
Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR)

(19)
E

P
2 

77
8 

89
2

A
2

TEPZZ 77889 A T
(11) EP 2 778 892 A2

(12) EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION

(43) Date of publication: 
17.09.2014 Bulletin 2014/38

(21) Application number: 14153435.4

(22) Date of filing: 31.01.2014

(51) Int Cl.:
G06F 3/12 (2006.01)

(84) Designated Contracting States: 
AL AT BE BG CH CY CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB 
GR HR HU IE IS IT LI LT LU LV MC MK MT NL NO 
PL PT RO RS SE SI SK SM TR
Designated Extension States: 
BA ME

(30) Priority: 11.03.2013 US 201361776597 P

(71) Applicant: ESKO SOFTWARE BVBA
9051 Gent (BE)

(72) Inventor: Plettinck, Lieven
8750 Wingene (BE)

(74) Representative: Bird Goën & Co
Wetenschapspark Arenberg 
Gaston Geenslaan 9
3001 Heverlee (BE)

(54) Method and system for inspecting variable-data printing

(57) A method and system are presented for perform-
ing automatic inspection on the results of a print job that
prints variable data. The print job is to generate multiple
printed instances of a page containing variable graphics,
and the inspection is to detect any printing defects on a
printed instance of the page. In one embodiment, the
method includes dividing the page into multiple non-over-
lapping areas using a division map prepared for the page.
The non-overlapping areas include one or more static
areas that include only static graphics and one or more

areas that include variable graphics. The method in-
cludes capturing an image of the printed instance and,
for each of the non-overlapping areas, retrieving an in-
dication indicating whether or not the area includes any
variable graphics, retrieving a rasterized image of an in-
stant of the area from a memory location according to
the indication, and comparing the rasterized image with
the captured image of the area to detect any printing de-
fects in the area of the printed instance.
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Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The present disclosure relates generally to dig-
ital printing. More particularly, the present disclosure re-
lates to inspecting printing defects on multiple printed
instances of a page containing variable data.

BACKGROUND

[0002] A digital printing press is commonly used in the
packaging and labelling industry for producing packaging
items and labels. For certain merchandises, e.g., phar-
maceuticals and food, there is a requirement to have zero
defects on packaging items and labels, as printing errors
can affect readability of sensitive information such as a
warning statement and/or an ingredient list. Because the
printing process itself is not perfect, zero defects can only
be achieved by inspecting every printed instance and
removing or correcting those with printing defects before
sending printed instances to customers.
[0003] Because inspection by humans is slow, expen-
sive and by no means guaranteed to catch all print de-
fects, automated inspection systems are used in the in-
dustry. Such inspection system uses cameras to capture
images of printed instances and processors to execute
analysis algorithms on the captured images to check for
presence of printing defects. This is done by comparing
each captured image with a reference image of the pack-
aging item or label. The reference image can be an image
of a printed instance that is captured at the beginning of
the print job and has been inspected by a human operator
and found to be defect free. In more modern systems,
the reference image is an image generated by a raster
image processor (RIP) according to a page description
language (PDL) that describes the graphics elements of
the packaging item or label. Examples of the PDL are
PostScript and Portable Document Format (PDF) by
Adobe Systems, Inc., Mountain View, CA.
[0004] The approach as described above works well
when the packaging item or label is identical for all printed
instances. More and more packaging items and labels,
however, contain graphic or text elements that vary from
instance to instance such as serial numbers, track and
trace elements, and variable barcodes. The variable data
makes each printed instance unique. The areas of the
packaging item or label containing variable data are prob-
lematic for existing inspection systems. Since these ar-
eas are different for every printed instance, it is no longer
possible to compare these areas to corresponding areas
of the same reference image. Some inspection systems
use Optical Character Recognition (OCR) techniques or
barcode quality analysis algorithms for areas affected by
variable text or variable barcodes to verify that the correct
text or barcode is printed. These algorithms, however,
are not able to detect printing defects such as spots,
smears, and color shift.

[0005] An intuitive solution to the problem would be to
have a reference image for every printed instance of the
packaging item or label. Such a solution suggests a large
set of reference images (one for each instance), which
cannot be captured from the beginning of a printing job.
In theory, the large set of reference images could be gen-
erated by using an RIP system to process a PDL file that
represents the complete job of printing. A file in the ISO
PDF/VT standard format, for example, can define one or
more pages of which each page represents one printing
target, e.g., a packaging label. Each page may contain
multiple graphics elements including static graphics ele-
ments, which are identical for every printed instance of
the page, and variable graphics elements, which are
unique for every printed instance of the page. Using an
RIP system, a set of reference images could be gener-
ated for every instance of a page and for every page of
the printing job represented by the PDF/VT file. Each of
the reference images would contain all static and variable
graphics for one instance of a page. An inspection system
could then compare a captured image of every printed
instance to its corresponding reference image. Unfortu-
nately, such a system is not practical as storage require-
ments (storing a complete unique image for every in-
stance of a page) and bandwidth requirements (reading
all the data for the complete unique image for every print-
ed instance at the printing speed) are prohibitive.
[0006] Thus, in digital printing presses that deal with
variable data, namely variable-data printing, there is a
need for an inspection system and method that allow
automatic inspection of printing defects on printed in-
stances at the speed of printing.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0007]

FIG. 1 is a block diagram depicting a system that
includes an embodiment of the present invention as
part of the system for inspecting a job of variable-
data printing.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing an example em-
bodiment of the present invention for preparing a da-
ta structure for inspecting a job of variable-data print-
ing.

FIG. 3A shows an example of dividing a page into
multiple non-overlapping areas as part of the pre-
paring a data structure for inspecting a job of varia-
ble-data printing. Some of the non-overlapping areas
contain only static graphics, i.e., only static elements
and/or parts thereof. Other non-overlapping areas
contain variable graphics, e.g., at least a variable
part of a variable element, possibly with static ele-
ments or parts thereof.

FIG. 3B shows another example of dividing a page
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into multiple non-overlapping areas, in which the di-
vision is in a form of a two-dimensional matrix and
the areas are rectangular tiles having the same size.

FIG. 4A shows an example of generating a number
of rasterized images for a page divided into multiple
non-overlapping areas, including one rasterized im-
age for each area containing only static elements
and/or parts thereof, and a set of rasterized images
for each area containing variable graphics (possibly
with static elements or parts thereof), one rasterized
image for each instance of the area. The division is
in a form similar to that shown in FIG. 3A.

FIG. 4B shows another example of generating a
number of rasterized images for a page divided into
multiple non-overlapping areas. The division is in a
form similar to that shown in FIG. 3B.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing an example em-
bodiment of the present invention for inspecting a
job of variable-data printing using a data structure
prepared for inspecting. The data structure is pre-
pared according to one embodiment of the present
invention as illustrated in FIG. 2.

FIG. 6 is an illustration of retrieving a rasterized im-
age for inspecting printing defects on an area of a
printed instance of a page according to an indication
of whether the area contains at least some variable
graphics, or only static graphics, as part of using a
prepared data structure for inspecting a job of vari-
able-data printing, according to an aspect of the in-
vention.

FIG. 7 is a flow chart depicting an example method
embodiment for inspecting a job of variable-data
printing using a data structure prepared for inspect-
ing.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram depicting an example com-
puter system including a carrier medium containing
instructions (software modules) and data that, when
executed, carry out a method embodiment for in-
specting a job of variable-data printing.

DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODIMENTS

[0008] Reference will now be made in detail to several
embodiments, examples of which are illustrated in the
accompanying figures. It is noted that wherever practi-
cable similar or like reference numbers may be used in
the figures and may indicate similar or like functionality.
The figures depict embodiments of the disclosed system
(or method) for purposes of illustration only. One skilled
in the art will readily recognize from the following descrip-
tion that alternative embodiments of the structures and
methods illustrated herein may be used without departing

from the principles described herein.

Overview

[0009] Methodologies are presented herein for per-
forming automatic inspection on a job of printing that
prints variable data. The printing is to generate a se-
quence of printed instances of a page. The page includes
a plurality of elements including one or more static ele-
ments that are fixed from instance to instance and one
or more variable elements that vary from instance to in-
stance. The methodologies include inspecting printed in-
stances of the page at the speed of printing for printing
defects, using a data structure prepared to facilitate the
inspecting.
[0010] Particular embodiments include a method and
a system operable to carry out a method for inspecting
a job of printing. The inspecting is to detect any printing
defects on a printed instance of a page that contains var-
iable data. The method includes dividing the page into
multiple non-overlapping areas using a division map pre-
pared for the page. The non-overlapping areas include
one or more areas that include no variable graphics, but
only static element(s) or part(s) thereof, and one or more
areas that include at least a variable part of at least one
variable element, possibly with one or more static ele-
ments or parts thereof. Each non-overlapping area has
a unique area-identifier, e.g., an index according to the
division map. The method includes capturing an image
of the printed instance and, for each of the non-overlap-
ping areas of the page, retrieving an indication from a
pre-stored data structure indicating whether the area in-
cludes no variable data or the area includes at least a
variable part of a variable element. The method further
includes retrieving a rasterized image from a memory
location according to the indication. The rasterized image
is generated by rasterizing the elements in the area prior
to printing. The method includes comparing the raster-
ized image with the area of the captured image to detect
any printing defects in the area of the printed instance.
[0011] In one embodiment, the retrieving a rasterized
image according to the indication is as follows. In the
case that the indication indicates that the area includes
only static graphics, the method includes retrieving a ras-
terized static image from a first memory location. The
rasterized static image is generated by rasterizing the
static element(s) and/or part(s) in the area of the page.
In the case that the indication indicates that the area of
the page includes at least a variable part of at least one
variable element, the method includes retrieving a ras-
terized variable image from a second memory location.
The rasterized variable image is determined among a set
of rasterized variable images that each represents one
instance of the area’s variable and/or variable element
part(s) and any static graphics, and the determination is
by using a unique instance-identifier, e.g., an index of
the instance in the sequence. The first and the second
memory locations are accessed using the area-identifier,
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e.g., index of the area according to the division map.
[0012] Particular embodiments also include a method
for preparing a data structure for inspecting a job of print-
ing. The inspecting is to detect any printing defects on a
printed instance of a page that contains variable data.
The method includes dividing the page into multiple non-
overlapping areas. The non-overlapping areas include
one or more areas that do not include any variable graph-
ics, and one or more areas that each includes at least a
variable part of at least one variable element. The dividing
generates a division map in the data structure. Each non-
overlapping area has a unique area-identifier, e.g., index
according to the division map. The method includes, for
each of the non-overlapping areas, generating an indi-
cation for the area in the data structure that indicates
whether the area includes no variable graphics, or the
area includes one or more variable elements. The meth-
od further includes generating one or a set of rasterized
images for the area and storing the one or a set of ras-
terized images in a memory location as part of the data
structure. The generating and storing are according to
the indication.
[0013] In one embodiment, the generating and storing
the one or more images according to the indication is as
follows. For an area whose indication indicates that the
area does not include any variable element(s) or part(s)
thereof, the method includes rasterizing the static ele-
ment(s) and static element part(s) in the area to generate
a rasterized static image and storing the rasterized static
image in a first memory location. In the case that the
indication indicates that the area includes at least a var-
iable part of a variable element, the method includes ras-
terizing the variable element(s) and/or variable parts and
any static data in the area to generate a set of rasterized
variable images, each of the rasterized variable images
representing one instance of the included variable graph-
ics, and storing the set of rasterized variable images in
a second memory location. The set of rasterized variable
images are stored according to a unique instance-iden-
tifier, e.g., index of the instance in the sequence. The first
and the second memory locations are accessible by us-
ing the area-identifier, e.g., index of the area according
to the division map.
[0014] Embodiments of the method and system de-
scribed herein allow inspection of variable-data printing
to be conducted automatically and even at a speed not
lower than the printing.
[0015] Particular embodiments may provide all, some,
or none of these aspects, features, or advantages. Par-
ticular embodiments may provide one or more other as-
pects, features, or advantages, one or more of which may
be readily apparent to a person skilled in the art from the
figures, descriptions, and claims herein.

Description of embodiments

[0016] The described embodiments of the invention
can be used as part of a complete system for a digital

printing press, for which inspection is required to detect
printed instances that have printing defects such as
spots, smears, and color shift. A printing job in the digital
printing press includes printing one or more pages of
which at least one page contains variable data, e.g., a
packaging item or label that contains serial numbers,
track and trace elements, and variable barcodes. The
variable data makes each printed instance of the page
unique.
[0017] An example embodiment of such a system is
illustrated in block-diagram form as 101 in FIG. 1. The
system 101 includes a printing subsystem 105 operative
to print a sequence of variable instances of a page rep-
resented by a page layout script 103. For inspecting print-
ing defects on each printed instance output by the printing
subsystem 105, the system 101 includes a preparation
subsystem 107 that generates a data structure 111 ac-
cording to the page layout script 103. The system 101
further includes an inspection subsystem 109 operative
to inspect each printed instance output by the printing
system 105 using the data structure 111 generated by
the preparation subsystem 107. In one embodiment, the
data structure 111 is generated by the preparation sub-
system 107 prior to printing and stored for retrieval by
the inspection subsystem 109.

The Printing Subsystem 105

[0018] The printing subsystem 105 may be any digital
printing system operable for printing a page containing
variable data, such as those manufactured by Esko of
Ghent, Belgium, related to the assignee of the present
invention, and others. Configuration of the printing sub-
system 105 described herein is solely for completeness
of the disclosure, and shall not be considered in any way
to limit the invention.
[0019] In a typical configuration, the printing subsys-
tem 105 includes one or more prepress workstations, all
connected to a bus or a local area network ("LAN"), or
even a larger network, e.g., the Internet. More or fewer
workstations may be part of the subsystem 105. Each
workstation may be a standard computer, and may con-
tain several software modules, including prepress soft-
ware such as Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop and/or
Adobe Pagemaker, by Adobe, Inc. of Mountain View,
Calif., and/or QuarkXpress, by Quark, Inc., of Denver,
Colo. The prepress software is used by a designer to
create different individual elements that make up a page.
A page includes a plurality of graphic elements some of
which are static from instance to instance and some of
which vary across instances. By a "static element" of a
page is meant a page element that is fixed/static from
instance to instance of the page, and by "variable ele-
ment" is meant a page element that might vary from in-
stance to instance of the page. In one embodiment, the
page elements are stored in a PDL form, e.g., in a storage
subsystem coupled to or part of one or more of the work-
stations.
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[0020] A designer specifies the overall design of the
page in the page layout script 103. The page layout script
103 maps the set of page elements required by the page
and such page elements are processed from the corre-
sponding PDL files by methods known in the art.
[0021] The static elements and the variable elements
of each page are combined according to the page layout
script 103 and input to one or more rasterizers that are
part of an RIP module that is operative to rasterize data
into rasterized data suitable for input to a printing device.
The RIP module is connected to the prepress worksta-
tion(s) over the bus or LAN. More or fewer rasterizers
can be used, or the RIP module may be implemented as
software operating in the workstation(s).
[0022] The printing device is operative to print the ras-
terized data to produce a printed instance of the page.
When in operation, the RIP module continues generating
rasterized data for each instance of the page suitable for
input to the printing device for printing, and the printing
device prints the instance. Thus, a sequence of printed
instances of the page is output by the printing subsystem
105 at high speed.

The Preparation Subsystem 107

[0023] In one version, the page layout script 103 is also
used by the preparation subsystem 107 of the system
101 to generate the data structure 111 for inspecting eve-
ry printed instance output by the printing subsystem 105.
The data structure 111 is prepared to facilitate storage
and transmission such that when the data structure 111
is used by the inspection subsystem 109 for inspecting
according to one embodiment of the present invention,
the inspection subsystem 109 is operative to perform au-
tomatic inspection , e.g., at the speed that printed in-
stances are produced by the printing subsystem 105.
[0024] FIG. 2 shows an example embodiment of the
preparation subsystem 107. The preparation subsystem
107 includes a partitioning stage 203 that is operative to
determine a division map 205 for the page represented
by the page layout script 103. The page is divided into
multiple non-overlapping areas according to the division
map 205. Each of the non-overlapping areas contains
one or more page elements and/or parts thereof, each
of which may be static or variable. Some areas contain
no variable element or variable part of a variable element,
while other contain at least a variable part of a variable
element. Along with the division map 205, an indication
207 is created for every non-overlapping area, which in-
dicates whether the area contains no variable element
or variable part of a variable element, or the area contains
at least a variable part of one variable element.
[0025] FIGS. 3A and 3B show example embodiments
of the division map 205 and the indications 207.
[0026] FIG. 3A shows schematically and in simplified
form that a page represented by a page layout script
103-1 is divided by the partitioning stage 203 into four
non-overlapping areas, denoted by E1, E2, E3, and E4,

where the numbers 1, 2, 3, and 4 are indices of the areas.
The areas E1, E2, and E3 are three rectangular regions
having different sizes within the page, and the area E4
is the remaining region of the page after the three rec-
tangular regions are excluded. The division results in a
division map 205-1. Along with the division map 205-1,
indications 207-1 are also generated, each indication cor-
responding to one of the areas E1 to E4. The indications
207-1 are organized in the same sequence as the areas
indexed by the area identifier to facilitate later retrieval
of the indications. Each indication indicates whether or
not the corresponding non-overlapping area in the page
contains any variable element or a variable part of an
element. This can be represented by a binary code or
any symbols interpretable to a binary code. In FIG. 3A,
for example, a symbol ’S’ is used to indicate that the
corresponding area contains no variable data, i.e., not
even one variable part of any variable element, whereas
a symbol ’V’ is used to indicate that the corresponding
area contains at least a variable part of a variable ele-
ments, possibly with one or more static elements or parts
thereof. In this example, the indications 207-1 indicate
that the areas E1, E2, and E3 contain variable data (some
elements of which may be static) whereas the area E4,
i.e., the remaining area of the page contains only static
data.
[0027] FIG. 3B shows, in another example embodi-
ment, that a page represented by a page layout script
103-2 is divided by the partitioning stage 203 into non-
overlapping rectangular tiles, denoted as Ei, j wherein (i,
j) is a two-dimensional identifier denoting the position of
the tile/area Ei, j in the matrix. All the non-overlapping
areas have the same size. In this example, the resulting
division map 205-2 has a two-dimensional matrix form.
Similarly, the indications 207-2 are also organized in a
two-dimensional matrix form. Each element of the indi-
cation matrix corresponds to the same element in the
division map matrix, indicating whether the correspond-
ing area in the page contains any variable portion.
[0028] Reference now is back to the system and as-
sociated method shown in FIG. 2. The preparation sub-
system 107 also includes an RIP module 209 that com-
prises one or more rasterizers. The RIP module 209 may
be the same module used by the printing subsystem 105
in rasterizing the elements of the page into rasterized
data suitable for input to a printing device, or it may be a
separate RIP module. The RIP module 209 operates ac-
cording to the division map 205 and the indications 207
generated by the partitioning stage 203, and generates
a number of rasterized images 211. In particular, the RIP
module 209 generates one rasterized static image 213
for each non-overlapping area containing only static
graphics, i.e., only static element(s) and/or static parts,
by rasterizing the static element(s) and any static part(s)
in the area. For each non-overlapping area containing at
least one variable element or variable part of a variable
element, the RIP module 209 generates a set of raster-
ized variable images 215 that each corresponds to one
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instance of the variable element and any static graphics
in that area. The rasterized images 211 along with the
division map 205 and the indications 207 are stored for
retrieval by the inspection system 109 at the time of in-
specting.
[0029] FIGS. 4A and 4B illustrate the generation of the
rasterized images 211 with two examples.
[0030] FIG. 4A shows the generation of rasterizes im-
ages for instances 403 that are instances of a page rep-
resented by a page layout script similar to 103-1 in FIG.
3A. The instances 403 include instance 403-1, 403-2,
403-3, ..., which are denoted in general as 403-n with n
being an index used as an instance-identifier of the in-
stances, i.e., n = 1, 2., 3, ... The page and the instances
403 are divided into non-overlapping areas according to
a division map similar to that in FIG. 3A. In particular, an
instance 403-n includes three non-overlapping areas
405-n, 407-n, and 409-n that contain variable data, n =
1, 2, 3, ..., and one area 411 that is static, i.e., that con-
tains no element or part that varies across instanced.
[0031] Also shown in FIG. 4A are two rasterizers 209-1
and 209-2 that form the RIP module 209 of the prepara-
tion subsystem 107. The RIP module 209 generates a
number of rasterized images 211-1. In particular, the ras-
terizer 209-1 generates a rasterized static image 413 for
the area 411 by rasterizing the static elements in the area
411. The rasterizer 209-2 generates a sequence of ras-
terized variable images 415-n, one for each instance of
the area represented by 405-n, a sequence of rasterized
variable images 417-n, one for each instance of the area
represented by 407-n, and a sequence of rasterized var-
iable images 419-n, one for each instance of the area
represented by 409-n. The generation results in a set of
rasterized variable images {415-1, 417-1, 419-1} for the
instance 403-1, a set of rasterized variable images
{415-2, 417-2, 419-2} for the instance 403-2, a set of
rasterized variable images {415-3, 417-3, 419-3} for the
instance 403-3, and so forth, along with a rasterized static
image 413 fixed for all the instances.
[0032] FIG. 4B shows another example of the gener-
ation of rasterized images, for a page represented by a
page layout script similar to 103-2 in FIG. 3B. The page,
and the instances 421 of the page are divided into non-
overlapping rectangular areas according to a division
map similar to that in FIG. 3B. In particular, each instance
421-n includes three non-overlapping areas 423-n, 425-
n, and 429-n, n = 1, 2, 3, ..., that contain variable data,
with n denoting the variation across instances, and one
area 427 that contains only static graphics that do not
varying across instances.
[0033] Similar to FIG. 4A, two rasterizers 209-1 and
209-2 are used. The rasterizer 209-1 generates a raster-
ized static image 431 for the area 427 by rasterizing the
static elements in the area 427. The rasterizer 209-2 gen-
erates a sequence of rasterized variable images 433-n,
one for each instance of the area represented by 423-n,
a sequence of rasterized variable images 435-n, one for
each instance of the area represented by 425-n, and a

sequence of rasterized variable images 437-n, one for
each instance of the area represented by 429-n, with n
denoting the instance-identifier, in this case an index.
The generation results in a set of rasterized variable im-
ages {433-1, 435-1, 437-1} for the instance 421-1, a set
of rasterized variable images {433-2, 435-2, 437-2} for
the instance 421-2, a set of rasterized variable images
{433-3, 435-3, 437-3} for the instance 421-3, and so forth,
along with a rasterized static image 431 fixed for all the
instances.
[0034] It is worth to note that the rasterizers 209-1 and
209-2 shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B are for illustration only.
More or fewer rasterizers may be used to generate ras-
terized static images and/or rasterized variable images.
Also, a rasterizer may be used to generate both raster-
ized static images and rasterized variable images. In one
embodiment, the RIP module 209 and the partitioning
stage 203 are both implemented as software operating
in a computer system.
[0035] Each rasterized static image 213 and each set
of rasterized variable images 215 are stored in a memory
location, respectively, for retrieval by the inspection sub-
system 109 at the time of inspecting. The memory loca-
tions are accessible by the inspection subsystem 109. In
one embodiment, the memory locations are included in
the indications 207 as part of the data structure 111. For
example, an indication 207 for a non-overlapping area
may not only contain a binary code that indicates whether
the area contains a variable element, but also a pointer
to a memory location for the area in which the rasterized
static image 213 or the set of rasterized variable images
215 corresponding to the area are stored. In one partic-
ular example, the memory locations for storing rasterized
static images 213 may be fixed and hence always known
to the inspection subsystem 109, and accessible using
only the area-identifier of the area in the division map
205. Thus, for an area containing only static element(s),
a pointer to the memory location storing the rasterized
static image 213 for the area does not need to be included
in the indication 207 of the area. In this case, a binary
code for indicating whether an area contains a variable
element may be combined with the pointer to a memory
location by using a NULL pointer, i.e., a pointer being
zero or pointing to an empty location.
[0036] By preparing the data structure 111 as de-
scribed above, the preparation subsystem 107 provides
reduced storage and transmission requirements for the
inspection subsystem 109 and makes automatic inspec-
tion possible at the speed that printed instances are pro-
duced by the printing subsystem 105.

The Inspection Subsystem 109

[0037] FIG. 5 shows an example embodiment of the
inspection subsystem 109 that carries out a method of
inspection according to an aspect of the invention. The
inspection subsystem 109 includes an imaging device
503 that in one embodiment is a camera, e.g., a charge-
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coupled device (CCD) line-scan camera. A line-scan
camera has a single row of pixel sensors in contrast to
a regular camera that has a matrix of pixel sensors.
Frames captured by the camera are continuously fed to
a computer that joins them to each other and makes an
image. This makes possible sharp pictures of printed in-
stances that may be passing the camera at high speed.
The invention of course is not limited to line-scan cam-
eras or CCD cameras, e.g., the camera may be a two-
dimensional camera. The camera may use a CMOS or
some other sensor, and so forth.
[0038] One embodiment provides for inspecting the
printed instances at the same high speed as the printing,
while other embodiments need not. For inspecting the
printed instances, the inspection subsystem 107 uses
the data structure 111 generated by the preparation sub-
system 109. In particular, for a page represented by a
page layout script 103, the inspection subsystem 109
uses the division map 205 generated for the page to di-
vide the page into multiple non-overlapping areas. For
each of the non-overlapping areas, the inspection sub-
system 109 reads in the indication 207 generated for the
area that indicates whether or not the area contains any
variable graphics, and a pointer to a memory location in
which a rasterized static image 213 or a set of rasterized
variable images 215 are stored for the area. The inspec-
tion subsystem 107 includes a retrieving stage 505 con-
figured and operative to retrieve the indication 207 and
the rasterized static image 213 or the set of rasterized
variable images 215 according to the indication 207.
[0039] FIG. 6 shows an illustration of the retrieving
stage 505 in performing the retrieving for an instance
603-n of a page, where n denotes the index, i.e., instance-
identifier of the instance in the printing sequence. Using
the division map 205-3, the retrieving stage 505 divides
the page into two non-overlapping areas: a background
area 605 and a foreground rectangular area 607. The
retrieving stage 505 first reads in the indication 207-3 for
the area 605, which is a NULL pointer, indicating that the
area 605 contains only static element(s). The retrieving
stage 505 then accesses a known memory location 609
to retrieving the rasterized static image for the area 605.
For the area 607, the retrieving stage obtains a non-zero
pointer to a memory location 609 by reading in the indi-
cation 207-3 for the area 609. The retrieving stage 505
then accesses the rasterized variable images for the area
607 using the memory location 609. The memory location
611 consists of a number of sub-locations 611-1, 611-2,
..., each storing one rasterized variable image that cor-
responds to one instance of the variable element(s) in
the area 607. The retrieving stage 505 further uses the
instance-identifier (index) n to determine a memory sub-
location 611-n for retrieving the rasterized variable image
corresponding to the instance 603-n.
[0040] Reference now is back to FIG. 5. Both the image
captured by the imaging device 503 and the rasterized
images retrieved by the retrieving stage 505 are input to
an inspection stage 507. The inspection stage 507 is con-

figured to carry out an image analysis algorithm. By ex-
ecuting the image analysis algorithm, the inspection
stage 507 analyzes, for each of the non-overlapping ar-
eas according to the division map 205, whether the area
in the captured image of a printed instance contains print-
ing defects. This is achieved by comparing the area of
the captured image to the rasterized image retrieved by
the retrieving stage 505, as the rasterized image provides
a defect-free version of the area for the particular in-
stance.
[0041] Image analysis algorithms suitable for perform-
ing comparison between an area of a captured image
and a rasterized image are known in the art. One simple
example is to calculate absolute differences of pixels
from the two images and check whether the maximum
absolute difference is beyond a pre-defined threshold, or
whether the number of pixels having a non-zero absolu-
tion difference is beyond a pre-defined threshold. Anoth-
er example is to generate color histograms for the two
images and compare the the color histograms to check
whether the two images have same color distribution
across all pixels.
[0042] For inspecting at high speed, an image cache
509 may be attached to the inspection stage 507. One
or more rasterized static images, or a part of a rasterized
static image, for example, can be stored in the image
cache 509 to avoid repeatedly reading the image(s) or
the part of the image by the retrieving stage 505.
[0043] An example method carried out by the inspec-
tion subsystem 109 for inspecting a job of variable-data
printing is shown in FIG. 7. The job of variable-data print-
ing includes printing a sequence of variable instances for
a page represented by a page layout script. The method
shown in FIG. 7 comprises steps for detecting printing
defects on a printed instance having an instance identi-
fier, denoted as index n, in the printing sequence.
[0044] At block 703, an image of the printed instance
is captured using an imaging device included in the in-
spection subsystem 109.
[0045] At block 705, the printed instance is divided into
multiple non-overlapping areas according to a division
map prepared for the page. The non-overlapping areas
include one or more areas that each includes only static
graphics, i.e., only one or more static element and/or
parts thereof, and one or more areas that each includes
at least one part of at least one variable element.
[0046] Block 707 defines the start of a loop for inspect-
ing each of the non-overlapping areas. Each area has
an area-identifier, e.g., an index determined by the divi-
sion map and is inspected in the loop according to the
area- identifier.
[0047] At block 709, an indication is retrieved from a
pre-stored data structure indicating whether the area
contains only static data or the area includes at least a
part of at least one variable element.
[0048] At block 711, according to the indication, a ras-
terized image is retrieved from a memory location. The
rasterized image is a rasterized static image in the case
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that the area contains not even one variable part of a
variable element, and is a rasterized variable image in
the case that the area contains at least a variable part of
a variable element (possibly with some static graphics).
The memory location may be known to the inspection
subsystem 109 or may be part of the indication retrieved
at block 709. The retrieving of the rasterized image is
according to the area-identifier of the area and, in the
case that the area contains a variable element, is also
according to the instance-identifier- index n-of the printed
instance.
[0049] At block 713, the rasterized image retrieved at
block 711 is compared to the area of the captured image.
An image analysis algorithm suitable for analyzing differ-
ences between the two images is executed for detecting
printing defects in the area of the printed instance.
[0050] Block 715 defines the end of the loop started at
block 707 after all the non-overlapping areas have been
inspected or printing defects are found in an area.
[0051] FIG. 8 illustrates a representation of various
components of the example inspection subsystem 109
as a computer system 801. The computer system 801
can include, but is not limited to, a processor 803, a bus
subsystem 805, a memory/storage subsystem 811, an
input interface 807, and an output interface 809.
[0052] The memory subsystem 807 typically includes
data and/or software programs for rasterizing static and
variable data for a job of printing that are immediately
accessible to and/or presently operated on by processor
803. In one embodiment, the system 801 includes, e.g.,
in memory subsystem 811 an image capturing software
component 815, an image dividing software component
817, an image retrieving software component 819, and
an image analyzing software component 821. Other soft-
ware components, although not shown in the illustration,
may be included. Such components may include soft-
ware that assists in the functioning of the computer sys-
tem 801, such as an operating system.
[0053] In one implementation, the image capturing
software component 815 captures an image of each
printed instance of a page containing variable data
through an imaging device, e.g., a camera that is part of
the input interface 807. The image dividing software com-
ponent 817 divides the page into a plurality of non-over-
lapping areas according to a division map pre-generated
for the page. At least one of the non-overlapping areas
contains variable data. The image retrieving software
component 819 retrieves an indication for each area and
a rasterized image for the area according to the indica-
tion. The image analyzing software component 821 com-
pares the captured image of the area with the rasterized
image to detect any printing defects in the area of the
printed instance.
[0054] In addition to program software components,
data 823 is included in the computer system 801. The
data 823 include the division map 205, the indications
207, the rasterized images 211, and the captured image
of every printed instance. Again, although not explicitly

shown in the illustration, the data 823 may also include
other data specific to the system or the application.
[0055] The term "processor" may refer to any device
or portion of a device that processes electronic data from
registers and/or memory to transform that electronic data
into other electronic data that may be stored in registers
and/or memory. A "computer", a "computing machine",
and a "computing platform" may include one or more
processors.
[0056] The methodologies described herein are, in one
embodiment, performable by one or more processors
that accept computer-readable (also called machine-
readable) logic encoded on one or more computer-read-
able media containing a set of instructions that when ex-
ecuted by one or more of the processors carry out at least
one of the methods described herein. Any processor ca-
pable of executing a set of instructions (sequential or
otherwise) that specify actions to be taken are included.
Thus, one example is a typical processing system that
includes one or more processors. Each processor may
include one or more of a CPU, a graphics processing
unit, and a programmable DSP unit. The processing sys-
tem further may include a memory subsystem with a main
RAM and/or a static RAM, and/or ROM. A bus subsystem
may be included for communicating between the com-
ponents. The processing system further may be a dis-
tributed processing system with processors coupled by
a network. If the processing system requires a display,
such a display may be included, e.g., a liquid crystal dis-
play (LCD) or a cathode ray tube (CRT) display. If manual
data entry is required, the processing system also in-
cludes an input device such as one or more of an alpha-
numeric input unit such as a keyboard, a pointing control
device such as a mouse, and so forth. The term memory
unit as used herein, unless explicitly stated otherwise,
also encompasses a storage system such as a disk drive
unit. The processing system in some configurations may
include a sound output device, and a network interface
device. The memory subsystem thus includes a compu-
ter-readable medium on which is encoded logic (e.g.,
software) including a set of instructions to cause, when
executed by one or more processors, the performing of
one or more of the methods described herein. The soft-
ware may reside in the hard disk or it may also reside,
completely or at least partially, within the RAM and/or
within the processor during execution thereof by the com-
puter system. Thus, the memory and the processor also
constitute a computer-readable medium on which is en-
coded logic, e.g., in the form of instructions.
[0057] Furthermore, a computer-readable medium
may form, or be included in a computer program product.
[0058] In alternative embodiments, the one or more
processors operate as a standalone device or may be
connected, e.g., networked to other processor(s), in a
networked deployment, the one or more processors may
also operate in the capacity of a server or a client machine
in server-client network environment, or as a peer ma-
chine in a peer-to-peer or distributed network environ-
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ment. The one or more processors may form a personal
computer (PC), a tablet PC, a set-top box (STB), a Per-
sonal Digital Assistant (PDA), a cellular telephone, a web
appliance, a network router, switch or bridge, or any ma-
chine capable of executing a set of instructions (sequen-
tial or otherwise) that specify actions to be taken by that
machine.
[0059] Note that while some diagram(s) only show(s)
a single processor and a single memory that carries the
logic including instructions, those in the art will under-
stand that many of the components described above are
included, but not explicitly shown or described in order
not to obscure the inventive aspect. For example, while
only a single machine is illustrated, the term "machine"
shall also be taken to include any collection of machines
that individually or jointly execute a set (or multiple sets)
of instructions to perform any one or more of the meth-
odologies discussed herein.
[0060] Thus, one embodiment of each of the methods
described herein is in the form of a computer-readable
medium on which is encoded a set of instructions, e.g.,
a computer program that are for execution on one or more
processors. Thus, as will be appreciated by those skilled
in the art, embodiments of the present invention may be
embodied as a method, an apparatus such as a special
purpose apparatus, an apparatus such as a data
processing system, or a tangible computer-readable me-
dium, e.g., a computer program product. The computer-
readable medium carries logic including a set of instruc-
tions that, when executed on one or more processors,
causes implementing a method. Accordingly, aspects of
the present invention may take the form of a method, an
entirely hardware embodiment, an entirely software em-
bodiment or an embodiment combining both software
and hardware aspects. Furthermore, the present inven-
tion may take the form of medium (e.g., a computer pro-
gram product on a computer-readable storage medium)
configured with computer-readable program code em-
bodied in the medium.
[0061] The software may further be transmitted or re-
ceived over a network via a network interface device.
While the computer readable medium is shown in an ex-
ample embodiment to be a single medium, the term "com-
puter readable medium" should be taken to include a
single medium or multiple media (e.g., a centralized or
distributed database, and/or associated caches and
servers) that store the one or more sets of instructions.
The term "computer readable medium" shall also be tak-
en to include any medium that is capable of storing, en-
coding or carrying a set of instructions for execution by
one or more of the processors and that cause performing
any one or more of the methodologies of the present
invention. A computer readable medium may take many
forms, including but not limited to non-volatile media
and/or volatile media. Non-volatile media includes, for
example, optical, magnetic disks, and magneto-optical
disks. Volatile media includes dynamic memory, such as
main memory. For example, the term "computer-reada-

ble medium" shall accordingly be taken to include, but
not be limited to a tangible medium such as a solid-state
memory or optical or magnetic medium on which are en-
coded instructions, or a computer software product en-
coded in computer-readable tangible media
[0062] It will be understood that the steps of methods
discussed are performed in one embodiment by an ap-
propriate processor (or processors) of a processing (i.e.,
computer) system executing instructions stored in stor-
age. It will also be understood that embodiments of the
present invention are not limited to any particular imple-
mentation or programming technique and that the inven-
tion may be implemented using any appropriate tech-
niques for implementing the functionality described here-
in. Furthermore, embodiments are not limited to any par-
ticular programming language or operating system.
[0063] Reference throughout this specification to "one
embodiment" or "an embodiment" means that a particular
feature, structure or characteristic described in connec-
tion with the embodiment is included in at least one em-
bodiment of the present invention. Thus, appearances
of the phrases "in one embodiment" or "in an embodi-
ment" in various places throughout this specification are
not necessarily all referring to the same embodiment.
Furthermore, the particular features, structures or char-
acteristics may be combined in any suitable manner, as
would be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art from
this disclosure, in one or more embodiments.
[0064] Similarly it should be understood that in the
above description of example embodiments of the inven-
tion, various features of the invention are sometimes
grouped together in a single embodiment, figure, or de-
scription thereof for the purpose of streamlining the dis-
closure and aiding in the understanding of one or more
of the various inventive aspects. This method of disclo-
sure, however, is not to be interpreted as reflecting an
intention that the claimed invention requires more fea-
tures than are expressly recited in each claim. Rather,
as the following claims reflect, inventive aspects lie in
less than all features of a single disclosed embodiment.
Thus, the claims following the DESCRIPTION OF EX-
AMPLE EMBODIMENTS are hereby expressly incorpo-
rated into this DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODI-
MENTS, with each claim standing on its own as a sepa-
rate embodiment of this invention.
[0065] Furthermore, while some embodiments de-
scribed herein include some but not other features in-
cluded in other embodiments, combinations of features
of different embodiments are meant to be within the
scope of the invention, and form different embodiments,
as would be understood by those in the art. For example,
in the following claims, any of the claimed embodiments
can be used in any combination.
[0066] Furthermore, some of the embodiments are de-
scribed herein as a method or combination of elements
of a method that can be implemented by a processor of
a computer system or by other means of carrying out the
function. Thus, a processor with the necessary instruc-
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tions for carrying out such a method or element of a meth-
od forms a means for carrying out the method or element
of a method. Furthermore, an element described herein
of an apparatus embodiment is an example of a means
for carrying out the function performed by the element
for the purpose of carrying out the invention.
[0067] In the description provided herein, numerous
specific details are set forth. However, it is understood
that embodiments of the invention may be practiced with-
out these specific details. In other instances, well-known
methods, structures and techniques have not been
shown in detail in order not to obscure an understanding
of this description.
[0068] Unless otherwise specified, the use of the ordi-
nal adjectives "first", "second", "third", etc., to describe a
common object, merely indicate that different instances
of like objects are being referred to, and are not intended
to imply that the objects so described must be in any
given sequence, either temporally, spatially, in ranking,
or in any other manner.
[0069] Any discussion of prior art in this specification
should in no way be considered an admission that such
prior art is widely known, is publicly known, or forms part
of the general knowledge in the field.
[0070] In the claims below and the description herein,
any one of the terms "comprising", "comprised of’,
or "which comprises" is an open term that
means "including at least the elements/features that fol-
low, but not excluding others." Thus, the term compris-
ing, when used in the claims, should not be interpreted
to limit the means or elements or steps listed thereafter.
For example, the scope of the expression, "a device com-
prising A and B" should not be limited to devices consist-
ing only of elements A and B. Any one of the
terms "including" or "which includes" or "that
includes" as used herein is also an open term that also
means "including at least the elements/features that fol-
low the term, but not excluding others." Thus,
"including" is synonymous with and means comprising.
[0071] Thus, while there has been described what are
believed to be preferred embodiments of the invention,
those skilled in the art will recognize that other and further
modifications may be made thereto without departing
from the spirit of the invention, and it is intended to claim
all such changes and modifications as fall within the
scope of the invention. For example, any formulas given
above are merely representative of procedures that may
be used. Functionality may be added or deleted from the
block diagrams and operations may be interchanged
among functional blocks. Steps may be added or deleted
to methods described within the scope of the present
invention.
[0072] Hence, although this invention has been de-
scribed with respect to specific embodiments, those em-
bodiments are illustrative only. No limitation with respect
to the embodiments is intended or should be inferred.
Numerous variations and modifications may be effected
without departing from the true spirit and scope of the

novel concept of the invention, and it is intended that the
scope of the invention be defined by the claims appended
hereto.

Claims

1. A method of operating an inspection system for in-
specting a job of printing, the printing to generate a
sequence of printed instances of a page, each print-
ed instance having an instance-identifier in the se-
quence, the page including a plurality of elements
including one or more static elements that are fixed
from instance to instance and one or more variable
elements that vary from instance to instance, the in-
specting to detect any printing defects in a printed
instance, the method comprising:

capturing an image of the printed instance;
dividing the page into multiple non-overlapping
areas, the dividing using a division map pre-
pared for the page, the non-overlapping areas
including one or more areas that each does not
include even one variable part of any variable
element, and one or more areas that each in-
cludes variable graphics comprising at least a
variable part of at least one variable element,
each non-overlapping area having an area-iden-
tifier according to the division map;

for each of the non-overlapping areas:

retrieving an indication from a pre-stored data
structure indicating whether the area is a static
area that includes no variable data or the area
includes at least a part of at least one variable
element;
retrieving a rasterized image from a memory lo-
cation according to the indication, the rasterized
image being generated by rasterizing each ele-
ment and element part in the area of the page;
comparing the rasterized image with the area of
the captured image to detect any printing defects
in the area of the printed instance.

2. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the retrieving
a rasterized image comprises:

in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a static area that does not include any
variable element or any variable part thereof,
retrieving a rasterized static image from a first
memory location, the rasterized static image be-
ing generated by rasterizing the one or more el-
ement and element parts in the static area of the
page;
in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a variable area that includes, together
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with any static data, at least a variable part of at
least one variable element, retrieving a raster-
ized variable image from a second memory lo-
cation, the rasterized variable image retrieved
form a set of rasterized variable images that
each includes one instance of any included var-
iable element or variable part, the determination
using the instance-identifier of the printed in-
stance in the sequence;
wherein the first memory location and the sec-
ond memory location are accessed using the
area-identifier of the area according to the divi-
sion map.

3. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein the second
memory location consists of a plurality of sub-loca-
tions, each of the set of rasterized variable images
is stored in one sub-location, and the retrieving the
rasterized variable image is from a sub-location de-
termined using the instance-identifier of the printed
instance.

4. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein one or both
of the first memory location and the second memory
location are part of the indication and the second
memory location is part of the indication, and the
indication indicates that the area does not include
any variable element or any part thereof by indicating
the second memory location for the area being emp-
ty, and the indication indicates that the area includes
at least a part of at least one variable element by
indicating the second memory location for the area
being not empty.

5. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the division
map is one or two dimensional.

6. A method for preparing a data structure for inspect-
ing a job of printing, the printing to generate a se-
quence of printed instances of a page, each printed
instance having an instance-identifier in the se-
quence, the page including a plurality of elements
including one or more static elements that are fixed
from instance to instance and one or more variable
elements that vary from instance to instance, the in-
specting to detect any printing defects in a printed
instance, the method comprising:

dividing the page into multiple non-overlapping
areas, the non-overlapping areas including one
or more static areas that each does not include
any variable element or variable part thereof,
and one or more variable areas, each variable
including at least a part of at least one variable
element, the dividing generating a division map
in the data structure, each non-overlapping area
having an area-identifier according to the divi-
sion map;

for each of the non-overlapping areas:

generating an indication for the area in the data
structure, the indication indicating whether the
area is a static area or a dynamic area;
generating one or a set of rasterized images for
the area and storing the one or a set of rasterized
images in a memory location as part of the data
structure, the generating and storing according
to the indication.

7. A method as recited in claim 6, wherein the gener-
ating and storing one or a set of rasterized images
comprises:

in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a static area, rasterizing the elements
and any element parts of the static area to gen-
erate a rasterized static image, and storing the
rasterized static image in a first memory loca-
tion;
in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a dynamic area, rasterizing instances of
the dynamic area to generate a set of rasterized
variable images, each of the rasterized variable
images representing an instance of the included
variable parts and elements with any included
static data, and storing the set of rasterized var-
iable images in a second memory location, the
storing being according to the instance-identifier
of the printed instance in the sequence;
wherein the first and the second memory loca-
tions are accessible using the area-identifier of
the area according to the division map.

8. A method as recited in claim 7, wherein the second
memory location consists of a plurality of sub-loca-
tions, each of the set of rasterized variable images
is stored in one sub-location, the storing of the set
of rasterized variable images in the sub-locations ac-
cording to the instance-identifier of the printed in-
stance.

9. A method as recited in claim 11, wherein one or both
of the first memory location and the second memory
location are part of the indication and the second
memory location is part of the indication, and the
indication indicates that the area includes only static
element(s) by indicating the second memory location
being empty, and wherein the indication indicates
that the area includes one or more variable elements
by indicating the second memory location being not
empty.

10. A method as recited in claim 1 or 6, wherein the non-
overlapping areas have a rectangular shape.

11. A method as recited in claim 6, wherein the division
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map is one or two dimensional.

12. A method as recited in claim 1 or 6, wherein the el-
ements of the page are each described using a page
description language (PDL).

13. A system operable for inspecting a job of printing,
the printing to generate a sequence of printed in-
stances of a page, each printed instance having an
instance-identifier in the sequence, the page includ-
ing a plurality of elements including one or more stat-
ic elements that are fixed from instance to instance
and one or more variable elements that vary from
instance to instance, the inspecting to detect any
printing defects in a printed instance, the system
when in operation carries out a method, the method
comprising:

capturing an image of the printed instance;
dividing the page into multiple non-overlapping
areas, the dividing using a division map pre-
pared for the page, the non-overlapping areas
comprising one or more variable areas that each
includes at least a part of at least one variable
elements, and one or more static areas that each
does not include even a part of any variable el-
ement, each non-overlapping area having an ar-
ea-identifier according to the division map;

for each of the non-overlapping areas:

retrieving an indication from a pre-stored data
structure indicating whether the area is a static
area or a variable data;
retrieving a rasterized image from a memory lo-
cation according to the indication, the rasterized
image being generated by rasterizing the ele-
ment(s) in the area of the page;
comparing the rasterized image with the area of
the captured image to detect any printing defects
in the area of the printed instance.

14. A system as recited in claim 13, wherein the retriev-
ing a rasterized image comprises:

in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a static area, retrieving a rasterized static
image from a first memory location, the raster-
ized static image generated by rasterizing the
static area of the page;
in the case that the indication indicates that the
area is a variable area, retrieving an instance of
a rasterized variable image from a second mem-
ory, the instance being one of set of rasterized
variable images that each represents a different
rasterized instance of the variable area that in-
cludes at least one variable part, the retrieving
of the instance using the instance-identifier of

the printed instance in the sequence;
wherein the first memory location and the sec-
ond memory location are accessed using the
area-identifier of the area according to the divi-
sion map.
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