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Description

[0001] This invention relates to an article and system
used for creating and printing of customized official post-
age as an aesthetic border for a personal postal product.
[0002] U.S. Patent No. 4,725,718, issued February
16, 1988, discloses using indicia in the form of a code
foridentifying the postage amount, the mail address and
authenticity of the postage. U.S. Patent No. 4,831,555,
issued May 16, 1989, discloses a postage applying sys-
tem where the device used for printing of postage and
the accounting unit are separated from one another by
an unsecured link and the authenticity of the postage is
insured by encryption. Both of these patents disclose
printing of postage using a device such as an off the
shelf printer. U.S. Patent No. 5,801,944, issued Septem-
ber 1, 1998, discloses a system for printing a postage
meter stamp, including a desired postage amount and
personalized postage indicia onto a label or directly onto
a document. The processing system that formats and
prints the document, calculates the appropriate postage
for the document, encrypts selected information into
machine readable format, and prints the appropriate
postage for that document at the same time the docu-
ment is being printed. The processing system interacts
with the customer to generate personal stamp indicia
and prints the information onto the outside of a mailing
envelope. U.S. Patent No. 5,819,240, issued October 6,
1998, discloses printing a postage meter stamp includ-
ing the postage amount and a personalized postage in-
dicia onto a piece of mail. The personalized postage in-
dicia can be created by the user or selected from a list
of graphics supplied by the Post Office and placed on a
postal storage device. Also disclosed is the use of two
compatible computer programs. One program runs on
a computer at the Post Office and a second program
that runs on the user's computer.

[0003] These previously mentioned patents disclose
amethod which allows a customer to print postage using
their computer and an off the shelf printer at a location
remote from the post office. When the postage is printed
using an off the shelf printer and not a secured postage
meter, an encryption scheme as described in the pat-
ents previously set forth is used. In each of the cases
described above, the postage printed is akin to postage
printed using a postage meter. The postage indicia are
applied using a single color of ink.

[0004] There are several problems with the systems
and methods disclosed. The first is that the postage
printed is limited to one or two colors. Again as men-
tioned above these indicia are typically very rudimentary
and are no more than line drawings. Another problem is
the personalized indicia are typically printed in close
proximity to any customized postal indicia or personal-
ized image associated with the postage. The encrypted
postage is not actually part of the personalized image
itself. Because the postage is encrypted using a form of
one or two-dimensional bar code, the encrypted post-
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age detracts from the aesteteic appearance of any per-
sonalized indicia or image. One of the characteristics of
encrypted official postage indicia is the relationship be-
tween the official postage indicia and any personal or
custom indicia printed on an article of mail. An example
of an article of mail is an envelope, post card, etc.
[0005] The present invention provides a method and
system for customizing an official postal product that
solves many of the problems of the prior art. The method
and system also provides high quality images on official
postal products having the required quality, character-
istics, and content standards.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0006] In accordance with one aspect of the present
invention there is provided a personal postal product
comprised of a personal image area for receiving a per-
sonal image and an official postal image area having a
machine-readable code. The machine-readable code is
configured so as to extend substantially around the per-
sonalized image area.

[0007] Another aspect of the present invention is pro-
vided a personal postage product wherein the official
postal image area is printed using a color. The color of
the code may be coordinated with a color present in the
personal image or be in direct contrast to at least one of
the colors in personal image.

[0008] In yet a further aspect of the present invention
there is provided a personal postal product comprised
of a personal image area having a substantially polyg-
onal shape, and the official postal image area comprised
of a machine-readable code configured to extend sub-
stantially along at least two sides of the polygon. The
personal image area also may have a generally ellipsoid
shape where the official postal image area comprised
of a machine readable code is configured to extend
along at least a portion of the periphery of said ellipsoid
shape.

[0009] In still another aspect of the present invention
a system for producing postal indicia comprised of a
computer for processing image data. A data entry
means for entering a digital image, which is to be incor-
porated into part of the postal indicia. A printer for pro-
ducing the postal indicia, the postal indicia is comprised
of a personal image area for receiving a personal image
and an official postal image area. The official postage
image area is comprised of a machine-readable code
configured to extend substantially around the postal im-
age area.

[0010] In another aspect of the present invention
there is provided a personal postal product comprised
of a personal image area for receiving a personal image
and an official postal image area having a machine-
readable code. The machine-readable code is within or
mixed with the personalized image area.

[0011] These and other aspects, objects, features
and advantages of the present invention will be more
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clearly understood and appreciated from a review of the
following detailed description of the preferred embodi-
ments and appended claims, and by reference to the
accompanying drawings.

[0012] The file of this patent contains at least one
drawing executed in color. Copies of the patent with
color drawings will be provided by the Patent and Trade-
mark Office upon request and payment of the necessary
fee. The colors in the color drawings have been modified
to highlight certain effects.

Fig. 1 is a plan view of a prior art envelope printed
with a personal image and an official postal image
comprised of a machine-readable code;

Fig. 2 is a plan view of a postal product printed with
personal image and an official postal image com-
prised of a machine-readable code printed as a
frame around the personal image made in accord-
ance with the present invention;

Fig. 3a is an enlarged partial color view of a postal
product having the personal image with the official
postal image of Fig. 2;

Fig. 3b is a view (also in color) similar to Fig. 3a
effectively a different color scheme;

Fig. 4a is an enlarged partial view of a postal prod-
uct having a personal image with an official postal
image machine-readable code printed adjacent two
sides of the periphery also made in accordance with
the present invention;

Fig. 4b is an enlarged partial view of a postal prod-
uct having a personal image with an official postal
image machine-readable code printed on the partial
length of each of the four sides of the periphery also
made in accordance with the present invention;
Figs. 5a and 5b are an enlarged partial view of a
postal product having a personal image and an of-
ficial postal image printed in a triangular format also
made in accordance with the present invention;
Fig. 6a is an enlarged partial view of a postal prod-
uct having a personal image and an official postal
image comprised of a machine-readable code print-
ed in a curved format also made in accordance with
the present invention;

Figs. 6b is an enlarged partial view of a postal prod-
uct having a personal image and an official postal
image comprised of a machine-readable code print-
ed in a curved and straight sided format also made
in accordance with the present invention;

Fig. 7 is an enlarged partial view of a postal product
having a personal image and an official postal im-
age comprised of a machine-readable code printed
in an elliptical format also made in accordance with
the present invention;

Fig. 8 is an enlarged partial view of a postal product
having a personal image and an official postal im-
age comprised of a machine-readable code printed
in a octagon format also made in accordance with
the present invention;
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Figs. 9a, 9b, and 9c are enlarged partial views of a
postal product illustrating a variety of shapes in
which the machine-readable code may be printed
in relationship to the personal image area also
made in accordance with the present invention;
Figs. 10a and10b are enlarged partial views of a
postal product having a personal image and an of-
ficial postalimage printed in an alternate format also
made in accordance with the present invention;
Fig. 11 is schematic diagram of a system made in
accordance with the present invention for making
postal products in accordance with the present in-
vention.

[0013] Referring now to Fig. 1, a plan view of an en-
velope 10 printed with a personal image 20 and an offi-
cial postalimage 30 in accordance with the prior art. The
official postal image 30 is comprised of a eye-readable
information such as the denomination of the stamp 25
and a machine-readable code 35 printed in a format that
is currently known in the art. One example of the ma-
chine-readable code is PaperDisk™ developed by Cob-
blestone Software, Inc. of Lexington, MA. PaperDisk™
is a flexibly configurable 2D bar code. PaperDisk™ is
described in a white paper delivered to the Information
Based Indicia Program Technology Symposium, spon-
sored by the United States Postal Service, Nov. 25-26,
1996 by Thomas Antognini, Ph.D., Cobblestone Soft-
ware, Inc. and Walter Antognini, J.D., Cobblestone Soft-
ware, Inc. and Pace University and is hereby incorpo-
rated by reference. The machine-readable code 35 is
printed in a block format next to the personal image area
20 or some other type of customized indicia. An example
of a customized indicia maybe a logo representing a
business, advertising message, etc. In other instances
the complete code 35 is printed above or below the per-
sonal image area 20. The machine-readable code 35 as
described above is a two dimensional bar code. The
standard bar code currently used by the Post Office is
POSTNET ZIP+4 described in Postal Service Publica-
tion number 67. An example of the type of code used by
the Post Office is the Universal Product Code (UPC)
seen on many products. The advantage of the two di-
mensional bar code over the standard bar code is the
amount of data that can be encrypted. Because of the
amount of additional information required to print an of-
ficial postal image 30 using a personal computer and off
the shelf printer at a location remote from the post office
the two dimensional bar code is currently preferred.
However, it is to be understood that any suitable ma-
chine readable code may be used that is currently avail-
able or may become available, for example but not by
way of limitation, a bar code.

[0014] Referring now to Fig. 2, Fig. 2 is a plan view of
a postal product 12printed with a postage area 40, made
in accordance with the present invention. In the embod-
imentillustrated the postal productis an envelope. How-
ever, the postal product 12 may be a postcard, stamp,
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label or any other item now used for retaining official
postage. The postage area 40 comprises an official area
50 bounded on the outer circumference by periphery 55
and on the inner circumference by periphery 60 and a
personal image area 20 bounded on the outer circum-
ference by periphery 55. The official section 50 is com-
prised of an official postal image 30 comprising a ma-
chine-readable code 35 as described with respect to
Fig. 1. The user using any type of digital image file,
graphic, text or any combination of the three can create
the personal image area 20. In Fig. 2 the official postal
area 50 has been configured as a border or frame print-
ed around the personal image area 20.

[0015] Referringto Fig. 3a, Fig. 3ais an enlarged par-
tial color view of a postal product 12 having the postal
image 40 shown in Fig. 2. Fig. 3a shows the machine-
readable code 35 of the official postal area 50 printed in
a colored ink as opposed to the standard black ink cur-
rently used. In the embodiment illustrated the color of
postal area 50 is matched to one of the colors present
in personal image area 20. Alternatively the color of the
code 35 may be complimentary, contrasting or as de-
sired. For example the color in the sky 36 matches the
color of the code 35. The color used to printthe machine-
readable code 35 may be a complimentary hue or shade
of one the colors present in the personal image area 20.
The color for code 35 can be automatically determined
by an algorithm that identifies an appropriate color for
code 35 from the colors present in the personal image
area 20. This is accomplished by determining the color-
imetric values of the image pixels of the digital file of the
personal image in the image area 20 using standard
colorimetric techniques. Colorimetry is the measure-
ment of color. A set of colorimetric parameters for an
object, based on measured colorimetric parameters,
can quantify the color of the object as it appears to the
average observer under a specific set of viewing condi-
tions. Techniques described in U.S. Patent 5,528,339
can be used to identify the colorimetric values of the im-
age suitable for use with the present invention. Using
these techniques, colors can be determine automatical-
ly for printing the code 35 which can be complimentary
or contrasting as desired.

[0016] Referring to Fig. 3b, Fig. 3bis an enlarged par-
tial color view of a postal product 12 having the postal
image 40 shown in Fig. 2. Fig. 3b shows the machine-
readable code 35 of the official postal area 50 printed in
a color contrasting with one of the colors present in the
personal image area 20. For example the color in the
sky 36 contrasts with the color of the code 35.

[0017] While in the present embodiment, the code 35
is shown substantially surrounding the periphery of the
image; the present invention is not so limited. Fig. 4a is
a enlarged partial view of a postal product 12 having the
personal image area 20 with the machine-readable
code 35 of the official postal area 50 shown in Fig. 2,
printed along two sides 21 and 22 of the of the personal
image area 20.
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[0018] Fig. 4b is a plan view of a postal product 12
having the personal image area 20 with the machine-
readable code 35 of the official postal area 50 shown in
Fig. 2. The machine-readable code 35 is printed along
the partial length of four sides 21, 22, 23, and 24 of the
of the personal image area 20.

[0019] The machine-readable code 35 as shown in
both Figs. 4a and 4b may be printed along any of the
sides 21, 22, 23, or 24 or along any combination of sides
or any portion of any one side.

[0020] Figs. 5aand 5b are plan views of a postal prod-
uct 12 having the personal image 20 and the official
postal area 50 printed in a triangular format.

[0021] Referring to Fig. 5a, Fig. 5a shows the ma-
chine-readable code 35 of the official area 50 bounded
on the outer border by lines 70, 80, and 90 and on the
inner border by lines 100, 110, and 120. The personal
image area 20 is bounded on the outer border by lines
100, 110, and 120.

[0022] Referring to Fig. 5b, Fig. 5b shows the ma-
chine-readable code 35 of the official postal area 50
printed partially along the three sides 130, 140 and 150
of the personal image area 20. The machine-readable
code 35 as shown in both Figs. 5a and 5b may be printed
along any of the sides 100, 110, 120, 130, 140 and 150
respectively or along any combination of sides or any
portion of any one side.

[0023] Figs. 6a is a plan view of the personal image
20 and the official postal area 50 comprised of a ma-
chine-readable code 35 printed in a curved format on a
postal product 12.

[0024] Referring to Fig. 6a, shows the machine-read-
able code 35 of the official postal area 50 printed along
a portion of the periphery of the circular personal image
area 20 indicated by line 180. The portion of the periph-
ery of the circular personal image area 20 where no
code is printed is indicated by line 190. The outer border
of the personal image area 20 is bounded by line 180.
[0025] Referring to Fig. 6b, Fig. 6b is an enlarged par-
tial view of a postal product 12 having the personal im-
age area 20 and machine-readable code 35 printed in
a curved and straight-sided format. Fig. 6b shows the
machine-readable code 35 printed along the curved por-
tion indicated by line 195 of the outer periphery of the
personal image area 20 leaving the remaining portion
blank. The machine-readable code 35 may be printed
along any of the sides 195, 196, 197 and 198 or along
any combination of sides or any portion of any one side.
[0026] Now referring to Fig. 7, Fig. 7 is a plan view of
a personal image area 20 and the official postal area 50
printed in an elliptical format on a postal product 12. Fig.
7 illustrates the machine-readable code 35 of the official
postal area 50 printed along a portion of the periphery
indicated by line 200. The machine-readable code 35
may be printed along any portion of the outer periphery
of the personal image area 20 leaving the remaining por-
tion of the periphery blank.

[0027] Now referring to Fig. 8, Fig. 8 is a plan view of
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a personal image area 20 and the official postal area 50
printed in an octagon format on a postal product 12 in-
dicated by lines 210, 215, 220, 225, 230, 235, 240, and
245. Fig. 8 illustrates the machine-readable code 35 of
the official postal area 50 printed along a portion of the
periphery indicated by lines 235, 240, and 245. The ma-
chine-readable code 35 may be printed along any of the
sides or along any combination of sides or any portion
of any one side.

[0028] As shown in Figs. 9a, 9b, and 9c it is to be un-
derstood that the personal image area 20 may take any
shape/configuration desired and the machine-readable
code 35 may take a variety of other shapes and config-
urations, many of which are not shown. Additionally
while the machine-readable code 35 is shown being ad-
jacent to the periphery 250, the machine-readable code
35 may be partially or total spaced from the personal
image area 20 so as to provide various aesthetically
pleasing designs. Thus the machine-readable code 35
may take a variety of shapes correspondingly or com-
plimentary to that shape of the personal image area.
[0029] Inthe embodiments discussed above the code
35 is place about the periphery of the personal image
area 20. However, the presentinvention is not so limited.
If desired the official postal area 50 may be within the
personal image area 20 or intermixed there with as il-
lustrated by Figs. 10a and 10b. Fig, 10a illustrates the
code 35 place within the personal image area 20. Fig.
10b illustrates that the code 35 is intermixed with the sky
36 of the personal image area 20. In this embodiment,
the code is placed in a generally non-interesting area.
This may be for example an area where the tone and/
or color scale is generally uniform. These characteristics
can be automatically obtaining by digital scanning of the
personal image to be placed in image area 20 and an-
alyzing of the scanned image. When printing the code
35 in the personal image area 20, the code 35 may be
printed using an ink, pigment or dye which is not visible
on normal lighting conditions. Such inks may be visible
under UV or infra red light. An example of such an ink
is sold by the Eastman Chemical Company under the
trade name N.L.LR.F. (near-infrared fluorophore) inks
sells appropriate suitable ink for placement of the infor-
mation.

[0030] Referringto Fig 11 there is illustrated a system
for practicing of the present invention. In the embodi-
ment illustrated a computer 300, such as personal com-
puter, connected to a printer 302. The printer 302 may
be a postage meter or franking device that keeps track
of the amount of postage being printed and subtracts
the monetary amount of the printed postage from an
amount stored in the postage meter. In another example
the postage meter is remote from the accounting agency
and communicates with the accounting agency via a da-
ta transmission system such as the Internet. In another
example postage meter or franking device may be con-
nected to an accounting device that receives the mon-
etary amount of postage from the accounting agency
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and store it in it's own memory which is addressable by
the postage meter. An optional scanner 304, or other
data entry means, may be provided for obtaining of a
personal image for placement in the personal image ar-
ea 20. The computer 300 has appropriate communica-
tion software and hardware that allows the computer
300 to be electronically connected to other computers,
data bases, etc. viaa modem 310 over a communication
network 306. In the embodiment illustrated the network
306 may include the internet. The personal images may
be obtained from any source, for example electronically
from stored image files or over a communication net-
work such as the internet. Also in the embodiment illus-
trated the computer 300 is shown in communication via
a modem 312 and computer 314 with an authorizing au-
thority 308 capable of authorizing the printing of official
postage. This may be the official governmental postal
authority 308 or some other independent business that
has been authorized. The authorizing authority 308 in
addition to authorizing amounts of postage to be printed,
may also provide coded information that would be
placed in code 35. This coded information can later be
read to confirm the amount, the individual or business
that has been authorized to print the official postal indi-
cia, and authenticity of the official postal indicia. It is of
course understood that any other appropriate informa-
tion may be encoded within code 35. The use of a two-
dimensional code allows the providing of relatively large
amounts of related and/or independent information.

Claims
1. A personal postal product comprising:

a personal image area for receiving personal
image; and

an official postal image area;

said official postal area having a machine read-
able code and configured so as to extend sub-
stantially around said personalized image area.

2. A personal postage product according to claim 1
wherein, said official postal image area having a
color other than black.

3. A personal postage product according to claim 1
wherein, said official postal image area having a
color which is coordinated with said personal im-
age.

4. A personal postal product according to claim 1
wherein, said machine readable code comprises a
two dimensional readable code.

5. A personal postal product according to claim 1
wherein,
said personal image area having a substan-
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tially polygonal shape; and

said official postal image area comprises a
machine readable code that is configured so as to
extend substantially along at least two sides of said
polygon. 5

6. A personal postal product according to claim 1
wherein,
said personal image area having a generally
ellipsoid shape; and 10
said official postal image area comprises a
machine readable code configured so as to extend
along at least a portion of the periphery of said el-
lipsoid shape.
15
7. Asystem for producing a postal indicia, comprising:

a computer for processing image data;

a data entry means for entering a digital image
which is to be incorporated into said part of said 20
postal indicia; and

a printer for producing said postal indicia, said
postal indicia comprising a personal image ar-
eaforreceiving a personal image and an official
postal image area, said official image postage 25
image area comprising a machine readable
code configured so as to extend substantially
around said postal image area.

8. A system for producing a postal indicia, comprising: 30

a computer for processing image data;

a data entry means for entering a digital image
which is to be incorporated into said part of said
postal indicia; and 35
a printer for producing said postal indicia, said
postal indicia comprising a personal image ar-

ea for receiving a personal image and an official
postal image area, said official image postage
image area comprising a machine readable 40
code configured so as to extend substantially
around said postal image area.

9. A personal postal product comprising:

45
a personal image area for receiving personal
image; and
an official postal image area;
said official postal area having a machine read-
able code and configured so as to be intermixed 50
or within said personalized image area.

55
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