying at least one of the following transmit
filter parameters with transmit firing: envelope modulation
frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile,
envelope phase and envelope phase profile.

10. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein (c)
comprises varying at least one of the following receive filter
parameters with component beams: demodulation
frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile,
envelope phase and envelope phase profile.

11. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein (c¢)
comprises varying at least one of the following receive filter
parameters with image location: demodulation frequency,
envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope
phase and envelope phase profile.

12. The method of claim 1 or 3 wherein (c) comprises
varying at least one of the following receive filter parameters
as a function of the respective wavefront angles at the
respective image locations: demodulation frequency, enve-
lope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase
and envelope phase profile.

13. The method of claim 2 or 4 wherein (c) comprises
varying at least one of the following receive filter parameters
as a function of the respective steering angles at the respec-
tive image locations: demodulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase and
envelope phase profile.

14. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein at least
one of (a) and (b) uses a two-dimensional transducer array,
and wherein the image locations of (c) are distributed in a
three-dimensional space.

15. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
image locations of (c) are distributed in a two-dimensional
plane.

16. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
component beams of (c) are distributed along a plurality of
scan lines.

17. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
component beams of (¢) are distributed along a single scan
line.

18. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
combining act of (d) forms a coherent sum.

19. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
combining act of (d) forms a partially coherent sum.

20. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 further
comprising: (e) forming an image from the combined beams
of (d).

21. The method of claim 20 further comprising: (f)
repeating acts (¢)—(e) to form a second image, wherein at
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least one of the following receive parameters vary between
the first and second images: apodization function, demodu-
lation frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude
profile, envelope phase and envelope phase profile.

22. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 wherein the
component beam forming act of (c¢) is performed in a
frequency domain.

23. The method of claim 1, 2, 3, or 4 further comprising:

(e) repeating (a)—(d) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following transmit
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)—(d): envelope modulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase,
and envelope phase profile;

() forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (d).
24. The method of claim 23 further comprising:

(g) introducing a contrast agent into the region prior to (a)
such that the contrast agent is present during (a).
25. The method of claim 1, 2, 3, or 4 further comprising:

(¢) repeating (a)—(d) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following receive
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)~(d): apodization function, demodulation frequency,
envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, enve-
lope phase, and envelope phase profile;

(f) forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (d).

26. The method of claim 25 further comprising:

(g) introducing a contrast agent into the region prior to (a)
such that the contrast agent is present during (a).

27. The method of claim 1, 2, 3, or 4 further comprising:

(e) repeating (a)—(d) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following transmit
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)—(d): envelope modulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase,
and envelope phase profile; and wherein at least one of
the following receive parameters is varied between two
sets of repeated acts (a)-(d): apodization function,
demodulation frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope
amplitude profile, envelope phase, and envelope phase
profile; and

() forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (d).

28. The method of claim 27 further comprising:

(g) introducing a contrast agent into the region prior to (a)
such that the contrast agent is present during (a).

29. A medical ultrasonic imaging method comprising:

(2) simultaneously transmitting a plurality of ultrasonic
waves into a region, said ultrasonic waves character-
ized by different wavefront angles for each of a plu-
rality of image locations in the region;

(b) acquiring a set of receive signals in response to the
simultaneously transmitted ultrasonic waves;

(c) for a plurality of image locations forming a beam from
the set of receive signals, wherein the image locations
are substantially along the locus of intersection points
of the ultrasonic waves as the waves propagate into the
region, and where the receive apodization function
varies as a function of at least the respective wavefront
angles at the respective image locations.
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30. The method of claim 29 where (a) comprises simul-
taneously transmitting two ultrasonic waves into a region,
said ultrasonic waves characterized by different wavefront
angles for each of the plurality of image locations.

31. The method of claim 29 where (a) comprises simul-
taneously transmitting a plurality of ultrasonic plane waves
into a region, said ultrasonic plane waves characterized by
different steering angles for the image locations.

32. The method of claim 29 where (a) comprises simul-
taneously transmitting two ultrasonic plane waves into a
region, said ultrasonic plane waves characterized by differ-
ent steering angles for the image locations.

33. The method of claim 29 wherein (a) comprises
varying at least one of the following transmit filter param-
eters with transmit channel: envelope modulation frequency,
envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope
phase and envelope phase profile.

34. The method of claim 29 wherein (c) comprises
varying at least one of the following receive filter parameters
with image location: demodulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase and
envelope phase profile.

35. The method of claim 29 wherein (c) comprises
varying at least one of the following receive filter parameters
as a function of the respective wavefront angles at the
respective image locations: demodulation frequency, enve-
lope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase
and envelope phase profile.

36. The method of claim 29 further comprising:

(d) repeating (a)—(c) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following transmit
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)—(c): envelope modulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase,
and envelope phase profile;

(¢) forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (c).

37. The method of claim 29 further comprising:

(d) repeating (a)—(c) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following receive
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)—~(c): apodization function, demodulation frequency,
envelope amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, enve-
lope phase, and envelope phase profile;

(¢) forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (c).

38. The method of claim 29 further comprising:

(d) repeating (a)—(c) at least once, thereby forming at least
two combined component beams for each image
location, wherein at least one of the following transmit
parameters is varied between two sets of repeated acts
(a)—(c): envelope modulation frequency, envelope
amplitude, envelope amplitude profile, envelope phase,
and envelope phase profile; and wherein at least one of
the following receive parameters is varied between two
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sets of repeated acts (a)-(c): apodization function,
demodulation frequency, envelope amplitude, envelope
amplitude profile, envelope phase, and envelope phase
profile; and

(¢) forming an image from the combined component
beams of each act (c).
39. The method of claim 36, 37, or 38 further comprising:

(f) introducing a contrast agent into the region prior to (a)
such that the contrast agent is present during (a).

40. The method of claim 1, 2, 3, 4, or 29 further com-

prising:

(e) introducing a contrast agent into the region prior to (a),
such that the contrast agent is present during (a).

41. A medical diagnostic ultrasonic imaging system com-

prising:

(2) means for transmitting a plurality of ultrasonic waves
into a region, said ultrasonic waves characterized by
different wavefront angles for each of a plurality of
image locations in the region;

(b) means of acquiring a respective set of receive signals
in response to each of the ultrasonic waves;

(c) at least one beamformer operative to form, for a
plurality of image locations, a plurality of component
beams, each component beam formed from a respective
one of the sets of receive signals, where receive
apodization functions for the component beams vary as
a function of at least the respective wavefront angles at
the respective image locations; and

(d) a processor operative for each image location to

combine the respective plurality of component beams.

42. The invention of claim 41 wherein the transmitting
means is operative to transmit the ultrasonic waves sequen-
tially.

43. The invention of claim 41 wherein the transmitting
means 1s operative to transmit the ultrasonic waves with
different codes.

44. The invention of claim 43 wherein the transmitting
means is operative to transmit the ultrasonic waves substan-
tially simultaneously with substantially orthogonal codes.

45. The invention of claim 41 wherein at least one of the
transmitting means and receiving means comprises a two-
dimensional transducer array.

46. The invention of claim 45 wherein the image locations
are distributed in a three-dimensional space.

47. The invention of claim 41 wherein the image locations
are distributed in a two-dimensional plane.

48. The invention of claim 41 wherein the image locations
are distributed along a plurality of scan lines.

49. The invention of claim 41 wherein the image locations
are distributed along a scan line.

50. The invention of claim 41 wherein the beamformer
operates in a time domain.

51. The invention of claim 41 wherein the beamformer
operates in a frequency domain.

* * * * *
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