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Description
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION
Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to a technique for converting a multi-tone image into an image having a lower
number of tones than the number of tones in the stated image.

Description of the Related Art

[0002] Ink-jet recording apparatuses serving as output apparatuses for computers have been known for some time.
An ink-jet recording apparatus includes a recording head in which a plurality of ink ejection openings (nozzles) are
arranged, and a desired image is formed on a recording medium by causing the recording head to move relative to the
recording medium while ejecting ink droplets (dots) from the nozzles.

[0003] Ink-jet printers for commercial printing in particular require a certain level of printing productivity, and thus a
type that renders images in a single pass (called a "full-line" or "full-multi" type) is often employed. The single-pass
rendering method uses a long line head including a nozzle array that covers the entire range of a rendering region in a
recording medium width direction (called the "recording medium width direction" or the "y direction" hereinafter), which
is perpendicular to the feed direction of the recording medium (called the "feed direction” or the "x direction" hereinafter),
with the line head configured to extend in the vertical direction relative to the feed direction of the recording medium.
The single-pass rendering method only requires the recording medium to move once relative to the line head, and thus
provides a faster printing speed than the multi-pass method, which requires multiple scans to complete the image.
[0004] When printing using such a printer, image processing known as "halftone processing" is carried out to express
the tone values of the original image data to be printed as dots that are turned on or off. The printer then executes a
printing process according to the image data that has undergone the halftone processing.

[0005] A variety of methods have been proposed for halftone processing, with a representative example being dithering.
Dithering employs a dither matrix of a predetermined size, in which mutually-different thresholds are arranged. Specif-
ically, the dither matrix is repeatedly laid out in the form of tiles on the image data, and the magnitudes of the tone values
(pixel values) of the input image are compared to corresponding thresholds. The tones are expressed as dots that are
"on"ifthe tone value is greater than the threshold and dots that are "off ifthe tone value is less than or equal to the threshold.
[0006] With this dithering method, unbalance arises in the number of dot ejections (ejection frequency) from nozzle
to nozzle in the dot pattern generated by the dither matrix. This causes a problem in that the nozzles that eject ink more
frequently will have a shorter lifespan, and the head itself will have a shorter lifespan as a result.

[0007] Japanese Patent Laid-Open No. 2005-161817 proposes, as an image recording apparatus that solves this
problem, a method in which rather than repeatedly laying out the dither matrix in the form of tiles as in the past, the dither
matrix is laid out having been shifted in the recording medium width direction. This makes it possible to suppress
unbalance in the number of dot ejections from nozzle to nozzle. However, if what is known as a dot-dispersion dither
matrix is used, which increases image quality by shifting the spatial frequency distribution to greater than or equal to a
constant frequency difficult to perceive by humans, there are cases where the method disclosed in the stated document
cannot sufficiently suppress unbalance in the number of dot ejections from nozzle to nozzle.

[0008] A blue noise dither matrix having blue noise characteristics, a green noise dither matrix having green noise
characteristics, and the like can be given as examples of dot-dispersion dither matrices. A blue noise dither matrix is a
dither matrix that, in consideration of human visual characteristics, has the locations of the thresholds adjusted so that
the dots are dispersed. This causes the spatial frequency of the dot arrangement to shift toward a higher frequency,
which suppresses a sense of graininess. A green noise dither matrix, meanwhile, is a dither matrix that has the locations
of the thresholds adjusted so that groups of several dots are formed adjacent to each other, but collections of dots are
dispersed on the whole. A printer that has difficulty in stably forming a dot at a fineness of around a single pixel can
suppress the occurrence of solitary dots by referring to this type of green noise matrix to determine whether or not to
form a dot.

[0009] A relatively large dither matrix is used for such a dot-dispersion dither matrix. For example, if a dither matrix
having 256 pixels in the feed direction of the recording medium and 256 pixels in a direction orthogonal to the feed
direction of the recording medium is used, a width of 65,536 pixels in the feed direction (obtained by taking a matrix
having a width of 256 pixels in the feed direction and laying out that matrix with 256 shifts in the recording medium
direction) is required to make the nozzle usage efficiency perfectly uniform. However, when an image object in the
original image data to be rendered is, for example, 20 mm (1,200 dpi) in the feed direction, the size of the image object
is approximately 945 pixels. Dots will therefore be generated with some of the thresholds in the applied dither matrix,
and thus unbalance in the nozzle usage rate cannot be suppressed. In other words, there is a problem in that if the
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image object in the original image data is relatively small compared to a dither matrix laid out having been shifted in the
recording medium width direction, the number of dot ejections from nozzle to nozzle cannot be made sufficiently uniform.
[0010] Further prior art can be found in document US 2004/218221 Al, disclosing a threshold value matrix creating
method, an image output system, a storage medium, a gradation reproducing method, a threshold value matrix, an
image processing method, an image processing apparatus, an image forming apparatus and a printer driver. The thresh-
old matrix creating method creates threshold value matrixes for quantizing muilti-level image data into three or more
valued data in order to represent halftone by ON and OFF states of a plurality of kinds of dots and includes a first stage
determining a threshold value layout order of the threshold value matrixes for binarizing the multi-level image data in
order to represent the halftone by ON and OFF states of one kind of dot, and a second stage creating each of threshold
value matrixes for quantizing the multi-level image data into three or more valued data, according to the threshold value
layout order determined by the first stage.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0011] Having been achieved in light of the above-described problem, the present invention provides a technique for
suppressing unbalance in the number of dot ejections for each of recording elements, such as nozzles, in halftone
processing using a dither matrix.

[0012] In particular, above mentioned objects are achieved by what is defined in the appended independent claims.
Advantageous modifications thereof are set forth in the appended dependent claims.

[0013] The present invention makes it possible to suppress imbalance in the number of dot ejections for each of
recording elements such as nozzles.

[0014] Further features of the present invention will become apparent from the following description of exemplary
embodiments (with reference to the attached drawings).

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
[0015]

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of an image processing apparatus and an image forming
apparatus according to a first embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a halftone processing unit according to the first embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a recording head according to a first embodiment.

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating the halftone processing unit according to the first embodiment.

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating a sequence for creating a dither matrix applied in the first embodiment.

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating an initial pattern sequence when creating a dither matrix.

FIGS. 7A and 7B are diagrams illustrating the characteristics of a dot pattern generated with the dither matrix applied
in the first embodiment.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of an image processing apparatus and an image forming
apparatus according to a second embodiment.

FIG. 9is a diagram illustrating an example of a density measurement test chart according to the second embodiment.
FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating a sequence for creating density unevenness correction parameters according to
the second embodiment.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

[0016] Hereinafter, embodiments of the present invention will be described in detail with reference to the appended
drawings. It should be noted that the configurations described in the following embodiments are merely examples, and
that the present invention is not intended to be limited to the configurations illustrated in the drawings.

First Embodiment

[0017] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of an image processing apparatus and an image forming
apparatus that can be applied in the first embodiment. In FIG. 1, an image processing apparatus 10 and an image
forming apparatus 20 are connected by an interface or a circuit. The image processing apparatus 10 is, for example, a
typical personal computer in which a printer driver is installed. In this case, the units of the image processing apparatus
10 described below are realized by the computer executing predetermined programs. However, the configuration may
be such that the image forming apparatus 20 includes the image processing apparatus 10.

[0018] The image processing apparatus 10 stores image data to be output, which has been input from an image data
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input unit 101, in an input image buffer 102. Although the format of the image data input to the image data input unit 101
is not particularly limited, the image data is assumed to be a tone image having the same type of colors as the inks used
by the image forming apparatus 20, the same number of colors, and the same resolution, for the sake of simplicity. For
example, if the image forming apparatus 20 is an ink jet printing system that realizes an output resolution of 1,200 dpi
using four colors of ink, namely cyan (C), magenta (M), yellow (Y), and black (K), the image data is multi-valued image
data having 8 bits (256 tones) for each of the CMYK colors. Note that a variety of formats are possible for the image
data of the image to be printed. When printing image data having a different combination of colors, resolution, or the
like from the type of ink colors, resolution, and the like used by the image forming apparatus 20, a preprocessing unit
(not shown) may carry out processing such as color conversion and resolution conversion in a stage prior to the image
data input unit 101, and the data may be input to the image data input unit 101 after being converted into image data
having the same ink colors and resolution as those used by the image forming apparatus 20.

[0019] A halftone processing unit 103 uses a dither matrix to convert the image data stored in the input image buffer
102 into a number of tones that can be directly expressed by the image forming apparatus 20 (a halftone process) and
set a dot arrangement to be formed by a nozzle group. This creates halftone image data. In the dither matrix, a threshold
group is arranged in accordance with the number of tones that can be simulatively expressed. The number of tones that
can be simulatively expressed is determined by the number of values used as the thresholds present in the dither matrix.
A method for generating the dither matrix will be described in detail later. The halftone processing unit 103 outputs the
created halftone image data to a halftone image buffer 104. The buffered halftone image data is output to the image
forming apparatus 20 from an output terminal 105.

[0020] On the basis of the halftone image data, which is received from the image processing apparatus 10 through
an input terminal 201, the image forming apparatus 20 forms an image on a recording medium such as recording paper
by forming dots on the recording medium while moving the recording medium relative to a recording head 203. Here,
the recording head 203 uses an ink jet recording method, and includes a recording-element array in which a plurality of
recording elements capable of ejecting ink are arranged. FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating an example of the configuration
of the recording head 203. Although the recording head typically includes nozzles for four types of ink, namely cyan (C),
magenta (M), yellow (Y), and black (K), only black (K) is illustrated for the sake of simplicity. The recording head is a
long line head in which the nozzle arrangement covers the entire range of the rendering region in the recording medium
width direction (the x direction), which is perpendicular to the recording medium feed direction (the y direction), and a
printed image is formed by ejecting ink while moving the recording medium relative to the head once. A head drive unit
202 generates a drive signal for controlling the recording head 203 on the basis of the halftone image data. The recording
head 203 records the actual ink dots on the recording medium, on the basis of the drive signal. It is assumed that the
recording elements in the cyan (C), magenta (M), and yellow (Y) recording heads are arranged parallel to the black head
that is illustrated.

[0021] The halftone processing unit 103 according to the present embodiment will be described in detail next.
[0022] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of the halftone processing unit 103 in detail. The halftone
processing unit 103 converts the image data stored in the input image buffer 102 into binary (1-bit) data for each nozzle
group, and outputs the converted data. To achieve this processing, the halftone processing unit 103 includes a comparator
1031, a dither matrix 1032 (constituted by ROM or the like), and an output data generator 1033.

[0023] Here, the input image data stored in the input image buffer 102 is defined as lin, the number of pixels thereof
in the x direction (the recording medium feed direction, here) is defined as W, and the number of pixels thereof in the y
direction (the direction orthogonal to the recording medium feed direction (called simply the "width direction" hereinafter)
is defined as H. The pixel value at coordinates (x,y) of the input image lin (where 0 <x<W-1and 0 <y <H-1) is expressed
as lin(x,y). The dither matrix 1032 is assumed to have Sx rows (the size in the x direction) and Sy columns (the size in
the y direction), and the threshold at coordinates (i,j) in the dither matrix is expressed as M(i,j). The output image data
generated by the output data generator 1033 (binary image data)is defined as lout, and the output value of the coordinates
(x,y) thereof is represented by lout(x,y). Here, a remainder obtained when dividing an integer "a" by an integer "b" is
expressed as "a%b".

[0024] The comparator 1031 compares the magnitude of the pixel value lin(x,y) at the coordinates (x,y) of the input
image data lin from the input image buffer 102 and the threshold M(x%Sx,y%Sy) of the dither matrix, and outputs the
result of the comparison (a comparison result) to the output data generator 1033. If lin(x,y) is greater than the threshold
M(x%Sx,y%Sy), the output data generator 1033 generates "BLACK", indicating that a black dot is to be formed, as the
output value lout(x,y). However, if lin(x,y) is less than or equal to the threshold M(x%Sx,y%Sy), the output data generator
1033 generates "WHITE", indicating that a dot is not to be formed, as the output value lout(x,y). The following descriptions
will also refer to forming or not forming a dot as turning a dot "on" or "off".

[0025] Essentially, the processing carried out by the halftone processing unit 103 can be expressed as follows.

lout(x,y) = BLACK if lin(x,y) > M(x%SX, y%Sy)
lout(x,y) = WHITE if lin(x,y) < M(x%SXx, y%Sy)
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[0026] In reality, the output data generator 1033 generates a binary image in which the output value "BLACK" is, for
example, a 1-bit "1" and "WHITE" is "0".

[0027] An example of the above-described halftone processing will be described here with reference to FIG. 4. In FIG.
4, reference sign 401 indicates part of the input image data, reference sign 402 indicates part of a dither matrix M, and
reference sign 403 indicates part of the output data. In the input image data 401, a single pixel is expressed by 8 bits,
for example, and thus each pixel can have a value in a range from 0 to 255.

[0028] The dither matrix 402 has a total of 65,536 thresholds, i.e., 256 in the x direction and 256 in the y direction,
and each threshold is selected from the value range of from 0 to 255 without any duplicate thresholds.

[0029] Here, BLACK (forming a black dot) is set as the output value when the pixel value of the input image data
exceeds the corresponding threshold, and WHITE (not forming a dot) is set as the output value when the pixel value is
less than or equal to the corresponding threshold. Thus when the dither matrix 402 illustrated here is used, a dot
arrangement having 256 tones is obtained. In other words, if the halftone processing is carried out using the dither matrix
402, tones in 256 levels from 0 to 255, in a range of 256 pixels X 256 pixels, can be simulatively expressed as the output
data. In the drawing, the input image 401 is an image having only pixel values of "33", and the output data 403 illustrated
in the drawing is obtained when the dither matrix 402 is used.

[0030] As can also be understood from the above, it can be said that there is a high likelihood of dots turned on at
pixel locations where the threshold of the dither matrix is low, and a high likelihood of dots turned off at pixel locations
where the threshold is high. As such, if relatively low thresholds of the dither matrix are concentrated at a specific nozzle
row, those nozzles will eject ink more frequently, which shortens the lifespan of the nozzles.

[0031] To enable a recording head to be used as long as possible, it is preferable to suppress the occurrence of
nozzles that eject ink extremely frequently by eliminating imbalance in the number of ink dots ejected by the nozzles
and make that number uniform. To achieve this, it can be said that adjusting the threshold arrangement in the dither
matrix so that the dots formed by the nozzles are produced at a uniform frequency with respect to the same input tone
values.

[0032] As such, the following will describe a method for creating a dot-dispersion dither matrix in which the frequency
at which the dots formed by the respective nozzles are generated is adjusted to be uniform. In the following descriptions,
the dither matrix will be represented by "M" during or after the generation process. The dither matrix M is a two-dimensional
matrix that takes the number of thresholds (size) arranged in the x direction (the recording medium feed direction) as
Sx and the number of thresholds arranged in the Y direction (the width direction of the recording medium) as Sy, and
Sx,Sy is a natural number. Although the size (Sx,Sy) of the dither matrix may be any size, the matrix is typically a square
where each side has a length that is a power of 2, with each side preferably being greater than or equal to 256 (e.g.,
256256 or 512x512). In the present embodiment, both Sx and Sy are 256. Thresholds from 0 to 65,535 are stored in
the dither matrix M created in the present embodiment. Thus when halftone processing is carried out using the dither
matrix M, 256 tones can be simulatively recreated in the region corresponding to Sx X Sy.

[0033] The "void & cluster method" is known as a method that can generate a dot-dispersion dither matrix. The void
& cluster method finds a smoothed density image by applying a low-pass filter, and determines an arrangement in which
dots should be added/removed in order to suppress local variations in the density. In the present embodiment as well,
a similar method is used to generate a dot-dispersion type dither matrix having blue noise characteristics.

[0034] The dot pattern generated through this process is represented by d(x,y). d(x,y) is a two-dimensional arrange-
ment, and the size is the same as M(x,y). The value of each pixel at d(x,y) is expressed in binary, with "1" indicating that
a dot is present and "0" indicating that a dot is not present.

[0035] The dot pattern d(x,y) changes through an iterative process. Through this iterative process, SxxXSy+1 dot
patterns, from a dot pattern in which the number of dots is 0 to a dot pattern in which the number of dots is SxX Sy, are
generated. Accordingly, when the number of dots in the dot pattern d(x,y) is represented by g, a given single point in
time in the iterative process can be isolated using g. In the following descriptions, the number of dots g will be called a
"tone value g". Furthermore, in the following descriptions, the dot pattern d(x,y) when the tone value is g will be expressed
as d(g,x,y), or simply d(g) with x,y omitted. As described above, in the present embodiment, a dither matrix capable of
simulatively recreating 256 tones is created, and thus all natural number values, from 0 to SxXSy-1, are set for the tone
g in the following processing.

[0036] The presentembodiment will be described in detail next with reference to FIG. 5. FIG. 5 is flowchart illustrating
the overall flow of a method for generating a dither matrix, and illustrates a dither matrix generation process in which a
CPU (not shown) of the image processing apparatus 10 illustrated in FIG. 1 uses the halftone processing unit 103. Note
that to ensure the dither matrix can be reused in the next printing process, the dither matrix may be stored in nonvolatile
memory (not shown) to eliminate the need to execute the processing more than once. Furthermore, if the image processing
apparatus 10 is an information processing apparatus such as a personal computer, a program corresponding to the
illustrated flowchart is realized as a part of an application or a printer driver.

[0037] In step S100, the CPU generates an initial dot pattern d(g0) in which the tone values are a predetermined tone
g0. In the present embodiment, the number of tones g0 in the initial dot pattern is SxXSyx 0.5 = 256256 <0.5 = 32,768.
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The method for generating the initial dot pattern will be described later. Note that the initial dot pattern d(g0) can also
be an image in which the number of tones g0 in which not even one dot is present is 0. Step S100 is not carried out in
that case.

[0038] Steps S101 to S107 are a process for iteratively adding dots, with the initial dot pattern serving as a starting
point. Steps S201 to S207, meanwhile, are a process for iteratively removing dots, with the initial dot pattern serving as
a starting point. Note that dots are not removed when iteratively adding dots. Conversely, dots are not added when
iteratively removing dots.

[0039] Steps S101 and S107 indicate the ends of a loop, and the processing from steps S102 to S106 between the
loop ends are repeated until the tone value g reaches gMAX. The processing from steps S102 to S106 is processing
that generates continuous tone values, i.e., a dot pattern in which the tone values are g+1, by adding a single dot to the
dot pattern in which the tone values are g. gMAX, which sets the condition for ending the processing, is greater than or
equal to g0, and in the present embodiment, gMAX = SxxXSy-1 = 65,535.

[0040] Likewise, steps S201 and S207 indicate the ends of a loop, and the processing from steps S202 to S206
between the loop ends are repeated until the tone value g reaches gMIN. The processing from steps S202 to S206 is
processing that generates continuous tone values, i.e., a dot pattern in which the tone values are g-1, by removing a
single dot from the dot pattern in which the tone values are g. gMIN < g0, and in the present embodiment, gMIN = 0.
Dot patterns having all the tones are generated by iteratively adding dots and iteratively removing dots in this manner.
[0041] The processing of steps S102 and S202 are the same, and thus only step S102 will be described below. In
step S102, the CPU applies a low-pass filter to the dot pattern d(g) corresponding to the tone value g to calculate a
density variation map n(g). The density variation map n(g) will be shortened to "density variation n(g)" in the following
descriptions.

[0042] The density variation n(g) is used to evaluate the sparseness of the dots in the dot pattern d(g) in which the
tone value is g. The lower the value of the density variation n(g) is, the lower the smoothed density is, and the dots are
evaluated as being more sparse, whereas the higher the value of the density variation n(g) is, the higher the smoothed
density is, and the dots are evaluated as being more concentrated. In step S104, described later, dots are added in
locations where the value of the density variation n(g) is low and the dots are sparse. Additionally, in step S204, dots
are removed from locations where the value of the density variation n(g) is high and the dots are concentrated. This
suppresses localized variations in density and achieves a low level of graininess.

[0043] The density variation n(g) is a two-dimensional arrangement having the same size as the dot pattern d(g), and
like the dot pattern d(g), the values in the arrangement change depending on the tone value g. In the following descriptions,
n(g) is also denoted as n(g,x,y). It is assumed that the dither matrix is applied cyclically to the input image. As such, in
the filtering process of step S103, the CPU generates the density variation n(g) using a recursive convolution operation
on the dot pattern d(g) and a filter coefficient. The recursive convolution operation is an operation in which a normal
convolution operation is carried out between the dot pattern d(g), for which a cyclic boundary condition has been set,
and a filter coefficient. Note that the filter coefficient used in step S103 will be described in detail later.

[0044] The processing of steps S103 and S203 are the same, and thus only step S103 will be described below. In
step S103, the CPU calculates a total dot number map s(g) in the x direction, for each location in the y direction, from
the dot pattern d(g) corresponding to the tone value g. The total dot number map s(g) is a one-dimensional arrangement,
and s(g) is also denoted as s(g,y). Arrangement restrictions are used to make the number of dots uniform for each
location in the y direction (for each nozzle). In step S104, which will be described later, dots are added to the dot pattern
d(g,x,y) in y locations where the value of s(g,y) is low and the total number of dots is low. Likewise, in step S204, dots
are removed from the dot pattern d(g,x,y) in y locations where the value of s(y) is high and the total number of dots is
high. This makes it possible to carry out adjustment which reduces differences in the frequencies at which dots are
generated by the nozzles.

[0045] In steps S104 and S204, the CPU adds or removes dots on the basis of the density variation n(g) and the total
dot number map s(g,y). In step S104, the CPU adds a dot to a dot pattern d(g,xMIN,yMIN) at a location (xMIN,yMIN),
which is a location, in a y location group where the total dot number map s(g,y) is the lowest, where the density variation
n(g,x,y) is the lowest. However, in step S204, the CPU removes a dot from a dot pattern d(g,xMAX,yMAX) at a location
(xMAX,yMAX), which is a location, in a y location group where the total dot number map s(g,y) is the highest, where the
density variation n(g,x,y) is the highest. Details regarding this process will be given later.

[0046] In steps S105 and S205, the CPU determines the value of the dither matrix M(x,y) on the basis of the locations
where the dots were added or removed (xMIN,yMIN or xMAX,yMAX). In step S105, the CPU sets the value of M(xMIN,yM-
IN) in the dither matrix M(x,y) to the tone value g. In step S205, the CPU sets the value of M(xMAX,yMAX) in the dither
matrix M(x,y) to the tone value g-1.

[0047] In step S106, the CPU increments the value of tone value g to g+1. In step S206, the CPU increments the
value of tone value g to g-1.

[0048] As described above, once out of the loop from steps S101 to S107 and the loop from steps S201 to S207, the
CPU adjusts the range of the pixel values of the input image in accordance with the range of the dither matrix values,
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in step S208. Before step S208 is carried out, values from gMIN to gMAX are stored in the dither matrix M(x,y). In the
present embodiment, values from 0 to 65,535 (MMIN to mMMAX) are stored. If the input image is 8-bit when the dithering
process is carried out, the range of the input image is from 0 to 255 (thMIN to thMAX). Thus even if a dither matrix in
which values from 0 to 65,535 is used, a suitable halftone processing result cannot be obtained. In step S208, the CPU
expands the bit number for the pixel values of the input image so as to match the range of the values in the dither matrix
M(x,y). For example, if the range of the values of the dither matrix is 16 bits, from 0 to 65,535, and the input image is 8-
bit, the input image is padded with Os in the least significant bits to achieve a 16-bit comparison.

[0049] On the other hand, the values of the dither matrix may be adjusted to match the range of the pixel values in
the input image. For example, the least significant 8 bits of the 16-bit dither matrix, which stores values from 0 to 65,535,
may be discarded, and the most significant 8 bits may be taken as the values of the dither matrix. If the values are to
be set to thMIN to thMAX, the CPU obtains the integer part in the following equation as the value of the adjusted dither
matrix.

a X M(x,y)tb

Here,

a = (thMAX-thMIN) + (mMAX-mMIN),

b = thMIN-axmMIN

[0050] According to the processing flow described above with reference to FIG. 5, a dither matrix capable of making
the ink ejection frequency uniform throughout the nozzles can be generated while maintaining a low level of graininess.
Each process in FIG. 5 will be described in detail hereinafter.

[0051] A filter coefficient f used in steps S102 and S202 will be described first. This filter coefficient is used to extract
the density variation map n(g). fis a two-dimensional arrangement, and is also denoted as f(x,y). In the present embod-
iment, the size of the arrangement f(x,y) is the same as that of the dot pattern d(g). In other words, when the filter size
in the x direction is taken as Sfx and the filter size in the y direction is taken as Sfy, the values thereof are 256. The value
in the following equation (1) is used as the value of f(x,y).

r = {(x-xo) H(y-yo)’} ' flx,y) = 1/(r+1) (1)

[0052] In equation (1), x0,y0 is the central location of the filter coefficient, where x0 = Sfx+2 and y0 = Sfy+2.

[0053] In steps S104 and S204, the CPU reduces the sparseness of the dots, and achieves a low level of graininess
as a result, by adding or removing dots so as to soften the density variation n(g). To achieve this in a favorable manner,
it is necessary to extract the sparseness between dots. The filter f may be set to a function of the inverse of a distance
r from the dot, as indicated by equation (1), in order to extract the sparseness between dots. Note that in the present
embodiment, "1" is added to the denominator to avoid dividing by 0 when the distance r = 0.

[0054] The filter f used in steps S104 and S204 is not limited to this filter. A low-pass filter capable of extracting a
frequency component visible as a sense of graininess may be used instead.

[0055] The dot arrangement method used in steps S104 and S204 will be described next. The CPU adds or removes
dots on the basis of the density variation n(g) and the total dot number map s(g,y). Step S104 is a process for adding a
dot. In step S104, the CPU adds a dot to the location (xMIN,yMIN), which is a location where a dot is not present, and
is a location, among the y locations that are the lowest in the total dot number map s(g,y), where the value of the density
variation n(g,x,y) is the lowest. Specifically, the location (xMIN,yMIN) where the value of the density variation n(g,x,y) is
lowest is searched out from among the pixels in a y location group in the total dot number map s(g,y) where the number
of dots is the lowest, and among the pixels in the dot pattern d(g,x,y) where the pixel values are 0. The pixel value of
d(g,xMIN,yMIN) is setto "1" so that a dot is added. Note that if there are multiple locations where the value of the density
variation map n(g,x,y) is 0, the CPU selects a location where a dot is to be added at random from the multiple locations.
[0056] Step S204, on the other hand, is a process for removing a dot. In step S204, the CPU removes a dot from a
location (xMAX,yMAX), which is a location where a dot is present, and is a location, among the y locations that are the
highest in the total dot number map s(g,y), where the value of the density variation map n(g,x,y) is the highest. Specifically,
the location (xMAX,yMAX) where the value of the density variation map n(g,x,y) is highest is searched out from among
the pixels in a y location group in the total dot number map s(g,y) where the number of dots is the highest, and among
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the pixels in the dot pattern d(g,x,y) where the pixel values are 1. The pixel value of d(g,xMAX,yMAX) is set to "0" so
that a dot is removed. Note that if there are multiple locations where the value of the density variation map n(g,x,y) is
the highest, the CPU selects a location where a dot is to be removed at random from the multiple locations.

[0057] The method of generating the initial dot pattern in step S100 will be described in detail next with reference to
FIG. 6. Put simply, the CPU first generates a random dot pattern. Then, the CPU iteratively moves dots, starting from
the random dot pattern, in order to generate the initial dot pattern d(g0), which has alow graininess and density unevenness
that is not apparent.

[0058] In step S301, the CPU generates a random dot pattern d_r for the number of tones being g0. d_r is a two-
dimensional arrangement, and is also denoted as d_r(x,y). The size is the same as the dither matrix M(x,y), i.e., Sx in
the x direction and Sy in the y direction. As described earlier, in the present embodiment, the values of Sx and Sy are
both 256. Additionally, the pixel value is assumed to be "1" when a dot is present and "0" when a dot is not present, in
the same manner as the above-described d(x,y).

[0059] In step S301, the CPU generates the random dot pattern for the number of tones being g0 by adding dots
iteratively until the number of tones reaches g0, starting with an image in which not even a single dot is present.
[0060] The CPU sets a location yr in the y direction, where a dot is to be added, by incrementing the position in order
from 1 to Sy. This is repeated from 1 once the end Sy is reached. Meanwhile, the CPU uses a random number to
determine a candidate for the location in the x direction where a dot is to be added. Specifically, the CPU generates
random numbers from 1 to Sx and determines a location xr in the x direction. If there is not dot at (xr,yr), the CPU adds
a dot at that location. In other words, if the pixel value at d_r(xr,yr) is 0, the CPU sets the pixel value at d_r(xr,yr) to 1.
However, if the pixel value at d_r(xr,yr) is already 1, the CPU generates a new random number to change the candidate
for the location xr, in the x direction, where a dot is to be added. As a result, the dot pattern generated in step S301 is
a random dot pattern in which imbalance in the total number of dots, calculated by totaling the dots in the x direction, is
suppressed to less than or equal to 1 dot.

[0061] Steps S302 and S305 are the ends of a loop, which means that the processing from step S303 to S304 is
repeated a predetermined number of times. Although the present embodiment assumes that the processing is repeated
10,000 times, the number is not limited thereto, and a predetermined convergence condition may be set instead.
[0062] In step S303, the CPU extracts a density variation n from the dot pattern d_r through the same method as that
described with reference to step S103. The density variation n is a two-dimensional arrangement, and is also denoted
as n(x,y).

[0063] Instep S304,the CPU moves the dots onthe basis ofthe density variation map n. First, the location (xMAX,yMAX)
where the value of the density variation n(x,y) is highest is searched out from among the pixels where a dot is present
at d_r(x,y). Then, the CPU searches out an x location (xMIN,yMAX) where the value of a density variation n(x,yMAX) is
lowest, from pixels at the same y location (yMAX) as the location where the value of the density variation n(x,y) is the
highest and where no dots are present. The CPU then moves the dot located at (xMAX,yMAX) to (xMIN,yMAX). In other
words, the pixel value of the dot pattern d_r(xMAX,yMAX) is set to 0 and the pixel value at the dot pattern d_r(xMIN,yMAX)
is set to 1. The dot located where the density variation n is high is moved to a location where the density variation n is
low, in the same y location. As a result, with the dot pattern generated in step S304, the total number of dots does not
change for each location yr in the y direction, between before and after the dots move. Accordingly, a dot pattern having
favorable dot dispersion characteristics can be generated while suppressing imbalance in the total number of dots,
calculated by totaling the dots in the x direction, to less than or equal to 1 dot.

[0064] As described thus far, when a dot pattern is generated using the dither matrix generated through the method
described in the present embodiment, differences between the number of dot ejections from nozzle to nozzle in the
recording head 203 can be kept within a preset range (that is, the number of dot ejections can be made substantially
uniform). This makes it possible to suppress a situation in which the lifespan of a specific nozzle is shortened, which in
turn makes it possible to extend the lifespan of the recording head.

Second Embodiment

[0065] Uniformity in the number of dot ejections from nozzle to nozzle is also effective when correcting density une-
venness, which suppresses a drop in image quality caused by variations in the ejection characteristics of ink from nozzle
to nozzle. Effects in the correction of density unevenness, and an example of achieving those effects, will be described
in the second embodiment.

[0066] Inanactualimage forming apparatus, the ejection characteristics of the nozzles arranged in rows in the recording
head vary due to factors such as the process for manufacturing the recording head, the materials of which the recording
head is formed, and the like. This variation in the ejection characteristics of the nozzles appears as non-uniformity in
the size, ejection direction, and the like of ink droplets ejected from the nozzles, and this in turn produces density
unevenness in the recorded image. As a measure against this problem, there is a density unevenness correction tech-
nique, which suppresses density unevenness by correcting input image data on the basis of the ejection characteristics
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of the nozzles that constitute the recording head. Specifically, a density measurement test chart for finding a density
conversion function for density unevenness correction is output, an image of the output density measurement test chart
is read, the recorded density is measured, and density correction parameters for the image data are generated for each
nozzle on the basis of the measured density data. Then, when printing the image, the input image data is corrected on
the basis of the density correction parameters, and the image recording is controlled on the basis of the corrected image
data. This forms an image in which the occurrence of density unevenness is suppressed.

[0067] Note that instead of correcting the input image data, the thresholds in the dither matrix may be corrected on
the basis of the ejection characteristics of the nozzles that constitute the recording head. In that case, the density
correction parameters for the thresholds in the dither matrix are generated for each nozzle on the basis of the measured
density data. Then, when printing the image, the thresholds in the dither matrix is corrected on the basis of the density
correction parameters, and the image recording is controlled on the basis of the corrected the thresholds. This also
forms an image in which the occurrence of density unevenness is suppressed.

[0068] If the dot locations in a dot pattern generated from the density measurement test chart are shifted toward
specific nozzles, differences will arise in the number of ink ejections from nozzle to nozzle. As a result, the output density
will be higher for nozzles having a higher number of ejections, and lower for nozzles having a lower number of ejections.
As such, density differences caused by the ejection characteristics from nozzle to nozzle, and density differences caused
by differences in the number of ink ejections from nozzle to nozzle, will both arise in the density measurement test chart
that is output. It is difficult to take a measurement having isolated density variations caused by the ejection characteristics
of the nozzle on the basis of the recording density of the test chart, which causes a problem in that the density unevenness
correction will be less effective.

[0069] Thus to accurately measure density variations caused by the ejection characteristics of the nozzles, it is useful
to generate a dot pattern for a density measurement test chart using a dither matrix in which the numbers of dots formed
by the nozzles, which are subject to the density unevenness correction, are adjusted so as to be uniform.

[0070] Furthermore, if the number of output dots relative to the input tones are different from nozzle location to nozzle
location, there are situations where even if density variations caused by the ejection characteristics from nozzle to nozzle
can be properly corrected, the way in which the correction works from nozzle to nozzle (i.e., the way in which the numbers
of output dots are changed by the correction) varies and results in the density unevenness correction being less effective.
Specifically, assume that, for example, there are two nozzles having a similar reduced injection amount for a single dot,
compared to the ideal ejection amount. At this time, correction is carried out so that the pixel values are increased in
the input image, in the same manner for the pixel rows corresponding to the two nozzles subject to correction. However,
if the numbers of output dots differ depending on the tone from nozzle to nozzle, different numbers of output dots will
be ejected even if the pixel values are the same before and after the correction. Density unevenness will therefore remain
even after the density unevenness correction process is carried out.

[0071] Thus to improve the density unevenness correction effectiveness in a recorded image with respect to an input
image in which density unevenness correction is carried out from nozzle to nozzle, is effective to use a dither matrix in
which the numbers of dots corresponding to each tone, formed by each nozzle, are adjusted so as to be uniform.
[0072] FIG. 8 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of an image processing apparatus 10 and an image
forming apparatus 20 that can be applied in the second embodiment. Descriptions of parts that are the same as in the
first embodiment will be simplified or omitted in the following descriptions.

[0073] InFIG.8, the configurationisthe same asin FIG. 1 aside from animage reading device 30, a density unevenness
correction parameter computation unit 105, a density unevenness correction parameter storage unit 106, a density
unevenness correction processing unit 107, and a test chart generation unit 108. Descriptions of the other constituent
elements will be omitted.

[0074] The image reading device 30 reads an image recorded onto a recording medium by the recording head 203
and converts that image into electronic image data (read image data). A CCD line sensor, for example, can be used as
the image reading device 30. The image reading device 30 according to the present embodiment is an in-line sensor
arranged partway along a medium feed path, and reads the image recorded by the recording head 203 partway through
the feeding, before the medium is discharged. The image reading device 30 can read the output result of a density
measurement test chart, which will be described later.

[0075] The density unevenness correction parameter computation unit 105 measures a density on the basis of aready
image of the density measurement test chart acquired from the image reading device 30, and generates density une-
venness correction value data (density unevenness correction parameters) for each nozzle. The density unevenness
correction parameters generated by the density unevenness correction parameter computation unit 105 are stored in
the density unevenness correction parameter storage unit 106.

[0076] The density unevenness correction processing unit 107 carries out image signal correction for suppressing
density unevenness in the image printed on the recording medium, which arises due to variation and the like in the
ejection characteristics of the nozzles in the recording head 203. In the present embodiment, a density unevenness
correction LUT, which is a density unevenness correction lookup table in which a conversion relationship between input



10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

EP 3 598 729 B1

signal values and output signal values is denoted for each of the nozzles in the recording head 203, is prepared, and
the signal values are converted using this density unevenness correction LUT.

[0077] The test chart generation unit 108 generates data of a density measurement test chart for obtaining density
measurement data required to calculate the density unevenness correction parameters, and provides that data to the
input image buffer 102. FIG. 9 illustrates an example of the density measurement test chart. Here, tone patches with
uniform densities extending as bands in the feed direction are provided for each of predetermined tone values D1 to
D10, with the patches being formed in rectangular regions, each having a width Ty in the recording medium width
direction of the recording head 203 and a height Tx in the feed direction. Asiillustrated in FIG. 9, in the presentembodiment,
the chart has data equivalent to the width of the nozzles, so that the ejection characteristics can be derived for all the
nozzles. Furthermore, in the presentembodiment, all tones from 0 to 255 are subject to the density unevenness correction.
The density measurement test chart is therefore generated so as to include patches for each tone corresponding to a
density that, while being a discrete value from 0 to 255, is a value at an equal interval from the low-density side to the
high-density side.

[0078] To acquire density variations caused by the ejection characteristics, it is useful to generate a dot pattern for a
density measurement test chart using a dither matrix in which the numbers of dots formed by the nozzles are adjusted
so as to be uniform. It is therefore necessary for the x direction size Tx of the density region for each tone in the density
measurement test chart to be greater than or equal to the number of pixels for the x direction size Sx of the dither matrix
(Sx is 256, in the present embodiment). In the present second embodiment, Tx = 800 pixels.

[0079] FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating an overview of a sequence for creating the density unevenness correction
parameters, which is executed by a CPU (not shown) in the image processing apparatus 10 according to the present
second embodiment. A program corresponding to this drawing is stored in predetermined memory (RAM or the like).
[0080] In step S401, the CPU causes the recording head 203 to output an image of the density measurement test
chart generated by the test chart generation unit 108 onto a recording medium, by sending image data of the density
measurement test chart to the input image buffer 102. At this time, the CPU does not cause the density unevenness
correction processing unit 107 to carry out the density unevenness correction, and instead causes tone patches of
uniform densities to be output. The CPU also causes the halftone processing unit 103 to generate a dot pattern of the
density measurement test chart using a dither matrix in which the numbers of dots formed by the nozzles are adjusted
so as to be uniform.

[0081] Instep S402, the CPU controls the image reading device 30 to read an output result of the density measurement
test chart and measure the test chart.

[0082] In step S403, the CPU creates one-dimensional measurement data in the recording medium width direction
(the y direction) by integrating signals in the feed direction (the x direction) for each band-shaped density patch corre-
sponding to a tone, by carrying out image processing on the read image. At this time, it is desirable that the signals be
integrated in the feed direction (the X direction) in a range where the numbers of dots for the nozzles are uniform, so as
to acquire the density variation caused by the ejection characteristics from nozzle to nozzle. In other words, it is desirable
that an integration range Mx in the feed direction (the x direction) be an integral multiple of the printing width (mm)
corresponding to the x direction size of the dither matrix. If the x direction size Sx of the dither matrix is 256 (pixels), the
printing width (mm) is 256 (pixels)/1,200 (pixels/inch) X 25.4 (mm/inch) ~ 54 (mm). On the other hand, the printing width
(mm) in the x direction size Tx of the density region for each tone in the density measurement test chart is 800 (pix-
els)/1,200(pixels/inch) X 25.4 (mm/inch) ~ 16.9 (mm). In the present embodiment, the integration range Mx in the feed
direction (the x direction) is 16.3 mm, which is less than the printing width of the x direction size of the density region
(16.9 mm) and an integral multiple of (three times) the printing width of the x direction size Sx of the dither matrix (5.4 mm).
[0083] On the basis of measured one-dimensional data at the reading resolution of the image reading device 30 (e.g.,
600 dpi in the recording medium width direction), the CPU carries out interpolation at a level corresponding to the
resolution of the nozzles in the recording head 203 (the recording resolution), and creates density measurement data
for each of the nozzle locations.

[0084] Next, in step S404, the CPU calculates the density unevenness correction parameters for each of the nozzles,
i.e., calculates the density unevenness correction LUT, from the density measurement data acquired for each of the
nozzle locations and target tone characteristics. Note that density data for tone values aside from the points of meas-
urement is obtained as a result of interpolating the density measurement data with respect to discrete tone values.
[0085] Next, the tone characteristics of a dot pattern generated through halftone processing using the dither matrix
according to the present invention will be described with reference to FIGS. 7A and 7B.

[0086] Inthe graphsillustrated in FIGS. 7A and 7B, the horizontal axis represents the input tone value, and the vertical
axis represents a total number of dots xSum(y) in the x direction (simply "total number of dots" hereinafter) in a dot
pattern generated through a process of comparing an input image in, which has the same size (Sx,Sy) as the dither
matrix and having a uniform tone, with the dither matrix M. If the size Sy of the dither matrix in the y direction is 256, it
is possible to generate 256 graphs. However, it should be noted that the correspondences for only some of the y locations
are shown here in order to make the graphs easier to view.
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[0087] FIG. 7A illustrates an example of a case where a dot pattern is generated using the dither matrix created
according to the present embodiment. FIG. 7B illustrates a comparative example, of a case where a dot pattern is
generated using a typical blue noise dither matrix created without taking into account the concept of making the frequency
at which dots are generated uniform from nozzle to nozzle. Here, the typical blue noise dither matrix is created through
the same method as the matrix creation method illustrated in FIG. 5, with the exception of steps S103, S104, S203, and
S204. The typical blue noise dither matrix is assumed to be a matrix generated without steps S103 and S203, and by
also referring to the density variation n(g,x,y) in steps S104 and S204.

[0088] Although FIG. 7A illustrates the total number of dots with respect to the input tone values at a plurality of
locations in the y direction, the graphs overlap with each other and therefore appear to be only a single line. In other
words, the total number of dots in the dot patterns generated using the dither matrix, with respect to input tone values
having uniform densities, is substantially uniform regardless of the tone, and the increase in the number of dots from
tone to tone is constant (linear).

[0089] However, as illustrated in FIG. 7B, when a dot patterns generated using a typical blue noise dither matrix, the
correspondence relationship between the input tone values and the total number of output dots differs from y location
to y location, and the increase in the number of dots from tone to tone is non-linear.

[0090] The total number of dots for the nozzles illustrated in FIG. 7A can match perfectly if the overall number of dots
can be perfectly divided by the size Sy of the dither matrix in the y direction (that is, if the overall number of dots is an
integral multiple of Sy). This holds true because the number of tones that can be simulatively expressed by the dither
matrix (the number of g) is Sy. In other words, assuming that the overall number of dots in the dot pattern generated
using the dither matrix is d, the total number of dots for each nozzle can be taken as d/Sy if d%Sy = 0. In other words,
the total number of dots can be made uniform from nozzles nozzle by adjusting the threshold range of the dither matrix
M so that d%Sy = 0. If the density unevenness correction for each of the nozzles is to be applied to all of the tones as
inthe presentembodiment, itis desirable that the total number of dots for each of the nozzles be uniform for all of the tones.
[0091] Note, however, that there are cases where the total number of dots did not match perfectly from nozzle to
nozzle, such as when the size of the dither matrix is limited. For example, there are cases where, depending on the
tone, the overall number of dots cannot be divided perfectly by the size Sy of the dither matrix in the y direction, and the
total number of dots is not the same for each of the y locations. In such a case, it is preferable that the difference between
the total number of dots from y location to y location be less than or equal to 1.

[0092] The density measurement test chart output in the present embodiment generates a density measurement test
chart dot pattern using a dither matrix in which the numbers of dots formed by the nozzles are adjusted so as to be
uniform. As such, there is no imbalance in the number of ink ejections from nozzle to nozzle, which makes it possible
to accurately measure density variations caused by the ejection characteristics from nozzle to nozzle, using the recorded
densities in the test chart. This makes it possible to improve the density unevenness correction effect based on the
density measurement data.

[0093] On the other hand, a dither matrix in which the numbers of dots formed by the nozzles are adjusted so as to
be uniform is also effective when referring to the density unevenness correction parameters for each nozzle and carrying
outthe density unevenness correction on the inputimage for each nozzle. When actually printing, the density unevenness
correction processing unit 107 carries out the density unevenness correction on the input image for each nozzle by
referring to the density unevenness correction parameters. Furthermore, the halftone processing unit 103 generates the
dot pattern using a dither matrix in which the number of output dots have been adjusted so as to be uniform relative to
the input tones for each of the nozzle locations. Because the number of dots increases constantly (linearly) from tone
to tone, a dither pattern having an appropriate number of dots is generated with respect to the density unevenness
correction amount for each nozzle, which makes it possible to improve the density unevenness correction effect for the
recorded image.

[0094] As such, the measurement of the density unevenness correction parameters from nozzle to nozzle is not limited
to using the above-described density measurement test chart, and the density unevenness correction effect for the
recorded image can be improved even if the density unevenness correction is carried out for each nozzle using density
unevenness correction parameters created using another measurement method.

Third Embodiment

[0095] In the second embodiment, all of the tones are subjected to the density unevenness correction. A third embod-
iment will describe an example of a case where the density unevenness correction is carried out only on some tones.
For example, if almost no density unevenness arises in the patches D9 and D10, which are on the low-density side in
FIG. 9, the density unevenness correction may be carried out only on densities higher than the density D9. In this case,
the density range for which the density unevenness correction effect is to be improved is the range of densities D8 to
D1 (where the density D1 is the maximum density).

[0096] The density unevenness correction processing unit 107 determines whether or not the pixel value of a pixel in
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the input image is greater than or equal to the density D8. If the pixel value is greater than or equal to the density D8,
the density unevenness correction processing unit 107 executes the density unevenness correction by referring to the
density unevenness correction parameters. However, if the pixel value is less than the density D8, the density unevenness
correction is not carried out, and the pixel value is output as-is.

[0097] However, there are cases where, in low-density parts, the dispersion characteristics of the dots are to be
prioritized, as opposed to ensuring the density unevenness is not apparent. If only few dots are ejected onto the recording
medium, multiple dots being ejected near each other will cause clumps of dots to be visible, and worsen the sense of
graininess. As such, in the third embodiment, the dither matrix is switched when executing the halftone processing on
the input image. If the pixel value of the pixel to be processed has a density of from D8 to D1, the same dither matrix as
in the first embodiment (M1) is used. However, if the pixel value of the pixel to be processed is in a low-density part,
greater than or equal to a density of D9, a dither matrix created without taking into account the concept of making the
frequency at which dots are generated uniform from nozzle to nozzle (M2) is used.

[0098] The halftone processing unit 103 executes the following processing.

lin(x,y) > D8
lout(x,y) = BLACK if lin(x,y) > M1(x%SXx, y%Sy)
lout(x,y) = WHITE if lin(x,y) < M1(x%Sx, y%Sy)
lin(x,y) < D8
lout(x,y) = BLACK if lin(x,y) > M2(x%Sx, y%Sy)
lout(x,y) = WHITE if lin(x,y) < M2(x%Sx, y%Sy)

[0099] The dither matrix M2 refers only to the density variation n when adding a dot or removing a dot, and as such,
there are fewer restrictions when determining the dot arrangement than when using the dot creation method illustrated
in FIG. 5. Accordingly, the dither matrix M2 is preferable to the dither matrix M1 from the standpoint of the dot dispersion
characteristics.

[0100] As described thus far, according to the present embodiment, the density unevenness correction processing
unit executes the density unevenness correction in accordance with the density range of the pixel value. If the pixel
value is in a density range for which the density unevenness correction process is to be executed, the effect of the
density unevenness correction is improved by using the dither matrix created so that the number of dots is uniform from
nozzle to nozzle. However, if the pixel value is in a density range that does not require the density unevenness correction
process, a dither matrix having higher dispersion characteristics is used.

[0101] The presentembodiment describes a configuration in which the dither matrix referred to by the halftone process-
ing is switched in accordance with the pixel value. However, there is a method in which the same effect as in the third
embodiment is achieved by a single dither matrix. This is a method in which when creating the dither matrix, whether
or not to refer to the total dot number map is determined in accordance with the tone value g. For example, in the flowchart
illustrated in FIG. 5, if the tone value g is less than or equal to a predetermined value (e.g., the density D9), step S203,
among steps S201 to S207, is not executed, and the location where a dot is to be removed is determined by referring
only to the density variation n(g,x,y) in step S204. As aresult, if the tone value g is greater than or equal to a predetermined
value, the dither matrix ensures that the total number of dots is uniform from nozzle to nozzle within a range that is an
integral multiple of the y direction size Sy. The same effect as that of the third embodiment can be achieved even when
carrying out halftone processing using a dither matrix created in this manner.

Other Embodiments

[0102] The foregoing embodiments describe examples of a case where the number of tones simulatively recreated
by the dither matrix is 256. However, the number of tones simulatively recreated by the dither matrix may only be discrete
tones among the number of tones in the input image. For example, if, of the tones 0 to 255, only the tones 0, 15, 30, 45,
60, 75, 90, 105, 120, 135, 150, 165, 180, 195, 210, 225, 240, and 255 are to be simulatively recreated, the restriction
on the total number of dots from nozzle to nozzle, indicated in FIG. 5, can be set for only the tone values that are
simulatively recreated. In this case, it is preferable that the size of the dither matrix in the y direction be set to a multiple
of the number of tones simulatively recreated, i.e., 18.

[0103] Additionally, the foregoing embodiment describes an example of a method in which the halftone processing
unit executes a comparison process using the dither matrix. However, the dither matrix created according to the first
embodiment can also be applied in a method for determining a dot arrangement in accordance with a dither matrix. For
example, the above-described dither matrix may be used in the method disclosed in Japanese Patent Laid-Open No.
2016-021735.

[0104] Embodiment(s) of the present invention can also be realized by a computer of a system or apparatus that reads
out and executes computer executable instructions (e.g., one or more programs) recorded on a storage medium (which
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may also be referred to more fully as a 'non-transitory computer-readable storage medium’) to perform the functions of
one or more of the above-described embodiment(s) and/or that includes one or more circuits (e.g., application specific
integrated circuit (ASIC)) for performing the functions of one or more of the above-described embodiment(s), and by a
method performed by the computer of the system or apparatus by, for example, reading out and executing the computer
executable instructions from the storage medium to perform the functions of one or more of the above-described em-
bodiment(s) and/or controlling the one or more circuits to perform the functions of one or more of the above-described
embodiment(s). The computer may comprise one or more processors (e.g., central processing unit (CPU), micro process-
ing unit (MPU)) and may include a network of separate computers or separate processors to read out and execute the
computer executable instructions. The computer executable instructions may be provided to the computer, for example,
from a network or the storage medium. The storage medium may include, for example, one or more of a hard disk, a
random-access memory (RAM), a read only memory (ROM), a storage of distributed computing systems, an optical disk
(such as a compact disc (CD), digital versatile disc (DVD), or Blu-ray Disc (BD)™), a flash memory device, a memory
card, and the like.

[0105] While the presentinvention has been described with reference to exemplary embodiments, itis to be understood
that the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary embodiments. The scope of the following claims is to be
accorded the broadest interpretation .

[0106] A processing apparatus comprises a correction processor which executes a density unevenness correction
process in accordance with properties of each of recording elements included in a recording head of an recoding
apparatus, and a convertor which converts the image data into halftone image data, by using a dither matrix, wherein
the dither matrix is a dispersive dither matrix, and has characteristics in which when input image data having a uniform
tone is converted into binary halftone image data, the same number of dots are present at each of locations in a first
direction, in a predetermined range in a second direction, for a tone, among the tones which the input image data can
take on, that is subject to the density unevenness correction process.

Claims

1. An image processing apparatus (10) that generates image data for an image forming apparatus (20), the image
forming apparatus having a recording head (203) in which a plurality of recording elements are arranged in a first
direction, and that forms an image on a recording medium by ejecting ink from the recording elements of the recording
head toward the recording medium while the recording medium is fed relatively in a second direction that is perpen-
dicular to the first direction, the image processing apparatus comprising:

acquiring means (102) for acquiring multi-valued input image data;

conversion means (103) for converting the inputimage data into halftone image data indicating the presence/ab-
sence of a dot, by using a dither matrix (1032), and

correction processing means (107) for executing a density unevenness correction process in accordance with
properties of each of the recording elements;

characterized in that

the properties of each of the recording elements are obtained by reading a chart image formed based on the
halftone image data;

wherein the dither matrix is a dispersive dither matrix, and has characteristics in which when input image data
having a uniform tone that is subject to the density unevenness correction process is converted into binary
halftone image data, the same number of dots are present in a predetermined range in the second direction for
each location of the recording elements in the first direction.

2. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 1,
wherein the predetermined range is an integral multiple of the number of tones that can be simulatively recreated
in the halftone image data.

3. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 1,
wherein the predetermined range is an integral multiple of the number of values used as thresholds present in the

dither matrix (1032).

4. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 1,
wherein all tones are subject to the density unevenness correction process.

5. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 4,
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wherein the dither matrix (1032) has a size of Sx rows corresponding to the second direction and Sy columns
corresponding to the first direction, where Sx and Sy are natural numbers.

6. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 5,
wherein the predetermined range is an integral multiple of Sx in the second direction.

7. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 6,
wherein the dither matrix (1032) has characteristics in which a difference between the numbers of dots included in
the range of the integral multiple of Sx in the second direction, at each of the locations in the first direction, when
input image data having a uniform tone is converted into a binary dot pattern, is less than or equal to 1 for all of the
tones.

8. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 1, further comprising:

recording means for generating a halftone image on the basis of a uniform-tone chart image having a width
greater than or equal to Sx pixels in the second direction, and recording an image onto a recording medium; and
second acquiring means (30) for acquiring density measurement data of the image formed on the recording
medium.

9. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 5,
wherein Sx and Sy are both greater than or equal to 256.

10. The image processing apparatus (10) according to claim 1,
wherein a dot pattern generated through halftone processing using the dither matrix (1032) has tone characteristics
indicating that a number of dots from tone to tone linearly increases.

11. A method of controlling an image processing apparatus (10) that generates image data for an image forming appa-
ratus (20), the image forming apparatus having a recording head (203) in which a plurality of recording elements
are arranged in a first direction, and that forms an image on a recording medium by ejecting ink from the recording
elements of the recording head toward the recording medium while the recording medium is fed relatively in a second
direction that is perpendicular to the first direction, the method comprising:

acquiring multi-valued input image data;

converting the input image data into halftone image data indicating the presence/absence of a dot, by using a
dither matrix (1032), and

executing a density unevenness correction process in accordance with properties of each of the recording
elements;

characterized in that

the properties of each of the recording elements are obtained by reading a chart image formed based ion the
halftone image data,

wherein the dither matrix is a dispersive dither matrix, and has characteristics in which when input image data
having a uniform tone that is subject to the density unevenness correction process is converted into binary
halftone image data, the same number of dots are present in a predetermined range in the second direction for
each location of the recording elements in the first direction.

12. Acomputer program comprisinginstructions which, when the programis executed by a computer, cause the computer
to carry out the steps of the method of claim 11.

Patentanspriiche

1. Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10), die Bilddaten fir eine Bildausbildungsvorrichtung (20) erzeugt, wobei die Bild-

ausbildungsvorrichtung einen Aufzeichnungskopf (203) aufweist, bei dem eine Vielzahl von Aufzeichnungselemen-
ten in einer ersten Richtung angeordnet sind, und der ein Bild auf einem Aufzeichnungsmedium durch AusstoRRen
von Tinte von den Aufzeichnungselementen des Aufzeichnungskopfes in Richtung des Aufzeichnungsmediums
wahrend das Aufzeichnungsmedium relativ in einer zweiten Richtung, die senkrecht zu der ersten Richtung ist,
zugefihrt ist, ausbildet, wobei die Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung umfasst:
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eine Erlangungseinrichtung (102) fiir ein Erlangen von mehrwertigen Eingangsbilddaten;

eine Umwandlungseinrichtung (103) fir ein Umwandeln der Eingangsbilddaten in Halbtonbilddaten, die das
Vorhandensein/Fehlen eines Punktes angeben, unter Verwendung einer Dithermatrix (1032), und

eine Korrekturverarbeitungseinrichtung (107) fiir ein Ausfihren eines DichteungleichmaRigkeitskorrekturpro-
zesses gemal Eigenschaften jedes der Aufzeichnungselemente;

dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass

die Eigenschaften jedes der Aufzeichnungselemente durch Lesen eines basierend auf den Halbtonbilddaten
ausgebildeten Grafikbildes erhalten sind;

wobei die Dithermatrix eine dispersive Dithermatrix ist und Eigenschaften aufweist, bei denen, wenn Eingangs-
bilddaten mit einem einheitlichen Ton, die dem DichteungleichmaRigkeitskorrekturprozess unterzogen sind, in
binare Halbtonbilddaten umgewandelt sind, die gleiche Anzahl von Punkten in einem vorbestimmten Bereich
in der zweiten Richtung fir jede Position der Aufzeichnungselemente in der ersten Richtung vorhanden ist.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 1,
wobei der vorbestimmte Bereich ein ganzzahliges Vielfaches der Anzahl von Ténen ist, die in den Halbtonbilddaten
simulierend wiederhergestellt werden kdnnen.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 1,
wobei der vorbestimmte Bereich ein ganzzahliges Vielfaches der Anzahl von Werten ist, die als in der Dithermatrix
(1032) vorhandene Schwellen verwendet sind.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 1,
wobei alle Téne dem DichteungleichmaRigkeitskorrekturprozess unterzogen sind.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 4,
wobei die Dithermatrix (1032) eine GréRRe von Sx Zeilen entsprechend der zweiten Richtung und Sy Spalten ent-
sprechend der ersten Richtung hat, wobei Sx und Sy naturliche Zahlen sind.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 5,
wobei der vorbestimmte Bereich ein ganzzahliges Vielfaches von Sx in der zweiten Richtung ist.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 6,

wobei die Dithermatrix (1032) Eigenschaften aufweist, bei denen, wenn Eingangsbilddaten mit einem einheitlichen
Ton in ein binares Punktmuster umgewandelt sind, eine Differenz zwischen den Anzahlen von Punkten, die in dem
Bereich des ganzzahligen Vielfachen von Sx in der zweiten Richtung enthalten sind, an jeder der Positionen in der
ersten Richtung fir alle der Tone kleiner als oder gleich wie 1 ist.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 1, ferner mit:

einer Aufzeichnungseinrichtung fiir ein Erzeugen eines Halbtonbildes basierend auf einem Einheitstongrafikbild
mit einer Breite gréRer als oder gleich wie Sx Pixel in der zweiten Richtung und fir ein Aufzeichnen eines Bildes
auf ein Aufzeichnungsmedium; und

einer zweiten Erlangungseinrichtung (30) fiir ein Erlangen von Dichtemessdaten des auf dem Aufzeichnungs-
medium ausgebildeten Bildes.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 5,
wobei Sx und Sy beide groRer als oder gleich wie 256 sind.

Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10) nach Anspruch 1,
wobei ein durch Halbtonverarbeitung unter Verwendung der Dithermatrix (1032) erzeugtes Punktmuster Toneigen-
schaften aufweist, die darauf hinweisen, dass eine Anzahl von Punkten von Ton zu Ton linear zunimmt.

Verfahren eines Steuerns einer Bildverarbeitungsvorrichtung (10), die Bilddaten fiir eine Bildausbildungsvorrichtung
(20) erzeugt, wobei die Bildausbildungsvorrichtung einen Aufzeichnungskopf (203) aufweist, bei dem eine Vielzahl
von Aufzeichnungselementen in einer ersten Richtung angeordnet sind, und der ein Bild auf einem Aufzeichnungs-
medium durch AusstoRen von Tinte von den Aufzeichnungselementen des Aufzeichnungskopfes in Richtung des
Aufzeichnungsmediums wahrend das Aufzeichnungsmedium relativ in einer zweiten Richtung, die senkrecht zu der
ersten Richtung ist, zugefihrt wird, ausbildet, wobei das Verfahren umfasst:
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ein Erlangen von mehrwertigen Eingangsbilddaten;

ein Umwandeln der Eingangsbilddaten in Halbtonbilddaten, die das Vorhandensein/Fehlen eines Punktes an-
geben, unter Verwendung einer Dithermatrix (1032), und

ein Ausfiihren eines DichteungleichmaRigkeitskorrekturprozesses gemafR Eigenschaften jedes der Aufzeich-
nungselemente;

dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass

die Eigenschaften jedes der Aufzeichnungselemente durch Lesen eines basierend auf den Halbtonbilddaten
ausgebildeten Grafikbildes erhalten sind;

wobei die Dithermatrix eine dispersive Dithermatrix ist und Eigenschaften aufweist, bei denen, wenn Eingangs-
bilddaten mit einem einheitlichen Ton, die dem DichteungleichmaRigkeitskorrekturprozess unterzogen sind, in
binare Halbtonbilddaten umgewandelt sind, die gleiche Anzahl von Punkten in einem vorbestimmten Bereich
in der zweiten Richtung fir jede Position der Aufzeichnungselemente in der ersten Richtung vorhanden ist.

12. Computerprogramm, das Anweisungen umfasst, die, wenn das Programm durch einen Computer ausgefiihrt wird,

den Computer dazu bringt, die Schritte des Verfahrens nach Anspruch 11 auszufiihren.

Revendications

Appareil de traitement d'image (10) qui génére des données d'image pour un appareil de formation d'image (20),
I'appareil de formation d'image comportant une téte d’enregistrement (203) dans laquelle une pluralité d’éléments
d’enregistrement sont disposés dans une premiere direction, et qui forme une image sur un support d’enregistrement
par une éjection d’encre a partir des éléments d’enregistrement de la téte d’enregistrement en direction du support
d’enregistrement tandis que le support d’enregistrement est avancé relativement dans une seconde direction qui
est perpendiculaire a la premiere direction, I'appareil de traitement d'image comprenant :

un moyen d’acquisition (102) destiné a acquérir des données d’'image d’entrée a valeurs multiples ;

un moyen de conversion (103) destiné a convertir les données d'image d’entrée en données d’'image de demi-
teinte indiquant la présence/absence d’'un point, au moyen d’'une matrice de juxtaposition de points (1032), et
un moyen de traitement de correction (107) destiné a exécuter un traitement de correction d’irrégularité de
densité conformément a des propriétés de chacun des éléments d’enregistrement ;

caractérisé en ce que

les propriétés de chacun des éléments d’enregistrement sont obtenues par une lecture d’une image cartogra-
phique formée sur la base des données d’image de demi-teinte ;

dans lequel la matrice de juxtaposition de points est une matrice de juxtaposition de points dispersive, et a des
caractéristiques selon lesquelles, lorsque des données d'image d’entrée ayant une teinte uniforme qui sont
soumises au traitement de correction d’irrégularité de densité sont converties en données d’'image de demi-
teinte binaires, le méme nombre de points est présent sur une étendue prédéterminée dans la seconde direction
pour chaque position des éléments d’enregistrement dans la premiere direction.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 1,
dans lequel I'étendue prédéterminée correspond a un multiple entier du nombre de teintes qui peuvent étre recréées
simultanément dans les données d’'image de demi-teinte.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 1,
dans lequel I'étendue prédéterminée correspond a un multiple entier du nombre de valeurs utilisées en tant que
seuils présents dans la matrice de juxtaposition de points (1032).

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 1,
dans lequel toutes les teintes sont soumises au traitement de correction d’irrégularité de densité.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 4,
dans lequel la matrice de juxtaposition de points (1032) a une taille de Sx rangées correspondant a la seconde

direction et de Sy colonnes correspondant a la premiére direction, Sx et Sy étant des nombres naturels.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 5,
dans lequel I'étendue prédéterminée est un multiple entier de Sx dans la seconde direction.
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Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 6,

dans lequel la matrice de juxtaposition de points (1032) a des caractéristiques selon lesquelles une différence entre
les nombres de points compris dans I'étendue du multiple entier de Sx dans la seconde direction, au niveau de
chacune des positions dans la premiere direction, lors d’'une conversion de données d’'image d’entrée ayant une
teinte uniforme en un motif de points binaires, est inférieure ou égale a 1 pour 'ensemble des teintes.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 1, comprenant en outre :

un moyen d’enregistrement destiné a générer une image de demi-teinte sur la base d’une image cartographique
de teinte uniforme ayant une largeur supérieure ou égale a Sx pixels dans la seconde direction, et a enregistrer
une image sur un support d’enregistrement ; et

un second moyen d’acquisition (30) destiné a acquérir des données de mesure de densité de I'image formée
sur le support d’enregistrement.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 5,
dans lequel Sx et Sy sont tous les deux supérieurs ou égaux a 256.

Appareil de traitement d’image (10) selon la revendication 5,

dans lequel un motif de points généré par le biais d’'un traitement de demi-teinte au moyen de la matrice de juxta-
position de points (1032) a des caractéristiques de teintes indiquant qu’un nombre de points augmente linéairement
d’'une teinte a l'autre.

Procédé de commande d’un appareil de traitement d'image (10) qui génére des données d’image pour un appareil
de formation d’'image (20), 'appareil de formation d'image comportant une téte d’enregistrement (203) dans laquelle
une pluralité d’éléments d’enregistrement sont disposés dans une premiére direction, et qui forme une image sur
un support d’enregistrement par une éjection d’encre a partir des éléments d’enregistrement de la téte d’enregis-
trement en direction du support d’enregistrement tandis que le support d’enregistrement est avancé relativement
dans une seconde direction qui est perpendiculaire a la premiere direction, le procédé comprenant les étapes
consistant a :

acquérir des données d’image d’entrée a valeurs multiples ;

convertir les données d’'image d’entrée en données d’'image de demi-teinte indiquant la présence/absence d’'un
point, au moyen d’'une matrice de juxtaposition de points (1032), et

exécuter un traitement de correction d’irrégularité de densité conformément a des propriétés de chacun des
éléments d’enregistrement ;

caractérisé en ce que

les propriétés de chacun des éléments d’enregistrement sont obtenues par une lecture d’une image cartogra-
phique formée sur la base des données d'image de demi-teinte,

dans lequel la matrice de juxtaposition de points est une matrice de juxtaposition de points dispersive, et a des
caractéristiques selon lesquelles, lorsque des données d'image d’entrée ayant une teinte uniforme qui sont
soumises au traitement de correction d’irrégularité de densité sont converties en données d’'image de demi-
teinte binaires, le méme nombre de points est présent sur une étendue prédéterminée dans la seconde direction
pour chaque position des éléments d’enregistrement dans la premiere direction.

Programme informatique comprenant des instructions qui, lorsque le programme est exécuté par un ordinateur,
amenent l'ordinateur a exécuter les étapes du procédé selon la revendication 11.
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FIG. 6
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