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(57) ABSTRACT 

Method and apparatus for creating 3D-prints and a 3-D 
printing system A method and apparatus for creating a print 
?le for printing a 3-D print using a 3-D printing system is 
described, the 3-D print comprising a plurality of 3-D 
structures printed on a substrate, each 3-D print structure 
having a height With respect to the substrate. A tWo-dirnen 
sional source image is input comprising a plurality of image 
pixel areas. A ?ltered image is obtained by applying a 
topographic operator to the source image to generate for 
every image pixel a representation of a pixel height pro?le, 
the pixel height pro?le corresponding to cross-sections 
through a 3-D print structure Which is to be formed by 3-D 
printing. Thereby de?nitions of a plurality of image layers 
are generated from the ?ltered image for printing using the 
3-D printing system. The print ?le is output based on the 
plurality of image layers. 

The topographic operator has the following property: 

any cross-section through a solid section of a 3-D structure 
at a second level in the 3-D print structure Which is closer to 
the substrate than a ?rst level has an area Which is equal to 
or larger than the area of the cross-section of the 3-D 
structure at the ?rst level. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR CREATING 
3D-PRINTS AND A 3-D PRINTING SYSTEM 

[0001] The application claims the bene?t of US. Provi 
sional Application No. 60/436,824 ?led Dec. 27, 2002. 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to methods for cre 
ating 3-D prints especially 3-D print masters by use of a 
3-dimensional printing system in Which an image is printed 
in a plurality of image layers, and to corresponding appa 
ratus Which may be used for a Wide variety of applications, 
for eXample for the manufacture of printing masters, such as 
stamps, ?eXographic printing masters, letterpress printing 
masters or gravure printing masters. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] So-called “3-D printing” is a method of creating 
three-dimensional objects by depositing or forming thin 
layers of material in succession so as to build up the desired 
3-D structure. It is sometimes called Rapid Prototyping and 
Manufacturing (RP&M). The process has some similarities 
to normal printing in that a digital representation of an object 
to be formed is used and each layer is formed as if it Were 
one layer of printing, eg by moving some kind of printing 
head over a Workpiece and activating elements of the 
printing head to create the “printing”. Various methods have 
been devised to create the thin layers. One technique makes 
use of a bath of polymerisable liquid material. A thin upper 
layer of the liquid is cross-linked or hardened in some way, 
eg via laser light, in a pattern Which is the same as a 
cross-section through the object to be formed. The laser spot 
is moved across the surface in accordance With a digital 
representation of the relevant cross-section. After one layer 
is completed the liquid level is raised over a small distance 
and the process repeated. Each polymerised layer should be 
sufficiently form stable to support the neXt layer. 

[0004] In another technique poWder is dusted onto a 
substrate and the poWder coalesced by some means, eg by 
heating or by the use of a liquid hardener, in accordance With 
the shape of the cross-section of the object to be formed. In 
yet another method, cross-linkable or hardenable material is 
deposited in the form of drops Which are deposited in a 
pattern according to the relevant cross-section of the object 
to be formed. Still another method involves dispensing 
drops of molten material at an elevated temperature Which 
then solidify on contact With the cooler Work piece. 

[0005] There are many items Which can be produced by 
3-D printing. Due to the fact that the materials used to form 
the object are subject to many limitations and are generally 
polymeric in nature, the ?nal product is not very strong. 
Thus, 3-D printing is often used in prototyping, for eXample, 
to create a product design Which can be handled or even 
tested for certain properties. 

[0006] Printing plates are generally not made by 3-D 
printing techniques but usually by etching methods. Such 
plates are used in a variety of printing methods, such as 
?eXographic printing, letterpress, offset or gravure printing. 
A simple form of a printing plate is the conventional rubber 
stamp. 

[0007] FleXographic printing or ?eXography is a printing 
process Where rubber mats or photopolymer plates and 
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fast-drying ?uid inks are used. FleXographic printing plates 
have the printing image in relief, Which means that the 
image area is raised relative to the non-image area. The 
result is a relief plate that is capable of transferring ink from 
an aniloX roll to a substrate. Almost any material that can run 
through a Web press can be printed in this Way, including 
hard-surfaced material such as acetate and other plastic 
?lms. FleXography has also been knoWn as “aniline” print 
mg. 

[0008] Letterpress is a printing process Where the image is 
raised as Well and inked to produce an impression. 

[0009] Offset printing is a method of printing in Which the 
image is not printed directly from a plate, but is offset onto 
a cylinder Which performs the actual printing operation. The 
printing plate generally has image-selective and hydropho 
bic regions on a hydrophilic background. 

[0010] Gravure printing is a printing process Where the 
image is etched into a plate or cylinder in the form of 
recesses or Wells. These recesses or Wells are ?lled With ink 

and the remaining surface is Wiped clean, thus leaving the 
ink only in the recesses or Wells. The image can then be 
printed off e.g. onto an absorbent material such as paper. 

[0011] There are several additional methods of transfer 
ring an image from the printing plate onto the printing 
medium. For instance in tampon printing, a plate comprising 
an image in relief (or a negative image as in gravure 
printing) is inked. AfterWards, ink is transferred to a soft 
tampon printing head by contacting the tampon surface With 
the inked image. The tampon is then used to print another 
object, eg an object With an irregular surface. 

[0012] In all the above printing methods, 3-dimensional 
printing plates are used Which comprise a substrate With 
raised parts and recesses. In some of the printing industries, 
such as ?eXographic printing and letterpress, the raised parts 
are used for forming the image, While in gravure printing, 
the recesses form the image. In tampon printing either can 
be used. 

[0013] The smallest individual raised portion on a ?eXo 
graphic printing plate relates to an isolated single piXel of an 
image. As the resolution of the image increases, the siZe of 
a piXel becomes smaller. Assuming that small parts of the 
image result in 3-D structures on the printing plate having a 
certain height L and a certain diameter d, one form of 
damage to the printing plate is Euler buckling. Euler buck 
ling is buckling of thin column into a boW-like or Wave-like 
shape. The critical load Which can be applied before buck 
ling is initiated varies approximately as 

[0014] Wherein E is Young’s modulus and I is the 
moment of inertia. For a quadratic cross-section the 
value of I is proportional to the cube of the thick 
ness—hence the danger of mechanical failure 
increases as a fast function of the reduction in 
thickness of a protrusion. Hence, problems With 
small parts of the image groW rapidly as the resolu 
tion increases. Con?rmation of this fact can be found 
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in that it has been known in the ?exographic printing 
industry that small dots on ?exographic printing 
plates (i.e. small protruding parts) tend to break off 
or Wear easily, With image artefacts as a consequence 
such as discontinuities in tone gradation (near White 
and near black) of the printed material. 

[0015] Gravure rolls are manufactured by an expensive 
and time consuming etching process or by means of a 
diamond stylus Which embosses the gravure roll. Gravure 
printing is popular for high quality large runs, e.g. monthly 
journals, Where the expense of the printing rolls is out 
Weighed by the loW cost per printed page and the high 
volumes, and Where everything is planned in beforehand. 
HoWever, there is an interest in making gravure plates of 
reasonable quality Which could be used for shorter runs or 
for other applications, eg the printing of adhesives. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0016] It is an object of the present invention to provide an 
improved method and apparatus for creating 3-D print ?les 
especially a print ?le for a print master for use in a 
3-dimensional printing system. 

[0017] It is an object of the present invention to provide a 
method for creating 3-D prints especially print masters using 
a 3-dimensional printing system. 

[0018] The present invention provides a method for cre 
ating a print ?le for printing a 3-D print using a 3-D printing 
system, the 3-D print comprising a plurality of 3-D struc 
tures printed on a substrate, each 3-D print structure having 
a height With respect to the substrate. The method comprises 
providing a tWo-dimensional source image comprising a 
plurality of image pixels and generating a ?ltered image by 
applying a topographic operator to the source image to 
generate for every image pixel a representation of a pixel 
height pro?le. The pixel height pro?le corresponds to cross 
sections through a 3-D print structure Which is to be formed 
by 3-D printing. Thereby de?nitions of a plurality of image 
layers from the ?ltered image are generated for printing 
using the 3-D printing system. The topographic operator has 
the folloWing property: any cross-section through a solid 
section of a 3-D structure at a second level in the 3-D print 
structure Which is closer to the substrate than a ?rst level has 
an area Which is equal to or larger than the area of the 
cross-section of the 3-D structure at the ?rst level. Finally, 
the print ?le is output based on the plurality of image layers. 
The advantage of using one or more topographic operators 
to generate the print ?le is that manual intervention can be 
reduced to a minimum alloWing a stream-lined and ef?cient 
generation of print ?les. The 3-D print may be a print master 
and the 3-D structures may represent areas to be printed 
using the print master. The topographic operator may have 
the folloWing additional property: the heights of all 3-D 
structures in the pixel height pro?le Which Will form a 
printing contact surface all lie substantially Within one 
surface With reference to the substrate. The application of 
the topographic operator is preferably done by means of a 
computing device including a processing engine and 
memory. The source image may be a binary image com 
prising pixels having a ?rst value and remaining pixels 
having a second value. Where the source image is a binary 
image, the application of a topographic operator may 
include: replacing every pixel from the source ?le by a pixel 
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pro?le spread out over neighbouring image pixels, the pixel 
pro?le corresponding to pixel heights, taking an envelope of 
the pixel pro?les spread from neighbouring image pixels, 
slicing the envelope to form image layers for printing in the 
3-D printing system. Alternatively, the application of the 
topographic operator includes: detecting the edge of a pixel 
area having the ?rst value With a pixel area having the 
second value, and generating grey scale pixel values for 
pixel areas adjacent to the border and having the second 
value, and assigning these grey scale values to these pixel 
areas. 

[0019] The source image may comprise a plurality of 
image pixels each having a contone value, and the applica 
tion of the topographic operator may include: providing a 
digital halftone screen comprising a plurality of screen 
pixels, each having a multi-tone value, every screen pixel 
corresponding to an image pixel, providing a set of correc 
tion values Which are a function of the image layer, thresh 
olding the contone values of the source image With a 
combination of the multi-tone values of the halftone screen 
and With the correction values, to generate halftone dots. The 
halftone dots for the plurality of image layers may be 
generated on-the-?y. 
[0020] The application of the topographic operator may 
include: generating binary halftone dots from the source 
image, thereafter transforming the binary halftone dots into 
blurred halftone dots having a height pro?le in the form of 
a plurality of blurred halftone dot layers, thereafter choosing 
a blurred halftone dot layer to be printed as an image layer. 

[0021] Alternatively, the application of the topographic 
operator may include: generating binary halftone dots from 
the source image, thereafter associating a eight pro?le With 
the binary halftone dots and deriving a plurality of halftone 
dot layers from the height pro?les, thereafter choosing a 
halftone dot layer of the binary halftone dots and transform 
ing the halftone dot layer into a blurred halftone dot layer to 
be printed as an image layer. The transformation may 
comprise applying a smoothing algorithm or a blurring ?lter. 
The image layers are usually to be printed onto a printing 
substrate and the transforming step may be a function of the 
height of the image layer above the printing substrate. 

[0022] In the method, halftoning may be based on one of 
amplitude modulation, frequency modulation, a combina 
tion of amplitude and frequency modulation or stochastic 
modulation. 

[0023] As a part of the application of a topographic 
operator, for each pixel area under consideration, the gen 
eration of the height pro?le of neighbouring pixel areas may 
provide one or more height values at the pixel area under 
consideration, and the height value assigned to the pixel 
under consideration is determined by the largest height value 
provided by any one of the pixel areas including the pixel 
area under consideration. 

[0024] In addition to application of a topographic operator, 
a morphological operator may be applied either before the 
application of the topographic operator, at the same time or 
at a later time. For example, the application of the morpho 
logical operator may be a pre-compensation for subsequent 
deformation of a dot to be printed. 

[0025] The print ?le generated by the above methods may 
be used to generate a 3-D print on a substrate using a 3-D 
printer. 
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[0026] The invention also provides an apparatus for cre 
ating a print ?le for printing a 3-D print using a 3-D printing 
system, the 3-D print comprising a plurality of 3-D struc 
tures printed on a substrate, each 3-D print structure having 
a height With respect to the substrate. The apparatus com 
prises: ?rst input means for receiving a tWo-dimensional 
source image comprising a plurality of image pixels, means 
for generating a ?ltered image by applying a topographic 
operator to the source image to generate for every image 
pixel a representation of a pixel height pro?le, the pixel 
height pro?le corresponding to cross-sections through a 3-D 
print structure Which is to be formed by 3-D printing. 
Thereby de?nitions of a plurality of image layers are gen 
erated from he ?ltered image for printing using the 3-D 
printing system. The topographic operator has the folloWing 
property: any cross-section through a solid section of a 3-D 
structure at a second level in the 3-D print structure Which 
is closer to the substrate than a ?rst level has an area Which 
is equal to or larger than the area of the cross-section of the 
3-D structure at the ?rst level. Means for outputting the print 
?le based on the plurality of image layers are provided. The 
3-D print can be a print master and each 3-D print structure 
then represents an area to be printed using the print master. 
The topographic operator may then have the folloWing 
additional property: the heights of all 3-D structures in the 
pixel height pro?le Which Will form a printing contact 
surface all lie substantially Within one surface With reference 
to the substrate. 

[0027] The source image may be a binary source image, 
and the apparatus may further comprise: spreading means 
for replacing every image pixel by a pixel pro?le spread out 
over neighbouring image pixels, the pixel pro?le corre 
sponding to pixel heights; enveloping means for taking an 
envelope of the pixel pro?les spread from neighbouring 
image pixels; and slicing means for slicing the envelope to 
form image layers for printing in the 3-D printing system. 

[0028] The apparatus may comprise means for obtaining a 
binary image from the source image, the binary image 
comprising pixels having a ?rst value and remaining pixels 
having a second value, means for detecting an edge of a 
pixel area having the ?rst value With a pixel area having the 
second value, and means for generating grey scale pixel 
values for pixels adjacent to the border and having the 
second value and for assigning these grey scale values to 
these pixel areas. 

[0029] The ?rst input means may be for receiving a digital 
source image comprising a plurality of image pixels each 
having a contone value, and the apparatus may comprise in 
addition: second input means for receiving a digital halftone 
screen comprising a plurality of screen pixels, each having 
a multi-tone value, every screen pixel corresponding to an 
image pixel; third input means for receiving a set of cor 
rection values Which are a function of the image layer; 
thresholding means for thresholding the contone values of 
the source image With the multi-tone values of the halftone 
screen and With the correction values, to generate halftone 
dots. The thresholding means may comprise a comparator, 
for example. 

[0030] The apparatus may comprise: means for obtaining 
binary halftone dots from the source image, means for 
transforming the binary halftone dots into blurred halftone 
dots having a height pro?le in the form of a plurality of 
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blurred halftone dot layers, and means for choosing a blurred 
halftone dot layer to be printed as an image layer. 

[0031] Alternatively, the apparatus may comprise: means 
for obtaining binary halftone dots from the source image, 
means for associating a height pro?le With the binary 
halftone dots, means for deriving a plurality of halftone dot 
layers from the height pro?les, means for choosing a half 
tone dot layer of the binary halftone dots, and means for 
transforming the halftone dot layer into a blurred halftone 
dot layer to be printed as an image layer. 

[0032] For each pixel under consideration the generation 
of the height pro?le of neighbouring pixels may provide one 
or more height values at the pixel under consideration, and 
the apparatus may comprise: means for assigning the largest 
height value provided by any one of the pixels including the 
pixel under consideration to the pixel under consideration. 

[0033] The apparatus may comprise means for application 
of a morphological operator either before the application of 
the topographic operator, at the same time or at a later time. 

[0034] The present invention also provides a computer 
program product for executing any of the methods of the 
present invention When executed on a computing device 
associated With a 3-D printing system. The present invention 
also includes a machine readable data storage device storing 
the computer program product. 

[0035] The present invention also includes a control unit 
for use With a 3-D printing system for printing a 3-D print 
in a plurality of layers, the control unit being adapted for 
controlling generation of the 3-D print from a source image 
comprising a plurality of image pixels, the control unit 
comprising: means for generating a ?ltered image by apply 
ing a topographic operator to the source image to generate 
for every image pixel a representation of a pixel height 
pro?le, the pixel height pro?le corresponding to a cross 
section through a 3-D print structure Which is to be formed 
on the 3-D print by 3-D printing, the topographic operator 
having the folloWing properties: any cross-section through a 
solid section at a second level in the 3-D print structure 
Which is closer to the substrate than a ?rst level has a larger 
area than the area of the cross-section of the 3-D structure at 
the ?rst level, and means for generating a plurality of image 
layers from the ?ltered image for printing the 3-D structures 
using the 3-D printing system. The 3-D print may be a print 
master and the topographic operator then has the additional 
property that heights of all 3-D structures in the pixel height 
pro?le Which Will form a printing surface all lie substantially 
Within one surface With reference to the substrate. 

[0036] The present invention can be used to make print 
masters comprising conventional halftones, frequency 
modulation halftones or amplitude modulation halftones, 
combinations of frequency modulated and amplitude modu 
lated halftones, stochastic halftones and/or solid text. The 
present invention can also be used to apply spread and 
choke. “Spread” means that lighter areas are spread into 
darker areas (eg if a yelloW T is to be printed on a black 
background, a spread is applied on the T), and “choke” 
means that a lighter background colour encroaches into the 
enclosed colour (eg if a black T is to be printed on a yelloW 
background, a choke is applied to the background Where the 
T has to be printed). In order to obtain this, a special ?lter 
is applied to each image pixel, such that a border line of 
pixels is added in next to each cluster of pixels. 
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[0037] These and other features and advantages of the 
present invention Will become apparent from the following 
detailed description, taken in conjunction With the accom 
panying drawings, Which illustrate, by Way of example, the 
principles of the invention. This description is given for the 
sake of example only, Without limiting the scope of the 
invention. The reference ?gures quoted beloW refer to the 
attached draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0038] FIG. 1a is a diagrammatic cross-sectional vieW of 
a part of a ?eXographic printing master according to the 
present invention. 

[0039] FIG. 1b shoWs selection of a topographic operator 
as a function of image content in accordance With an 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[0040] FIG. 2 is an enlarged vieW of the protruding part 
indicated as A in FIG. 1a. 

[0041] FIG. 3 illustrates the relationship betWeen image 
piXels, screen piXels and halftone dots. 

[0042] FIG. 4 is a diagrammatic overvieW of a digital 
halftoning method according to the prior art. 

[0043] FIG. 5 is a diagrammatic overvieW of a ?rst 
embodiment of method for creating print masters according 
to the present invention. 

[0044] FIG. 6 illustrates the stacking constraint for sub 
sequent layers When carrying out 3-dimensional printing 
according to the present invention. 

[0045] FIG. 7 illustrates the area difference betWeen tWo 
subsequent layers of a protruding part of a printing structure 
according to the present invention. 

[0046] FIG. 8 is a diagrammatic overvieW of a second 
embodiment of a method for creating print masters accord 
ing to the present invention. 

[0047] FIG. 9a is a schematic representation of an 
embodiment of a 1-dimensional dot pro?le according to the 
present invention and, 

[0048] FIG. 9b shoWs application of this kernel in accor 
dance With an embodiment of the present invention. 

[0049] FIG. 10 is a schematic representation of a 2-di 
mensional ?lter kernel according to an embodiment of the 
present invention 

[0050] FIG. 11 is a binary image corresponding to a 1% 
tone at 720 dpi for 53 lpi screening. 

[0051] FIG. 12 is a height map obtained by ?ltering the 
binary image of FIG. 11 With the ?lter of FIG. 10 according 
to the present invention. 

[0052] FIG. 13 is a binary image corresponding to a 25% 
tone at 720 dpi for 53 lpi screening. 

[0053] FIG. 14 is a height map obtained by ?ltering the 
binary image of FIG. 13 With the ?lter of FIG. 10 according 
to the present invention. 

[0054] FIG. 15 is a binary image corresponding to a 75% 
tone at 720 dpi for 53 lpi screening. 
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[0055] FIG. 16 is a height map obtained by ?ltering the 
binary image of FIG. 15 With the 

[0056] ?lter of FIG. 10 according to the present 
invention. 

[0057] FIG. 17 is a diagrammatic overvieW of a third 
embodiment of a method for creating print masters accord 
ing to the present invention. 

[0058] FIG. 18 is an enlarged portion of FIG. 15. 

[0059] FIG. 19 illustrates partial dotting. 

[0060] FIG. 20 is a schematic representation of a 3-D 
printing system in accordance With an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0061] FIG. 21 is a diagrammatic representation of a suite 
of programs for generating a pint ?le for a 3-D system in 
accordance With an embodiment of the present invention. 

[0062] In the different ?gures, the same reference ?gures 
refer to the same or analogous elements. 

DESCRIPTION OF ILLUSTRATIVE embodiments 

[0063] The present invention Will be described With 
respect to particular embodiments and With reference to 
certain draWings Without being limited thereto. The draW 
ings described are only schematic and are non-limiting. The 
present invention Will mainly be described With reference to 
print masters but the invention is not limited only to forming 
print masters and may ?nd general application to printing 
3-D prints Within the scope of the attached claims. For 
instance, although the invention is described With reference 
to certain types of print masters, it may be applied advan 
tageously to any form of image transferring element, eg 
equally Well to a rubber stamp as to a gravure or ?eXo 
graphic printing master. 

[0064] The term “printing” as used in this invention 
should be construed broadly. It relates to forming markings 
Whether by ink or other materials or methods onto a printing 
substrate or medium. The term “printing” in accordance With 
the present invention not only includes marking With con 
ventional staining inks but also the formation of printed 
structures or areas of different characteristics on a substrate, 
eg the printing of adhesives or ?uorescent inks or soldering 
masks. The term “printing medium” or “printing substrate” 
should also be given a Wide meaning including not only 
paper, transparent sheets, teXtiles but also ?at plates or 
curved plates. In addition the printing may be carried out at 
room temperature or at elevated temperature, eg to print a 
hot-melt adhesive the printing head may be heated above the 
melting temperature. Accordingly, the term “ink” should 
also be interpreted broadly including not only conventional 
inks but also solid materials such as polymers Which may be 
printed in solution or by loWering their viscosity at high 
temperatures or inorganic materials such as metals Which 
may be printed in dispersion, as Well as materials Which 
provide some characteristic to a printed substrate such as a 
structure on the surface of the printing substrate or Water 
repellence, as Well as adhesives or binding molecules such 
as DNA Which are spotted onto micro-arrays. As “ink 
carrier” both Water and organic solvents may be used. Inks 
as used With the present invention may include a variety of 
additives such as anti-oxidants, pigments, cross-linking 
agents, Wetting agents and surface tension agents. The term 
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