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1
ULTRASONIC PICTURE PROCESSING
METHOD AND ULTRASONIC PICTURE
PROCESSING APPARATUS

This application is a Division of application Ser. No.
08/937,007 Filed on Sep. 24, 1997, now abandoned.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to an ultrasonic picture
processing method and an ultrasonic picture processing
apparatus for determining and collecting pictures which are
important to the diagnosis of a disease and which are not
affected by the movement of a subject’s body and by the
movement of inspector’s hands, from ultrasonic pictures
obtained by an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, and to an
ultrasonic picture processing apparatus.

The present invention also relates to an picture processing
apparatus for extracting the contour of a target and display-
ing a picture capable of determining whether or not the
extracted picture is fitted to the target.

In recent years, as people’s eating habits are improving,
the number of people suffering from diseases such as obesity
and hypertension is increasing in Japan. Since the mortality
rate of cardiac diseases resulting from these diseases is a
second highest next to cancer, they are becoming more and
more serious problems. In the diagnosis of a cardiac disease,
an electrocardiogram is used as a primary diagnosis method.
For further detailed picture-using diagnosis, diagnosis using
an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus is widely applied due to
convenience and low cost (compared to other diagnosis
apparatuses such as X-ray CT, MRI and PET).

When diagnosing of a cardiac disease using the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus, real-time moving pictures obtained by
the apparatus are used in most cases. A doctor observes the
movement of the cardiac wall of a patient for one piece of
diagnostic information and diagnoses whether the patient’s
heart is abnormal. In case of a cardiac disease such as
cardiac infarction and stenocardia, the abnormal movement
of the cardiac wall is observed. It is desirable that such
observation is conducted while parts other than the to-be-
observed heart are static. This is because it is necessary to
find out an abnormally moving region within the incessantly
moving cardiac wall and to make a precise diagnosis.

Meanwhile, in case of an picture diagnosis by using the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, a system for collecting pic-
tures by applying an ultrasonic probe to a subject is adopted.
In this system, not only the patient but also the ultrasonic
probe is not fixed and it is possible to freely change an
observed region. Such a system is advantageous
in-convenience and the degree of freedom. However, if the
movement of the heart is observed using this system, pic-
tures tend to be blurred due to the movement of the subject’s
body and the movement of the inspector’s hands. Even if
pictures are collected while carefully preventing the blur of
pictures, it is not clear whether or not pictures not blurred
and suited for diagnosis can be obtained and the inspector
needs to determine whether or not the pictures are appro-
priate. This determination lacks objectivity and causes an
increase in the burden on the inspector. Such a system
cannot expect effective diagnosis and may increase diagno-
sis time.

As described above, if making a diagnosis of a heart by
using the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, it is necessary to
pay attention to collecting blur-free pictures suited for
diagnosis. The determination whether blur-free pictures
have been obtained depends on the inspector, which disad-
vantageously lacks objectivity and imposes a burden on the
inspector.
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Moreover, since such information as to whether pictures
useful for the diagnosis have been collected cannot be
obtained, effective diagnosis cannot be conducted and more
time is required for the diagnosis.

Furthermore, if movements of ultrasonic pictures of the
heart are analyzed on various points of the heart, they are
considered beneficial to the various diagnoses of cardiac
functions. To this end, if movement states of respective parts
can be tracked by extracting contours of the pictures, states
of functions of the parts of the heart can be properly grasped
and more beneficial diagnosis can be expected.

However, according to the conventional method of dis-
playing contours of the heart obtained as ultrasonic pictures,
the extracted contours are merely superimposed over origi-
nal pictures or displayed completely differently. Due to this,
it is difficult to determine whether the extracted contours are
correct or not and it is therefore impossible to track states of
movements of various parts of the heart. It goes without
saying that the conventional method cannot be applied to the
grasp of more detailed states of cardiac functions.

In addition, as software for drawing, coloring and
filtering, there is computer graphic software (so-called a
draw tool). Using the draw tool on a calculator, it is possible
to form a graphic such as a contour manually and to modify,
scale and color the manually formed contour. The draw tool,
however, lacks functions such as comparison of a target and
the picture of the target by superimposing the picture over
the target and analysis of time series shape changes. Due to
this, the draw tool cannot be applied to the evaluation of the
accuracy of the contour extraction result and the analysis of
the movement state of the moving target using contour lines
of the picture of the target as described above.

It is therefore an object of the present invention to provide
an ultrasonic picture processing method and an ultrasonic
picture processing apparatus capable of determining and
collecting pictures which are important to the diagnosis of a
disease and are not affected by the movement of the sub-
ject’s body or the movement of inspector’s hands, from
ultrasonic pictures obtained by the ultrasonic diagnosis
apparatus.

It is also another object of the present invention to provide
an ultrasonic picture processing method and an ultrasonic
picture processing apparatus capable of easily determining
whether extracted contours are correct, capable of tracking
and analyzing movement states of various parts from the
extracted contour information and capable of making use of
the result for a diagnosis.

It is another object of the present invention to provide a
picture processing apparatus and a picture processing
method capable of automatically calculating a terminal
diastole period area or volume and a terminal systole period
area or volume, capable of lessening a burden to the inspec-
tor and capable of obtaining an objective, accurate inspec-
tion result.

It is another object of the present invention to provide a
cardiac function analysis support apparatus and a cardiac
function analysis support method of precisely associating
cardiac wall contours in various time phases to allow
information calculated from contour information to be dis-
played in the form which can be easily evaluated and thereby
allow local movement states of the cardiac wall to be easily
evaluated.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides an ultrasonic picture pro-
cessing method and an ultrasonic picture processing appa-
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ratus wherein contour information of a target is extracted
from ultrasonic moving picture information, the contour
information is sampled at preset time intervals for generat-
ing a plurality of time series contour data, and the contour
data is compared with other contour data, respectively to
output comparison results.

The present invention provides an ultrasonic picture pro-
cessing method and an ultrasonic picture processing appa-
ratus wherein contour information of a target is extracted
from ultrasonic moving picture information, the contour
information is sampled at preset time intervals to generate a
plurality of time series contour data, and the contour data is
sequentially compared with other adjacent contour data,
respectively, to make a predetermined determination of
ultrasonic moving pictures based on comparison results.

The present invention provides a picture processing appa-
ratus and a picture processing method having functions of
extracting the contour of a target on a picture, superimposing
the extracted contour over the target on the picture and
using, as the displayed contour, a dotted line or a contour
line in at least a desired portion.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. A
display picture is generated by superimposing the extracted
contour, which is indicated by a dotted line, over the target
on the picture or by superimposing the extracted contour
over the target on the picture only in a required region, and
is then outputted. That is, the contour is indicated by a dotted
line or part of the contour, such as an upper half of the
contour and a right half of the contour, is displayed. In this
way, it is possible to display the contour to the extent that the
entire contour can be estimated only from information about
the displayed portion. As a result, the shape of the extracted
contour and that of the target can be easily compared.

The present invention also provides a picture processing
apparatus comprising means for operating a position com-
mand and a movement command and means for extracting
the contour of the target on the picture, generating a display
picture so as to display the extracted contour and the target
by superimposing the extracted contour over the target on
the picture and generating a display picture so as to tempo-
rarily change the shape of or temporarily move the position
of part of the contour including a portion indicated by the
position command operation to thereby display the part of
the contour together with the target on the picture.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. The
extracted contour is superimposed over the target on the
picture to thereby become a display picture. In addition, by
operating a position command, the desired position of the
contour is indicated. By operating a movement command,
the movement of the contour is indicated. In accordance
with these commands, a display picture is changed such that
the entire contour or part of the contour including a portion
indicated by the command operation is temporarily
deformed or moved. That is, if, for example, part of the
contour is pulled by using a mouse, it is temporarily
deformed and displayed. If stopping the mouse operation,
part of the contour which has been pulled, returns to an
original position and displayed. As a result, the shape of the
extracted contour and that of the target can be easily
compared.

The present invention also provides a picture processing
apparatus having a function of displaying the entire
extracted contour or part of the extracted contour which is
expanded outside by a predetermined amount or contracted
inside in accordance with the above command operation.

If a command is issued by the command operation, the
entire extracted contour or part of the extracted contour
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which is expanded outside by a predetermined amount or
contracted inside by a predetermined amount is displayed.
As a result, the shape of the extracted contour and that of the
target can be easily compared.

The present invention also provides a picture processing
apparatus having a function of displaying the entire
extracted contour region or part of the contour region by
moving 1t horizontally or vertically by a predetermined
amount in accordance with the above command operation.

If a command is issued by the above command operation,
the display picture is changed such that the entire extracted
contour or designated part of the extracted contour, which is
moved horizontally or vertically by a predetermined amount
in accordance with the command operation, is displayed.
Therefore, it is possible to manually change the position of
the contour on the display picture while keeping the original
shape and magnitude. As a result, the shape of the extracted
contour and that of the target can be easily compared.

The present invention further provides a picture process-
ing apparatus having functions of extracting the contour of
the target on the picture, oscillating and thereby displaying
the entire extracted contour or part of the extracted contour
externally, internally or both externally and internally by a
predetermined amount with reference to the contour position
of the target on the picture.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. The
display picture is changed such that the entire extracted
contour or part of the extracted contour is repeatedly moved
so as to oscillate it externally, internally or both externally
and internally by a predetermined amount with reference to
the contour position of the target on the picture. Therefore,
the wobbling (wavering) contour is displayed while main-
taining the original shape, thereby facilitating comparing the
shape of the extracted contour with the shape of the target.

In addition, the present invention provides a picture
processing apparatus comprising means for extracting the
contour of the target on the picture and issuing a command
for switching between a display and a non-display of the
contour at predetermined time intervals and means for
generating a display picture obtained by superimposing the
contour over the target picture during a time period in which
the contour is to be displayed and for generating a display
picture including only the target picture during periods other
than the above time period to thereby flash-displaying the
contour picture.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. A
display picture is generated by superimposing the extracted
contour over the target on the picture, whereby the contour
is displayed. If a command is issued, the contour display
period and the contour non-display period are switched.
During the contour non-display period, the contour is elimi-
nated and only the target picture is present on the display
picture. During the contour display period, the display
picture is changed to the picture where the contour is
superimposed over the above picture, whereby the contour
is displayed. As a result, if a command is issued, the contour
is flash-displayed, thus facilitating comparing the shape of
the extracted contour with that of the target.

The present invention provides a picture processing appa-
ratus comprising means for extracting the contour of the
target on the picture and issuing a switching command,
means for selectively generating a display picture obtained
by superimposing the contour of the target over the target
picture and a display picture including only the target
picture, in accordance with the switching command.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. A
display picture is generated by superimposing the extracted
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contour over the target on the picture, whereby the contour
is displayed. When a switching command is issued, the
display picture is changed to a display picture including only
the target picture, and displayed. As a result, if a switching
command is give by an operator’s operation, it is possible to
eliminate or display the contour by the operator’s operation,
thus facilitating comparing the shape of the extracted con-
tour with that of the target.

The present invention also provides a picture processing
apparatus comprising means for extracting the contour of the
target on the picture and designating a desired region of the
extracted contour, means for issuing a switching command,
means for selectively generating a display picture obtaining
by superimposing the contour of the target over the target
picture, a display picture including only the target, a display
picture obtaining by eliminating the contour designated by
the designation means or the contour other than the desig-
nated contour from the superimposed picture of the target
picture and the target contour, in accordance with the
switching command.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. A
display picture is generated by superimposing the extracted
contour over the target on the picture, whereby the extracted
contour is displayed. When a desired region of the extracted
contour is designated and a switching command is issued,
the display picture is changed to a display picture obtained
by superimposing the contour over the above target picture
while the designated contour or the contour other than the
designated contour is eliminated in accordance with the
switching command, and the changed picture is displayed.
When a switching command is given, the display picture is
changed to a display picture including only the target picture
and displayed. As a result, if a switching command is given
by the operator’s operation, it is possible to eliminate or
display the contour by the operator’s operation, and to
designate an eliminated region or a display region, thus
facilitating comparing the shape of the extracted contour
with that of the target.

The present invention provides a picture processing appa-
ratus having functions of extracting the contour of the target
on the picture, making the brightness of the picture with that
of the original picture and generating a display picture so as
to display the contour and the original picture with different
colors.

The contour of the target on the picture is extracted. A
display picture is generated by superimposing the extracted
contour over the target on the picture, and the display picture
is displayed. At this time, the brightness of the contour is
made proportional to that of the original picture and is given
a color different from that of the original picture. By so
doing, the contour and the original picture are displayed with
difference colors. That is, a translucent contour is displayed.
As a result, while the original picture can be observed even
in the contour portion, the contour portion can be also
observed, thus facilitating comparing the shape of the
extracted contour with that of the target.

As described above, the present invention is intended to
extract the contour of the target on the picture, to divide the
extracted contour into a display portion and a non-display
portion and to display the target picture and the display
portion of the contour by superimposing the display portion
of the contour over the target picture. In addition, the present
invention is intended to extract the contour of the target on
the picture and to display the extracted contour region by
superimposing it over the target on the picture and by scaling
it. Furthermore, the present invention is intended to display
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the contour with a different color from that of the original
picture and to switch the display picture between the picture
obtained by superimposing the contour over the target and
the picture including only the original picture. Therefore, the
contour picture and the original picture can be easily
compared, thereby making it easy to compare the shape of
the contour and that of the original picture at high accuracy.
Due to this, it becomes possible to apply the present inven-
tion to the evaluation of the accuracy of the contour extrac-
tion result or the analysis of the movement state of the
moving target by using the contour lines.

The present invention provides a picture processing appa-
ratus comprising means for extracting contours of the target
from a series of moving pictures, means for obtaining
contour internal areas for respective pictures from the con-
tour information extracted from the respective pictures,
means for detecting either a maximum contour internal area
or a minimum contour internal area or both maximum and
minimum contour internal areas within a predetermined time
period and means for obtaining the contour internal area of
the above picture from the detected value.

The picture processing apparatus for extracting contours
of the heart from a series of heart moving pictures showing
the cross section of the heart comprises means for obtaining
contour internal areas for respective pictures from the con-
tour information extracted from the respective pictures,
means for obtaining either a maximum or minimum contour
internal area or both maximum and minimum contour inter-
nal areas among the contours of the respective pictures
within a predetermined time period and means for specify-
ing pictures corresponding to either the heart terminal dias-
tole period or the heart terminal systole period, or both the
heart terminal diastole period and the heart terminal systole
period based on the detected values.

That is, the present invention provides a picture process-
ing apparatus for extracting contours of the target from
moving pictures obtained by, for example, the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus, calculating areas of the extracted con-
tours and detecting the maximum and minimum areas as a
terminal diastole area and a terminal systole area, respec-
tively.

The present invention provides a picture processing appa-
ratus for extracting contours of the target from moving
pictures obtained by, for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis
apparatus, respectively, calculating internal volumes of the
extracted contours using the extracted contours, obtaining
maximum and minimum volumes among the obtained con-
tour internal volumes and detecting the maximum and
minimum volumes as a terminal diastole volume and a
terminal systole volume, respectively.

The present invention provides a picture processing
method comprising the steps of extracting contours of the
target from moving pictures obtained by, for example, the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, obtaining an area/volume
showing a minimum moving amount on time-by-time basis
from moving amounts obtained by using the extracted
contours and detecting a maximum and a minimum area/
volume as a terminal diastole area/volume and a terminal
systole area/volume, respectively.

According to the present invention, it is possible to
accurately determine the heart terminal diastole period and
the heart terminal systole period from concrete areas or
volumes of the heart and to obtain the pumping function of
the heart quantitatively. Thus, objective measurement infor-
mation useful to the diagnosis of the subject’s cardiac
function can be easily obtained while lessening the burden
on the inspector.
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The present invention provides a cardiac function analysis
support apparatus and a cardiac function analysis support
method for dividing cardiac wall contours into a plurality of
regions based on the characteristic points of the cardiac wall
contours detected manually or automatically from the car-
diac wall contour information extracted manually or auto-
matically from time series heart pictures obtained from the
picture diagnosis apparatus, associating the divided contour
regions in different time phases with one another and out-
putting cardiac movement information.

By so doing, even if the cardiac wall moves in parallel to
the contour tangent direction, characteristic points can be
detected. As a result, it is possible to accurately associate
characteristic points for time series pictures and to accu-
rately associate a plurality of pictures of the cardiac wall
portions divided based on the characteristic points. That is,
it is possible to divide a cardiac wall region and to analyze
the cardiac function conformable to the actual cardiac wall
movement.

According to the present invention, an annulus valva and
a cardiac apex or a papillary muscle are set as characteristic
points. By so doing, inappropriate association is prevented
from occurring in the vicinity of valves or the cardiac apex,
which has been a problem, particularly, to the center line
method. Besides, the use of the papillary muscle enables
association by short axis pictures to be conducted accurately.

According to the present invention, the divided cardiac
wall contour regions are classified for positions at the
cardiac wall, respectively. Among the classified cardiac wall
contours, adjacent contours are displayed with different
colors or different brightness. By so doing, it is possible to
display cardiac wall regions referred to as a front wall
cardiac apex portion and a lower wall base portion with
different colors, thereby facilitating grasping the state of the
wall movements in respective cardiac wall regions.

According to the present invention, a picture in a desired
time phase serving as a reference time phase is automatically
or manually set among time series heart pictures, the cardiac
wall contours are divided, moving amounts of division
points of the contours of the pictures in respective time
phases from the corresponding division points of the contour
of the picture in the reference time phase are calculated,
respectively. The calculated moving amounts are displayed
by at least one of numerical display, graph display or color
display of the cardiac wall. By so doing, it is possible to
easily discriminate a region having a large moving amount
from a region having a small moving amount in the cardiac
wall, thereby increasing the efficiency of the analysis of the
cardiac function.

According to the present invention, velocity information
obtained from the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus is classified
for the divided points of the cardiac wall contours. Velocity
statistic is calculated for the classified cardiac wall positions,
respectively and the calculated velocity statistic is displayed
by at least one of numerical display, graph display and color
display of cardiac wall. By so doing, it is possible to easily
confirm velocity information of respective cardiac wall
regions classified for the sake of a diagnosis, thereby
increasing the efficiency of the analysis of the cardiac
function.

The present invention is characterized in that a dynamic
range of the moving amounts of the cardiac wall division
points is detected, display colors for displaying velocity
information obtained from the ultrasonic diagnosis appara-
tus on the picture are allotted within the dynamic range. By
so doing, even if the overall wall movement is small, it is
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possible to clearly display differences in moving amounts
between parts of the cardiac wall.

Additional object and advantages of the invention will be
set forth in the description which follows, and in part will be
obvious from the description, or may be learned by practice
of the invention. The object and advantages of the invention
may be realized and obtained by means of the instrumen-
talities and combinations particularly pointed out in the
appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWING

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in
and constitute a part of the specification, illustrate presently
preferred embodiments of the invention, and together with
the general description given above and the detailed descrip-
tion of the preferred embodiments given below, serve to
explain the principles of the invention.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing an example of the
structure of an ultrasonic picture processing apparatus using
the ultrasonic picture processing method in the first embodi-
ment according to the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a flowchart for describing processing steps of the
ultrasonic picture processing method in the first embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 3 shows an example of an extracted cardiac wall
contour;

FIG. 4 is a diagram for describing a method for moving
information about the extracted time series contours;

FIG. 5 shows an example of comparison results of moving
information about sampled contours;

FIG. 6 shows an example of moving information about
cardiac wall contours without an influence of the movement
of hands and the movement of a body;

FIG. 7 is a flowchart for describing processing steps of the
ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 8 is a flowchart for describing processing steps of the
ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 9 is a flowchart for describing recording processing
of time series information for every sampling time and
comparison processing of the recorded contour information
in the ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodi-
ment according to the present invention;

FIG. 10 is a diagram for describing a method for dividing
contours;

FIG. 11 is a diagram for describing a method for sampling
divided time series contour information;

FIG. 12 is a flowchart for describing processing steps of
the ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 13 shows an example of a cardiac muscle region
used for the extraction of moving information;

FIG. 14 shows an example of a region used for the
extraction of moving information;

FIG. 15 is a flowchart for describing processing steps of
the ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 16 shows an example of characteristic points on a
picture used for the extraction of moving information in an
embodiment according to the present invention;

FIG. 17 shows an example of a concerned region on a
picture used for the extraction of moving information in the
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ultrasonic picture processing method in an embodiment
according to the present invention,

FIG. 18 is a schematic block diagram of the picture
processing apparatus in an embodiment according to the
present invention;

FIG. 19 is a block diagram of the picture input section of
the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 18;

FIG. 20 is a block diagram of the contour extraction
section of the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 18,

FIGS. 21A and 21B show a contour region and a display
region in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 18,
respectively;

FIG. 22 shows an example of picture display in the picture
processing apparatus of FIG. 18;

FIG. 23 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 24 is a diagram for describing an example of an
enlarged contour in the picture processing apparatus of FIG.
23;

FIG. 25 shows the operation input section of the picture
processing apparatus of FIG. 23;

FIG. 26 is a diagram for describing an operation example
in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 23;

FIG. 27 is a diagram for describing an operation example
in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 23;

FIG. 28 is a diagram for describing an operation example
in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 23;

FIG. 29 is a diagram for describing an operation example
in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 23;

FIG. 30 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 31 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 32 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 33 is a flowchart for showing an example of a picture
processing flow in the picture processing apparatus of FIG.
32;

FIG. 34 shows an example of an extracted heart contour
in the picture processing apparatus of FIG. 32;

FIG. 35 is a flowchart for showing a detailed processing
flow of the processing step S204 of FIG. 33;

FIG. 36 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion,

FIG. 37 is a flowchart showing an example of a picture
processing flow in the picture processing apparatus of FIG.
36,

FIG. 38 is a diagram for describing how to obtain an area
by counting the number of pixels in the picture processing
of FIG. 36;

FIG. 39 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 40 is a flowchart for showing a processing flow in the
picture processing apparatus in the embodiment of FIG. 39;

FIG. 41 is a diagram for describing how to obtain an area
by polygon approximation in the processing of FIG. 40;

FIG. 42 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;
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FIG. 43 is a flowchart showing a processing flow in the
picture processing apparatus in the embodiment of FIG. 42;

FIG. 44 is a diagram for describing how to obtain a
volume of the cross section of the heart;

FIG. 45 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 46 is a flowchart showing a processing flow in the
picture processing apparatus in the embodiment of FIG. 45;

FIG. 47 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 48 is a flowchart showing a processing flow in the
picture processing apparatus in the embodiment of FIG. 47,

FIG. 49 is a block diagram of the picture processing
apparatus in an embodiment according to the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 50 is a flowchart showing a processing flow in the
picture processing apparatus in the embodiment of FIG. 49,

FIG. 51 is a block diagram of the cardiac function analysis
support apparatus in an embodiment according to the present
invention;

FIG. 52 is a flowchart for showing a processing flow in the
cardiac function analysis support apparatus of FIG. 31,

FIG. 53 is an explanatory diagram of the inputted contour
in the embodiment of FIGS. 52 and 53;

FIG. 34 is an explanatory diagram of the detection of
characteristic points in the embodiment of FIGS. 52 and 53,

FIG. 55 is an explanatory diagram of contour division in
the embodiment of FIGS. 52 and 53;

FIG. 56 is an explanatory diagram of association of
cardiac wall contours in a plurality of time phases in the
e¢embodiment of FIGS. 51 and 52;

FIG. 57 is an explanatory diagram of a display method in
the embodiment of FIGS. 51 and 52;

FIG. 58 is an explanatory diagram of a display method in
the embodiment of FIGS. 51 and 52;

FIG. 589 is a diagram for describing an example of
applying the embodiment of FIGS. 51 and 52 to a short axis
heart picture;

FIG. 60 is a block diagram of the cardiac function analysis
support apparatus in an embodiment according to the present
invention;

FIG. 61 is a flowchart for describing a processing flow of
the cardiac function analysis support method in the embodi-
ment of FIG. 60;

FIG. 62 is an explanatory diagram of a display method in
the embodiment of FIGS. 60 and 61;

FIG. 63 is an explanatory diagram of a method for
displaying velocity change in the embodiment of FIGS. 60
and 61,

FIG. 64 is an explanatory diagram of a movement area in
the embodiment of FIGS. 60 and 61;

FIG. 65 is a block diagram of the cardiac function analysis
support apparatus in an embodiment according to the present
invention;

FIG. 66 is a flowchart for describing a processing flow of
the cardiac function analysis support method in the embodi-
ment of FIG. 65;

FIG. 67 is an explanatory diagram of a display method in
the embodiment of FIGS. 65 and 66;

FIG. 68 is a block diagram of the cardiac function analysis
support apparatus in an embodiment according to the present
invention; and
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FIG. 69 is a flowchart for describing a processing flow of
the cardiac function analysis support method in the embodi-
ment of FIG. 68.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Embodiments of the present invention will be described
with reference to the drawings.

First, the structure of an ultrasonic picture processing
apparatus will be described with reference to FIG. 1.

In FIG. 1, an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus 10 is con-
nected to an ultrasonic picture processing apparatus 20. The
ultrasonic picture processing apparatus 20 comprises a mov-
ing picture input section 21, a contour extraction section 22,
a sampling section 23, a storage 24, a comparator 25 and an
output section 26. Heart moving pictures outputted from the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus 10 are sequentially inputted
into the moving picture input section 21. The contour
extraction section 22 extracts contours of moving pictures
inputted into the moving picture input section 21 or extracts
a region of the heart.

An information divider 23 divides time series information
of contours of a cardiac wall or a region of the heart
extracted at the contour extraction section 22 for each
predetermined sampling time period, for example, a sam-
pling time period set based on a heart rate measurement
value inputted from an external apparatus. The divided
information is temporarily stored in the storage 24.

The comparator 25 compares the divided information
about the contours of the cardiac wall or the regions of the
heart stored in the storage 24 with one another. The com-
parator 25 also compares a comparison value (or a reference
value) previously stored therein and suited for a diagnosis
with the divided information about the contours of the
cardiac wall or the regions of the heart stored in the storage
24, to determine whether moving pictures are useful for the
diagnosis. The moving pictures, if determined as useful
pictures, are stored in, for example, the storage 24.

The output section 26 includes, for example, a display for
displaying comparison values indicated by a formula (1) in
a time series manner; i.c., Diff (a, b), Diff (b, ¢), . . . or as
shown in FIG. 5. The output section 26 also reads the
moving pictures determined as useful for the diagnosis by
the comparator 25, from the storage 24 and displays them.
The moving pictures determined as useful pictures are fed to
the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus 10 to serve as processing
targets during predetermined diagnosis processing.

FIG. 1 describes the ultrasonic picture processing appa-
ratus 20 as an external apparatus connected to the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus 10. The structure elements of the ultra-
sonic moving picture processing apparatus 20 shown in FIG.
1 may be incorporated into the ultrasonic diagnosis appa-
ratus 10.

The ultrasonic moving picture processing method in the
first embodiment according to the present invention will be
described with reference to FIGS. 1 through 6, using a case
of the diagnosis of the heart by way of example.

As shown in the flowchart of FIG. 2, heart moving
pictures are inputted into the moving picture input section 21
of the ultrasonic moving picture processing apparatus 20
from the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus 10 (S1). Contours of
a target (cardiac wall) are extracted from the inputted
moving pictures by the extraction unit 22 (S2). The extrac-
tion of the contours of the cardiac wall can be automatically
and easily performed by using, for example, a method of
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active contour models and balloons (Laurent D, Cohen,
CVGIP: U, 53(2): 211=218, 1991). Next, sampling time
periods for dividing time series contour information are set
(S3). In this embodiment, the values which have been
inputted in advance are set as sampling time. Thereafter,
respective picces of time series contour information
extracted at the thus set sampling time are stored in the
storage 24 (S4). Pieces of the stored contour information are
compared with one another by the comparator 25 (S5).

The comparison in this embodiment is conducted as
follows. As shown in FIG. 3, movement amounts of the
entire cardiac wall contour 30 extracted in the step S2 are
averaged and divided for every sampling time St and the
movements are recorded (see FIG. 4). In this embodiment,
since absolute values of the movement amounts are recorded
with reference to a contour at a given time period, positive
values are obtained as shown in FIG. 4. Due to the periodic
cardiac movement, a periodic graph is obtained as shown in
FIG. 4.

The sampled data series are set as Ta, Tb, Tc . . . and
adjacent data series such as Ta and Tb, Tb and Tc, are
compared. The comparison is made using an error of mean
square as shown in the following formula (1):
| i) - 002 w
Diff@, b= Z —
i=0

The formula (1) shows an example of the comparison of
the data series Ta and Tb. In the formula (1), Ta(i) denotes
the i-th data (i-th movement amount) of the data series Ta,
Tb(i) denotes the i-th data of the data series Tb and n denotes
the number of data series. The number n is determined by the
processed number during the extraction of the cardiac wall
contours. For example, if the frame rate of moving pictures
obtained from the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus is 30
(frame/second) and contours of all of the frames of the
moving pictures are extracted, then n is calculated by the
following formula (2), while the contour data sampling time
set as Ts (second) as described above:

n=Tsx30 2

Finally, comparison values obtained from the formula (1)
are displayed in a time series manner such as Diff (a, b), Diff
(b, ¢), . . . as shown in FIG. 5 (S6).

Due to the periodic heart movement, if there are no
movements, such as the movement of the body or the
movement of hands, other than the heart, a periodic and
uniform curve is provided by plotting the movement
amounts of the cardiac wall as shown in FIG. 6. In such a
case, the comparison value Diff in the formula (1) is quite
low (almost “07).

On the other hand, if the movement of the body or the
movement of hands are added to the movement of the
cardiac wall, the movement amounts of the cardiac wall are
expressed as an irregular curve as shown in FIG. 4 and the
comparison value Diff becomes higher. As such a manner,
since it is possible to determine whether or not the collected
moving pictures include the movement of the body or the
movement of the hands by comparing moving amounts of
the contours in respective sampling periods, it is possible to
easily collect moving pictures useful for the diagnosis.

In this embodiment, comparison values of the contour
moving amounts are displayed for determining whether or
not the moving pictures are useful for the diagnosis. It is also
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possible to determine the usefulness of the moving pictures
by displaying graphs obtained by plotting contour move-
ments on time-by-time bases as shown in FIGS. 4 and 6. In
the latter case, determination cannot be made based on a
quantitative index. However, since visual determination is
possible to a certain extend, pictures free from the move-
ment of the body or the movement of the hands can be easily
collected. The comparison result of contour movement
amounts are displayed by plotting comparison values on
time-by-time basis. The comparison values may be dis-
played directly.

Next, the second embodiment according to the present
invention will be described with reference to FIG. 7.

FIG. 7 is a flowchart showing other processing steps of
the ultrasonic picture processing method in this embodi-
ment. The same steps as those in FIG. 2 are denoted by the
same reference numerals. Description will be given only to
steps different from the case of FIG. 2. That is, in this
embodiment, a comparison value suited for a diagnosis is set
as a reference value in advance as shown in FIG. 7. By
comparing the contour information with the reference value,
it is determined whether or not moving pictures are useful
for the diagnosis (S7). The comparison results are displayed,
as well (S6).

The ultrasonic moving pictures determined as useful for
the diagnosis are fed back to, for example, the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus and become diagnosis targets.

The third embodiment according to the present invention
will be described with reference to FIG. 8.

FIG. 8 is a flowchart showing other processing steps of
the ultrasonic picture processing method in this embodi-
ment. In these steps, sampling time is determined based on
heartbeat information obtained by an electrocardiograph as
shown in the block diagram of FIG. 1.

Specifically, as shown in FIG. 8, the processing is the
same as that of FIG. 2 from steps S1 through S6. However,
in step S3, when sampling time is set, heartbeat is measured
by the electrocardiograph (S8) and sampling time is set
based on the heartbeat information obtained from the elec-
trocardiograph.

Due to the periodic cardiac movement, it is desirable that
the sampling time for time series contour information is the
same as the period of the heartbeat. The heartbeat period of
a human is about 1 second; however, it depends on indi-
vidual subjects. Therefore, if setting sampling time based on
the information from the electrocardiograph as mentioned
above, it is possible to determine whether or not the col-
lected moving pictures are suited for the diagnosis at high
precision.

Next, another embodiment will be described with refer-
ence to FIGS. 9 through 11. This embodiment illustrates a
case of calculating comparison values not using an average
contour movement amount but the contour movement
amounts of respective parts. Description will be given only
to elements different from those of the preceding embodi-
ments.

As shown in FIG. 9, in step S4, when time series contour
information 1s recorded, the extracted cardiac wall contour
30 are divided into a plurality of regions (R1, R2, . . .,
RN-1), respectively as shown in FIG. 10 (§9). Time series
information about respective divided regions (such as
regions R0, R1) is recorded for every sampling time (St) as
shown in FIG. 11 (S10).

Next, during the comparison of contour information in the
step S5, data series comparison is made for respective
divided regions (R0, R1, . . . , RN-1) by using the above-
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described method and comparison values in the respective
regions are calculated by the following formula (3) (S11).

= (Tath - T ®
5 Diff RO(a, b) = E yUah-owr
n

=0

A P
Diff Rl(a, 6) = Z A

10 =0

In the formula (3), DiffARO (a, b) denotes a comparison
value of the data series Ta and Tb in the region RO and Diff
AR1 (a, b) denotes a comparison value of the data series Ta
and Tb in the region R1. Thereafter, in this embodiment, the
calculated comparison values are averaged using a formula
(4) (S12) and the results are displayed as comparison values
. of the overall contours as shown in FIG. 5 (S6).
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In the formula (4), N denotes the number of divided
contours. Other processing steps are the same as those in the
first embodiment.

Yet another embodiment according to the present inven-
tion will be described with reference to FIGS. 12 and 13.
This embodiment illustrates a case of using region informa-
tion as time series data used in the comparison processing in
the embodiment of FIG. 2.

FIG. 12 is a flowchart showing the processing steps of the
5 ultrasonic picture processing method of this embodiment.

Heart moving pictures are inputted from the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus (S31). A region of the heart is extracted
from the inputted moving pictures (S32). In this
embodiment, the region refers to a heart muscle (a region
between an outer cardiac wall 31 and an inner cardiac wall
32).

Thereafter, as in the case of FIG. 8, the heart rate is
measured by the electrocardiograph (S38) and sampling
time is set based on the information obtained from the
measurement of the heart rate (S33). Time series region
information is recorded for every sampling time (S34).
Respective pieces of the recorded time series region infor-
mation are compared (S35). Finally, comparison results are
displayed (S36).

In this embodiment, the region information used in the
comparison is related to the region of the entire heart
muscle. However, it is also possible to divide the heart
muscle into a plurality of regions as described in the
embodiment of FIG. 9 and to compare time series region
information. Furthermore, this embodiment uses the heart
muscle as a target region. However, using the fact that the
echo strength of blood and those of other portions differ
(usually, the echo strength of blood is lower than those of
other portions) in the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, it is
possible to divide a target region into a blood region 41
surrounded by the cardiac wall 40 and the remaining region
(indicated by oblique lines) as shown in FIG. 14 and to
obtain movement information about one of or both of the
divided regions.

Another embodiment will be described with reference to
FIG. 15. This embodiment illustrates a case of conducting
processing (recording of moving pictures) in accordance
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with the result of the recorded time series information. In the
flowchart of FIG. 185, the same processing steps as those of
FIGS. 2, 7 and 8 are denoted by the same reference numer-
als.

In FIG. 15, after comparing the recorded contour infor-
mation in a step S5, the results are displayed in a step S6. As
described in the embodiment of FIG. 2, it is determined
whether or not a picture satisfies a preset criteria (whether it
is a picture free from the hand movement or the body
movement and suited for the diagnosis) (S7). If satisfying
the criteria, the original moving picture is recorded in a
predetermined storage medium (S13).

The moving pictures satisfying the criteria are fed back to,
for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus and become
diagnosis targets.

By so doing, unnecessary pictures unsuited for the diag-
nosis are not recorded and wastefulness of the storage
medium can be thus eliminated.

The embodiments described with reference 1o FIGS. 1
through 15 employ the movement amounts of the contours
or region of a target as information to be used when
determining whether pictures are useful for the diagnosis. It
is possible to employ movement amounts obtained by auto-
matically detecting or manually setting characteristic points
50 on the target 40, i.c., adjacent to the contour thereof and
tracking these movements.

Alternatively, as shown in FIG. 17, it is possible to set an
optional concerned region 60 on the target (or cardiac wall)
40, to track the region 60 by calculating an optical flow in
the inner region or by using the correlation method and to
thereby obtain and compare time series movement amounts.

Although the above-described-embodiments employ a
heart as a target, the present invention can be applied to
organs other than the heart. In such cases, other organs do
not move periodically like the heart and movements of the
contours or region are not represented by a periodic curve.
Due to this, it is not necessary to set sampling time periods
based on the electrocardiograph information. Rather, preset
optional time periods can be used.

The methods described above can be stored as programs
which can be executed by a computer, in a storage medium
such as a magnetic disc (floppy disc, hard disc and the like),
an optical disc (CD-ROM, DVD and the like) and a semi-
conductor memory.

In the above-described embodiments, contour informa-
tion or region information is extracted from ultrasonic
moving pictures and the time series contour information or
region information is divided based on the preset sampling
time periods. However, it is also possible to divide the
ultrasonic moving picture based on preset sampling time
periods in advance and then to extract contour information
or region information from the frame pictures during the
respective time period.

As described above, according to the embodiments of the
present invention, moving pictures which are free from the
movement of the subject’s body or the movement of the
inspector’s hands and important to the diagnosis of a disease
can be easily determined and collected from the ultrasonic
pictures obtained by the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus.

Now, the description will be given to a picture processing
apparatus and method capable of displaying pictures such
that it can be easily determined whether the extracted
contours are correct or not and that movement states of
respective portions can be tracked and analyzed from the
extracted contour information.

As shown in FIG. 18, the picture processing apparatus
comprises a picture input section 101, a contour extraction
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section 102, a display region determination section 103 and
a display picture generation section 104.

The picture input section 101 receives ultrasonic pictures
from, for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, as
original picture and input the pictures into the contour
extraction section 102. The contour extraction section 102
has a function of extracting contours of a target from the
original pictures inputted by the picture input section 101.
The display region determination section 103 has a function
of determining a region to be displayed from the contour
region (the entire region of the extracted contour lines)
extracted by the contour extraction section 102. The display
picture generation section 104 has a function of generating
a display picture by superimposing a display region within
the contour region determined by the display region deter-
mination section 103 over the original pictures previously
inputted by the picture input section 101. The picture display
section 105 displays the picture obtained by the display
picture generation section 104.

With the above structure, when the picture input section
101 inputs an original picture such as an ultrasonic picture
into the contour extraction section 102, the contour extrac-
tion section 102 extracts the contour of a target from the
original picture received from the picture input section 101
by a method using active contour models and feeds the
contour to the display region determination section 103. The
display region determination section 103 determines a dis-
play region from the extracted contour region (the entire
region of the extracted contour lines) and feeds the deter-
mined information, that is, the display region to the display
picture generation section 104. The display picture genera-
tion section 104 generates a display picture by superimpos-
ing the display region within the contour region determined
by the display region determination section 103 (a display
target region within the entire region of the contour lines)
over the original picture previously inputted by the picture
input section 101. The picture display section 105 displays
the display picture obtained by the display picture genera-
tion section 104, that is, a superposition picture of the
contour picture over the original picture. The display picture
is therefore a picture obtained by superimposing the respec-
tive contour lines over the original picture, whereby both the
original picture and the contour lines can be observed. This
makes it possible to easily verify whether the contour lines
are aligned to the target portion and to observe a picture.

The picture input section 101 has a structure as shown in
FIG. 19. Namely, the picture input section 101 comprises an
picture pickup unit 106, an picture data converter 107 and a
picture storage section 108.

Among these clements, the picture pickup unit 106
obtains a real-time moving picture (as well as a still picture).
The unit 106 corresponds to, for example, a medical diag-
nosis apparatus such as an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus.
The picture data converter 107 converts a picture signal
obtained by the picture pickup unit 106 into a data format in
units of frames (units of picture planes) so that the contour
extraction section 102 can handle it. The picture storage
section 108 stores picture signal data converted by the
picture data converter 107.

The picture input section 101 having this structure coverts
a picture signal from the picture pickup unit 106, such as an
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, into a data format which can
be handled by the contour extraction section 102 at the
picture data converter 107 and stores the converted data in
the picture storage section 108. The picture input section 101
then reads the data stored in the picture storage section 108
and supplies the data to the contour extraction section 102
and to the display picture generation section 104.
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The contour extraction section 102 has a structure as
shown in FIG. 20. A case of extracting contours using active
contour models will be described hereinafter. The contour
extraction section 102 comprises an initial value setting
section 109, an energy calculator 110, a convergence deter-
mination section 111 and a discrete point moving section
112.

Among these elements, the initial value setting section
109 has a function of setting an initial contour. In this case,
the initial value setting section 109 sets a contour by
manually providing the coordinate of the initial contour. If
the coordinate of the initial contour is provided manually, a
GUI (graphical user interface) and a pointing device such as
a mouse, a pen, a track ball, are used. By operating the
direction cursor of the pointing device, a coordinate is
designated on the display picture plane. An initial contour is
thereby plotted and inputted on the picture plane. An original
picture is displayed on the display plane. Using the pointing
device, the coordinates of positions of the contour lines are
designated and plotted on the original picture. The inputted
coordinate positions are displayed on the picture plane and
stored as coordinate position information. The contour thus
inputted is expressed as a collection of representative coor-
dinates on the contour and stored in this form in the built-in
memory of the initial setting section 109.

The energy calculator 110 calculates the sum of the
internal energy of the contour, picture energy and external
energy given at need. The discrete point moving section 112
has a function of moving the contour (conducting a conver-
gence calculation) so that the energy sum calculated by the
energy calculator 110 is as small as possible.

The convergence determination section 111 functions to
receive information about the sum of energies calculated by
the energy calculator 110, to determine whether or not a
change in the sum of energy is smaller than a predetermined
value, to determine that the sum of energy is convergent
when the change is smaller than the predetermined value, to
issue a command to stop the convergence calculation to the
energy calculator 110 and to thereby end the convergence
calculation at the energy calculator 110.

The display region determination section 103 functions to
set a region for connecting representative points on the
contour obtained by the contour extraction section 102 by
straight lines or curves and to determine a display portion
within the region.

The display picture generation section 104 functions to
replace only the pixel value in the portion of the original
picture inputted by the picture input section 101 correspond-
ing to the display region within the contour region deter-
mined by the display region determination section 103, with
a different pixel value and to thereby generate a display
picture having the display region within the contour region
superimposed over the original picture. The picture display
section 105 functions to display the picture generated by the
display picture generation section 104 on a display device.

The contour extraction section 102 having the above
structure operates as follows. An initial contour is set by the
initial value setting section 109. Coordinates of the initial
contour are given manually. The contour is expressed as a
collection of representative coordinates on the contour and
stored in this form in the built-in memory. When the initial
contour is sct by the initial value setting section 109, the
energy calculator 110 calculates a sum of the internal energy
of the initial contour, picture energy and external energy
given at need. The discrete point moving section 112 moves
the contour so that the energy sum calculated by the energy
calculator 110 is as small as possible.
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The convergence determination section 111 monitors a
change in the energy sum calculated by the energy calculator
110, determines whether this change is smaller than a
predetermined value and issues a command to stop a con-
vergence calculation to the discrete point moving section
112 when the change is smaller than the predetermined
value. When the change is larger than the predetermined
value, the convergence determination section 111 operates
so that the discrete point moving section 112 repeats moving
the contour. When the change is smaller than the predeter-
mined value as a result, the discrete point moving section
112 ends moving the discrete point.

The display region determination section 103 sets a
display region as a region obtained by connecting represen-
tative points of the contour obtained by the contour extrac-
tion section 2 by straight lines or curves. The display region
determination section 103 determines a portion to be dis-
played in that region. The portion is, for example, a portion
in which the contour is repeatedly displayed and not dis-
played at certain intervals (refer to FIGS. 21A and 21B).

The display picture generation section 104 generates a
display picture by replacing only the pixel value of a portion
of the original picture inputted by the picture input section
101, corresponding to the display region within the contour
determined by the display region determination section 103,
with a different pixel value.

The display section 105 displays the picture generated by
the display picture generation section 104 on a display
device such as a display (refer to FIG. 22).

Both the information about the contour extraction result
and the information about the vicinity of the contour of the
original picture can be indicated at a time by failing to
display part of the contour region as mentioned above.

In other words, in this embodiment, when an original
picture, which is, for example, an ultrasonic picture of the
heart, is inputted, a contour is roughly inputted on the
ultrasonic picture of the heart and the inputted contour line
is automatically corrected by the energy calculation and the
like based on the inputted contour. Then the contour lines or
the picture of the contour region in the designated display
target portion is superimposed over the original picture and
displayed. Furthermore, the picture on the displayed contour
line or in the contour region is periodically replaced with the
original picture, thereby making it possible to clearly com-
pare the contour with the target portion of the original
picture.

The apparatus in this embodiment can easily extract a
target portion of the original picture and allows a user to
easily determine whether or not the extracted contour is
correct based on the direct comparison of the extracted
contour with the original picture.

Therefore, by evaluating the accuracy of the extracted
contour and utilizing the information about the accurately
extracted contour for an analysis, it is possible to apply the
contour line of the moving target picture to the analysis of
the moving state of the target.

Another embodiment for extracting and displaying con-
tour lines will be described.

In this embodiment, an example of displaying the contour
expanded outside by a predetermined amount or reduced
inside by means of inputting commands by a user interac-
tively.

The structure of this embodiment is illustrated by FIG. 23.
The picture processing apparatus of FIG. 23 comprises a
picture input section 101, a contour extraction section 102,
a display region determination section 103, a display picture
generation section 104, a picture display section 105 and an
operation input section 113.
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The picture input section 101, the contour extraction
section 102, the display picture generation section 104 and
the picture display section 105 in this embodiment are the
same as those in the embodiment of FIG. 18. The apparatus
in this embodiment is characterized by comprising the
operation input section 113. The operation input section 113
designates the picture display magnification of a target
portion on the display plane, displays the target portion in
the form shown in FIG. 25 on the picture plane and
designates a scaling rate by selecting the rate using a mouse
CUrsor.

As shown in FIG. 25, the operation input section 113 has
three operations buttons; i.e., an “enlargement” button 113«,
a “reduction” button 1135, and a “return” button 113¢. When
pushing the “enlargement” button 113a, the picture scaling
rate o is increased. When pushing the “reduction” button
113b, The picture scaling rate « is reduced. When pushing
the “return” button 113c, the picture scaling rate o is
returned to the original rate and a command to display a
picture at 100% magnification can be issued. This command
is outputted by using the value of the scaling rate o.

This embodiment shows an example of using buttons at
the operation input section 113. A slide bar, a dial, a mouse
and the like may be used as input means, as well.

The display region determination section 103 converts
coordinate of the contour data X into X' based on the scaling
rate o. given from the operation input section 113 (refer to
FIG. 24):

X={(L, y1), (x2,32), . . ., (xn, yn)}

X={(x1', 1), (x2', ¥2)), . . ., (xn', yn')}

®
(©)

Here, xi'=x0+c. (xi-x0); yi'=y0+c(yi-y0); n is the number
of representative points; and (x0, y0) is the center of gravity
of the contour.

1Y 8

The example of the operation will be described hereinaf-
ter.

FIG. 26 illustrates a picture plane displayed on the picture
display section 105. The picture display shows a state right
after the contour extraction section 102 conducts processing
shown in FIG. 18, the display picture generation section 104
generates a display picture obtained by superimposing an
extracted contour region (all of the extracted contour lines)
over an original picture. and the picture display section 105
displays the display picture 114. On this plane, reference
numeral 114 denotes a picture of the target region obtained
by superimposing the contour region over the original
picture and reference numeral 15 denotes buttons 113a to
113c.

FIG. 27 illustrates a display plane on the picture display
section 105 when operating the buttons and, in particular,
right after pushing the “enlargement” button 113a. Only the
contour region (or extracted contour lines) is enlarged and
the picture of the target region is not enlarged. By expanding
only the contour region (or extracted contour lines) outside,
the original picture in the vicinity of the contour region can
be observed. Thereafter, by pushing the “return” button
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113c, the picture returns to its original unscaled (in FIG. 28).
If the contour region can be more easily observed by
reducing the picture inside, the “reduction” button 1135 is
pushed to thereby reduce the picture inside (in FIG. 29).

This embodiment displays the picture in the contour
region (or extracted contour lines) by scaling the picture on
the original picture. Due to this, it is possible to easily
compare the picture in the contour region with the original
picture, thereby facilitating the comparison and determina-
tion of the shape at high accuracy.

The embodiment shown in FIG. 30 illustrates a case of
displaying the contour by wobbling it inside and outside by
a predetermined amount with reference to the extracted
contour portion. The structure of this embodiment is the
same as the embodiment of FIG. 23 except that the operation
input section 113 can designate an amplitude A and a time
period T of the wobbling. It is of course possible to auto-
matically designate them. The system in this embodiment
has a function of, if given an amplitude A and a time period
T of wobbling, moving the picture in the contour region (or
extracted contour lines) at the amplitude A and at the time
period T and generating a picture to be displayed over the
original picture.

The system in this embodiment is also provided with the
operation input section 113. If the operation input section
113 designates an amplitude A and a time period T of
wobbling, information about the amplitude A and time
period T is supplied to the display region determination
section 103.

The display region determination section 103, if given the
amplitude A and time period T from the operation input
section 113, converts the coordinate of (xi, yi) of represen-
tative point on each contour into a coordinate (xi', yi')
expressed by the following formula (9) and formula (10):

x1'=x0+A (xi-x0)sin(2/T) 9
yi'=y0+A(yi-y0)sin(2nt/T) (10)

Here, x is the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its
diameter, t is time and (xi, yi) is the center of gravity of the
contour as described in the embodiment of FIG. 23.

According to the system in this embodiment having the
above structure, a contour region (or all contour lines) is
obtained by the same procedures as in FIG. 18, a display
picture obtained by superimposing the contour region over
the target region of the original picture is generated by the
display picture generation section 104 and the obtained
picture is displayed on the display unit such as a display by
the picture display section 105.

Meanwhile, according to this system, if the operation
input section 113 designates the amplitude A and time period
T of wobbling, the information is given to the display region
determination section 103. The display region determination
section 103 converts a coordinate (Xi, yi) of the representa-
tive point of the contour into a coordinate (xi', yi') expressed
by the formulas (9) and (10). As a result, each representative
point (xi, yi) of the contour changes at the amplitude A and
time period T of the wobbling. The display region determi-
nation section 103 composes a contour region reflecting this
change on the original picture. The contour region of the
picture displayed by the display unit changes at the ampli-
tude A and the time period T.

Consequently, the comparison and contrast of the picture
in the contour region and the original picture can be easily
made, thus facilitating comparing and determining the shape
at high accuracy.

The method of realizing the present invention by means of
software using a calculator will be roughly mentioned. In the
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software processing, coordinates of representative points on
the contours are calculated in accordance with formulas (11)
and (12) every time the time period t passes by a predeter-
mined interval At. From the calculated coordinates, a con-
tour region is generated by the approximation of a line or
curve. After the original picture data is re-drawn on the
display, the obtained contour region is re-drawn. By making
such a program and executing the program using the
calculator, the present invention can be realized.

In this embodiment, it is possible to automatically gen-
erate a contour region unlike the embodiment FIG. 23. Since
the displayed contour region is moved periodically, both the
vicinity of the contour within the picture and the extracted
contour region can be observed while dispensing with user’s
trouble. It is more effective if a transparent contour region is
provided by an after-image effect by reducing the time
period T of wobbling.

In the embodiment of FIG. 31, a picture processing
apparatus comprises a picture input section 101, a contour
extraction section 102, a display picture generation section
104 and a picture display section 105.

The picture input section 101 and the contour extraction
section 102 are the same as those shown in the embodiment
of FIG. 18. According to the system of this embodiment, the
display picture generation section 104 replaces a pixel value
of a portion of the original picture corresponding to the
contour region extracted by the contour extraction section
102, with a predetermined pixel value.

According to the system having such a structure, a con-
tour region (or contour lines) is obtained in accordance with
the same procedures as those in the embodiment of FIG. 18.
The display picture generation section 104 replaces a portion
of the original picture corresponding to the contour region
extracted by the contour extraction section 102, with a
predetermined pixel value and thereby generates a display
picture.

Meanwhile, the picture display section 105 controls the
original picture and the picture generated by the display
picture generation section 104 such that they are alternately
displayed at predetermined time intervals. By so doing, the
picture generated by the display picture generation section
104 and the original picture are alternately displayed on the
display unit by the picture display section 105.

In this way, according to this system, the display picture
generation section 104 generates a picture obtained by
replacing a portion of the original picture corresponding to
the contour region, with a predetermined pixel value, and the
original picture as well as the picture generated by the
display picture generation section 104 are alternately dis-
played on the display unit.

Due to this, there exists a time period in which a contour
region is not drawn. As a result, the original picture infor-
mation can be grasped more precisely and both the vicinity
of the contour within the picture and the extracted contour
region can be observed while dispensing with the user’s
trouble. Thus, operability is improved. Besides, if the pre-
determined time interval t is reduced, then a transparent
contour region can be provided by an after-image effect and
effective observation can be advantageously realized.

The display switching in this embodiment can be realized
by software processing using a calculator. The method will
be now described.

The display switching by means of software processing is
conducted as follows. If a predetermined time interval is At
and time t is 2nAt (where n is an integer), original picture
data is re-drawn on the display. On the other hand, if time t
is (2n+1)At, original picture data is re-drawn on the display
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and then the contour region previously obtained is re-drawn.
By so doing, the picture generated by the display picture
generation section 104 and the original picture can be
alternately displayed.

The method shown in FIG. 31, different from the embodi-
ment FIG. 23, can grasp original picture information more
precisely since there exists a time period in which a contour
region is not drawn. Besides, without troubling the user, the
vicinity of the contour within the picture and the extracted
contour region can be observed. Furthermore, if the prede-
termined time interval t is reduced, a transparent contour
region can be advantageously provided by an after-image
effect.

In the embodiment of FIG. 31, the picture processing
apparatus comprises a picture input section 101, the contour
extraction section 102, the display picture generation section
104 and the picture display section 105.

The picture input section 101, the contour extraction
section 102 and the display picture generation section 104
are the same as those in the embodiment of FIG. 30.

According to the system of the present invention, the
picture display section 105 controls the original picture and
the picture generated by the display picture generation
section 104 such that they are alternately displayed.
However, the picture generated by the display picture gen-
eration section 104 is displayed only when a command is
manually given at the operation input section 113. For that
reason, a button (display button) is provided at the operation
input section 113 for the designation operation.

According to the system, while the display button on the
operation input section 113 is being pushed, only the original
picture obtained from the picture input section 101 is
displayed. When the display button is released, only the
generated picture of the picture display section 105 is
displayed. Conversely, it is possible to display the generated
picture of the picture display section 105 while the button is
being pushed and the original picture is displayed when the
button is released. It is also possible to change the display
picture from “the generated picture of the picture display
section 105” to “the original picture” to “the generated
picture of the picture display section 105” to “the original
picture” in this order every time the button is pushed.
Further, operation means other than the button such as a
slide bar, a dial, a mouse and the like may be used.

In this embodiment, different from the embodiment of
FIG. 30, the timing for switching between the display and
non-display of the contour region is freely determined. Since
the switching can be thus freely made, it is possible to
display a picture more conformable to the user’s demand.

The sixth embodiment according to the present invention
will be described.

The sixth embodiment is the modification of the embodi-
ment of FIG. 30. The picture input section 101, the contour
extraction section 102 and the picture display section 105
are the same as in FIG. 18. The display picture generation
section 104 generates a picture by converting the pixel value
of a portion of the original picture corresponding to the
contour region extracted by the contour extraction section
102 in accordance with the following conversion processing.
Specifically, if the brightness of the original picture is (I, I,
I) in RGB color representation and the new brightness is (1,
I, 0) in RGB color representation, the conversion is con-
ducted as follows:

R=I

G=l

B=0
That is, the original picture is a color picture, and an R (red)
component, a G (green) component and a B (blue) compo-
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nent of the original picture has the same brightness value
which is I and colorless (either white or gray depending on
the value of I). By the conversion processing, the R com-
ponent and the G component are converted into “I” and the
B component is converted into “0”. As a result of the
conversion processing, the monochrome pixel having the R
component, G component and B component which are all I
is converted into that having only the R component and the
G component which are yellow. Therefore, after the above
processing, the color of the contour region is changed to
yellow. The brightness of the contour region is proportional
to that of the original picture (that is, the brightness of the
contour region having “I” is proportional to that of the
original picture). Therefore, it is possible to obtain the
original picture information even in the contour region. In
addition, since information about the contour extraction
result can be also obtained due to a change in color, it is
possible to easily evaluate the contour extraction result.

In this embodiment, yellow is used as a color for repre-
senting the contour region. However, other colors may be
used. As long as the brightness within the contour region can
be kept, other conversion methods may be used. In this
embodiment, the B component is fixed to 0 (B=0). However,
it may be changed between “0” and “I” as time passes. In
that case, the change can be obtained by wobbling both
periodically and manually. If so, the change can give a visual
impression more strongly, thereby facilitating the recogni-
tion of the contour region.

As described so far, the present invention extracts the
contour of a target within a picture, divides the extracted
contour into a display portion and a non-display portion and
displays the target picture and the display portion within the
contour by superimposing the display portion over the target
picture. In addition, the present invention extracts the con-
tour of the target within the picture, displays the extracted
contour region by superimposing the contour region over the
target picture within the picture and displays the contour
while scaling it. Furthermore, the present invention changes
the color of the contour when displaying it and can switch
the display picture between the picture, over which the
contour is superimposed, and the original picture. Therefore,
the contour picture and the original picture can be easily
compared, thereby facilitating the comparison and determi-
nation of the shape at accuracy.

As a result, it is possible to apply the present invention to
the evaluation of the accuracy of the contour extraction
result and the analysis of the state of the movement of a
moving target using the contour lines of the picture.

The method described in the embodiment with reference
to the drawings can be realized as software. The program by
using the software can be stored in a storage medium, which
can be read by a computer, such as a magnetic disc (a floppy
disc, a hard disc), an optical disc (a CD-ROM, a DVD) and
a semiconductor memory and can be distributed widely.

According to the embodiments of the present invention
described above, it is possible to provide a picture process-
ing apparatus and a picture processing method having an
excellent advantage in that the determination of whether or
not the extracted contour is correct can be easily made,
which the conventional apparatus and method cannot make,
and in that it is possible to apply the present apparatus and
method to the analysis of the state of the movement of a
moving target by using the contour of the picture of the
target since the correct contour can be obtained.

Now, description will be given to various embodiments of
a picture processing apparatus and a picture processing
method capable of automatically obtaining, for example, a
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terminal diastole area or volume and a terminal systole arca
or volume of an ultrasonic picture.

FIG. 33 shows the structure of the ultrasonic picture
processing apparatus. FIG. 34 shows the processing flow of
a method for detecting picture collecting conditions of an
ultrasonic picture.

A moving picture input section 201 inputs the moving
picture of the heart of a subject by means of ultrasonic
waves, X rays, magnetic resonance or the like. A target
contour extraction section 202 extracts the contour of the
heart from the heart moving picture for every picture (every
frame). A contour internal area calculation section 203
calculates the area inside the extracted contour of the heart.
A maximum/minimum area calculation/storage section 204
detects the maximum/minim areas among the calculated
internal areas of the contour of the heart and stores the
detected values while associating them with the pictures
corresponding to the values, respectively.

According to the apparatus in this embodiment having
this structure, moving pictures of the heart of the subject are
inputted by the moving picture input section 201. This is
done by obtaining moving pictures of the heart of the subject
obtained by, for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus
and using the obtained pictures as inputs.

More specifically, the moving picture input section 201
inputs moving pictures of the heart obtained in a time-series
manner from, for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis appara-
tus (S201). The target contour extraction section 202
extracts the contour of the target (cardiac wall) from each of
the inputted moving pictures (S202). The extraction of the
contour of the cardiac wall can be conducted automatically
and easily by means of, for example, the method using active
contour models and balloons: “On Active Contour Models
and Balloons (Laurent D. Cohen, CVGIP: IU, 53(2):
211-218, 1991). FIG. 34 shows the typical example of an
extracted contour by that method. By conducting processing
in step S202, contour information can be obtained for every
picture as shown in FIG. 34.

Thereafter, processing is conducted by the contour inter-
nal area calculating section 203. The contour internal area
calculation section 203 calculates the internal area of each of
the contours based on the respective contour information
extracted by the target contour extraction section 202
(S203). The maximum/minimum area calculation/storage
section 204 detects and stores maximum/minimum values of
the internal area of the contour of each picture obtained by
the contour internal area calculation section 203 (S204).

Contours are extracted from the time-series ultrasonic
pictures showing the sectional views of the heart and inter-
nal areas of the contours are calculated using the extracted
contour information, thereby obtaining the maximum and
minimum areas.

The detailed method for obtaining the maximum and
minimum internal areas of the contours will be now
described.

FIG. 35 shows the example of the processing flow of the
step S204 conducted by the maximum/minimum value
detection/storage section 204 shown in FIG. 33 in more
detail. In the step S204, the calculated value of the internal
arca of the contour obtained in step S203 is inputted (S208).
It is determined whether it is a value is for the first picture
(5209). If it is determined as first picture value, the inputted
area is temporarily stored in maximum/minimum memories
(5210).

Next, the stored value is compared with a value (a
retained maximum value) stored in the maximum memory
(S211). If the value temporarily stored in the maximum/
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minimum memories S210 is larger than the retained maxi-
mum value (S212), the maximum value is updated to the
temporarily stored value in the maximum memory (S213).

Meanwhile, as a result of the determination in step S212,
if the value temporarily stored in the maximum/minimum
memories is not larger than the retained maximum value, the
maximum value is not updated and the temporarily stored
value is compared with a value (a retained minimum value)
stored in the minimum memory (S214). If the value tem-
porarily stored in the maximum/minimum memories in step
§210 is smaller than the retained minimum value (S215), the
minimum value in the minimum memory is updated to the
temporarily stored value (S216). As a result of the determi-
nation in step S215, if the temporarily stored value is not
smaller than the retained minimum value, the minimum
value is not updated and the processing enters step S217.

In the step S217, it is determined whether or not the
processing of input pictures for a predetermined time period
is finished. If the processing for the predetermined time
period is finished, a maximum memory value and a mini-
mum memory value are stored as a terminal diastole area
and a terminal systole area, while associating them with each
other, respectively (S218).

The data can be stored in the memory by arranging in a
form of (terminal diastole arca value, the time phase
thereof), (terminal systole area value, the time phase thereof)
and the like. It is also possible to simultaneously store the
electrocardiogram information about the corresponding time
phases. These arranged values may be outputted to an output
unit such as a printer instead of storing them in the memory
or while doing so.

In this embodiment, contours of the heart are extracted
based on the moving pictures of the real-time ultrasonic
sectional image of the heart for every picture plane. The
internal area of each of the contours is obtained and it is
determined whether the area is the maximum or minimum
value. The maximum and minimum value are updated and
retained for a predetermined time period. Due to this, it is
possible to detect the maximum and minimum sectional
areas of the heart shown on the inputted pictures for a
predetermined time period. If the predetermined time period
is in line with the moving period of the heart, the terminal
systole and the terminal diastole of the heart can be grasped
automatically.

For the purpose of discovering the terminal heart systole
period and the terminal heart diastole period, the following
area measurement method is taken.

FIG. 36 shows an embodiment of a picture processing
apparatus. FIG. 37 shows the processing flow of the picture
processing apparatus.

In FIG. 36, the picture processing apparatus comprises a
contour internal point selection section 221, a measurement
straight line group setting section 222, a pixel number
measurement section 223 and an addition section 224.

The contour internal point selection section 221 selects a
required point inside the detected contour E. The measure-
ment straight line group setting section 222 sets a measured
group of straight lines provided radially around the required
point. The pixel number measurement section 223 measures
the number of passed pixels p for every straight line by the
straight line set by the measurement straight line group
setting section 222 crosses the contour. The addition section
224 obtains the cross-sectional area of the heart by adding
the number of pixels p measured by the pixel number
measurement section 223.

In such a structure, a point C is selected inside the
detected contour E (S221). This is conducted by the contour
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internal point selection section 221. The internal point C of
the contour E may be, for example, a point of the center of
gravity having a coordinate (x, y) represented by the aver-
ages of all X and Y coordinates on the contour E, respec-
tively.

When the point C is selected, the measurement straight
line group setting section 222 sets a measured group of
straight lines arranged radially around the point of the center
of gravity, that is, point C (S222). The pixel number mea-
surement section 223 measures the number of passed pixels
p for every straight line by the straight line crosses the
contour (S223). At this time, the measured pixels are stored
s0 as not to measure them a plurality of times. The addition
section 224 adds the number of pixels p measured by the
pixel number measurement section 223 and obtains the
cross-sectional area of the heart.

FIG. 38 typically shows how the processing is going on.
The contour E of the heart has an almost convex, smooth
shape. Therefore, if to-be-measured straight lines are set
densely enough, the cross-section area of the heart can be
accurately calculated by the method of this embodiment.

Another method for obtaining the cross-sectional area of
the heart will be described with reference to FIGS. 39 and
40. A picture processing apparatus shown in FIG. 39 com-
prises a contour division section 231, an area calculation
section 232 and an addition section 233. The contour divi-
sion section 231 measures the length of a given contour E,
divides the length at predetermined intervals and obtains
each division point represented as Pt. The area calculation
section 232 uses the internal point C of the contour E
obtained by the contour internal point selection section 221
in the embodiment of FIG. 37, creates a triangle by con-
necting the point C, a representative point Pt and its adjacent
representative points Pt for every point Pt and calculates the
area of each triangle. The point C may be, for example, the
point of the center of gravity having a coordinate (X, y)
represented by averages of all of the X and Y coordinates on
the contour E.

The addition section 233 adds areas of the respective
triangles obtained by the area calculation section 232 and
thereby calculates the internal area of the contour.

In the apparatus of this embodiment having such a
structure, the contour division section 231 measures the
length of the contour E extracted by the contour extraction
section, divides the length at predetermined intervals and set
respective division points Pt as representative points (S231).
After obtaining the respective points Pt, processing enters an
area calculation step. This step is conducted by the area
calculation section 232.

The area calculation section 232 creates a triangle by
connecting the point CO which is the point of the center of
gravity, a representative point Pt and its adjacent represen-
tative point Pt for every point Pt (refer to FIG. 41) and
calculates the area of the triangle (S232). The point C0 of the
center of gravity has a coordinate (x, y) obtained by aver-
aging all of the X and Y coordinate points on the contour,
respectively.

Finally, the addition section 233 adds areas of all of the
triangles and thereby calculates the internal area of the
contour (5233).

As can be seen from the above, the area can be calculated
by means of the polygon approximation.

The above-described methods are intended for discover-
ing the heart terminal systole period and the heart terminal
diastole period by obtaining the area of the cross-sectional
heart image. However, it is possible to grasp the heart
terminal systole period and the heart terminal diastole period
by obtaining not only the area but also the volume as
follows.
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The description will now be given to methods for grasp-
ing the heart terminal systole period and the heart terminal
diastole period by using the volume of the heart.

An embodiment for obtaining the volume of the heart
from the cross-sectional heart image will be described with
reference to FIGS. 42 through 44. This embodiment adopts
a method for obtaining the heart terminal systole period and
the heart terminal diastole period from the volume of the
heart.

As shown in FIG. 42, a picture processing apparatus
comprises a picture input section 241, a target contour
extraction section 242, a contour internal volume calculation
section 243 and a maximum/minimum volume detection/
storage section 244. The picture input section 241 inputs
moving pictures of the heart of a subject. The target contour
extraction section 242 extracts contours of the target heart
from the moving pictures (frames) of the heart, respectively.

The contour internal volume calculation section 243 cal-
culates internal volumes of the contours of the heart from the
extracted contours of the heart. The maximum/minimum
volume detection/storage section 244 detects a maximum
volume and a minimum volume of the internal volumes of
the contour obtained for respective pictures (respective
frames) and stores the values while associating them with
the corresponding pictures.

According to the method for obtaining the heart terminal
systole period and the heart terminal diastole period from the
volumes of the heart adopted in the embodiment of FIG. 42,
a moving picture of the heart is first inputted from the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus (S241). The target contour
extraction section 242 then extracts the contour E of the
target (cardiac wall) from the inputted moving picture
(S242). The contour is extracted for every picture (every
frame).

When the contour for every picture (every frame) is
extracted, the contour internal volume calculation section
242 calculates the internal volume of the contour for the
extracted contour (5243). The volume can be calculated by,
for example, obtaining the central axis of the contour E,
dividing the central axis into a plurality of segments each
having a predetermined distance d, obtaining the volume of
a circular cylinder having a diameter ri taken from one
intersection between a segment passing one of the division
points and perpendicular to the central axis and the contour
E to another intersection therebetween and obtaining the
sum of the obtained volumes of the cylinders.

Finally, the maximum/minimum volume detection/
storage section 244 detects a maximum volume and a
minimum volume in the same manner as shown in FIG. 43
and stores the values while associating them with the
corresponding pictures (frames), respectively.

By using the volume measurement method, it is possible
to grasp the heart terminal systole period and the heart
terminal diastole period automatically.

There is a method for calculating the movement amounts
between contours and obtaining a minimum value from the
calculated movement values while taking it into consider-
ation that the contour movement amount is a minimum in the
terminal systole period and the terminal diastole period, and
for specifying as a terminal diastole area/volume, the larger
area/volume in the time phases and as a terminal systole
area/volume, the smaller area/volume in the time phases. An
embodiment using this method will be described hereinafter.

As shown in FIG. 34, a picture processing apparatus in
this embodiment comprises a moving picture input section
251, a target contour extraction section 252, a contour
internal area/volume calculation section 253, a contour
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movement amount calculation section 254, a minimum
movement amount detection section 255 and a storage 256.

The moving picture input section 251 inputs moving
pictures of the heart of a subject. The target contour extrac-
tion section 252 extracts the contour of the heart from every
inputted moving picture (every frame) of the heart.

The contour moving amount calculation section 254 cal-
culates the moving amount of the contours extracted by the
target contour extraction section 252. The minimum move-
ment amount detection section 255 obtains a minimum value
and maximum value from the contour movement amounts
obtained by the contour movement amount calculation sec-
tion 254. The calculation section 253 calculates internal
areas/volumes of the contours extracted by the target con-
tour extraction section 252, respectively.

Among those areas/volumes, the larger area/volume and
the smaller area/volume are stored as the terminal diastole
period area/volume and the terminal systole area/volume,
respectively while associating them with corresponding pic-
tures. That is, a picture showing a larger area/volume in a
certain time period (, i.¢., a picture showing a maximum
area/volume in a time period among the time series pictures
(frames) and a picture showing a smaller area/volume in a
certain time period) are stored while associating these pic-
tures with the corresponding values, respectively. The stor-
age 256 stores and retains them.

In the apparatus having the above structure, moving
pictures of the heart obtained from the moving picture input
section 251 by, for example, the ultrasonic diagnosis appa-
ratus are first inputted (S251). The target contour extraction
section 252 extracts contours E of a target (cardiac wall)
from the inputted time series moving pictures (5252),
respectively.

The calculation section 253 calculates the internal areas/
volumes of the contours based on the extracted contours E,
respectively (S253). At the same time, the contour move-
ment amount calculation section 254 calculates contours
moving amounts based on the extracted contours E (5254).

Using the fact that the movement amount becomes a
minimum in the terminal expansion period and the terminal
systole period, the minimum moving amount detection
section 255 obtains a minimum value from the moving
amounts calculated by the contour moving amount calcula-
tion section 254 (S255). The larger area/volume and the
smaller area/volume in the above time phases are defined as
a terminal diastole area/volume and a terminal systole
area/volume, respectively and stored in the storage 256
while associating the values with the corresponding pictures
(256).

As described above, by using that the contour moving
amount becomes a minimum in the terminal diastole period
and the terminal systole period, contour moving amounts are
calculated and a minimum value is obtained from the
calculated moving amounts. The larger area/volume and the
smaller area/volume in those time phases are specified as a
terminal diastole area/volume and a terminal systole area/
volume, respectively. The heart terminal diastole period and
the heart terminal systole period can be thereby discovered
automatically.

Another embodiment for grasping the heart terminal
diastole period and the heart terminal systole period will be
described with reference to FIGS. 47 and 48.

This embodiment adopts a method for discovering a
terminal systole period and a terminal diastole period of the
heart from the difference in the internal areas of the respec-
tive heart contours by time-series arranging the contours
obtained from the moving pictures of the heart, and for
simultaneously obtaining the average movement amounts.
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The structure of this embodiment comprises a contour
internal area calculation section 261, a difference calculation
section 262, a contour length measurement section 263 and
a division section 264.

The contour internal area calculation section 261 calcu-
lates internal areas of contours from the contours of a target
extracted from the target contour extraction section 252. The
difference calculation section 262 arranges pictures in a time
series manner and sequentially subtraction-processes the
contour internal areas of the pictures, thereby obtaining time
differences in areas as a result of the subtraction-processing
conducted for continuous time periods. The contour length
measurement section 263 counts the number of pixels on the
contours and thereby measures contour lengths. The division
section 264 divides time differences of area by the contour
lengths and thereby obtains an average movement amount.

To obtain the average movement amount of the heart,
according to this embodiment, contours E of ultrasonic
cross-sectional images of the heart inputted as moving
pictures are extracted and internal areas of the contours E are
obtained, respectively (S261). The contour internal area
calculation processing is conducted by the contour internal
area calculation section 261. The pictures are arranged in a
time series manner and the internal areas of the contours E
are subtraction-processed in the generation order, to thereby
obtain time differences of area as a result of the subtraction-
processing conducted for continues time periods (S262).
This processing is conducted by the difference calculation
section 262.

Next, the contour length measurement section 263 mea-
sures contour lengths by counting the number of pixels on
the contours E (S263). Finally, the division section 264
obtains an average moving amount by dividing time differ-
ences of areas by the contour lengths (S264).

As can be understood from the above description, it is
possible to discover the terminal systole period and the
terminal diastole period of the heart by arranging heart
contours obtained from heart moving pictures in a time
series manner and calculating differences in the internal
areas of the heart contours. It is also possible to obtain useful
diagnosis information including the heart movement
amounts by obtaining an average heart moving amount. It
should be emphasized that they can be realized automati-
cally.

Now, referring to FIGS. 49 and 50, description will be
given to an embodiment for obtaining the moving amount of
the heart by adopting a method for obtaining characteristic
points on contours, for estimating movements of the respec-
tive characteristic points and thereby for obtaining an aver-
age movement amount.

As shown in FIG. 49, the picture processing apparatus in
this embodiment comprises a characteristic point detection
section 271, a moving vector detection section 272 and a
moving amount calculation section 273. The characteristic
point detection section 271 obtains characteristic points on
contours E extracted by the target contour extraction section
252, respectively. The moving vector detection section 272
correlates and collates a region in the vicinity of the obtained
characteristic point and a picture in a time phase following
the time phase of the former picture and detects the move-
ment of the difference in coordinate between a point having
the largest correlation value and an original characteristic
point as a moving vector. The moving amount calculation
section 273 obtains an average moving amount from moving
vectors of respective characteristic points by statistic pro-
cessing.

The apparatus in this embodiment having such a structure
extracts contours E of cross-sectional images of the heart
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inputted as moving pictures and obtains characteristic points
of the contours E, respectively.

To be more specific, the characteristic point detection
section 271 obtains characteristic points based on the con-
tours E of the cross-sectional images of the heart to obtain
movement amounts (S271). These characteristic points may
be selected by, for example, obtaining a point having a large
curvature change on a contour E as a characteristic point.
Alternatively, a variance of adjacent points on a contour E
is obtained and a point having a value not less than a
predetermined value may be selected as a characteristic
point. Furthermore, by dividing a contour E into a plurality
of parts at predetermined intervals, a characteristic point
may be selected.

Processing by the moving vector detection section 272
then starts. The moving vector detection section 272 esti-
mates movements of characteristic points on contours E.

In this embodiment, the evaluation is made as follows. A
region in the vicinity of a characteristic point and a picture
in the following time phase are correlated and collated and
detects a difference in coordinate between a point having the
largest correlation value and an original characteristic point
as a moving vector (5272).

Processing by the moving amount calculation section 273
then starts. The moving amount calculation section 273
obtains an average moving amount from moving vectors of
respective characteristic points by statistic processing
(S273). In this embodiment, the averages of x components
and y components of the respective moving vectors are
obtained and the magnitudes are calculated, whereby an
average moving amount is obtained.

In short, the present invention is characterized in that
contours of a target are extracted from moving pictures
obtained by, for example, an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus,
that internal areas of the extracted contours are calculated
and that maximum and minimum areas are detected as a
terminal diastole area and a terminal systole area, respec-
tively.

Moreover, the picture processing method according to the
present invention is characterized in that contours of the
target are extracted from moving pictures obtained by, for
example, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, that contour
internal volumes are calculated using the extracted contours,
and that the maximum and minimum values are obtained
and detected as a terminal diastole volume and a terminal
systole volume, respectively.

In addition, the picture processing method according to
the present invention is characterized in that contours of a
target are extracted from moving pictures obtained by, for
example, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, that areas or
volumes showing the smallest moving amount are obtained
from moving amounts on a time-by-time basis by using
those extracted contours and that the maximum area/volume
and the minimum area/volume out of the obtained areas/
volumes are detected as a terminal diastole area/volume and
a terminal systole area/volume, respectively.

According to the present invention, areas or volumes are
calculated from cross-sectional heart images obtained as
moving pictures based on information about the extracted
heart contours. The calculated areas/volumes are compared
in a time series manner. As a result, it is possible to properly
determine the terminal diastole period and the terminal
systole period of the heart.

According to the present invention, concrete areas or
volumes of the heart are obtained and, based on these
obtained values, the terminal diastole period and the termi-
nal systole period of the heart can be properly determined.
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This makes it possible to obtain objective measurement
information useful to the diagnosis of the subject’s heart
function. Besides, since the information can be obtained
automatically, the burden on the operator can be reduced.

It is noted that the present invention should not be limited
1o the above-described embodiments. Various modifications
are possible. Furthermore, not only ultrasonic pictures but
also cross-sectional pictures of CT scan or MRI as well as
X-ray television pictures can be used in the present inven-
tion. It may be possible to use the present invention in fields
other than the medical field.

Since the present invention utilizes moving pictures,
pictures (or frame pictures) changing moving states in
accordance with heartbeats can be inputted in a time series
manner. Heart contours of those pictures in respective time
phases are extracted and processed. However, it is not
necessary to use all of the frame pictures. Instead, among the
time series pictures (or frame pictures), some of the pictures
which reflect moving states in a systole period and an
diastole period may be selected and processed. Therefore,
various modifications are possible depending on the circum-
stances.

The methods described with reference to the flowcharts of
FIGS. 33, 35, 37, 40, 43, 46, 48 and 50 can be stored in a
storage medium including a magnetic disc (such as a floppy
disc and a hard disc) and an optical disc (such as a CD-ROM
and a DVD) as programs which can be executed by a
computer and distributed widely.

According to the embodiments of the present invention, it
is possible to automatically obtain either areas or volumes or
both of them in the terminal diastole period and the terminal
systole period of the heart for the measurement of the
pumping function which is important to the diagnosis of a
disease, by using moving pictures obtained by, for example,
an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus. Therefore, if cross-
sectional heart images are inputted as moving pictures, for
example, then the terminal diastole period and the terminal
systole period of the heart can be accurately determined
from concrete values of the obtained arcas and/or volumes
based on the cross-sectional heart images, and the heart
pumping function can be quantitatively obtained. Thus, the
present invention can advantageously facilitate using objec-
tive measurement information which is useful to the diag-
nosis of the subject’s heart function.

Now, description will be given to a heart function analysis
support apparatus and method for accurately associating the
cardiac wall contours and facilitating the evaluation of local
movement states of the cardiac wall so that the display of
information calculated from the contour information which
can be easily evaluated is realized.

A heart function analysis apparatus shown in FIG. 51
comprises a cardiac wall contour input section 301 for
inputting cardiac wall contour information, a characteristic
point detection section 302 for detecting or inputting char-
acteristic points on contours such as a cardiac apex and an
annulus valva from the heart wall contours, a contour
division section 303 for dividing the cardiac wall contours
based on the characteristic points, a division point associa-
tion section 304 for associating division points of moving
pictures in a plurality of time phases, a display section 305
for classifying the divided cardiac wall contours into regions
useful for diagnosis and for displaying the divided contour
by means of at least one of numerical display, graph display,
color display of the cardiac wall and a memory for storing
contour information or division point information.

In the present apparatus having the above structure, the
cardiac wall contour input section 301 inputs cardiac wall
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contour information. Time series cross-sectional images of
the subject’s heart are obtained from, for example, the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus. Contours of the heart are
extracted based on the obtained images. The extracted
contours are used as the cardiac wall contour information.
The cardiac wall contour information is stored in the
memory 6. The cardiac wall contour information is fed to the
characteristic point detection section 302.

When the cardiac wall contour information is inputted,
the characteristic point detection section 302 detects char-
acteristic points on contours such as a cardiac apex and an
annulus valva from the cardiac wall contours based on the
cardiac wall contour information. This can be automatically
calculated by using the curvature of contours based on the
shapes of the cardiac wall contours (automatic detection
processing). It is also possible to manually input character-
istic points using, for example, a mouse (manual input
operation).

The contour division section 303 divides the cardiac wall
contours based on the characteristic points obtained by the
characteristic point detection section 302. The division
information obtained by the division processing is stored in
the memory 6. When the cardiac wall contours are divided,
the division point association section 304 associates the
division points on the contours of pictures in a plurality of
time phases. The display section 305 classifies the divided
cardiac wall contours into regions useful for diagnosis and
displays them by means of at Ieast one of numerical display,
graph display and color display of the cardiac wall.

The detailed processing of the heart function analysis
apparatus having the above structure will be described with
reference to the flowchart of FIG. 52.

First, cardiac wall contour information is inputted from
the cardiac wall contour input section 301. The cardiac wall
contours 320 may be inputted manually using, for example,
a mouse on pictures or may be contour information obtained
as a result of picture processing and the like (FIG. 53 and
step Al of FIG. 52).

Next, characteristic points 321 on the cardiac wall con-
tours are detected by the characteristic point detection
section 302. The characteristic point may be inputted manu-
ally using, for example, a mouse or calculated automatically
using information about the curvature of contours based on
the shapes of the cardiac wall contours (FIG. 5 and step A2
or FIG. 52).

The inputted cardiac wall contours are then divided based
on the detected characteristic points (processing conducted
in the contour division section 303).

The division of the cardiac wall contours is conducted by
the following method.

This embodiment illustrates a method for dividing cardiac
wall contours while a point of a cardiac apex and an annulus
valva 302 are used as characteristic points.

As shown in FIG. 55, a portion from a right annulus valva
to a cardiac apex is divided into n parts and a portion from
the cardiac apex to a right annulus valva is divided into m
parts. Division points 322 are allotted with particular
numbers, respectively and stored (Step A3 of FIG. 52). The
division numbers m and n can be appropriately set in
accordance with the density for analyzing the movement of
the cardiac wall.

The above-described processing steps are conducted for
contour data in all time phases (Step A4 of FIG. 52). The
division of the cardiac wall contours is finished.

When the cardiac wall contours are divided, division
points for respective time phases are associated. More
specifically, division points having the same number are
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associated with one another (Step AS of FIG. 52). This step
is conducted by the division point association section 304.

As described above, according to the embodiment shown
in FIGS. 51 and 32, the cardiac apex and the annulus valva
of the heart having shapes of definite characters are used as
characteristic points. Due to this, positions of cardiac apex
and the annulus valva can be accurately associated.
Furthermore, according to the embodiments thereof, the
cardiac wall contours are divided based on the cardiac apex
and the annulus valva. Due to this, as shown in FIG. 56,
association of the wall contours in two time periods can be
made more appropriately than that by the center line method.

The results of the association of division points, if
finished, are displayed (Step A6 of FIG. 52). In this case, as
shown in FIG. 57, the cardiac wall 325 is displayed. Inside
the cardiac wall 325, division points from left annulus valva
to the cardiac apex and those from the cardiac apex to the
right annulus valva are further classified into three parts,
respectively. Contour lines (cardiac wall contours 320) are
divided by colors A, B, C, D, E and F for respective
classified parts and superimposed over the cross-sectional
heart pictures.

The three classified parts may be, for example, a base
portion, a central portion and a cardiac apex portion so as to
be useful for diagnosis. By classifying the cardiac wall and
displaying the divided contour lines by coloring them for
respective classified parts, it is possible to appropriately
divide the cardiac wall region and to easily and definitely
discover the position of the cardiac wall region on the
picture.

There is a different display method. A contour E1 in a
certain time phase (a certain time period) as a reference time
phase is pre-set with respect to the periodic diastole and
systole movement of the heart. As shown in FIG. 58,
division points on a contour E1 in the reference time period
and those on a contour E2 (which is one of present target
contours and a contour in a different time phase) in a present
time phase are connected to one another by straight lines L,
respectively. By so doing, it is possible to easily grasp which
part of the cardiac wall region moves to what degree with
respect to the cardiac wall contour in the reference time
phase.

It is also possible to display contour division results of
pictures in a plurality of continuous time phases as moving
pictures. By using the moving picture display method, the
movement state of the cardiac wall can be displayed such
that they can be grasped more easily. FIGS. 57 and 58 show
an example of displaying the contours by classifying divided
parts with different five colors of A to F. However, this is
nothing but one example. It is not always necessary to
display all contours with different colors. As long as the
division parts of the contours can be recognized, it is not
required to color the contours. Different types of lines may
be used for classification. Alternatively, such a display
method as to display at least adjacent contours with different
colors so as to discriminate contours, may be adopted.

In the meantime, since a heart is ellipsoidally sphere,
there are a cross section along a longer axis and a cross
section along a shorter axis. The above descriptions have
been described while using a cross section along a longer
axis as a cross-sectional heart image. The same processing
is possible even if using a cross section along a shorter axis
as a cross-sectional heart image as shown in FIG. 59. In that
case, accurate association can be realized by using, as a
characteristic point, a papillary muscle which is one tissue of
the heart. By using this, it is possible to even analyze
movements which are not perpendicular to a cardiac wall
contour such as a heart torsion movement.
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In the embodiment shown in FIGS. 51 and 52, the cardiac
wall contours are divided into a predetermined number of
parts to set division points and the cardiac wall contours in
time periods of the beating heart are displayed for respective
division points to clarify the division parts. In the
embodiment, as characteristic points serving as reference
points to the division parts on the heart contours, the cardiac
apex and the annulus valva of the heart having shapes of
definite characters are used.

Next, description will be given to an embodiment wherein
division points are set by dividing cardiac wall contours into
a predetermined number of parts, movement distances of the
division points in respective time periods of the beating
heart from the corresponding division points in a reference
time period are calculated and the information about move-
ment distances of respective division points is displayed
while reflecting on the pictures. In this case, cardiac apex
and the annulus valva of the heart having shapes of definite
characters are used as characteristic points serving as refer-
ence points to the division points on the heart contours.

As shown in FIG. 60, the apparatus in this embodiment
comprises a cardiac wall contour input section 301 for
inputting cardiac wall contour information, a characteristic
point detection section 302 for detecting or inputting char-
acteristic points on cardiac wall contours such as the cardiac
apex and the annulus valva, a contour division section 303
for dividing the cardiac wall contours based on the charac-
teristic points, division point association section 304 for
associating division points of the contours from pictures in
a plurality of time phases, a display section 305 for classi-
fying the divided cardiac wall contours into parts useful for
diagnosis and display them by means of at least one of
numerical display, graph display and color display of the
cardiac wall, a memory 306 for storing contour information
or division point information and a movement distance
calculation section 307 for calculating movement distances
of respective division points.

That is, the structure of the apparatus in this embodiment
is characterized by comprising the movement distance cal-
culation section 307 for calculating movement distances of
respective division points in addition to the structure of the
embodiment FIG. 51. A new display function of reflecting
movement distances of the division positions of the divided
cardiac wall contours is also added to the display section
30s.

In the apparatus according to this embodiment, the input-
ted cardiac wall contours in respective time phases, that is,
cardiac wall contours of respective time series pictures are
divided based on such characteristic points as the cardiac
apex and the annulus valva and the pictures in a plurality of
time phases, that is, time series pictures are associated with
one another. These procedures are the same as described in
the embodiment of FIG. 51 (in steps B1 to BS of FIG. 61).

After dividing the cardiac wall contours, movement dis-
tances of division points in respective time phases from the
corresponding division points in the pre-set time period are
calculated, respectively (Step B6 of FIG. 61). The calcula-
tion step is conducted by the movement distance calculation
section 307. Movement distances of the division points in
respective time phases from the corresponding division
points in the reference time period will be obtained as
follows.

Among time phases of the beating heart, an i-th time
phase is highlighted. A coordinate of the n-th division point
of the cardiac wall contour on the cross-section of the heart
in the i-th time phase on the picture is represented as

(X, Y)=(Xi,n, Yi,n) (1)
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If a reference time phase is the o-th time phase and a time
phase for calculating a movement distance is the j-th time
phase, the movement distance dj, n of the n-th division point
is calculated as

B = (Ki = Ko P+ (Vs = Yo P 12

Based on the calculation formulas, movement distances
are calculated. Next, in accordance with the calculated
movement distances, the display section 305 gives the
cardiac walls contours colors, superimposes the colored
contours over the cross-sectional heart picture and displays
them (Step B7 of FIG. 14). In regard of coloring, if the color
phase on the n-th division point in the j time phase is defined
as Cj,n as in the case of the formula (3), the portion of the
cardiac wall having a small movement distance is colored
blue and that having a large movement distance is colored
red, for example. By so doing, it is possible to grasp the
movement state of the cardiac wall visually, which greatly
helps understand the movement state of the cardiac wall.

Cj,n(*)=Mod(k-dj,n, 360) 13)

Here, k denotes a constant and Mod (,) denotes a reminder.

As shown in FIG. 62, movement distances for contours
(division points of contours) are expressed on a graph (b of
FIG. 62). Alternatively, a cardiac wall contour is classified
into a plurality of parts and the statistic of movement
distances for every classified cardiac wall part is calculated
and is displayed numerically (a of FIG. 62).

By thus displaying numerical information, it is possible to
obtain quantitative information. If, for example, an average
value for every part of the heart contours is calculated as
statistic, the average Ej,i of the i-th cardiac wall part of the
picture in the i-th time phase is expressed as

1 (14
E_/v‘ = = Z dj,n

nei th cardiac wall

where N denotes the number of division points belonging to
the i-th cardiac wall part.

As shown in FIG. 63, a change in movement distances is
expressed in a time series manner and a time series change
may expressed on a graph. Furthermore, velocities of the
cardiac wall parts can be calculated by differentiating move-
ment distances based on time phases. A velocity of the
cardiac wall part perpendicular to an ultrasonic beam cannot
be obtained as a Doppler signal in the ultrasonic diagnosis
apparatus. However, by adopting the above method, it is
possible to obtain velocity information of cardiac wall parts
irrespectively of the direction of the beams.

As shown in FIG. 64, a positional difference is obtained
for every division point between the contour 321 in time
phase A and the contour 322 in time phase B and the
differences are expressed on the picture as areas. If move-
ment areas for the respective cardiac wall portions are
calculated based on division points and expressed, the state
of systole movement can be grasped for every cardiac wall
portion. This is very useful as diagnosis information.

According to the embodiment of FIG. 60, the cardiac wall
contours are divided into a plurality of parts and divided
parts are determined. Movement distances of divided parts
in time phases of the beating heart, from corresponding
divided parts in the reference time phase are calculated,
respectively. Information about the movement distances of
the contours for divided parts is reflected on the picture and
displayed.
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Now, description will be given to an embodiment wherein
Doppler information is used, cardiac wall contours are
divided into a plurality of parts and velocity information
based on the Doppler information for every part is obtained
and an picture is displayed by reflecting the obtained veloc-
ity information for every part of the cardiac wall contours on
the picture.

As shown in FIG. 63, the apparatus in this embodiment
comprises a cardiac wall contour input section 301 for
inputting cardiac wall contour information, a characteristic
point detection section 302 for detecting or inputting char-
acteristic points on contours such as a cardiac apex and an
annulus valva, a contour division section 303 for dividing
cardiac wall contours based on characteristic points, a divi-
sion point association section 304 for associating division
points in different time phases with one another, a display
section 305 for classifying the divided cardiac wall contours
into a plurality of parts useful for diagnosis and displaying
the parts by means of at least one of numerical display, graph
display and color display of cardiac wall, a memory 306 for
storing contour information or division point information
and a velocity information input section 308 for inputting
velocity information obtained from Doppler signals in the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus.

To be more specific, the structure of the embodiment FIG.
65 is characterized by comprising the velocity information
input section 308 for inputting velocity information obtained
from Doppler signals in the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus in
addition to the elements of the apparatus in the embodiment
of FIG. 51. Additionally, the display section 305 is provided
with a function of classifying velocity information about
tissues obtained from Doppler signals for every cardiac wall
part using division points of the divided cardiac wall con-
tours and displaying the velocity information on the division
points, respectively.

The processing by the apparatus in FIG. 65 will be
described with reference to the flowchart of FIG. 66. The
apparatus divides cardiac wall contours in respective input-
ted time phases based on characteristic points such as a
cardiac apex and an annulus valva (in steps C1 to C3 of FIG.
66). This processing steps are the same as those in the first
embodiment. In this embodiment, information obtained
from Doppler signals is inputted (Step C4 of FIG. 66). That
is, by using the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus having a
Doppler signal measurement function, Doppler signals of
the heart are obtained. The velocity information input sec-
tion 308 obtains velocity information from the Doppler
signals and inputs the velocity information.

Thereafter, using division points of the divided cardiac
wall contours, velocity information about tissues obtained
from Doppler signals is classified for every cardiac wall part
and displayed on respective division points (Step C5 of FIG.
66). The step is conducted by the display section 303.

The detailed displayed contents are as follows. By way of
example, description will be given to a case of classifying a
part from a left annulus valva to a cardiac apex and a part
from the cardiac apex to a right annulus valva into three
parts, respectively.

First, a plurality of division points are provided on cardiac
wall contours. Using the division points, the cardiac wall
contours are classified into a plurality of parts each having
arequired distance. For example, a part from the left annulus
valva to the cardiac apex of a cardiac wall contour and a part
from the cardiac apex to a right annulus valva are classified
into three regions; i.e. a base, a central portion, a cardiac
apex portion in the division order, respectively.

Next, velocity information on the respective division
points is added for every classified region and an average is
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calculated. If the velocity on the n-th division point is
Dopplern, the average Ei for every cardiac wall part is
calculated by formula (5) as follows:

Y

nei th cardiac wall

15
Doppler, (1)

The calculated averages in the respective regions are
displayed by means of graph display, numerical display or
color display of the cardiac wall portions as in the case of the
second embodiment (see FIG. 67).

As described above, the cardiac apex and the annulus
valva having shapes of definite characters are used as
characteristic points serving as reference points for dividing
the cardiac wall. Based on these characteristic points, the
cardiac wall contours are classified into a plurality of parts
and velocity information based on Doppler information is
obtained for every classified part, thereby displaying an
picture reflecting the obtained velocity information for every
cardiac wall contour part. As a result, velocity information
about the cardiac wall is displayed for every appropriately
classified cardiac wall part. Thus, it is possible to display
information useful for the analysis of the cardiac function
and to greatly contribute to the diagnosis of the cardiac
function.

In the meantime, in the display method based on velocity
information, there are cases where differences in the veloci-
ties of the cardiac wall parts cannot be observed very clearly
if the differences are small, and analysis is therefore difficult
to make. In considering this, description will be now given
to another embodiment.

In this embodiment, cardiac wall contours are divided into
a plurality of parts, velocity information based on Doppler
information is obtained for every part, a dynamic range of
the obtained velocity information is obtained to thereby
change colors within the dynamic range. By so doing, if a
picture reflecting every cardiac wall contour part is
displayed, colors are allotted in accordance with the
dynamic range of velocities. As a result, even if differences
in velocities of divided parts are small, they can be clearly
observed.

As shown in FIG. 68, the apparatus in this embodiment
comprises a cardiac wall contour input section 301 for
inputting cardiac wall contour information, a characteristic
point detection section 302 for detecting or inputting char-
acteristic points on contours such as a cardiac apex and an
annulus valva, a contour division section 303 for dividing
cardiac wall contours based on the characteristic points, a
division point association section 304 for associating divi-
sion points in a plurality of time phases, a display section
305 for classifying the divided cardiac wall contours into a
plurality of parts useful for diagnosis and for displaying
them by means of at least one of numerical display, graph
display and color display of the cardiac wall, a memory 306
for storing contour information or division point
information, a velocity information input section 308 for
inputting velocity information from Doppler signals in the
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, a dynamic range detection
section 309 for detecting a dynamic range and a display
color allotment section 310 for allotting display colors.

That is, the structure of the embodiment in FIG. 65 is
characterized by comprising the dynamic range detection
section 309 and the display color allotment section 310.

The processing by the apparatus of FIG. 68 will be
described with reference to the flowchart of FIG. 69.

In the apparatus of this embodiment, inputted cardiac wall
contours in respective time phases are divided into a plu-
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rality of parts based on characteristic points such as a cardiac
apex and an annulus valva and the divided parts of pictures
in a plurality of time phases are associated with one another
(in steps D1 to D5 of FIG. 69). The processing steps are the
same as those in the embodiment of FIG. 51.

After dividing the cardiac wall contours, movement dis-
tances of divided parts from the corresponding divided parts
in the reference time phase are calculated, respectively,
which processing steps are also the same as those in the
embodiment of FIG. 51 (Step D6 of FIG. 68).

Next, velocity information obtained from Doppler signals
is inputted (Step D7 of FIG. 68). The input step is conducted
by, for example, obtaining Doppler signals of the heart using
an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus having a Doppler signal
measurement function, obtaining velocity information at the
velocity information input section 308 and inputting the
velocity information.

Thereafter, the dynamic range detection section 309
detects dynamic ranges of movement distances of respective
division points (Step D8 of FIG. 69). This is done by, for
example, calculating differential values D'j,n of movement
distances of respective division points in a plurality of time
phases or one time phase and detecting a maximum value
Vmax and a minimum value Vmin from the calculated
differential values D'j,n as follows:

(16)
an.

After completing the processing at the dynamic range
detection section 309, display colors are allotted to the Vmin
and Vmax (Step D9 of FIG. 69). The display colors are
allotted by formula (18) by which a color phase Cj,n of the
display color on the n-th division point of the j-th time phase
picture is defined by a dynamic range, as follows:

Vmax=max(D' j,n)

Vmin=min(D' j,n)

D= Vi (18)

Cin(®) = Mod|k - =————
J'n() 0( vmax_vmi

+ Vi, 360]

Here, “(°)” in Cj,n(°) indicates that CJ,n expresses an angle.

The processing as expressed by the formula (18) is
conducted by the display color allotment section 100,
thereby completing allotting display colors.

Finally, the display section 305 displays velocity infor-
mation on the picture by using the allotted display colors
(Step D10 of FIG. 68).

By so doing, even if velocity distribution is small, it is
possible to display velocity information using many colors.
This is useful in diagnosing differences in cardiac wall
portions in detail. In the display method based on velocity
information, there are cases where differences in movement
state cannot be observed very clearly if rate differences are
small among cardiac wall portions, and therefore analysis is
difficult to make. In the fourth embodiment, cardiac wall
contours are divided into a plurality of parts and velocity
information based on Doppler information is obtained for
respective divided parts, the dynamic range of the resultant
velocity information is obtained and colors are changed
within the dynamic range. As a result, if an picture reflecting
the respective parts of the cardiac wall contours is displayed,
it is possible to display the picture while allotting colors
there is only a little difference in velocity, it is possible to
display the picture while clarifying velocity differences
among the respective parts. Thus, in the analysis of the
movement function, the present invention can provide an
analysis support apparatus and an analysis support method
capable of grasping the movement function clearly.
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The methods shown in FIGS. 52, 61, 66 and 68 can be
stored as programs executed by a computer in a storage
medium including a2 magnetic disc (such as a floppy disc and
a hard disc) and an optical disc (such as a CD-ROM and a
DVD) and can be distributed widely.

According to the present invention described so far,
cardiac wall parts in various time phases can be appropri-
ately associated in the analysis of movement state of a
cardiac wall by a plurality of time phase pictures. Using the
division of cardiac wall contours, cardiac wall parts are
classified by a method suitable for a diagnosis, whereby
information useful for analysis can be displayed. Thus, the
present invention can provide a cardiac function analysis
support apparatus and a cardiac function analysis support
method capable of greatly contributing to the cardiac func-
tion analysis.

Additional advantages and modifications will readily
occur to those skilled in the art. Therefore, the invention in
its broader aspects is not limited to the specific details and
representative embodiments shown and described herein.
Accordingly, various modifications may be made without
departing from the spirit or scope of the general inventive
concept as defined by the appended claims and their equiva-
lent.

What is claimed is:

1. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

an extraction section configured to extract a cardiac wall
contour from each of a plurality of heart images gen-
erated In a time-series;

a division unit configured to divide the cardiac wall
contour of each of the heart images into a plurality of
cardiac wall contour divisions at a plurality of division
points, using a point having a structural feature of the
heart as a reference; and

a division point corresponding unit configured to corre-
spond first division points of the cardiac wall contour of
one of the heart images to second division points of the
cardiac wall contour of the other of the heart images
between a plurality of time phases.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the point
having a structural feature corresponds to at least one of a
cardiac apex, an annulus valva and a papillary muscle.

3. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the
division point corresponding unit comprises: means for
classifying the cardiac wall contour divisions of the cardiac
wall contour to display at least the adjacent contour divi-
sions with different colors or different luminance.

4. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

an extraction unit configured to extract a cardiac wall
contour of a cardiac wall for each of a plurality of heart
images generated in a time-series;

a division unit configured to divide the cardiac wall
contour of each of the heart images into a plurality of
cardiac wall contour divisions at a plurality of division
points, using a point having a structural feature of the
heart as a reference;

a reference determination unit configured to determine
one of the heart images as a reference image corre-
sponding to a reference time;

a division point corresponding unit configured to corre-
spond first division points of the cardiac wall contour
divisions of the reference image to second division
points of the cardiac wall contour divisions of another
of the heart images; and

a display device configured to display a movement dis-
tance between corresponding two of the first division
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points and the second division points corresponded to
each other together with the cardiac wall.

5. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

an input unit configured to input heart images generated
in a time-series;

an extraction unit configured to extract a cardiac wall
contour for each of the heart images;

a division unit configured to divide the cardiac wall
contour into a plurality of cardiac wall contour divi-
sions at a plurality of division points, using a point
having a structural feature of the heart as a reference;

a division point corresponding unit configured to corre-
spond first division points of the cardiac wall contour
divisions of one of the heart images to second division
points of the cardiac wall contour divisions of another
of the heart images between a plurality of time phases;

a velocity detection unit configured to detect velocity
information of heart tissues;

a classification unit configured to classify the velocity
information for each of the cardiac wall contour divi-
sions corresponding to the first division points and the
second division points;

a display device configured to display the velocity infor-
mation with at least one of a numerical display, a graph
display and a color display of a cardiac wall.

6. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

an input unit configured to input heart images generated
In a time-series;

an extraction unit configured to extract a cardiac wall
contour from each of the heart images;

a division unit configured to divide the cardiac wall
contour into a plurality of cardiac wall contour divi-
sions at a plurality of division points, using a point
having a structural feature of the heart as a reference
point;

a reference determination unit configured to determine
one of the heart images as a reference image corre-
sponding to a reference time;

a division point corresponding unit configured to corre-
spond first division points of the cardiac wall contour
divisions of the reference image to second division
points of the cardiac wall contour divisions of another
of the heart images;

a calculation unit configured to calculate a movement
distance between corresponding two of the first divi-
sion points and the second division points for each of
the contour divisions to obtain a plurality of movement
distances; and

a display device configured to display the contour divi-
sions with different display states according to the
movement distances.

7. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

means for extracting a plurality of cardiac wall contours
from a plurality of heart images generated in a time-
series;

means for dividing each of the cardiac wall contours into
a plurality of cardiac wall contour divisions at a plu-
rality of division points, using a point having a struc-
tural feature of the heart as a reference; and

means for corresponding first division points of the car-
diac wall contour divisions of the reference image to
second division points of the cardiac wall contour
divisions of another of the heart images;

means for calculating a movement distance between cor-
responding two of the first division points and the
second division points.
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8. The apparatus according to claim 7, wherein the point
having a structural feature corresponds to at least one of a
cardiac apex, an annulus valve and a papillary muscle.

9. The apparatus according to claim 7, which further
comprises:

means for classifying the cardiac wall contour divisions
for each of the cardiac wall contours; and

a display device which displays at least adjacent contour
divisions with different colors or different luminance.
10. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

means for extracting a plurality of cardiac wall contours
from a plurality of heart images generated in a time-
series, respectively;

means for dividing each of the cardiac wall contours of
each of the heart images into a plurality of cardiac wall
contour divisions at a plurality of division points, using
point having a structural feature of the heart as a
reference;

means for determining one of the heart images as a
reference image corresponding to a reference time;

means for corresponding first division points of the car-
diac wall contour divisions of the reference image to
second division points of the cardiac wall contour
division of another of the heart images;

means for calculating a movement distance between cor-
responding two of the first division points and the
second division points for each of the contour divi-
sions; and

a display device configured to display the movement
distance with one of a numerical display, a graphical
display and a color display of the cardiac wall.

11. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

means for inputting a plurality of heart images generated
in a time-series and velocity information of heart
tissues;

means for extracting a plurality of cardiac wall contours
from the heart images, respectively;

means for dividing each of the cardiac wall contours of
each of the heart images into a plurality of cardiac wall
contour divisions at a plurality of division points, using
a point having a structural feature of the heart as a
reference;

means for corresponding first division points of one of the
cardiac wall contours to second division points of
another of the cardiac wall contours between a plurality
of time phases;

means for classifying the velocity information for each of
the division points;

a display device configured to display the velocity infor-
mation with at least one of a numerical display, a graph
display and a color display of a cardiac wall.

12. A heart function analysis apparatus comprising:

means for inputting a plurality of heart images generated
in a time-series;

means for extracting a plurality of cardiac wall contours
from the heart images, respectively;

means for dividing each of the cardiac wall contours into
a plurality of cardiac wall contour divisions at a plu-
rality of division points, using a point having a structure
feature of the heart as a reference point;

means for corresponding first division points of one of the
cardiac wall contours to second division points of
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another of the cardiac wall contours between a plurality
of time phases;

means for calculating a movement distance between cor-
responding two of the first division points and the
second division points for each of the contour divisions
to obtain a plurality of movement distances relative to
the first division points and the second division points;

means for allocating a display colors to the contour
divisions according to the movement distances; and

a display device configured to display the contour divi-
sions according to the allocated colors.
13. A heart function analysis method comprising:

extracting a cardiac wall contour from each of heart
images generated in a time-series;

dividing the cardiac wall contour of each of the heart
images into a plurality of cardiac wall contour divisions
at a plurality of division points, using a point having a
structural feature of the heart as a reference;

corresponding first division points of the cardiac wall
contour of one of the heart images to second division
points of the cardiac wall contour of the other of the
heart images between a plurality of time phases; and

calculating a movement distance between corresponding
two of the first division points and the second division
points for each of the contour divisions to obtain
plurality of movement distances relative to the first
division points and the second division points.

14. The method according to claim 13, wherein the point
having a structural feature corresponds to at least one of a
cardiac apex, an annulus valva and a papillary muscle.

15. The method according to claim 13, which comprises:

classifying the cardiac wall contour divisions according to
the movement distances to display at least the adjacent
contour divisions with different colors or different
luminance.
16. The method according to claim 13, which further
comprises:
determining as a reference image corresponding to a
reference time point the one of the heart images gen-
erated in a time series.
17. The method according to claim 16, further compris-
ing:
displaying at least the contour divisions with different
colors or different luminance according to the move-
ment distances.
18. The method according to claim 13, further compris-
ing: generating velocity information of heart tissues;
classifying the velocity information for each of the car-
diac wall contour divisions; and
displaying the velocity information with at least one of a
numerical display, a graph display and a color display
of the cardiac wall.
19. The method according to claim 13, further compris-
ing:
detecting a dynamic range of velocity information of each
of the cardiac wall contour divisions or each of the
division points; and
displaying the velocity information on a display screen as
changing a display color in the dynamic range.
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