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(54) 3D image acquisition apparatus and method of calculating depth information in the 3D image 
acquisition apparatus

(57) A 3-dimensional (3D) image acquisition appa-
ratus and a method of calculating depth information in
the 3D image acquisition apparatus, the 3D image ac-
quisition apparatus including: an optical modulator (103)
for modulating light reflected from a subject (200) by se-

quentially projected N (N is 3 or a larger natural number)
light beams; an image sensor (105) for generating N sub-
images by capturing the light modulated by the optical
modulator (103); and a signal processor (106) for calcu-
lating depth information regarding a distance to the sub-
ject by using the N sub-images.
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Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The present disclosure relates to 3-dimensional (3D) image acquisition apparatuses and methods of calculating
depth information in the 3D image acquisition apparatuses.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] Recently, the importance of 3-dimensional (3D) content is increasing with the development and the increase
in demand of 3D display devices for displaying images having depth perception. Accordingly, there is research being
conducted into 3D image acquisition apparatuses, such as a 3D camera by which a user personally creates 3D content.
Such a 3D camera acquires depth information in addition to existing 2D color image information in one capture.
[0003] Depth information regarding distances between surfaces of a subject and a 3D camera may be acquired using
a stereo vision method using two cameras or a triangulation method using structured light and a camera. However, since
the accuracy of depth information in these methods rapidly decreases as a distance to a subject increases and these
methods depend on a surface state of the subject, it is difficult to acquire accurate depth information.
[0004] To improve this problem, a Time-of-Flight (TOF) method has been introduced. The TOF method is a method
of measuring a light beam’s flight time until the light reflected from a subject is received by a light-receiving unit after an
illumination light is projected to the subject. According to the TOF method, light of a predetermined wavelength (e.g.,
Near Infrared (NIR) light of 850 nm) is irradiated to a subject by using an illumination optical system including a Light-
Emitting Diode (LED) or a Laser Diode (LD). A light having the same wavelength is reflected from the subject and is
received by a light-receiving unit. Thereafter, a series of processing processes for calculating depth information are
performed. Various TOF technologies are introduced according to the series of processing processes.
[0005] In the TOF method described above, depth information is calculated by assuming an ideal environment without
noise. However, when a 3D camera is used, ambient light, such as illumination in an indoor environment and sunlight
in an outdoor environment, always exists in the surroundings. The ambient light is incident to the 3D camera and becomes
noise in a process of calculating depth information.
[0006] Accordingly, it is necessary to reduce ambient light causing noise in the process of calculating depth information.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0007] Provided are a method of calculating depth information by reducing captured ambient light and a 3D image
acquisition apparatus therefor.
[0008] Additional aspects will be set forth in part in the description which follows and, in part, will be apparent from
the description, or may be learned by practice of the exemplary embodiments.
[0009] According to an aspect of an exemplary embodiment, a 3-dimensional (3D) image acquisition apparatus in-
cludes: an optical modulator for modulating light reflected from a subject by sequentially projected N (N is 3 or a larger
natural number) light beams; an image sensor for generating N sub-images by capturing the light modulated by the
optical modulator; and a signal processor for calculating depth information regarding a distance to the subject by using
the N sub-images.
[0010] The N light beams may be discontinuously projected.
[0011] The N projected light beams may be different from each other and be emitted by one or more light sources.
[0012] The one or more light sources may sequentially project the N light beams with a predetermined time interval.
[0013] An operating time of the optical modulator may be synchronized with a projecting time of each of the N light
beams.
[0014] The operating time of the optical modulator may be shorter than the projecting time.
[0015] An exposure time of the image sensor may be synchronized with the operating time of the optical modulator.
[0016] The image sensor may be exposed during the light-projecting time to capture the modulated light and may form
the N sub-images during at least a portion of a remaining time of the light-projecting time.
[0017] All pixels of the image sensor may be exposed to the modulated light during the light-projecting time.
[0018] The N light beams may be periodic waves having the same period and at least one selected from the group
consisting of a different intensity and a different phase.
[0019] The optical modulator may modulate the reflected light with the same modulation signal.
[0020] The N light beams may be the same periodic waves.
[0021] The optical modulator may modulate the reflected light with different modulation signals.
[0022] A phase difference between any two light beams projected at adjacent times from among the N light beams
may be a value obtained by equally dividing 360° by N.
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[0023] The reflected light may include N reflection light beams obtained by reflecting the N light beams from the subject.
[0024] The N sub-images generated by the image sensor may sequentially one-to-one match the N reflection light
beams.
[0025] If the N sub-images do not one-to-one match the N reflection light beams, the signal processor may convert
the N sub-images on a line by line basis and sequentially one-to-one match the N line-based sub-images with the N
reflection light beams.
[0026] The signal processor may generate a first average image by averaging the N sub-images multiplied by first
weighting factors, generate a second average image by averaging the N sub-images multiplied by second weighting
factors, and calculate the depth information from the first average image and the second average image.
[0027] The depth information may be calculated from an arctangent value of a ratio of the first average image to the
second average image.
[0028] According to another aspect of an exemplary embodiment, a method of calculating depth information includes:
modulating light reflected from a subject by sequentially projecting N (N is 3 or a larger natural number) light beams;
generating N sub-images by capturing the light modulated by the optical modulator; and calculating depth information
regarding a distance to the subject by using the N sub-images.
[0029] The N light beams may be discontinuously projected.
[0030] The N projected light beams may be different from each other and be emitted by one or more light sources.
[0031] The N light beams may be sequentially projected with a predetermined time interval.
[0032] An operating time of an optical modulator for modulating the light may be synchronized with a projecting time
of each of the N light beams.
[0033] The operating time of the optical modulator may be shorter than the projecting time.
[0034] An exposure time of an image sensor for capturing the light may be synchronized with the operating time of
the optical modulator.
[0035] All pixels of the image sensor may be exposed to the modulated light during the light-projecting time.
[0036] The N light beams may be periodic waves having the same period and at least one selected from the group
consisting of a different intensity and a different phase, and the reflected light may be modulated with the same modulation
signal.
[0037] The N light beams may be the same periodic waves, and the reflected light may be modulated with different
modulation signals.
[0038] A phase difference between any two light beams projected at adjacent times from among the N light beams
may be a value obtained by equally dividing 360° by N.
[0039] The generated N sub-images may sequentially one-to-one match the N reflection light beams.
[0040] The method may further include, if the N sub-images do not one-to-one match the N reflection light beams,
converting the N sub-images on a line by line basis and sequentially one-to-one matching the N line-based sub-images
with the N reflection light beams.
[0041] A first average image may be generated by averaging the N sub-images multiplied by first weighting factors,
a second average image may be generated by averaging the N sub-images multiplied by second weighting factors, and
the depth information may be calculated from the first average image and the second average image.
[0042] The depth information may be calculated from an arctangent value of a ratio of the first average image to the
second average image.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

[0043] These and/or other aspects will become apparent and more readily appreciated from the following description
of the embodiments, taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a 3-dimensional (3D) image acquisition apparatus according to an exemplary
embodiment;
FIGS. 2A to 2C illustrate a process of generating N different sub-images by modulating N different reflection light
beams, according to an exemplary embodiment;
FIGS. 3A to 3C illustrate a process of generating N different sub-images with one projection light beam and N
different optical modulation signals, according to an exemplary embodiment;
FIGS. 4A and 4B are time graphs when a 3D image is captured when a duty rate of projection light is 100% and a
case where a duty rate of projection light is 20%, respectively, according to an exemplary embodiment;
FIG. 5 is a time graph of when an image is captured by synchronizing a light source, an optical modulator, and an
image pickup device with each other, according to an exemplary embodiment;
FIG. 6 is a time graph when an image is captured when not all pixels of an image pickup device are exposed during
a single operating time of an optical modulator;
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FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram for describing a process of calculating depth information from N different images,
according to an exemplary embodiment;
FIG. 8 is a table illustrating weighting factors Ak and Bk, according to an exemplary embodiment; and
FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a method of calculating depth information, according to an exemplary embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0044] Reference will now be made in detail to exemplary embodiments, examples of which are illustrated in the
accompanying drawings. In the drawings, the widths and thicknesses of layers and regions are exaggerated for the
clarity of the specification. In the description, like reference numerals refer to like elements throughout. Expressions
such as "at least one of," when preceding a list of elements, modify the entire list of elements and do not modify the
individual elements of the list.
[0045] FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a 3-dimensional (3D) image acquisition apparatus 100 according to an ex-
emplary embodiment. Referring to FIG. 1, the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 may include a light source 101 for
generating light having a predetermined wavelength, an optical modulator 103 for modulating light reflected from a
subject 200, an image pickup device 105 (e.g., an image sensor) for generating a sub-image from the modulated light,
a signal processor 106 for calculating depth information based on a sub-image formed by the image pickup device 105
and generating an image including the depth information, and a controller 107 for controlling operations of the light
source 101, the optical modulator 103, the image pickup device 105, and the signal processor 106.
[0046] In addition, the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 may further include, in front of a light-incident face of the
optical modulator 103, a filter 108 for transmitting only light having a predetermined wavelength from among the light
reflected from the subject 200 and a first lens 109 for concentrating the reflected light within an area of the optical
modulator 103, and a second lens 110 for concentrating the modulated light within an area of the image pickup device
105 between the optical modulator 103 and the image pickup device 105.
[0047] The light source 101 may be for example a Light-Emitting Diode (LED) or a Laser Diode (LD) capable of emitting
light having a Near Infrared (NIR) wavelength of about 850 nm that is invisible to human eyes for safety. However, the
light source 101 is not limited to a wavelength band or type.
[0048] Light projected from the light source 101 to the subject 200 may have a form of a periodic continuous function
having a predetermined period. For example, the projected light may have a specifically defined waveform such as a
sine wave, a ramp wave, or a square wave, or an undefined general waveform. In addition, the light source 101 may
intensively project light to the subject 200 for only a predetermined time in a periodic manner under control of the controller
107. A time that light is projected to the subject 200 is called a light-projecting time.
[0049] The optical modulator 103 modulates light reflected from the subject 200 under control of the controller 107.
For example, the optical modulator 103 may modulate the intensity of the reflected light by changing a gain in response
to an optical modulation signal having a predetermined wavelength. To do this, the optical modulator 103 may have a
variable gain.
[0050] The optical modulator 103 may operate at a high modulation frequency of tens to hundreds of MHz to identify
a phase difference or a traveling time of light according to a distance. The optical modulator 103 satisfying this condition
may be at least one of a sub-image intensifier including a Multi-Channel Plate (MCP), a solid optical modulator of the
GaAs series, or a thin-type optical modulator using an electro-optic material. Although the optical modulator 103 is a
transmission-type optical modulator in FIG. 1, a reflection-type optical modulator may also be used.
[0051] Like the light source 101, the optical modulator 103 may also operate for a predetermined time to modulate
the light reflected from the subject 200. A time that the optical modulator 103 operates to modulate light is called an
operating time of the optical modulator 103. The light-projecting time of the light source 101 may be synchronized with
the operating time of the optical modulator 103. Thus, the operating time of the optical modulator 103 may be the same
as or shorter than the light-projecting time of the light source 101.
[0052] The image pickup device 105 generates a sub-image by detecting the reflected light modulated by the optical
modulator 103 under control of the controller 107. If only a distance to any one point on the subject 200 is to be measured,
the image pickup device 105 may use a single optical sensor such as, for example, a photodiode or an integrator.
However, if distances to a plurality of points on the subject 200 are to be measured, the image pickup device 105 may
have a plurality of photodiodes or a 2D or 1D array of other optical detectors. For example, the image pickup device 105
may include a Charge-Coupled Device (CCD) image sensor or a Complimentary Metal-Oxide Semiconductor (CMOS)
image sensor. The image pickup device 105 may generate a single sub-image per reflected light beam.
[0053] The signal processor 106 calculates depth information based on a sub-image formed by the image pickup
device 105 and generates a 3D image including the depth information. The signal processor 106 may be implemented
by, for example, an exclusive Integrated Circuit (IC) or software installed in the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100.
When the signal processor 106 is implemented by software, the signal processor 106 may be stored in a separate
portable storage medium.
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[0054] Hereinafter, an operation of the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 having the above-described structure is
described.
[0055] The light source 101 sequentially and intensively projects N different light beams having a predetermined period
and waveform to the subject 200 under control of the controller 107, wherein N may be 3 or a larger natural number.
The light source 101 may sequentially project the N different light beams continuously or within a predetermined time
interval.
[0056] For example, when 4 different projection light beams are used, the light source 101 may generate and project
a first projection light beam to the subject 200 for a time T1, a second projection light beam to the subject 200 for a time
T2, a third projection light beam to the subject 200 for a time T3, and a fourth projection light beam to the subject 200
for a time T4. These first to fourth projection light beams sequentially projected to the subject 200 may have a form of
a continuous function having a predetermined period, such as a sine wave. For example, the first to fourth projection
light beams may be periodic waves having the same period and waveform and different intensities or phases.
[0057] When the N different light beams are projected, a phase difference between any two of the light beams projected
at the same time may be 360°/N, and the period of each projected light beam may be shorter than the operating time
of the light source 101. All of the N different light beams may be sequentially projected to the subject 200 within the
operating time of the light source 101.
[0058] A light beam projected to the subject 200 is reflected on the surface of the subject 200 and incident to the first
lens 109. In general, the subject 200 has a plurality of surfaces having different distances, i.e., depths, from the 3D
image acquisition apparatus 100. FIG. 1 illustrates the subject 200 having 5 surfaces P1 to P5 having different depths
for simplification of description. When the projected light beam is reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 having different
depths, 5 differently time-delayed (i.e., different phases) reflection light beams are generated.
[0059] For example, 5 first reflection light beams having different phases are generated when a first projection light
beam is reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200, and 5 second reflection light beams having different
phases are generated when a second projection light beam is reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200.
Likewise, 5 x N reflection light beams having different phases are generated when an Nth projection light beam is reflected
from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200. A reflection light beam reflected from the surface P1 that is farthest
from the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 may arrive at the first lens 109 with a phase delay of ΦP1, and a reflection
light beam reflected from the surface P5 that is nearest from the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 may arrive at the
first lens 109 with a phase delay of ΦP5 that is less than ΦP1.
[0060] The first lens 109 focuses the reflection light within an area of the optical modulator 103. The filter 108 for
transmitting only light having a predetermined wavelength may be disposed between the first lens 109 and the optical
modulator 103 to remove ambient light, such as background light, except for the predetermined wavelength. For example,
when the light source 101 emits light having an NIR wavelength of about 850 nm, the filter 108 may be an NIR band
pass filter for transmitting an NIR wavelength band of about 850 nm. Thus, although light incident to the optical modulator
103 may be mostly light emitted from the light source 101 and reflected from the subject 200, ambient light is also
included therein. Although FIG. 1 shows that the filter 108 is disposed between the first lens 109 and the optical modulator
103, positions of the first lens 109 and the filter 108 may be exchanged. For example, NIR light first passing through the
filter 108 may be focused on the optical modulator 103 by the first lens 109.
[0061] The optical modulator 103 modulates the reflection light into an optical modulation signal having a predetermined
wavelength. For convenience of description, it is assumed that the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200 correspond
to pixels divided in 5 areas of the image pickup device 105. A period of a gain wavelength of the optical modulator 103
may be the same as a period of a projection light wavelength. In FIG. 1, the optical modulator 103 may modulate the 5
first reflection light beams reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200 and provide the modulated light
beams to the image pickup device 105 and, in succession, may sequentially modulate the 5 second reflection light
beams into the 5 x N reflection light beams and provide the modulated light beams to the image pickup device 105. The
intensity of the reflection light may be modulated by an amount obtained by multiplying it by an optical modulation signal
when the reflection light passes through the optical modulator 103. A period of the optical modulation signal may be the
same as that of the projection light.
[0062] The intensity-modulated light output from the optical modulator 103 is multiplication-adjusted and refocused
by the second lens 110 and arrives at the image pickup device 105. Thus, the modulated light is concentrated within
the area of the image pickup device 105 by the second lens 110. The image pickup device 105 may generate sub-images
by receiving the modulated light for a predetermined time through synchronization with the light source 101 and the
optical modulator 103. A time that the image pickup device 105 is exposed to receive the modulated light is an exposure
time of the image pickup device 105.
[0063] A method of generating N sub-images from N reflection light beams will now be described.
[0064] FIGS. 2A to 2D illustrate a process of generating N different sub-images by modulating N different reflection
light beams, according to an exemplary embodiment.
[0065] As shown in FIG. 2A, the image pickup device 105 generates a first sub-image by receiving, for a predetermined
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exposure time, 5 first reflection light beams modulated after being reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject
200. Thereafter, as shown in FIG. 2B, the image pickup device 105 generates a second sub-image by receiving, for the
predetermined exposure time, 5 second reflection light beams modulated after being reflected from the 5 surfaces P1
to P5 of the subject 200. After repeating these procedures, as shown in FIG. 2C, the image pickup device 105 finally
generates an Nth sub-image by receiving, for the predetermined exposure time, 5 x N reflection light beams modulated
after being reflected from the 5 surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200. In this manner, the N different sub-images may be
sequentially obtained as shown in FIG. 2D.
[0066] The first to Nth sub-images may be sub-frame images for generating a single frame of an image. For example,
assuming that a period of a single frame is Td, an exposure time of the image pickup device 105 to obtain each of the
first to Nth sub-images may be about Td/N.
[0067] In FIGS. 2A to 2D, a case of generating N different sub-images by using N different projection light beams and
N different reflection light beams has been described. However, it is also possible that the same reflection light beam is
used for all sub-images and the optical modulator 103 modulates a reflection light beam for each of the sub-images with
a different gain waveform.
[0068] FIGS. 3A to 3D illustrate a process of generating N different sub-images with one same projection light beam
and N different optical modulation signals, according to an exemplary embodiment. Referring to FIG. 3, reflection light
beams generated by reflecting the projection light beam from the subject 200 have the same waveform and phase for
all sub-images. As described above, reflection light beams for each sub-image have different phase delays ΦP1 to
ΦP5according to the surfaces P1 to P5 of the subject 200. As shown in FIGS. 3A to 3C, the optical modulator 103
modulates 5 first reflection light beams by using a first optical modulation signal, modulates 5 second reflection light
beams by using a second optical modulation signal different from the first optical modulation signal, and modulates 5 x
N reflection light beams by using an Nth optical modulation signal different from any other optical modulation signal.
Here, the first to Nth optical modulation signals may have waveforms totally different from each other or have the same
period and waveform except for their phases. Accordingly, as shown in FIG. 3D, the image pickup device 105 may obtain
N first to Nth sub-images that are different from each other.
[0069] Hereinafter, a method of generating sub-images by using signal waveforms is described.
[0070] For convenience of description, an embodiment in which the light source 101 projects N different projection
light beams to the subject 200 and the optical modulator 103 uses a single same optical modulation signal is described
as an example. However, the theoretical description below may be equally applied to a case where one same projection
light beam and N different optical modulation signals are used. In addition, since a method of calculating depth information
is equally applied to each pixel even for a case where a sub-image formed by the image pickup device 105 is a 2D array
sub-image, only a method applied to a single pixel is described. However, when depth information is calculated from a
plurality of pixels in a 2D array sub-image at the same time, a computation amount may be reduced by omitting a portion
to be repetitively processed by efficiently processing data management and memory allocation.
[0071] First, a waveform Pe of general projection light having a period Te may be expressed by Equations 1-1 and 1-2. 

[0072] Here, s denotes an identifier for identifying first to Nth projection light beams that are different from each other.
For example, when N projection light beams are used, s=1, 2, ..., N. In addition, ω denotes an angular frequency of a
waveform of each projection light beam, wherein ω = 2π/Te. An angular frequency may be in the range of 10 MHz - 30
MHz used when capturing depth images ranging from 0 - 15 m. In addition, a(s) denotes the intensity of a projection light
beam (s), and θ(s) denotes a phase of the projection light beam (s). In addition, Pavs denotes a Direct Current (DC) offset
value that may exist in each projection light beam.
[0073] A waveform Pr of reflection light that returns to the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 with a phase difference
ΦTOF after the projection light is reflected from the subject 200 may be expressed by Equations 2-1 to 2-3. 
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[0074] Here, r denotes a reflection degree of each surface of the subject 200, and Pa denotes an ambient light com-
ponent incident to the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 regardless of the projection light.
[0075] In addition, a waveform G of the optical modulation signal of the optical modulator 103 may be expressed by
Equations 3-1 and 3-2. In Equation 3, a coefficient ’c’ denotes the amount or gain of the optical modulation signal and
may be in range of 0 -1, and is usually .5. Gavs denotes a DC offset value that may exist in the optical modulation signal.
Here, it is assumed that the optical modulator 103 is controlled so that an angular frequency of the optical modulation
signal is the same angular frequency ω as that of the projection light. 

[0076] A waveform of light arriving at the image pickup device 105 after passing through the optical modulator 103
may be a result obtained by multiplying the reflection light expressed by Equation 2 by the optical modulation signal.
Thus, an instantaneous waveform Iinst of the light arriving at the image pickup device 105 may be expressed by Equation 4. 

[0077] The image pickup device 105 may generate a sub-image by receiving incident light for a predetermined exposure
time T. Thus, the sub-image generated by the image pickup device 105 is obtained by integrating the instantaneous
waveform expressed by Equation 4 for the exposure time T. Here, the exposure time T may be the same as a period of
a sub-frame. For example, when capturing is performed at a speed of 30 frames per second and each frame has N sub-
frames, the exposure time T may be about 0.033/N seconds. Although a predetermined conversion ratio may exist
between the intensity of the light arriving at the image pickup device 105 and a sub-image formed by the image pickup
device 105 according to the sensitivity of the image pickup device 105, the predetermined conversion ratio may be
simplified for convenience of description to define a sub-image I(s) of the image pickup device 105 by Equation 5. 
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[0078] As expressed by Equation 5, the formed sub-image I(s) includes an ambient light component. The ambient light,
such as sunlight or illumination light, has a basic characteristic that it always exists with a uniform amount. On the
contrary, the waveform of the projection light may be adjusted as desired. Accordingly, the light source 101 is synchronized
with the optical modulator 103 so that the projection light is intensively projected for a predetermined time and the optical
modulator 103 operates for the predetermined time to modulate reflected light. In addition, the optical modulator 103
may not operate for a time interval for which the projection light is not projected to maintain a minimum transmittance,
thereby preventing the ambient light from being received. By doing this, the ambient light component of Equation 5 may
be reduced. Here, a ratio of a projecting time of the projection light to a non-projecting time of the projection light is called
a duty rate. When a duty rate is less than 100%, light is discontinuously projected.
[0079] FIG. 4A is a time graph when a 3D image is captured when a duty rate of projection light is 100%, and FIG.
4B is a time graph when a 3D image is captured when a duty rate of projection light is 20%. In FIGS. 4A and 4B, the
light source 101, the optical modulator 103, and the image pickup device 105 operate. It is assumed that light output
from the light source 101 is infrared light and that the light source 101 of FIG. 4B intensively projects light to the subject
200 by increasing instantaneous power only for a predetermined time so that the same light intensity is incident to the
optical modulator 103. In FIGS. 4A and 4B, the intensity of ambient light and the intensity of the infrared light are only
examples and are not limited thereto. For example, the intensity of the infrared light with a duty rate of 100% may be
greater than the intensity of ambient light. For example, the intensity of the infrared light may be greater than the intensity
of ambient light in an indoor, cloudy, or dark environment, and the intensity of ambient light may be greater than the
intensity of the infrared light in a seaside or sunny environment.
[0080] In FIG. 4A, the optical modulator 103 is synchronized with a light-projecting time of the light source 101 and
modulates light reflected from the subject 200. Then, the image pickup device 105 generates a sub-image by using the
modulated light. Here, since the light incident to the optical modulator 103 also includes ambient light in addition to the
light projected from the light source 101 and reflected from the subject 200, the optical modulator 103 may modulate
the light including the ambient light, and the sub-image generated by the image pickup device 105 may also include an
ambient light component.
[0081] The light source 101 of FIG. 4B intensively projects light to the subject 200 by increasing instantaneous power
only for a predetermined time. In addition, an operating time of the optical modulator 103 is synchronized with a light-pro-
jecting time of the light source 101 and modulates light reflected from the subject 200. Furthermore, the optical modulator
103 may not operate for a time for which the light is not projected to maintain a minimum transmittance, thereby preventing
the ambient light from being received. As a result, in a sub-image captured by the image pickup device 105, an ambient
light component may be reduced and a projection light component of the light source 101 may be maintained. For
example, the optical modulator may block the ambient light when the light source is in OFF state ("external shutter").
Also, the optical modulator works as a "global shutter", which may turn on-and-off every pixel in an image plane at the
same time. The global shuttering and external shuttering features enable the camera to prevent the ambient light from
being received. Accordingly, when a duty rate of projection light is reduced from 100% to 20%, the ambient light component
may also be reduced by 1/5, and a Signal-to-Noise (S/N) ratio due to the ambient light component may increase by 5
times the S/N ratio of a duty rate of 100%.
[0082] As described above, to reduce an ambient light component, the light source 101 is supposed to project light at
a duty rate less than 100%. In addition, the operating time of the optical modulator 103 is supposed to be synchronized
with the light-projecting time of the light source 101 and simultaneously operate at a high modulation frequency of tens
to hundreds of MHz. The optical modulator 103 satisfying this condition may be, for example, a sub-image intensifier
including an MCP, a solid optical modulator of the GaAs series, or a thin-type optical modulator using an electro-optic
material.
[0083] The image pickup device 105 may operate as a global shutter or a rolling shutter. The operating principle of a
global shutter is that all pixels are exposed at the same time when a single sub-image is generated. Thus, there is no
exposure time difference between the pixels. However, the operating principle of a rolling shutter is that each pixel is
sequentially exposed when a single sub-image is generated. Thus, there is an exposure time difference between every
two pixels.
[0084] An exposure time of the image pickup device 105 may also be synchronized with the light-projecting time of
the light source 101 and the operating time of the optical modulator 103. When the image pickup device 105 operates
as a global shutter, the controller 107 synchronizes the exposure time of the image pickup device 105 with the operating
time of the optical modulator 103. Even when the image pickup device 105 operates as a rolling shutter, if an exposure
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time of all pixels of the image pickup device 105 is equal to or longer than the operating time of the optical modulator
103, the controller 107 may synchronize the exposure time of the image pickup device 105 with the operating time of
the optical modulator 103.
[0085] FIG. 5 is a time graph when an image is captured by synchronizing the light source 101, the optical modulator
103, and the image pickup device 105 with each other, according to an exemplary embodiment. For convenience of
description, FIG. 5 illustrates a method of capturing an image with 4 projection light beams having different phase
differences.
[0086] As shown in FIG. 5, when the image pickup device 105 operates as a rolling shutter, an exposure time and a
sub-image forming time of the image pickup device 105 vary on a line by line basis. That is, the image pickup device
105 captures and forms a sub-image with a time delay on a line by line basis.
[0087] In FIG. 5, the light-projecting time of the light source 101, the operating time of the optical modulator 103, and
the exposure time of the image pickup device 105 are synchronized with each other, and all pixels of the image pickup
device 105 may be exposed during the exposure time of the image pickup device 105. In this case, N sub-images formed
by the image pickup device 105 may sequentially one-to-one match N reflection light beams.
[0088] When a single operating time of the optical modulator 103 is shorter than the exposure time of all pixels in the
image pickup device 105, not all pixels of the image pickup device 105 may be exposed during the single operating time
of the optical modulator 103.
[0089] FIG. 6 is a time graph when an image is captured when not all pixels of the image pickup device 105 are
exposed during the single operating time of the optical modulator 103. For convenience of description, FIG. 6 illustrates
a method of capturing an image with 4 projection light beams having different phase differences.
[0090] As shown in FIG. 6, a partial pixel area of the image pickup device 105 may be exposed during the single
operating time of the optical modulator 103. Accordingly, N reflection light beams may not sequentially one-to-one match
line sub-images formed by the image pickup device 105. In this case, the signal processor 106 converts line sub-images
I1’, I2’, I3’, and I4’ formed by the image pickup device 105 on a line by line basis into line sub-images I1, I2, I3, and I4 one-
to-one matching N reflection light beams 0°, 90°, 180°, and 270°.
[0091] To do this, the signal processor 106 may apply a conversion matrix as expressed by Equation 6 to line sub-images
formed on a line by line basis by the image pickup device 105. In Equation 6, a 4x4 conversion matrix for converting 4
line sub-images I1’, I2’, I3’, and I4’ corresponding to 4 reflection light beams is shown. Of course, an NxN conversion
matrix may be applied to N line sub-images. 

[0092] Here, k denotes a line of the image pickup device 105, and Aij denotes a conversion value previously defined
and stored based on an exposure time of the image pickup device 105 and an image-forming time of a sub-image.
[0093] For example, a conversion expression of a first line in FIG. 6 is expressed by Equation 7. 

[0094] A conversion expression of the last line, i.e., 1238th line, is expressed by Equation 8. 
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[0095] A sub-image I(s) converted by the conversion matrix may be applied to Equation 5.
[0096] After one-to-one matching N line sub-images with N phase differences, the signal processor 106 generates N
sub-images by combining line-based line sub-images and then calculates depth information from the N sub-images.
[0097] FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram for describing a process of calculating depth information from N different images,
according to an exemplary embodiment. Referring to FIG. 7, the signal processor 106 generates a first average image
V by multiplying N sub-images by weighting factors A1 to AN, respectively, and averaging the weighted sub-images and
generates a second average image U by multiplying the N sub-images by different weighting factors B1 to BN, respectively,
and averaging the weighted sub-images.
[0098] The weighting factors A1 to AN and B1 to BN applied to this embodiment may be previously defined and stored
based on the number N of sub-images. For example, weighting factors Ak and Bk may be expressed by Equation 9. 

[0099] In Equation 9, i and j denote any other numbers different from k from among natural numbers 1 to N (i≠k, j≠k),
a(i) denotes the intensity of a projection light beam i, and a phase θ(i) denotes a phase difference of the projection light
beam i.
[0100] The weighting factors Ak and Bk may be used to calculate depth information in an operation of the 3D image
acquisition apparatus 100 by being digitized using the predefined intensity a(i) and phase θ(i) of the projection light beam i.
[0101] FIG. 8 is a table illustrating the weighting factors Ak and Bk, according to an exemplary embodiment.
[0102] In the table of FIG. 8, it is assumed that the intensity of projection light is the same for any case and a phase
is defined by equally dividing 360° by N. for example, when N=3, phases θ(1), θ(2), and θ(3) are 0°, 120°, and 240°,
respectively.
[0103] When previously calculated weighting factors, as shown in FIG. 8, are stored in a memory (not shown) of the
3D image acquisition apparatus 100, the signal processor 106 does not have to newly calculate weighting factors every
time depth information is calculated. That is, the signal processor 106 may read proper weighting factors from the memory
according to the number of captured sub-images and perform a computation that multiplies the captured sub-images
by the read weighting factors. Thus, real-time calculation of depth information is possible. In addition, since a memory
usage amount and a computation amount necessary to remove irregular noise may be significantly reduced, the size
and manufacturing cost of the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 may be reduced.
[0104] Although the table of FIG. 8 illustrates weighting factors for one set of intensity and phase of projection light,
sets of weighting factors for various sets of intensities and phases of projection light may be previously calculated for
actual use. Accordingly, when depth information is calculated, the signal processor 106 may read from the memory a
set of weighting factors corresponding to a set of intensity and phase of used projection light and the number of captured
sub-images. Here, the memory may be included in the controller 107 or the signal processor 106 or may be a separate
storage device.
[0105] The use of weighting factors as described above may allow the signal processor 106 to calculate depth infor-
mation from which irregular noise is removed even using a weighted-averaging method using only multiplication and
addition instead of using a complex averaging algorithm.
[0106] The signal processor 106 may calculate depth information from an arctangent value (arctan=tan-1) of a ratio
V/U of the first average image V to the second average image U. The depth information is calculated by Equation 10. 
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[0107] In Equation 10, C denotes the speed of light and Te denotes a period of a projection light waveform.
[0108] Although it has been described in FIG. 7 that the signal processor 106 calculates depth information of a frame
of an image after receiving all ofN sub-images and then calculates depth information of a subsequent frame of an image
after receiving all ofN new sub-images, the signal processor 106 is not limited thereto. That is, the signal processor 106
may update depth information for every sub-image.
[0109] For example, a method of calculating depth information from first to Nth sub-images is the same as the method
described with reference to FIG. 3. Thereafter, when an (N+1)th sub-image is obtained, depth information may be newly
calculated in the above-described weighted-averaging method using second to (N+1)th sub-images by removing the
first sub-image. Likewise, when an (N+2)th sub-image is obtained, depth information may be newly calculated using
third to (N+2)th sub-images by removing the second sub-image. In this way, new depth information may be calculated
for every sub-image while N sub-images are maintained in the memory in a First-In First-Out (FIFO) method.
[0110] In addition, although a method of adding a new sub-image one-by-one and simultaneously removing an existing
sub-image one-by-one has been described, a plurality of new sub-images may be added at the same time as the same
number of existing sub-images are removed. For example, the total number of sub-images may be maintained as N by
adding new sub-images less than N and removing the same number of old sub-images.
[0111] Alternatively, to calculate the first average image V and the second average image U, the signal processor 106
may calculate the first average image V and the second average image U by using recursive summation expressed by
Equation 11. 

[0112] In this case, when an Nth sub-image is captured, the signal processor 106 updates a first average image VN
and a second average image UN and removes a first average image VN-1 and a second average image UN-1 generated
when an (N-1)th sub-image is captured. As described above, if a first average image and a second average image are
generated in the recursive summation method, all ofN sub-images do not have to be stored, so a memory space may
be saved. This memory space may be significant as a sub-image including depth information has high resolution more
than a million pixels.
[0113] In this embodiment, a method of generating sub-images in the image pickup device 105 in which pixels are
arranged in a 2D array form has been described. However, this sub-image generating method may be applied regardless
of whether pixels are arranged in a 1D array form or a single pixel exists.
[0114] FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating the method of calculating depth information, which has been described above.
Referring to FIG. 9, in operation (S1), the light source 101 sequentially projects N different projection light beams to the
subject 200 under control of the controller 107. Here, N may be 3 or a larger natural number. The N different projection
light beams may have waveforms of which periods are the same and intensities or phases are different from each other.
The N different projection light beams are reflected from surfaces of the subject 200 and then are sequentially incident
to the optical modulator 103 as N different reflection light beams. In operation (S2), an operating time of the optical
modulator 103 is synchronized with a light-projecting time of the light source 101, and the optical modulator 103 modulates
the N different reflection light beams reflected from the surfaces of the subject 200 with an optical modulation signal
having a predetermined gain waveform. Here, the optical modulation signal may be a periodic wave having the same
period as that of the projection light beams. As described above, when light is projected only for a predetermined time
by synchronizing the light-projecting time of the light source 101 with the operating time of the optical modulator 103,
and when the projected light is modulated, ambient light in the modulated light may be minimized.
[0115] In operation (S3), the image pickup device 105 generates N sub-images by sequentially capturing the N mod-
ulated reflection light beams. An exposure time of the image pickup device 150 may also be synchronized with the
operating time of the optical modulator 103. The N generated sub-images are delivered to the signal processor 106.
[0116] The N sub-images generated by the image pickup device 150 may sequentially one-to-one match the N reflection
light beams. However, when the N sub-images do not sequentially one-to-one match the N reflection light beams, the
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signal processor 106 may convert the N sub-images on a line by line basis to one-to-one match the N line-based sub-
images with the N reflection light beams.
[0117] In operation (S4), the signal processor 106 reads predetermined previously calculated weighting factors Ak
and Bk from the memory. As described above, the weighting factors Ak and Bk may be defined based on the number N
of used projection light beams, intensities of the projection light beams, and phases of the projection light beams. Various
weighting factors Ak and Bk are previously calculated and stored in the memory according to various sets of the number
N of projection light beams, intensities of the projection light beams, and phases of the projection light beams. The signal
processor 106 may read weighting factors corresponding to the number N of actually used projection light beams,
intensities of the projection light beams, and phases of the projection light beams from among the various weighting
factors Ak and Bk stored in the memory.
[0118] In operation (S5), the signal processor 106 obtains a first average image V by multiplying the N sub-images
one-to-one matching the N reflection light beams by first weighting factors Ak and averaging the multiplication results.
Likewise, in operation (S6), the signal processor 106 obtains a second average image U by multiplying the N sub-images
by second weighting factors Bk and averaging the multiplication results. In operation (S7), the signal processor 106
calculates depth information, which is a distance from the 3D image acquisition apparatus 100 to the subject 200, from
an arctangent value of a ratio (V/U) of the first average image V to the second average image U. According to the current
embodiment, even if the number N of sub-images increases, since only multiplication and addition operations to obtain
the first average image V and the second average image U increase proportionally, an increase in a computation amount
is very small. Thus, very accurate depth information from which irregular noise is removed may be obtained with only a
relatively small computation amount.
[0119] Although the embodiment using N different projection light beams has been described in FIG. 9, as described
above, N different optical modulation signals may be used instead of using N different projection light beams. For example,
the N different optical modulation signals may be periodic waves having the same period and waveform and different
intensities or phases. Even in this case, N different sub-images may be obtained by the image pickup device 105, and
the succeeding process that calculates depth information may be equally applied. However, first and second weighting
factors may be defined according to the intensities and phases of the N different optical modulation signals.
[0120] The signal processor 106 for calculating depth information from which irregular noise is removed by performing
the above-described operations may be implemented by an exclusive IC or software installed in a general computer
device, such as a Personal Computer (PC), as described above. When the signal processor 106 is implemented by
software, the signal processor 106 may be stored in a separate portable storage medium in a computer-executable format.
[0121] Exemplary embodiments of a 3D image acquisition apparatus and a method of calculating depth information
in the 3D image acquisition apparatus have been described and shown in the accompanying drawings. However, it
should be understood that the exemplary embodiments described therein should be considered in a descriptive sense
only and not for purposes of limitation. Descriptions of features or aspects within each exemplary embodiment should
typically be considered as available for other similar features or aspects in other exemplary embodiments.

Claims

1. A 3-dimensional, 3D, image acquisition apparatus comprising:

an optical modulator which modulates light reflected from a subject by sequentially projected N light beams;
an image sensor which generates N sub-images by capturing the light modulated by the optical modulator; and
a signal processor which calculates depth information corresponding to a distance to the subject by using the
N sub-images,
wherein N is a natural number that is greater than or equal to 3.

2. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of claim 1, wherein the N light beams are discontinuously projected.

3. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of claim 1 or 2, wherein the N projected light beams are different from each
other and are emitted by one or more light sources, and wherein the one or more light sources sequentially project
the N light beams with a predetermined time interval.

4. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, further comprising a controller which controls the optical
modulator so synchronize the optical modulator with a projecting time of each light beam of the N light beams, and
wherein the operating time of the optical modulator is shorter than the projecting time, and wherein an exposure
time of the image sensor is synchronized with the operating time of the optical modulator.
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5. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein the image sensor is exposed during a projecting
time of each light beam of the N light beams to capture the modulated light and forms the N sub-images during at
least a portion of a remaining time of the projecting time of each light beam of the N light beams.

6. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein all pixels of the image sensor are exposed to
the modulated light during a projecting time of each light beam of the N light beams.

7. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein the N light beams are periodic waves having
a same period and at least one light beam from among the N light beams comprises a different intensity and a
different phase from the other N light beams, and wherein the optical modulator modulates the reflected light with
the same modulation signal.

8. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein the optical modulator modulates the reflected
light with different modulation signals.

9. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein a phase difference between any two light
beams projected at adjacent times from among the N light beams is a value obtained by dividing 360° by N.

10. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein the reflected light includes N reflection light
beams obtained by reflecting the N light beams from the subject, and wherein the N sub-images are generated by
the image sensor to sequentially one-to-one match the N reflection light beams.

11. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein, if the N sub-images do not one-to-one match
the N reflection light beams, the signal processor converts the N sub-images on a line by line basis and sequentially
one-to-one matches the N line-based sub-images with the N reflection light beams.

12. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of any preceding claim, wherein the signal processor generates a first average
image by averaging the N sub-images multiplied by first weighting factors, generates a second average image by
averaging the N sub-images multiplied by second weighting factors, and calculates the depth information from the
first average image and the second average image.

13. The 3D image acquisition apparatus of claim 12, wherein the depth information is calculated from an arctangent
value of a ratio of the first average image to the second average image.

14. A method of calculating depth information, the method comprising:

modulating light reflected from a subject by sequentially projecting N light beams;
generating N sub-images by capturing the modulated light; and
calculating depth information regarding a distance to the subject by using the N sub-images,
wherein N is a natural number that is greater than or equal to 3.
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