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This study was HIPAA compliant and institutional review
board approved, and informed consent was obtained from
all volunteers. The authors describe a method for generat-
ing a time-of-arrival (TOA) map of intravenously adminis-
tered contrast material, as observed in a time series of
three-dimensional (3D) contrast material–enhanced mag-
netic resonance (MR) angiograms. The method may en-
able visualization and interpretation, on one 3D image, of
the temporal enhancement patterns that occur in the vas-
culature. Colorization of TOA values may further aid inter-
pretation. The quality of the results depends not only on
the adequacy of the frame rate, spatial resolution, and
signal-to-noise ratio of the MR image acquisition method
but also on the accuracy and clarity with which the leading
edge of the contrast material bolus is depicted. The crite-
ria for optimizing these parameters are described. The
TOA mapping technique is demonstrated by using vascular
studies of the hands, brain, and lower leg regions.
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S ince the introduction of contrast
material–enhanced magnetic reso-
nance (MR) angiography more than

a decade ago (1), there have been steady
improvements in the technique. Early ad-
vances include the reduction in repetition
times for three-dimensional (3D) se-
quences (2), the development of centric
view orders (3,4), and methods for syn-
chronizing image acquisitions with the ar-
terial phase of contrast enhancement (5–
7). There has also been interest in gener-
ating a time series of 3D image sets (8),
but this was subject to a trade-off in tem-
poral resolution for adequate spatial res-
olution (9).

In the late 1990s, several methods
of parallel imaging (10,11) that facili-
tated a reduction in acquisition time
for a given spatial resolution were de-
veloped. These methods were initially
applied along one phase-encoding di-
rection, and an early application was
contrast-enhanced MR angiography
(12,13). However, parallel acquisition
was also shown to be applicable along
the two phase-encoding directions of
a 3D Fourier transform acquisition
(14). Moreover, for a given acceleration
factor, there will be a considerably lower
penalty in lost signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) if
one achieves the acceleration cumulatively
by applying smaller accelerations in each of
the two phase-encoding directions as op-
posed to applying the acceleration factor

solely in one direction. Thus, for 3D con-
trast-enhanced MR angiography, two-
dimensional acceleration factors as high as
five to eight can be routinely used (15–19).

A consequence of the reduced ac-
quisition time is that a series of high-
spatial-resolution 3D images can now
be generated within a time period dur-
ing which only one image might have
been obtained previously. With this
increased speed, it has become possi-
ble to visualize, with high spatial res-
olution, the dynamic processes that
occur within a volume, such as the
passage of an intravenously adminis-
tered contrast agent. This information
can be presented as a time series of
3D images. However, it may also be
useful to provide this information
more concisely, on a single image, and
thus possibly allow the observer to
clearly distinguish an artery from a
nearby vein on the basis of how each
vessel is depicted on this image.

Time-of-arrival (TOA) mapping
has been used previously with several
imaging modalities. In x-ray digital
subtraction angiography, the passage
of contrast material was imaged at
several frames per second in patients
with arteriovenous malformations,
and the contrast material arrival time
was determined and converted into a
color display (20). At ultrasonogra-
phy, the TOA of contrast material and
the peak signal have been determined
after the intravenous administration
of contrast material and converted
into a color display (21). At MR imag-
ing, investigators have used a time se-
ries of 3D contrast-enhanced angio-
grams as input in a process used to
segment voxels of the vasculature into
two groups—arterial and venous—on
the basis of binary binning of the con-
trast material arrival time (22). This
segmentation process was used to iso-
late the venous system.

The purpose of this work was to
evaluate a method of generating a
TOA map of intravenously adminis-
tered contrast material, as observed
in a time series of 3D contrast-en-
hanced MR angiograms. Specifically,
the TOA of contrast material is deter-
mined for all voxels in the volume and
then depicted on a single 3D image.

Materials and Methods

Description of Basic TOA Method
A patent application for the TOA tech-
nique described herein, which was in-
vented by one of the authors (S.J.R.),
has been filed with the U.S. Patent
Office. The basic idea of TOA mapping
is to first consider all voxels in the 3D
volume of interest. It is assumed that
an MR imaging technique that gener-
ates a time series of images that en-
compass contrast material wash-in for
all voxels will be performed. The sig-
nal intensity (SI) values determined
over time are analyzed voxel by voxel
according to a specific algorithm. Typ-
ically, before contrast material ar-
rival, each voxel has a mean baseline
SI. When the contrast material ar-
rives, then depending on the image
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Advances in Knowledge

� Time-of-arrival (TOA) maps can
be generated from three-dimen-
sional (3D) time-resolved con-
trast-enhanced MR angiograms to
depict, on a single image, the con-
trast material arrival times in the
enhancing vasculature.

� The isotropic spatial resolution of
TOA maps of the peripheral vas-
culature was 1 mm.

� TOA mapping is quantitative,
yielding TOA values that repre-
sent the absolute time after injec-
tion that contrast material arrives
in a voxel.

� TOA values can be calculated and
presented with a temporal resolu-
tion of approximately 1 second.

Implication for Patient Care

� TOA maps may facilitate the in-
terpretation of time-resolved con-
trast-enhanced 3D MR
angiograms.

TECHNICAL DEVELOPMENTS: Time-of-Arrival Mapping at MR Angiography Riederer et al

Radiology: Volume 253: Number 2—November 2009 ▪ radiology.rsna.org 533



acquisition rate, characteristic time
constant of contrast material passage,
and nature of how the contrast mate-
rial affects the MR imaging signal, the
SI at that location will be altered over
time. SI analysis can be used to assign
a TOA of contrast material in that
voxel, and this is repeated for all vox-
els in the volume. This process is illus-
trated in Figure 1, which is a plot of SI
versus time for two voxels in a volume
imaged with a time-resolved 3D MR
angiographic sequence. For the first
several frames, the SIs are at baseline;
deviations are due to statistical noise.
The SI of the first voxel then starts to
increase until it reaches a maximal
value. This behavior is subsequently
mimicked by the SI in voxel 2.

There are multiple ways to define the
TOA, given a set of SI values, such as
those shown in Figure 1. The approach
used in this research involves first deter-
mining for each voxel the maximal SI
measured in the time series. The TOA of
contrast material in a voxel is then de-
fined as the time at which the SI in that
voxel first attains 30% of its maximal
value. Generally, this does not occur ex-
actly at one of the measured times, so the
TOA is determined by means of linear
interpolation between those two time
points whose SI values straddle the 30%
level. This process is shown in Figure 1.
The 30% threshold is somewhat arbi-
trary. As seen in Figure 1, smaller values
might be allowed at the SNR levels of the
data, but larger values would undesirably
generate TOA values well along the rising
enhancement curve. This process is re-
peated for all voxels in the 3D volume
and yields a set of TOA values that can
be presented as an image. In this
work, all voxels were treated indepen-
dently and thus yielded different TOA
values across any vessel lumen larger
than the typical 1-mm-voxel dimension.
Other algorithms for selecting the TOA
are possible and include the technique de-
scribed by Cover et al (20).

One can computationally set an arbi-
trarily small numeric increment between
the TOA values for display. The impor-
tant factor is that this increment is
smaller than the intrinsic uncertainty or
temporal resolution of the TOA values

themselves. This is akin to the 1-HU in-
crement in displayed values on an x-ray
computed tomography (CT) scanner be-
ing selected as a fraction of the intrinsic
uncertainty in CT values (typically 5–10
HU). For this work, we estimated the un-
certainty in TOA values by first comput-
ing the mean difference between the SI
values on consecutive MR images that
straddled the 30% threshold and then di-
viding this difference by the standard de-
viation of the noise level on the images.
For enhancing vasculature, this ratio is
typically 4.0 or higher. This ratio was
then converted to an intrinsic precision,
or temporal resolution, in the TOA values
of the reciprocal of 4.0, or one-quarter of
the frame time.

Specifications of MR Image Acquisition
In the formation of a TOA image, a set of
MR images are used as input data, with
each 3D set of images reconstructed at a
specific time point. Owing to the flexible
manner in which MR images are formed,
there is considerable latitude in terms of
what the term time point means in this con-
text. For 3D contrast-enhanced MR angiog-
raphy, the measurement time necessary to
acquire the k-space data for a single 3D
image set is generally 10 seconds or longer.
The issue of extended acquisition time in

MR imaging is further complicated by the
fact that the SIs measured near the k-space
center have a disproportionately larger ef-
fect in dictating the overall appearance of
the image than do the SIs measured away
from the center. This effect forms the basis
of centric view orders, as used for MR an-
giography (3,4).

One obvious requirement for gener-
ating a TOA image is that the MR imaging
technique have an adequately high frame
rate. However, owing to the k-space con-
siderations just described, a high frame
rate alone is not adequate for guarantee-
ing that an MR acquisition technique will
have high temporal fidelity. The follow-
ing additional properties are desirable:
(a) The MR image acquisition strategy
should be consistent, (b) the k-space cen-
ter should be compactly measured,
(c) the duration of the acquisition per im-
age, referred to as the temporal footprint,
should be minimized, and (d) other arti-
factual SIs should be minimized or
avoided. These properties have been
studied in related studies (23) and are
explained as follows:

The first criterion, a consistent image
acquisition strategy, as applied to time-
resolved MR angiography means that the
time ordering used to measure k-space
positions for the formation of one image

Figure 1

Figure 1: SI versus frame number for two voxels at time-resolved MR angiography. SIs increase in re-
sponse to arrival and transit of contrast material. TOA is determined for each voxel by first identifying maximal
measured SIs (M1 and M2 for Voxel 1 and Voxel 2, respectively), next calculating 0.30 of maximal values (0.3
M1, 0.3 M2), and finally interpolating between the frame numbers whose respective SIs straddle these 0.30
values. In this example, for voxel 1, TOA is determined to be 5.5 frame intervals after time origin. For voxel 2,
TOA is 11.6 frame intervals. From knowledge that frame interval is 5.4 seconds, absolute TOA values for vox-
els 1 and 2 are 29.7 and 62.6 seconds, respectively. a.u � Arbitrary unit.
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should be the same for all images. In
other words, if the k-space center is mea-
sured early within the acquisition time for
a given first image, then it should be mea-
sured at the same relative time point for
all subsequent images. This ensures that
the leading edge of the contrast material
bolus moving at a fixed velocity will be
accurately depicted at equally spaced in-
tervals in the resultant time series of MR
images, as shown experimentally with
phantoms (23). Measurement of this
edge forms the basis of the TOA estima-
tion.

The second criterion, compact k-
space center measurement, means
that the measurement of the k-space
center should be obtained in as short a
time as possible, typically during a 3D
Fourier transform acquisition with
some kind of centric phase encode or-
dering. This reduces blurring of the
leading edge of the contrast material
bolus (23). To meet the third crite-
rion, reduction in the overall acquisi-
tion time per image, use of an accel-
eration technique such as two-dimen-
sional sensitivity encoding (14) is
useful. Improved temporal fidelity due
to a reduction in the temporal foot-

print has been observed at in vivo con-
trast-enhanced MR angiography (19).

The final criterion pertains to the
reduction of any additional artifacts.
Even if all of the preceding criteria are
met, the image of an advancing con-
trast material bolus reconstructed at
some time point will invariably deviate
from the ideal and unattainable image
on which all data are instantaneously
acquired. For example, for any one
time frame, measurement of high-
spatial-frequency k-space values after
the central k-space is sampled results
in a nonzero SI value in advance of the
leading edge of the contrast material
bolus (23). Such “anticipation” artifact
can be reduced by measuring the cen-
tral k-space near the end of the acqui-
sition time for each time frame.

MR Image Acquisition and TOA Image
Formation
TOA images of the calves and hands of
three volunteers were generated from 3D
MR angiograms formed by using the Car-
tesian acquisition with projection-recon-
struction–like sampling technique (19).
The imaging protocol was Health Insur-
ance Portability and Accountability Act

compliant and institutional review board
approved, and all volunteers provided
written informed consent. All examina-
tions were performed with a 3.0-T MR
imaging system (Signa, version 14.0; GE
Healthcare, Milwaukee, Wis) by using a
fast spoiled gradient-echo sequence with
a flip angle of 30° and a bandwidth of
�62.5 kHz. For the calf and hand exami-
nations, the acquisition was coronal in the
section-selection anterior-to-posterior,
phase-encoding left-to-right, and fre-
quency-encoding superior-to-inferior di-
rections. Also, custom-built multielement
coils were used for signal reception (24).

Two-dimensional sensitivity en-
coding (14) was performed in the
transverse plane, with accelerations in
the phase (left-to-right) direction (RY)
and section (anterior-to-posterior) di-
rection (RZ) that yielded a net sensi-
tivity-encoding acceleration (R): R �
RY � RZ. In addition, two-dimensional
homodyne acceleration was per-
formed (25) and resulted in a further
acceleration of 1.8. Other acquisition
parameters are summarized in the
Table. For all examinations, 20 mL of
contrast material (gadobenate dime-
glumine, MultiHance; Bracco Diagnos-

Parameters of Time-resolved MR Angiogram Acquisitions for TOA Mapping

Parameter Calves Hands Brain

Acquisition
Field strength (T) 3.0 3.0 1.5
Repetition time msec/echo time (msec) 6.3/2.9 5.6/2.6 4.2/2.1
Field of view (cm3)* 40 � 32 � 13.2 30 � 21.0 � 10.8 22.0 � 22.0 � 16.0
Sampling (before acceleration)† 400 � 320 � 132 400 � 280 � 60 256 � 160 � 80
Acquired spatial resolution (mm3) 1.0 � 1.0 � 1.0 0.75 � 0.75 � 1.8 0.86 � 1.375 � 2.0
2D SENSE acceleration‡ 8 (4 � 2) 8 (4 � 2) 4 (2 � 2)
2D homodyne acceleration 1.8 1.6 1.47
Net acceleration 14.4 12.8 5.9
Frame time (sec) 5.4 3.0 2.07
Temporal footprint (sec) 21.6 12.0 6.22

Display
Approximate temporal resolution of TOA values (sec) 1.35 0.75 0.6
Display increment of TOA values (sec) 0.1 0.1 0.1

Figure referent 1–4 5 6

* Field of view in superior-to-inferior times left-to-right times anterior-to-posterior directions.
† Sampling before acceleration is indicated as Nx (frequency encoding) � Ny (phase encoding) � Nz (section encoding).
‡ Two-dimensional (2D) sensitivity-encoding (SENSE) acceleration was calculated by multiplying the acceleration in the phase (left-to-right) direction by the acceleration in the section
(anterior-to-posterior) direction.
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tics, Princeton, NJ) was injected intra-
venously at 3 mL/sec and followed by a
20-mL saline flush at 3 mL/sec.

TOA images were also generated
from a patient study in which brain
MR angiography was clinically indi-
cated for visualization of an intracra-
nial arteriovenous malformation. The
patient provided written informed
consent. The arteriovenous malforma-
tion examination differed from the
volunteer examinations in that it was
performed at 1.5 T, the acquisition
orientation was sagittal (section-

selection left-to-right, phase-encoding
anterior-to-posterior, and frequency-
encoding superior-to-inferior direc-
tions), and an eight-element receiver
coil (MRI Devices, Waukesha, Wis)
designed for brain imaging was used.
Other acquisition and display param-
eters are summarized in the Table.

Image acquisition was initiated at the
time of contrast material administration
and typically continued for 2 minutes. Im-
age reconstruction was performed by us-
ing a custom computer system interfaced
to the MR imaging unit; images were

available for viewing 2 minutes after the
acquisition. The resultant time series of
3D MR angiograms was then electroni-
cally transferred to another computer
where TOA maps were created offline by
using the algorithm described earlier. The
computation time for TOA map creation
typically was less than 1 minute.

The Cartesian acquisition with pro-
jection-reconstruction–like sampling se-
quence was designed to meet the criteria
for high temporal fidelity described ear-
lier. Each time frame is reconstructed
from a single sampling of the center of the

Figure 2

Figure 2: Initial data set and sample voxels for TOA mapping at MR angiography of calves. A–C, Full coronal MIPs of frames 7 (A), 10 (B), and 17 (C) from 3D time-
resolved examination. At frame time of 5.4 seconds, these correspond to 37.8, 54.0, and 91.8 seconds, respectively, after initiation of contrast material injection.
D–F, Portions of coronal partition taken midway through stack of partitions comprising entire 3D volume. Superior-to-inferior and left-to-right boundaries of these image
portions are outlined by dashed box in A. Frame times of D–F correspond to those of A–C, respectively. Small red dots are in right posterior tibial artery, and small blue
dots are in nearby vein. Central voxels in red and blue markers were used to define voxels 1 and 2, respectively, in Figure 1, and time series of SIs measured at these
points are plotted in Figure 1.
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kY–kZ space by using elliptical centric or-
dering and from four subsets of samples
of the outer k-space. Central k-space
samples and one subset of outer k-space
samples are updated at each time frame,
while the other three subsets are shared

frame to frame. The updated subset
changes at each frame. In each frame, the
central k-space is sampled at the same
phase near the end of the acquired data.
This sequence has been shown experi-
mentally—in phantom studies—to have

high accuracy and precision in the depic-
tion of the leading edge of an advancing
contrast material bolus (23). For exam-
ple, for a leading edge moving at 16 mm/
sec, the depicted edge position is within
3% of the true edge position at the instant

Figure 3

Figure 3: TOA mapping from MR angiographic examination in Figure 2. A, Anterior projection of TOA map; TOA values of all pixels are subject to the opacity criterion
described in text. Red-to-blue scale spans TOA values from frames 0 –21 (0 –113.4 seconds after contrast material injection). On color scales (bottom), hash marks indi-
cate individual 5.4-second frame intervals. Color transition from red to blue occurs across frames 6 –13. B, Anterior TOA map of anatomic region in A but with display
limited to arrival times between frames 4.3 and 8.3 (23.2– 44.8 seconds), as indicated schematically on color scale. This tends to limit display to major arterial vascula-
ture in calves. C, Same limited extent of TOA values as in B but with color mapping adjusted from red only to red, green, and blue to better distinguish early versus late
arrival times within 23.2– 44.8-second range displayed. D–F, Magnifications of anatomic region at right popliteal trifurcation outlined by dashed rectangle in A, with
same TOA color scale as in A. Images are shown as if viewed directly from anterior direction (0°) (A) and at 45° (B) and 80° (C) medially.
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of sampling of the central-most phase en-
code, with edge blurring at less than 20%
of the distance moved from frame to
frame. This velocity is typical of the veloc-
ity of an advancing contrast material bo-
lus in the lower legs (25).

Enhancements of the Basic TOA Algorithm
In a typical 3D volume containing a vascular
bed, the majority of voxels are located in
nonvascular materials such as soft tissue,
fat, and bone, and it may not be useful or
desirable to define a TOA of contrast mate-

rial in these structures. In this study, the
MR angiogram series comprised difference
images, the first 3D image of which was
acquired well before the contrast material
arrival and subtracted from all subsequent
images. Thus, on the difference images,
background tissues showed very little en-
hancement. To exclude background tissue
from the TOA display, we assigned an
opacity value, which was greater than or
equal to 0 but less than or equal 1, to each
voxel during TOA map generation, with the
opacity of a voxel increasing approximately

in proportion to the maximal SI observed in
that voxel. The opacity value was used to
weight the TOA value in the display. Thus,
voxels with low maximal SI had minimal
opacity and tended to be excluded from the
display.

Once the TOA information is ac-
quired, there are various ways that it can
be presented. One method is to convert
each arrival time to a gray shade, with the
earliest arrival times encoded in black
and the latest times encoded in white. An
alternative is to use a color scale—for ex-

Figure 4

Figure 4: TOA mapping in patient with peripheral vascular disease. A–D, Coronal full-field-of-view MIPs of lower legs show time-resolved data from frames 5– 8,
corresponding to 27.0 (A), 32.4 (B), 37.8 (C), and 43.2 (D) seconds after contrast material injection. Note prominent genicular arteries (arrows) on right side in B and
occluded left anterior tibial artery (arrow) just distal to origin in C. E, Anterior TOA map of full volume. As keyed on scales at bottom, TOA window starts at frame 3 (16.2
seconds) after injection, and each division represents one 5.4-second time frame. Red-green-blue-cyan scale was chosen to differentiate arrival times across arterial and
venous phases. Orange-to-red color change from proximal to distal region in left posterior tibial artery (arrows) illustrates progressively longer arrival times in range of
four to six frames after injection. In right leg, superficial calf veins (deep blue) have earlier TOAs than ankle vessels (cyan). F–I, TOA windowing illustrates contrast mate-
rial progression in collateral vessels. All images were constructed at same right anterior oblique projection. Red-to-blue scale is different from that in E but, as before, the
smallest TOA displayable, and the starting value of TOA window is frame 3. End values of TOA window are at frames 4.6 (24.8 seconds) (F), 5.3 (28.6 seconds) (G), 5.8
(31.3 seconds) (H), and 8.5 (45.9 seconds) (I). Progression of TOA images illustrates filling of medial right genicular arteries (arrow) (F), distal filling of lateral posterior
right artery (thin arrows) and filling of left genicular artery (thick arrow) (G), spontaneous anastomosis of genicular artery with right posterior tibial artery (arrow) and
filling of proximal portions of left posterior tibial artery and left peroneal artery (H), and later filling of posterior tibial artery and peroneal arteries bilaterally (I).
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ample, encode early arrival times in dark
red and late arrival times in dark blue,
with a red-to-blue color scale used for
intermediate TOA values. A variation of
this approach is to apply a time window to
the TOA image, on which only those vox-
els whose TOA values fall within the two
endpoints of the window are displayed.
This window, similar to alterations in the

window and level of MR and CT data dis-
plays, can be moved interactively with
subsecond response along the TOA scale
to display specific ranges of arrival time.

Results

The images in Figure 2 illustrate TOA de-
termination. Coronal maximum intensity

projections (MIPs) of the lower leg vascu-
lature are shown at several frame times
after the contrast material injection. TOA
values are not determined from the MIP
results; rather, they are formed voxel by
voxel in the entire 3D volume. These in-
put data are illustrated as enlarged por-
tions of a coronal partition taken from
within the 3D volume. Red and blue

Figure 5

Figure 5: TOA mapping in hand. A–C, Coronal full-field-of-view MIPs show time-resolved MR angiographic data set from frames 10 (A), 11 (B), and 19 (C). These
data correspond to 30.0, 33.0, and 57.0 seconds, respectively, after contrast material injection. D, Dorsal TOA map of same left hand, with display limited to TOA values
from frames 7.8 –11.0 (23.4 –33.0 seconds after injection). This map tends to highlight arterial vasculature. E–G, TOA maps display full range of TOA values from 24 to
72 seconds, with use of red-to-blue scale, on pure (0°) dorsal view (E) matching that in D and at oblique angulations of 30° (F) and 60° (G).
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markers in the partitions mark two loca-
tions: one in the posterior tibial artery
and one in a nearby vein. Each marker is
approximately 9 voxels in area, and the
SIs measured in the central voxel of each
marker are presented in Figure 1; result-
ant TOA values are 29.7 and 62.6 sec-
onds.

The TOA values were converted into
a color scale, and the resultant anterior
projection of the full volume is shown in
Figure 3. The color scale was constructed
such that dark red corresponded to the
earliest possible arrival time in the vol-
ume, 0 seconds after contrast material
injection, while dark blue corresponded
to the latest arrival time, 83 seconds. The

use of a limited temporal window applied
to the TOA values is illustrated in Figures
3, B, and, 3, C, with the depiction of only
those TOA values in the range of 23.2–
44.8 seconds in both cases. In Figure 3, C,
a red-green-blue color scale is used to
discriminate TOA values obtained during
the arterial phase. Magnifications of the
right popliteal trifurcation at several
oblique angles are also shown to illustrate
the 3D nature and spatial resolution of the
TOA map. This is further illustrated in an
online movie (Movie 1 [online]). Figure 4
shows TOA results from an MR angio-
graphic examination in a patient with pe-
ripheral artery disease. Figure 5 shows
TOA results from an MR angiographic ex-

amination of the hands. Results from Fig-
ures 4 and 5 are further illustrated in online
movies (Movies 2, 3 [online]). Figure 6
shows TOA results from an MR angio-
graphic examination in a patient with arte-
riovenous malformation.

Discussion

We describe a method of distinguishing
and displaying the arrival times of intra-
venously administered contrast material
in a vascular territory, as determined
with 3D time-resolved contrast-enhanced
MR angiography. TOA maps may facili-
tate the differentiation between arterial
and venous structures in a 3D volume.

Figure 6

Figure 6: TOA mapping of brain vasculature in patient with left-hemisphere arteriovenous malformation. A–C, Sagittal full-field-of-view MIPs illustrate progressive
enhancement of vasculature. Frames 9 (A), 10 (B), and 11 (C) were generated 18.6, 20.7, and 22.8 seconds, respectively, after contrast material injection. D–G, TOA
maps of 3D volume at same left anterior oblique projection. Same color mapping is used for all images: Deep red corresponds to shortest TOA, eight frames (16.6 sec-
onds) after injection, and red-to-blue transition occurs across frames 9 –11, approximately matching TOA times in nidus of arteriovenous malformation. Range of TOA
values is encoded in scales (bottom), with each division marking one time frame (2.07 seconds each). Specific TOA range for each image increases from 8.0 frames to 9.7
frames (D), to 10.2 frames (E), to 10.8 frames (F), and to 11.6 frames (G). Early draining vein (arrow) is seen in E, and late-filling draining vein (arrow) is seen in F. Exam-
ple illustrates how temporal resolution of TOA mapping, shown here as 0.5– 0.8-frame intervals between TOA images, is finer than temporal sampling in original time-
resolved MR angiographic data set (1.0-frame interval).
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The accuracy of TOA mapping de-
pends on the quality of the time-resolved
MR angiograms from which the TOA in-
formation is derived. It is critical that the
MR images, in addition to having ade-
quate frame rate, SNR, and spatial reso-
lution, depict the leading edge of the con-
trast material bolus with high accuracy
and precision. Specific criteria required
for these characteristics include consis-
tency of k-space sampling from one time
frame to the next for accurate depiction
of moving objects, compactness of central
k-space sampling to freeze the position of
the leading edge of the bolus, minimiza-
tion of the acquisition time per frame to
reduce temporal blurring, and minimiza-
tion of any artifacts such as premature
signal enhancement of vascular struc-
tures.

We believe that this work repre-
sents an advance over the study of Du
et al (22). The intrinsic spatial resolu-
tion of the images of the lower legs ob-
tained in this study (1.0 mm3 isotropic
vs 1.0 � 1.0 � 1.5 mm) within a compa-
rable time frame (5.4 vs 4.3 seconds)
but shorter total acquisition time per
image (21.6 vs 70.0 seconds) was supe-
rior. This improvement was due to the
greater than 10-fold acceleration facili-
tated by the parallel acquisition and the
homodyne of the Cartesian acquisition
with projection-reconstruction–like sam-
pling in our study. This examination also
extends beyond separating veins from
arteries, as in the Du et al study (22), to
also enable accurate determination of
the absolute TOA value for all enhanc-
ing vessels, with precision in the range
of 1 second. To this end, we believe that
in this work we have identified a more
detailed level of evaluating time-re-
solved MR angiographic findings com-
pared with those used previously. We
believe that the interactive color scale
and temporal windowing, also intro-
duced herein, facilitate the presentation
of this TOA information.

It was beyond the scope of this work
to consider other time-resolved tech-
niques such as time-resolved imaging of
contrast kinetics (TRICKS) (8), keyhole
(17,26), time-resolved imaging with sto-
chastic trajectories (TWIST) (27), and
highly constrained back projection

(HYPR) (28). Because the quality of the
TOA mapping depends on the temporal
accuracy and spatial sharpness, or fidel-
ity, with which the leading edge of the
contrast material bolus is depicted in a
sequence of images, it is important that
the demonstration of these characteris-
tics for these sequences is similar to that
in studies performed for Cartesian acqui-
sition with projection-reconstruction–like
sampling (23). Specific aspects of these
other time-resolved sequences that may
degrade fidelity are k-space interpolation
(TRICKS), sampling of high-frequency k-
space at times distant from the time of
central k-space sampling (keyhole), ex-
tensive sampling of high-frequency k-
space after sampling of central k-space
(TWIST), and prolonged sampling of the
k-space center intrinsic to projection-
reconstruction methods (HYPR). It is
conceivable, however, that each of these
methods could yield accurate TOA val-
ues.

It is important that the time-resolved
MR angiogram set that constitutes the in-
put for TOA mapping have adequate
SNR. The MR angiograms acquired in
this study were typical of those generated
in multiple previous studies and had ade-
quate SNR for radiologic interpretation
(19,29). We believe this was attributable
to (a) receiver coil arrays that were
matched to the anatomic region being
studied (24), (b) our use of two-dimen-
sional rather than one-dimensional accel-
eration techniques to preserve the SNR
(14), and (c) some intrinsic preservation
of the SNR at accelerated contrast-
enhanced MR angiography (30). In the
future, it may be desirable to extend the
superior-to-inferior coverage of the cus-
tom-built leg coils.

Several other points can be made.
First, the use of opacity of the TOA values
gives directionality to TOA maps. Sec-
ond, TOA mapping may address the am-
biguity in distinguishing arteries from
veins that one encounters when interpret-
ing MR angiograms with use of intravas-
cular contrast agents (31). Third, TOA
mapping is quantitative: By synchronizing
the MR data acquisition with the initiation
of contrast material injection, one can
measure the TOA values in absolute time.
The TOA values calculated in this work

are consistent with those previously re-
ported for contrast-enhanced MR angiog-
raphy of the calves (32) and hands (33).

This study had several limitations.
First, the effects of the SNR of the ac-
quired images on TOA accuracy should
be studied more rigorously. Second, sim-
ilar to flow determination with phase-
difference methods, partial volume ef-
fects at edge voxels that include both the
lumen and the vessel wall may cause in-
accurate TOA values. Third, although the
20-mL contrast material dose used in
these examinations is characteristic of
our clinical practice, smaller doses might
be used. Fourth, although the described
results were not disrupted by patient mo-
tion, it remains to be seen whether accu-
rate TOA mapping is possible in anatomic
regions with higher levels of motion, such
as the thorax and abdomen. Finally, al-
though much of the TOA mapping pro-
cess is already automated, it would be
useful to develop the automation further
to include, for example, automatic match-
ing of the color transitions to the range of
TOA values in the examination.

In summary, a TOA map may be gen-
erated from image sets formed from 3D
time-resolved contrast-enhanced MR an-
giography to enable visualization, on one
image, of the temporal enhancement pat-
terns of the vasculature in a 3D volume.
The technique is best performed in con-
junction with MR image acquisition meth-
ods that have a high degree of temporal
fidelity.
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