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(57) ABSTRACT

A night vision device and method for filtering a series of
image frames that depict a moving subject, which thereby
improves the signal-to-noise ratio of each image frame, is
provided. A composite image is formed for each image frame
by combining pixel values in a current image frame with pixel
values in composite images corresponding to image frames
acquired before the current image frame. Additionally, pixels
values in image frames acquired subsequent to the acquisition
of the current image frame are included when forming the
composite image. A bi-directional recursive filter is used to
weight the contributions from the previous composite images
and subsequent image frames with a decay constant. Motion
of'the imaging system is optionally compensated for by estab-
lishing a moving reference frame and shifting the image
frames to account for this motion; thus, registering the image
frames before filtering the current image frame.
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1
VISION SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR
MOTION ADAPTIVE INTEGRATION OF
IMAGE FRAMES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 12/538,433, filed Aug. 10, 2009 now U.S. Pat. No. 8,497,
914, which issued on Jul. 30, 2013.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH

This invention was made with government support under
EB006393 awarded by the National Institutes of Health. The
government has certain rights in the invention.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The field of the invention is vision systems that acquire and
display a series of image frames, and particularly, vision
systems such as those used to enhance night vision.

Night vision systems employ cameras that are sensitive to
wavelengths such as infrared (“IR”). The image frames that
are produced may be displayed alone in sequence to provide
a moving picture of a night-time scene captured by the cam-
era, or the IR image frames may be combined with image
frames acquired at optical wavelengths to enhance the optical
image frames.

Night vision systems typically employ heavy image inten-
sifier systems. Although image intensifiers can increase
brightness and provide modest improvements in detected sig-
nal-to-noise ratio (“SNR”) through amplification or spectral
changes in the light incident on a detector, they cannot
improve on the SNR provided by the light emanating from the
low-light-level scene. Thus, such vision systems characteris-
tically produce images having a high noise content. These
vision systems are also characterized by difficulties in depict-
ing moving subjects and a changing scene that results from
panning of the vision system, for example, from head motion.
Such motion makes it difficult to filter noise from the image
frames without losing significant information.

It would therefore be desirable to provide a lightweight,
optionally non-intensified, system for night vision having an
improved signal-to-noise ratio (“SNR”) without the loss of
significant information in the image. Additionally, it would be
desirable to provide a method for enhancing the visualization
of static and moving objects in low light conditions.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The aforementioned drawbacks are overcome by the
present invention, which provides a method for displaying
images to a user using motion adaptive frame integration with
real time digital processing and display. This allows for a
lightweight, usually non-intensified, imaging system for
night vision.

The present invention is a method for filtering a series of
image frames that depict a moving subject, which thereby
improves the signal-to-noise ratio (“SNR”) of each image
frame. More specifically, a filtered, or “composite,” image is
formed by combining, or “integrating,” pixel values in a cur-
rent image frame with pixel values in previously processed
image frames (that is, previously produced composite
images) and pixels values in image frames acquired subse-
quent to the acquisition of the current image frame. This is
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achieved using a so-called bi-directional recursive filter, in
which the contributions from the previous composite images
and subsequent image frames to the filtering of the current
image frame are weighted with a decay constant. Motion of
the imaging system is compensated for by establishing a
moving reference frame indicative of the moving imaging
system and shifting the image frames to account for this bulk
motion, or “panning.” Thus, the pixels in the image frames are
registered to the same pixel locations before filtering the
current image frame.

It is an aspect of the invention to provide a method for
further processing a series of image frames that depict a
moving subject such that motion that occurs within the image
scene is compensated. For example, when the image scene
corresponds to one that would be seen from a moving vehicle,
substantially every portion of each image frame is moving at
different rates in the image scene. To this end, each image
frame is first transformed into the moving reference frame of
the imaging system and then motion correction parameters
associated with motion occurring within the image scene are
determined. In this manner, each image frame is compensated
for parallax and the variable speeds with which objects move
through the scene.

Itis another aspect of the invention to provide a method for
filtering a series of image frames that depict a moving subject,
which thereby improves the signal-to-noise ratio (“SNR”) of
each image frame. More specifically, a filtered, or “compos-
ite,” image is formed by combining, or “integrating,” pixel
values in a current image frame with pixel values in previ-
ously processed image frames (that is, previously produced
composite images) and pixels values in image frames
acquired subsequent to the acquisition of the current image
frame. This is achieved using a so-called bi-directional recur-
sive filter, in which the contributions from the previous com-
posite images and subsequent image frames to the filtering of
the current image frame are weighted with a decay constant.
Moreover, at least some of the previous composite image
frames and subsequent image frames are masked such that
only the substantially static portions of these image frames
are included in the composite image. The non-masked image
frames are weighted with a first decay constant before com-
bining them in the filtering operation and the masked image
frames are weighted with a second decay constant before
combining them in the filtering operation. This further incor-
poration of information into the current composite image
frame being produced provides a corresponding further
increase in SNR in the composite image.

Itis yet another aspect of the invention to provide a method
for filtering and displaying an image to a user with an imaging
device, in which the filtered image has a significantly higher
signal-to-noise ratio (“SNR”) than any single image frame
acquired with the imaging system. This filtering is achieved
by combining, or integrating, pixel values with a method that
accounts for complications arising from situations where the
imaging system is panning a scene and objects within the
scene are moving.

Itis yet another aspect of the invention to provide a method
for enhancing and displaying an image to a user with an
imaging device, in which the enhanced image identifies pix-
els in the image that are indicative of objects moving within
the scene. A motion mask is produced by first establishing a
moving reference frame indicative of the motion of the imag-
ing system, and then transforming the acquired image frames
into the moving reference frame. In effect, this registers the
series of image frames with each other. The motion mask is
produced by comparing temporally adjacent image frames
and thresholding the comparison to identify those pixels that
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differ from one image frame to the next. A binary mask is
produced using these identified pixels and is then temporally
and spatially dilated to expand the region of pixels included in
the mask. This mask is then convolved and normalized to blur
the edges of the identified pixel regions. The acquired image
frames are then enhanced using this produced motion mask.
Enhancement occurs by producing a motion image for each
image frame by multiplying each image frame by the corre-
sponding motion mask. A static mask is then produced by
subtracting the motion mask from a matrix of ones. This static
mask is applied to the corresponding composite image frame
to produce a “static image frame.” The static and motion
image frames are then added together to produce a motion
enhanced image frame.

The motion and static image frames are essentially difter-
ent channels of the enhanced motion image frame, and these
channels can be altered to produce different contrast therebe-
tween. For example, the colormap of the motion image can be
altered such that the motion image is highlighted with red,
while the static image can retain a grayscale colormap. Thus,
the motion enhanced images presented to the user will indi-
cate those regions indicative of motion occurring within the
scene as highlighted in red.

The foregoing and other aspects and advantages of the
invention will appear from the following description. In the
description, reference is made to the accompanying drawings
which form a part hereof, and in which there is shown by way
ofillustration a preferred embodiment of the invention. Such
embodiment does not necessarily represent the full scope of
the invention, however, and reference is made therefore to the
claims and herein for interpreting the scope of the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A depicts an exemplary imaging system, which may
employ the present invention;

FIG. 1B depicts an alternate configuration of the imaging
system of FIG. 1A, in which image processing hardware is
located remotely from the imaging system;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the imaging system of FIG.
1A;

FIG. 3 is a flowchart setting forth the steps performed in
accordance with the present invention to process image
frames produced by the imaging system of FIG. 1A;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart setting forth the steps of an exemplary
method for establishing a moving reference frame for the
image system, which forms a part of the method illustrated in
FIG. 3;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart setting forth the steps of an exemplary
method for producing a motion mask, which forms a part of
the method illustrated in FIG. 3;

FIG. 6A is a pictorial representation of a single decay
constant bi-directional recursive frame integration filter
employed when practicing the method illustrated in FIG. 3;

FIG. 6B is a pictorial representation of a two decay con-
stant bi-directional recursive frame integration filter
employed when practicing the method illustrated in FIG. 3;

FIG. 7 is a flow chart setting forth the steps of an exemplary
method for correcting an image frame for motion occurring
within the image frame; and

FIG. 8 is a pictorial representation of the processing per-
formed in the method illustrated in FIG. 7.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Referring particularly to FIG. 1A, an exemplary imaging
system 100 employed when practicing the present invention
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is shown. The imaging system 100, such as one configured to
operate as a night vision device (“NVD”), includes an optical
assembly 102 that is attached to a display system housing
104. The optical assembly 102 includes, for example, a
monocular or binocular arrangement of lenses coupled to a
image array (not shown). The use of a magnification lens in
the optical assembly 102 is also optional. The display housing
104 forms a part of a goggle system that is configured to be
worn by a user in a manner similar to a pair of eyeglasses. The
display housing 104 contains at least one display device (not
shown), such as a liquid crystal display (“LLCD”) or an organic
light emitting diode (“OLED”) display panel; however, when
a binocular optical assembly is employed, images may be
viewed in stereo with two separate displays, one for each of
the user’s eyes.

Referring now particularly to FIG. 2, an exemplary con-
figuration of the imaging system 100, in which image pro-
cessing hardware, control hardware, and a power supply are
integrated into the display housing 104 of the imaging system
100, is shown in a block diagram. This configuration includes
an image array 200 that is coupled to the optical assembly
102. The optical assembly 102 and image array 200 are
coupled to each other, for example, by a fused fiber optic
bundle. The image array 200 senses light from a scene 202
and creates a real-time video signal that contains an electronic
image of the scene 202. The input to the image array 200 is,
therefore, the image scene light, which may be quite low in
night-time operations. In an alternative configuration, an
image intensifier, such as a so-called third generation image
intensifier, is disposed between the optical assembly 102 and
image array 200. Exemplary image arrays 200 include a
charge-coupled device (“CCD”), complimentary metal-ox-
ide semiconductor (“CMOS”), and focal plane array (“FPA™)
image sensor system.

The video signal produced by the image array 200 is trans-
mitted to the image processor 204, which receives and pro-
cesses the video signal in accordance with the present inven-
tion. The processed video signal is then communicated to the
display device 206, which receives the processed video signal
and generates a two dimensional image that can be viewed by
the user’s eye 208. Exemplary display devices include flat
panel microdisplays, which typically measure less than 1.5
inches diagonally. Such microdisplays include emissive,
reflective, and transmissive displays. Emissive displays are
preferred for the present configuration since they offer the
greatest power efficiency; however, reflective and transmis-
sive display types can similarly be employed. Exemplary
emissive displays include light emitting diode (“LED”) and
organic LED (“OLED”) display panels, while exemplary
reflective and transmissive displays include a reflective sur-
face and backlit liquid crystal display (“LCD”) panels,
respectively.

A system controller 210 is communicatively connected to
the image array 200. The system controller 210 includes, for
example, field-programmable gate array (“FPGA”) logic
gates that direct the image array 200 to operate in a number of
different modes.

The image array 200, system controller 210, and video
display device 206 receive electrical energy from a power
source 212. Exemplary power sources 212 include batteries,
such as one or more “AA” type batteries, or a rechargeable
battery system. Exemplary rechargeable battery systems
include thin film rechargeable lithium batteries, lithium ion
batteries, and high efficiency nano-structured solid-state
composite batteries, such as those with a lithium-based cath-
ode and a silicon nanowire coated carbon-black or stainless
steel anode.
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The image processor 204 provides the capability of per-
forming real-time image processing of the video signal for the
purpose of enhancing the picture presented to the user in
accordance with the present invention. The image processor
204 is communicatively connected to a system memory 214,
such as, for example, random access memory (“RAM”). The
memory 214 provides a buffer in which image data is stored
as the image processor 204 performs its functions. The image
processor also optionally receives motion and orientation
information from an integrated motion detector 216 and ori-
entation detector 218. Exemplary motion detectors include
three-axis accelerometers, while exemplary orientation
detectors include three-axis gyroscopes and three-axis com-
passes. The information provided to the image processor 204
by these detectors significantly improves the computational
efficiency of the image processing methods described herein.
However, the information provided by these detectors is not
necessary when practicing the present invention. The image
processor 204 also carries out conventional image processing
functions, such as, for example: contrast stretching, edge
detection and enhancement, aperture correction, and mixing
of video channel information.

Exemplary image processors include: one or more low
power microcontroller units (“MCU”), such as ARM MCUs
(ARM Limited, Cambridge, England, UK) and Atmel AVR32
media processors (Atmel Corporation, San Jose, Calif.); digi-
tal signal processing (“DSP”) chips, such as TI DaVinci series
DSPs (Texas Instrument, Dallas, Tex.) and Analog Devices
Shark or Blackfin DSPs (Analog Devices, Cambridge,
Mass.); Freescale 1. MX multimedia applications processors
(Freescale Semiconductors, Inc., Austin, Tex.); field-pro-
grammable gate arrays (“FPGA”); and application specific
integrated circuits (“ASIC”).

The foregoing components are held in relative position to
one another, and are protected from the outside environment,
by the display housing 104. In an alternate configuration, and
referring particularly now to FIG. 1B, the image processing
and control hardware are located in a remote control housing
106 that is in communication with the display housing 104
through a cable 108. In such a configuration, the cable 108
supplies the output of the image array (not shown) to the
image processor 204. Likewise, the output of the image pro-
cessor 204 is communicated back to the display device (not
shown), which is contained in the display housing 104. The
cable 108 also supplies power for the image array (not shown)
and display device (not shown). Preferably, the remote hous-
ing 106 is a small enclosure that can be worn, for example, in
a shirt pocket.

While an exemplary imaging system has been presented
for utilization when practicing the present invention, other
alternative imaging systems can also be readily adapted to
employ the present invention. For example, a vision system
such as an AN/PVS-14 monocular night vision device can be
utilized when practicing the present invention with the appro-
priate modifications to the image processing capabilities
thereof. It should also be appreciated by those skilled in the art
that the aforementioned imaging system can be operated to
acquire images sensitive to two separate spectral ranges of
light. For example, the imaging system can be adapted and
configured to acquire images over mid to long infrared wave-
lengths for thermal imaging. In such an application, a second
dedicated imaging array 200 for imaging the second spectral
range can be employed. In this manner, images over the
separate spectral ranges can be acquired, processed, and pre-
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sented to the user, or, in the alternative, the images can be
combined to provide a fusion image.

Image Processing

Referring particularly to FIG. 3, the imaging system
described above is under the control of the system controller
210, which operates as directed by a stored program. This
stored program periodically acquires an image frame, I, from
the image array 200, as indicated by process block 300. The
image frame, [, is in the form of a two-dimensional array of
pixel magnitude values, for example, a 640x480 element
array. As will become apparent from the description below,
this acquired image frame, I,, is processed according to the
present invention and another image frame, 1., ,, is acquired
and the process repeated. Image frames are acquired and
processed at a high enough frame rate that the resulting series
of displayed images depict continuous movement of the sub-
ject captured in the imaging system’s field of view.

Referring still to FIG. 3, the first step in the processing of
each acquired image frame, I, is to filter the image frames
received from the image array 200 in order to enhance their
edge detail, as indicated at step 302. This is effectively a
high-pass filtering operation that is performed to improve the
accuracy of the subsequent registration of successive image
frames. First, a current image frame is convolved with a filter
kernel to produce a convolved image frame. An exemplary
filter kernel is a 20x20 square kernel. The convolved image
frame is then subtracted from the original image frame to
produce an edge enhanced image frame. This process is
repeated for each image frame communicated to the image
processor 204 from the image array 200. In general, the edge
enhancement of the image frames is carried out so that sig-
nificant changes in contrast from one image frame to the next
is not improperly confused as motion within the field-of-view
(“FOV™). This is particularly relevant when the image frames
correspond, for example, to medical images acquired during
a contrast enhanced x-ray fluoroscopy procedure.

After the image frames have been filtered to enhance their
edge detail, a moving reference frame is established from the
image frames, as indicated at step 304. The moving reference
frame corresponds to motion of the imaging system FOV,
such as, for example, head motion or vehicle motion. For
example, if a user is wearing a “goggle system” such as the
one described above with respect to FIG. 1A, then when the
user moves their head from side to side, this “panning” of the
imaging system FOV is established as the moving reference
frame. An exemplary method for establishing this moving
reference frame is detailed below with respect to FIG. 4.
Alternately, when the imaging system includes, for example,
an integrated accelerometer, signals from the accelerometer
are communicated to the image processor to supplement or
replace the calculation of'a global shift vector indicative of the
bulk motion of the imaging system.

Subsequently, a motion mask is produced using the image
frames, as indicated at step 306. The motion mask, M,,
includes pixel locations in the corresponding image frame, [,
that correspond to motion that is occurring within the image
scene. For example, if the FOV corresponds to an image scene
in which an animal is running across a street at night time, the
motion of the animal is identified across image frames and the
pixels in each image frame that correspond to the animal are
placed in the motion mask. An exemplary method for produc-
ing a motion mask is detailed below with respect to FIG. 5.

After the moving reference frame has been established and
the motion mask produced, a composite image is produced
for presentation to the user, as indicated at step 308. A bi-
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directional truncated recursive filter is employed to produce
the composite image. Referring now to FIG. 6A, an exem-
plary bi-directional recursive filter utilizes a “current” image
frame 600, 1, three previous image frames 602 (I,_5,1, .1, |)
acquired before the current image frame 600, I,, and three
image frames 604 (I, .1,,,.1,,5) acquired after the current
image frame, I, to produce a composite image of the current
image frame, C,, that will be displayed to the user. It should
be appreciated by those skilled in the art that more or less time
frames can be employed, for example, only one previous
image frame, I, |, and one subsequent image frame, I, |, may
be employed. Additionally, the number of previous image
frames and subsequent image frames employed need not be
equal. For example, only one subsequent image frame, but
five previous image frames can be employed. For an addi-
tional increase in SNR, previously produced composite
image frames can be utilized in lieu of previously acquired
image frames; however, this will present a trade-off in the
increase in SNR and latency in the displaying of the current
composite image frame to the user.

The selected image frames are co-registered and weighted
using a decay constant to produce the composite image, C,,
corresponding to the current image frame, I,. This recursive
filter is performed on a pixel-by-pixel basis as follows:

n=3

Cul, ») = I, )+ Y ) (Ten (v, 1)+ T, )

n=1

Eqgn. (1)

and when previous composite image frames are utilized in
lieu of previous image frames:

n=3

Celw, ) = L, )+ 3 () (Ceon (o 3) + Tean(x, )

n=1

Eqn. (2)

where C,(x,y) is the value of the current composite image,
C,, atthe pixel location (x,y); [.(X,y) is the value of the current
image frame, I, at the pixel location (x,y); A is a decay
constant; I, (x,y)is the value of the n” previous image at the
pixel location (x,y) that has been registered with the current
image frame, I,; C,_,(xy) is the value of the n” previous
composite image at the pixel location (X,y) that has been
registered with the current image frame, I,; and T, (x,y) is the
value of the n” succeeding image frame at the pixel location
(x,y) thathas been registered with the current image frame, ..
The registration of the previous image frames and the pro-
ceeding image frames is performed using the shift values
calculated when establishing the moving reference frame in
step 304 above and using shift values corresponding to
motion that occurs within the image scene, as described
below with reference to FIG. 7. For example, the image
intensity value at the pixel location (x,y) for the registered n”
succeeding image frame, T, (x,y), is determined as follows:

JARNET N o A C VLS TS O S | Eqn. (3);

Where Ax,,,, and Ay, are the global shift values for the n™
succeeding image frame determined above in step 304 and
0x,.,,, and dy,,,, are the local shift values indicative of motion
occurring within the n” succeeding image frame, as deter-
mined below with reference to FIG. 7. The application of
these displacements serve to register the pixel value at pixel
location (%,,,,,¥,.,,.) inthe n” succeeding image frame, I, ,,,, to
the corresponding pixel location (X,,y,) in the current image
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frame, ;. Similarly, the image intensity value at the pixel
location (x,y) for the registered n” previous image, I,_,(x,y),
is determined as follows:

JARNET T o AN C VLS P R R S | Eqn. (4);

where Ax,_, and Ay,_,, are the global shift values for the n™
previous image frame determined above in step 304 and 8x,,_,,
and dy,_,, are the local shift values indicative of motion occur-
ring within the n” previous image frame, as determined below
with reference to FIG. 7.

The motion mask, M, produced above in step 306 can be
employed during the production of the composite image, C,,
to allow more information of the static portion of the image
scene to be included in the composite image to thereby pro-
vide a further increase in SNR. By way of example, and
referring now to FIG. 6B, an exemplary bi-directional recur-
sive filter utilizes a “current” image frame 600, I, three image
frames 602 (I,_;,1. .1, ;) acquired before the current image
frame 600, I,; three image frames 604 (I, ;1. ,.1,,5) acquired
after the current image frame, I; three masked image frames
652 (MI,_,MI,_s,MI,_,) acquired before the image frame
600, I,; and three masked image frames 654 (MI,, ,,ML,, s,
MI, ) acquired after the current image frame, I, to produce
a composite image of the current image frame, C,, that will be
displayed to the user. The masked image frames are produced
by multiplying the motion mask for the given time frame to
the corresponding composite image frame or image frame for
the same time frame. For example, the n” previous masked
image frame, MI,_,,, is produced as follows:

ML =(1-M_,) L, Eqn. (5);

where M,_, is the motion mask produced for the n™ previ-
ous time frame and 1 is a matrix of ones having the same size
as the motion mask, M,_,,. The selected image frames and
masked image frames are co-registered and weighted using
two decay constants to produce the composite image, C,,
corresponding to the current image frame, .. For example, a
first decay constant, A, is applied to the non-masked image
frames 602 and 604, whereas a second decay constant, A, is
applied to the masked image frames 652 and 654. This recur-
sive filter is performed on a pixel-by-pixel basis as follows:

n=3

Celw, ) = I, )+ 3 A0 (Tl )+ Teantx, 1) +

n=1

Eqn. (6)

n=6

D) (L= M) (Tl 30+ T, )
n=4

where, A, is a first decay constant; A, is a second decay
constant; and, as above, C,_,(x,y) is the value of the n”
previous composite image at the pixel location (x,y) that has
been registered with the current image frame, I, and I, (x,y)
is the value of the n” succeeding image frame at the pixel
location (x,y) that has been registered with the current image
frame, I,.

It should be appreciated by those skilled in the art that the
same decay constant can be employed for both A| and A,. In
addition, it should be appreciated that instead of weighting
the masked imaged in Eqn. (6) by nh,, a uniform weighting
can be applied as simply A,. Instead of masking image frames
to isolate those regions that are substantially static, only those
images that contain substantially no dynamic regions can also
be utilized in the aforementioned process. For example, those
image frames whose absolute value of displacement is under
a threshold value can be included in the bi-directional recur-



US 8,823,810 B2

9

sive filter. Likewise, an ongoing sum of the shift values can be
formed and the average of all previous frames whose absolute
value of the displacement sum is under a threshold value can
alternatively be utilized in the filter.

Referring again to FIG. 3, after a composite image has been
produced, it is communicated to the display device 206 and
displayed to the user, as indicated at step 310. While the
composite image, C,, can be displayed to the user as is, it can
also be further processed before being communicated from
the image processor 204 to the display device 206. Exemplary
further processing includes weighting the composite image,
C,, by a blurred version of the corresponding current image
frame, I,.. This blurred current image frame, 1.*, is produced,
for example, by convolving the current image frame, I,, with
a filter kernel. Exemplary filter kernels include a 7x7 or other
sized square filter kernel, and a Gaussian and other smooth
filter kernels. In general, the filter kernel should be on the
order of the dimension of the objects being viewed or some-
what smaller. To weight the composite image, C,, the blurred
image frame, [.*, is multiplied by the updated composite
image, C,. This multiplication step is a straight forward mul-
tiplication of each pixel in the blurred image frame, [, *, by the
corresponding pixel value in the composite image, C,.

It should be apparent that the magnitudes of the pixel
values in this weighted composite image do not accurately
indicate the actual pixel values in the scene. If the actual pixel
values are to be preserved, an additional normalization is
added to the processing. This normalization step is performed
by dividing the weighted composite image, C,, by a blurred
version of the composite image, C,. The blurring of the com-
posite image, C,, is done in the same manner as that described
above for blurring the image frame, I,. While the normaliza-
tion step preserves the actual pixel values in the weighted
composite image, it adds considerable processing time which
can unduly reduce the frame rate at which image frames can
be produced.

Exemplary further processing of the composite image, C,,
also includes applying the motion mask produced above in
step 306 to isolate and identify those pixels in the composite
image that correspond to motion occurring within the image
scene. The masking of the composite image, C,, in this man-
ner is performed in accordance with the following:

C=(1-My) Cr My I, Eqn. (7);

where C, is the masked composite image, M, is the motion
mask, and 1 is a matrix of ones having the same size as the
motion mask, M,. Thus, the pixels corresponding to motion
within the image scene are removed from the current com-
posite image, C,, through multiplication by the static binary
mask, (1-M,), and the pixels not corresponding to motion
within the image scene are removed from the current image
frame, 1, through multiplication by the motion binary mask,
M,. These two intermediate images are then combined to
produce the masked composite image, Ck. .

In this manner, the masked composite image, C,, can be
viewed as having two channels: a motion channel corre-
sponding to M-I, and a static channel corresponding to
(1-M,)-C,. These two channels can be modulated to provide
aunique contrast therebetween. For example, the static chan-
nel can be presented to the user using a gray scale color map
while the motion channel can be presented to the user using a
“red scale” color map so that those pixels corresponding to
motion that has occurred within the image scene are high-
lighted as red in the masked composite image, C,.

When displaying the composite image, C,, or masked com-
posite image, C,, to the user, the influence of the image array
200 detector noise can be removed. A calibration step is
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performed, in which a plurality of image frames are acquired
with the imaging system 100 while a lens cap covers the
optical assembly, 102. For example, 50 image frames can be
acquired in this manner. This arrangement is sufficient to
characterize the inherent dark current and bias noise response
of'the image array 200. These “calibration” image frames are
subsequently averaged and the result is stored in the system
memory 214 as a “detector noise” map. This detector noise
map is then subtracted from each image frame, I,, prior to
producing the composite image, C,. It should be appreciated
by those skilled in the art that a separate detector noise map
can be produced for each unique set of settings utilized when
operating the imaging system 100. In this manner, the detec-
tor noise map corresponding to a particular set of image
system settings is subtracted from those image frames pro-
duced using the same settings.

The inherent dark current and bias noise of the image array
200 can additionally be characterized by exposing the image
array 200 to an optical device such as a uniform intensity light
source. An exemplary uniform intensity light source is a
so-called integrating, or Ulbricht, sphere. This process results
in the acquisition of a so-called uniform intensity image
(“UII”). The Ull is employed to produce a flat field image, for
example, by subtracting the detector noise map from the
acquired UII in order to compensate the UII for dark current
and bias noise. When utilizing the additional characterization
provided by the flat field image, after the detector noise map
is subtracted from each image frame, I, the result is divided
by the flat field image. In this manner, significant pixel struc-
ture noise is removed from the displayed composite image,
C,, or masked composite image, C,.. As noted above, it should
be appreciated by those skilled in the art that a unique detector
noise map may be produced for a particular set of imaging
system settings. To this end, a particular flat field image can
also be produced for the same particular set of imaging sys-
tem settings when the detector noise map corresponding to
those settings is employed during the generation of the flat
field image.

Referring now particularly to FIG. 4, an exemplary method
for establishing a moving reference frame includes first
selecting a region within the image frame field-of-view
(“FOV™) that is to be registered between successive image
frames, as indicated at step 400. For example, a central region
in the FOV may be selected or the central region of the FOV
may be divided into four quadrants.

After the region that is to be registered has been selected, a
roll-off filter is applied to the image frames, as indicated at
step 402. This filter is applied so that edge effects that occur
when information enters or leaves the FOV in sequential
image frames are mitigated, thereby maintaining accuracy in
the registration process. An exemplary roll-off filter, ¥, ;, ,
has the form:

al e Eqn. (8)
Froti-of (%, y) =€ [(

where a is constant defining the roll-off filter size, N is the
number of pixel columns in the image frame, N, is the number
of'pixel rows in the image frame, and (x,y) indicates the pixel
location in the image frame that is being filtered.

After the image frames have been filtered as described
above, a gross panning correction is performed to determine
initial motion shift values, as indicated at step 404. This is
achieved by searching over a coarse shift grid. These motion
shift values are indicative of the direction and amount of bulk
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motion in the FOV, thereby defining an initial “global shift
vector”. Such bulk motion is typically caused by movement
of'the image system, such as panning, from one image frame
acquisition to the next.

This is done by determining the direction and distance that
the current image frame, I, has shifted in position from the
position depicted in the previously acquired image frame,
I,_;. A methodical search is made over a coarse grid in the
previous image frame, I,_,, for a region of pixel values that
correspond to a central region of pixel values in the current
image frame, [,. The region of pixels is smaller than the image
frames, but large enough to detect bulk motion of the subject.
During the search the sum ofthe absolute differences between
corresponding pixel values in the two regions is calculated for
each candidate region location in the previous image frame,
I,_;. The region location which produces the lowest differ-
ence value is chosen and this yields the initial global shift
vector, which indicates the amount and direction the subject
has shifted within the field of view of the imaging system.
Using this initial global shift vector, all of the pixels in the
previous image frame, I, ,, can be shifted in the direction
needed to offset the bulk motion. In doing so, the previous
image frame, I, ,, is then said to be “registered” with the
current image frame, I,. However, a refined search is per-
formed around this initial global shift vector to more accu-
rately establish the moving reference frame.

As indicated above, a fine panning correction is performed
next to determine more accurate motion shift values, as indi-
cated at step 406. This is achieved by performing shifts on a
fine shift grid around the initial shift values calculated above
in step 404. Utilizing the initial shift values, a methodical
search is performed over a fine grid in the previous image
frame, I,_,, for a region of pixel values that correspond to a
central region of pixel values in the current image frame, ;.
As its name implies, the fine grid is finer than the coarse grid
employed when determining the initial shift values; thus, a
search is performed to find smaller regions of pixels in the
current image frame, I, that correspond to pixels in the pre-
vious image frame, I,_;. The result of this search is a set of
shift values defining a global shift vector that describes how
the overall scene has shifted from a previous image frame,
1,_,, and the current image frame, I. It is not important that
these shifts be exact, since motion that occurs within the
image scene, and therefore within in each frame, is subse-
quently determined. By establishing the moving reference
frame, however, this subsequent search is made more efficient
by providing an initial estimate of gross motion.

Referring particularly now to FIG. 7, an exemplary method
for performing local motion corrections includes first trans-
forming the acquired image frames into the moving reference
frame established above in step 302, as indicated at step 700.
As described above, this results in registering the image
frames with each other, such as, for example, registering a
previous image frame, I,_,, with a current image frame, I,.
Thus, a loop is entered in which pixels in a previous image
frame, I,_,, that has been registered with a current image
frame, 1, are compared with that corresponding current
image frame, [, in order to detect motion of objects within the
FOV. This comparison is performed on a pixel-by-pixel basis;
however, it can also be performed on a pixel-by-pixel basis
only in those pixels where motion is detected through com-
parison of the sequential image frames.

In carrying this out, a block array in the sequential image
frames is selected, as indicated at step 702. Exemplary block
sizes within this block array are 8x8 or 10x10 pixels. A search
is then performed in the registered previous image frame,
1,_,, within the selected block array for the location of the
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corresponding pixel in the current image frame, I, that is
being processed. This is done by comparing the values of the
pixels in the block surrounding the current pixel being pro-
cessed in a manner similar to the comparison performed in
step 404 described above.

By way of example, and referring particularly now to FIG.
8, a pixel 800 has a spatial location (x,y) in the current image
frame 802, I, and if there is no subject motion, the same pixel
value will be found at the same spatial location (x,y) 800 in
the registered previous image frame 804, I, _,. When motion
occurs, however, the pixel value locations will be different
and the objective is to locate the current image frame pixel in
the registered previous image frame, [,_,. As indicated by
arrow 806, this is done by searching in a pattern around the
corresponding pixel location 800 in the registered previous
image frame 804. The size and shape of this search pattern
will depend on the particular application.

Referring now to FIGS. 7 and 8, this search is conducted by
comparing the pixel values in a region, or block, 808 sur-
rounding the current image frame pixel 800 with the values in
a similar displaced region 810 in the registered previous
image frame 804, as indicated at step 704. For example, this
comparison is performed by summing the absolute difter-
ences between corresponding pixel values in the two block
808 and 810 and storing the resulting “regions difference
value” in a data table 750. The blocks 808 and 810 are each
8x8 pixels, although other block sizes, such as, for example
10x10 pixels may also be used depending on the particular
application. This comparison step, 704, is repeated as indi-
cated by process block 706, as the block 810 is moved around
the registered previous image frame 804 in the prescribed
search pattern 806 until the search pattern is completed, as
indicated at decision block 708. Similar to the global motion
calculated above in step 404, the results of this comparison is
the determination of local shift values that define an initial
local shift vector.

The size of the search pattern 806 will depend on the
amount of anticipated subject motion from frame-to-frame,
which in turn will depend on the particular application. Simi-
lar to the global motion correction previously performed, the
foregoing local motion detection is repeated using a finer
displacement grid on which the search pattern is performed,
as indicated at step 710. As before, this comparison is per-
formed by summing the absolute differences between corre-
sponding pixel values in the two block 808 and 810 and
storing the resulting “regions difference value” in an updated
data table 752. This updated data table 752 includes a shift
matrix, which relates the block shift values to the true pixel
location shifts in (X,y)-coordinates. This finer local motion
correction is subsequently repeated for each pixel location, as
indicated at step 712 until the search pattern is completed, as
indicated at decision block 714.

Because the image frames are inherently noisy, this noise
can affect the calculated shift values, suggesting that there is
motion where, in fact, no motion occurred. To mitigate such
extraneous shift values, the shift matrix is filtered, as indi-
cated at step 716. An exemplary filtering operation is
achieved using a median filter.

Referring particularly now to FIG. 5, an exemplary method
for producing a motion mask includes first transforming the
acquired image frames into the moving reference frame
established above in step 302, as indicated at step 500. An
initial motion mask is then produced from pixels in a current
image frame, I, that differ from the immediately previous
image frame, I,_,, thereby producing a difference image, as
indicated at step 502. In the alternative, the initial motion
mask is produced from pixels in the current image frame, I,
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that differ from an n” previous image frame, I,_,,, such as, for
example, the third previous image frame I, ;. The difference
image is subsequently subjected to a thresholding process
such that those pixel differences exceeding a preset fraction
threshold are included in a binary motion mask, as indicated
at step 504. An exemplary fractional threshold value is 20
percent. As mentioned above, for driving applications the
motion corrections for motion occurring within the image
scene are utilized across each image frame to compensate for
parallax and the variable speed of objects moving within the
image scene.

Because the central portions of moving objects may be
fairly uniform from image frame to image frame, the initial
motion mask will often contain pixels only from the leading
and trailing edge of the moving object. Thus, in order to
produce a motion mask that includes the entire moving
object, the initial motion mask is expanded by temporal sum-
mation over a specified number of image frames, as indicated
at step 506. It will be appreciated by those skilled in the art
that other methods for expanding the initial motion mask can
be employed, including a spatial dilation binary operation.
The expanded binary mask is subsequently convolved to fill
in potential undetected motion pixels, as indicated at step 508.
The convolved motion mask includes non-unity values, and
the pixel values in the mask fall off toward the edge of the
mask as a result of the convolution. Therefore, the pixels in
the convolved mask are normalized by dividing each pixel in
the convolved mask by the maximum value in the convolved
mask, as indicated at step 510. This provides a rolled off
version of motion information when the current time frame
information is multiplied by the motion mask and combined
with information from the non-motion regions, as described
above.

The present invention has been described in terms of one or
more preferred embodiments, and it should be appreciated
that many equivalents, alternatives, variations, and modifica-
tions, aside from those expressly stated, are possible and
within the scope of the invention. While the present invention
has been described in the context of a head-mounted camera
application, such as a night vision device, it should be appar-
ent that other applications are also possible. More particu-
larly, the invention is applicable when a series of image
frames are acquired and processed with a composite image
that is produced using a bi-directional recursive filter during
the acquisition of image frames, in which bulk motion of the
scene within the FOV of each image frame is present along
with detailed subject motions. Other such applications
include video and medical imaging systems in which such
bulk motion within the FOV is a concern. It should be appre-
ciated by those skilled in the art that the present invention can
be readily adapted to such exemplary alternate applications.

The invention claimed is:

1. A night vision device for providing images of a scene to
a user, the night vision device comprising:

an optical apparatus configured to receive light from the

scene;
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an image array coupled to the optical apparatus and con-
figured to:
detect the light from the scene;
produce a series of image frames of the scene using the
detected light from the scene;

an image processor in communication with the image array

and configured to:

receive, from the image array, the series of image frames
of the scene;

produce a series of filtered image frames by combining
a currently produced image frame with at least one
prior image frame produced prior to the currently
produced image frame and at least one subsequent
image frame produced subsequent to the currently
produced image frame;

a display device in communication with the image array

and configured to:

receive the series of filtered image frames from the
image processor; and

display the filtered image frames to the user.

2. The night vision device as recited in claim 1 in which the
image processor is further configured to:

determine, from the series of image frames, a moving

reference frame indicative of motion of the night vision
device; and

correct each currently produced image frame in the series

of image frames for motion of the imaging system using
the determined moving reference frame.

3. The night vision device as recited in claim 2 further
including an orientation detector coupled to the image pro-
cessor and configured to:

determine an orientation of the night vision device; and

provide, to the image processor, a signal indicative of the

determined orientation that is employed by the image
processor to determine the moving reference frame of
the night vision device.

4. The night vision device as recited in claim 2 further
including a motion detector coupled to the image processor
and configured to:

determine motion of the night vision device; and

provide, to the image processor, a signal indicative of the

determined motion that is employed by the image pro-
cessor to determine the moving reference frame of the
night vision device.

5. The night vision device as recited in claim 1 in which the
optical apparatus includes at least one of a monocular lens and
a binocular lens.

6. The night vision device as recited in claim 1 in which the
display device includes at least one of a light emitting diode
display, an organic light emitting diode display, and a liquid
crystal display.

7. The night vision device as recited in claim 1 in which the
image array includes at least one of a charge coupled device,
a complimentary metal-oxide semiconductor, and a focal
plane array.
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