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ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE

Upon providing a network photograph service, a prompt 

service can be provided to a customer without losing the advantage 

thereof such as ease of understanding where to access and 

5 collective data management. A service center receiving an order

of a printing service and a minilab or a special laboratory spread 

across a plurality of places are able to communicate through a 

network. The center server in the service center selects and 

assigns the laboratory for printing the ordered picture in 

10 response to an order information transferred from a customer via

the network so that the printing processing can be carried out 

by the laboratory specified by the customer instead of the center 
server.

• ··
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NETWORK PHOTOGRAPH SERVICE SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION
5 Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a network photograph 
service system which provides a customer with a service related 
to a photograph via a network such as the Internet.

10 Description of the Related Art
For providing a service related to a photograph to a 

customer, a network photograph service has been proposed which 
provides a variety of services such as an order of extra prints,
attachment of a photograph image to an electronic mail message, 

15 and download of picture image data by installing a variety of 
equipment such as a scanner, a printer, and a server computer 
comprising a large capacity disc (hereinafter called an image 
server) in a major wholesale lab in order to enable a customer 
to save a picture he/she recorded in the image server and to 

20 access the image server via a network.
Preferably the network photograph service allows a 

customer to order a print even when the customer is staying at 
home or in an office. However, in reality, not everything, such 
as depositing a film or receiving a print, can be carried out on 

25 a network. Therefore, it is usual to provide the service through 
a local camera shop or a minilab as an agency.
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When this service is viewed from the customer side, the more 
agencies there are, the more convenient it is. However, it is 
preferable to have only one wholesale lab which receives orders, 
from the viewpoint of easier understanding of where to access

5 when placing an order, or easier data management. Therefore, 
when a network photograph service is provided, it is considered 
to be better if a wholesale lab has concentrated equipment so 
that as many agencies as possible can be dealt with.
However, in the form where all equipment is concentrated in one 

10 large scale wholesale lab as described above, it is inevitable 
that the date of delivery of a print will be delayed, since a
delivery path from an agency to the wholesale lab becomes longer 
and a wait time after depositing a film at an agency and before 
collection of the film is necessary.

15 Even though more rapid processing can be carried out by
increasing the number of the wholesale labs to shorten the 
delivery path while increasing the frequency of collection and 
delivery, the advantage of a network photograph service system, 
such as easier understanding of where to access and collective

20 data management, is lost. Moreover, the increased frequency of 
collection and delivery leads to a rise in collection and 
delivery cost. Therefore, this idea is not a preferable 
solution.

25 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION
Preferably, the present invention provides a network

photograph service system which can provide a prompt service to
a customer without 
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losing the advantage of a network photograph service system such 
as easier understanding where to access and collective data 
management.

A network photograph service system of the present
5 invention comprises at least one laboratory server which has a

communication ability via a network and is installed in a
laboratory having a picture printer, and a center server
installed in a service center which receives a printing service
order via the network, wherein the center server carries out

10 processing comprising the steps of storing a picture recorded by

15

a customer of
digital image
laboratory to

each laboratory as digital image data, making the
data accessible on the network, selecting one

output a print among the laboratories in response
to order information transferred from the customer via the
network, and providing a printing service requested by the order

• · · • · · ·• · ·• ·• · • ·

to the customer by transmitting instructing information to the
laboratory server installed in the selected laboratory, the
customer communicating with only a single center server; and• · ·

• · · · wherein each said laboratory server stores the picture image
20 obtained by the laboratory in which the laboratory server is

stored as high resolution image data.
"The laboratory server" herein referred preferably means a

server computer installed in an individual laboratory such as an
• «

• · ·
• · ·• · ·
• · · ·
• · · ·

• ·• ·• · · ·

25

30

over-the-counter minilab. The center server" is preferably
server computer installed in a service center which collectively
manages image data. Both the laboratory and the center servers
preferably have a data recording medium such as a hard disc with
a capacity sufficient to
laboratory server preferably
server, and has a connection

store necessary image data. The
plays a roll of a so-called printer
to a picture printer

3



(in the case where a plurality of picture printers exist, 
the connection to the printers can be switched from one 
to another).

"Receives a printing service order via a network"
5 preferably means that an order is transferred from a

customer as the order information in a predetermined data 
format. More specifically, the format of the order 
information may be, for example, disclosed on a web cite 
on the Internet and a customer sends to the center 

10 server, via an electronic mail message, the order
I . 1information created in accordance with the format.
Alternatively, if a customer creates an order by
inputting information in a predetermined screen, the
order may be converted automatically into

• · · • « · ·
• ·

• ·

• · « · • · · ·

• · · · ·
• · · ·• · ·

• ·

the
15 predetermined format of the order information and

20

25

transmitted to the center server.
"The picture image obtained by a laboratory"

preferably means
scanner by scanning
laboratory brought in
a picture image
digital
variety
reader,
picture

camera
of data
maybe
images

picture image
film that

for
obtained
brought
reading
included

obtained by a film
a customer of the

first printing. Alternatively,
from a memory or the like of a
in by a customer, by using a
transferring means such as a card
as the picture image. These

are hereinafter dealt with as digital

a
a

image data.
The reading processing may be carried out at a

service center (in a collective manner). However, if
each laboratory carries out this the date of

S:19370-AN 4



delivery can be made sooner because collection and
delivery and wait time therefor are not necessary. In
this case, an operation for transferring the digital
image data obtained by the laboratory to the center

5 server will be necessary. This data transfer to the
center server may be carried out via the network each
time the laboratory obtains digital image data, or 
collectively at a predetermined timing. Alternatively, 
the center server may periodically take in the data in 

10 each laboratory server. In some cases (where the data
are large) , the data may be stored in a medium and then 
transferred without using a network.

"The network" herein referred to preferably means a

• ·

* ·
• ·• ·

network as represented by the Internet, for example. The
15 network preferably includes all communication means

having a communication speed sufficient to transfer the
order information and image data, such as a dedicated
line, a CATV network, a dial-up connection, and a LAN.• · · ·

• · · »• « «· · The center server "carries out processing
20 comprising the steps of storing a picture recorded by a

• · • · · ·

a

customer of each laboratory as digital image data, making
the digital image data accessible on the network" so that
the digital
managed and

image data are preferably collectively 
the customer can refer to the digital image

25 data. When an extra print of a picture is ordered, the
picture to be printed is often selected by referring to
all pictures recorded. The above image accessing
function of the center server preferably enables carrying
out this selection on a display screen.

S:1937O-AN 5



"Selecting one laboratory to output a print among 
the laboratories in response to their order information" 
preferably means to select a laboratory having special 
equipment as the print outputting laboratory, when the 

5 printing service requested by the order needs special 
equipment to provide the service, such as generation of a 
picture postcard or a creative calendar. Alternatively, 
upon receiving order of a print, by letting a customer 
specify the laboratory at which he/she receives a print 

10 and by including information showing the specified 
laboratory in the order information, the specified 
laboratory may be selected as the laboratory to output 
the print. "Selecting one laboratory" preferably
includes the case where only one laboratory exists and 

15 the laboratory is selected as the laboratory to output a 
print.

"The processing comprising the steps of providing a 
printing service to the customer" preferably means all 
processing necessary for providing a printing service to 

20 the customer. For example, when an extra print of a 
picture is ordered from a laboratory, digital image data 
of the picture needs to be transferred from another 
laboratory to the laboratory, since the extra print 
cannot be generated without digital image data of the 

25 picture. In other words, "the processing comprising the 
steps of providing a printing service to the customer" 
preferably means not only outputting a print by a printer 
but also a series of processing steps including such a

(

data transfer.

S:19370-AN 6



"The order information" specifically means, for 
example, the processing number specifying what has been 
ordered (such as an extra print or a postcard
generation), the image number identifying a picture, the 

5 size of the print, and the number of the print. The
"instruction information" preferably includes not only 
the order information but also information showing where 
digital image data can be obtained from (where the 
digital image data are stored) or the like. Preferably, 

10 when the laboratory server which received the instruction 
information does not have the necessary image data, the 
server requests the center server or the image server of 
the laboratory specified as the server from which the 
image data are obtained transfer the digital image data.

15 Alternatively, the image data necessary for printing may 
be included in the instruction information.

It is preferable for each laboratory server to store
a picture recorded by a customer of the laboratory 
wherein the server is installed as high resolution image 

20 data. In this manner, it becomes unnecessary to obtain 
digital image data from another laboratory when an extra 
print is ordered by a customer of the laboratory.

When each laboratory server stores digital image 
data of its customer as described above, digital image 

25 data which have been stored in the center server and 
become accessible may be low resolution image data with a 
lower amount of data than that of the high resolution 
image data having been stored in the laboratory server. 
In other words, digital image data may be classified in

S:19370-AN 7



such a manner that the digital image data of the 
laboratory server are used for outputting a print, while 
the digital image data in the center server are used for 
an access via the network.

5 When high resolution image data for outputting a
print are stored in a laboratory server, it is more 
effective if the laboratory server carries out the 
printing, since the amount of data to be transferred 
becomes less in that case. Therefore, when the center

10 server stores digital image data for an access, it is 
preferable that the digital image data are stored in 
correlation with storage location information showing the 
laboratory server which has high resolution image data of
the digital image so that when the laboratory server to

15 output a print is selected, the laboratory wherein the
laboratory server storing the high resolution image data

6

« · · · of the digital image whose printing has been ordered is

20

selected based on the
When a print is

storage
output

from the laboratory storing

location information.
from a laboratory different
the digital image data, the

charge for the printing service rises by a communication
charge necessary to transfer the data. When such a data

» ·• · · transfer occurs, the service charge paid by the customer

25
should be shared by the laboratory which has output the
print and the laboratory which is
image data, since the two laboratories contribute to
providing the printing
the network photograph

service. As described above, in 
system of the present invention,

the cost may vary depending on the content of the

S:19370-AN 8



instruction information transmitted by the center server, 
especially on whether or not a data transfer is 
necessary, or on the amount of data to be transferred. 
Therefore, the center server may manage transactions 

5 which occur between the laboratories or between each 
laboratory and the service center by recording processing 
instructed to each laboratory server via a transmission 
of instruction information so that the record is used for
a customer charge control or for an electronic

10 settlement, for example.
"The printing service" in this specification 

preferably includes not only services such as outputting 
an extra print or generation of a picture postcard as

.. : described above, but also all accompanying services• ·• ·· 15 carried out before the picture print reaches a customer.• · ··• · ·
More specifically, the mailing or delivery service• · ·**· ·
instead of a reception of a finished print over a 
counter, the service to inform a customer via electronic

• »• · · · ·
.... mail that a print is ready or that a storage period of• · ·

20 digital image data in a laboratory is about to expire,
> .

’ ** the service to extend the storage period by receiving
electronic mail from a customer, the service that a 

•HC* customer can select the laboratory at which to receive a
* ’ print, the service that ordered pictures are arranged in

25 an album, and the service that a print is mounted on a 
photograph mount in the case of a memorial picture, are 
all considered as the printing service, for example.

Therefore, "the instruction information" and "the 
order information" preferably to include all information

S:1937O-AN 9



necessary for the accompanying service such as how a
print is received and the address or the electronic mail 
address of the recipient. Such information can obviously 
be used not only for reference but also for a variety of

5 processing. In other words, with a printer for
generating a mailing label connected to the laboratory 
server, processing such as an automatic mailing label 
print can be carried out by referring to the name and
address of a recipient included in the instruction

• · ♦ ·

• * 
1«· · · 
kL · * *

·;··χ

10

15

20

information,
mailing of a

when "the instruction information" specifies
print.

In a service for generating a
as a composite picture, a method

manipulated print such
using a template has

been known. When such a service is provided, the center
server may store a template enabling the template to be
accessed on the network so that a customer can order a
manipulated print using the template. When a manipulated
printing service is requested by the order information,
information regarding the template specified by the order
information may be transferred
as a portion of the instruction

to the laboratory server
information.

"Information regarding the template" herein referred
:< to preferably means either the template itself or

information showing a suffix of the template or where the
25 template is stored.

However, like the case of the image data above, it
is preferable if the amount of data to be transferred is
less. Therefore, it is preferable that each laboratory
stores high resolution template for outputting a print,

S:1937O-AN 10



and the information regarding the template has a
comparatively small data size such as the size of only a
template ID.

When each laboratory server stores high resolution
5 data of a template, the center server may store the 

template in the form of low resolution data which have a 
lower data size than the size of the high resolution data 
stored in the laboratory server.

The template in this specification is preferably
10 meant to include not only data but also a processing 

procedure such as a macro. More specifically, the 
template may be a background image comprising a blank 
space for positioning an image therein, or a set of such 
a background image and a procedure "to insert the

15 specified picture in a blank of the background image", 
for example. Alternatively, only procedures such as "to 
rotate the specified picture by 90° " or" to lower the
saturation of the specified picture" may be the template, 
and the case where an image is rotated by 90° by applying

20 the template on the image is possible.
The network photograph service system of the present 

invention preferably makes possible communication via the 
network between the service center to receive an order of 
a printing service and the laboratories scattered in each

25 area, and the center server at the service center selects
the laboratory to output the ordered print in response to
the order information transferred from a

S:1937O-AN 11



customer via the network, and assigns printing processing to each 

laboratory instead of carrying out the printing processing by the 

center server itself. Therefore, the number of collection or 

delivery of films or prints is reduced and a prompt service is 

provided to a customer. In this case, an order reception is 

carried out collectively by the service center, and the advantage 

of the network photograph service system such as ease of 

understanding where to access and collective data management will 
not be lost.

If each laboratory server stores a picture recorded by a 

customer of the laboratory wherein the laboratory server is 

installed in the form of high resolution image data, no data 

transfer occurs when each laboratory is ordered to carry out the 

printing of the picture of the customer. A reduction in network 

load or in communication cost can thus be achieved in this manner.

In this case, the digital image data stored in each 

laboratory only have to be transferred for printing upon necessity. 

Therefore, the digital image data stored in the center server may 

be low resolution image data whose resolution has been lowered 

to such a degree that no problem occurs in displaying the low 

resolution image data on a display screen when the image data are 

accessed. In this manner, disc space of the center server can 

be saved.

When the laboratory to output a print is selected, if the 

laboratory storing high resolution image data of the digital image

12



·♦
 ·

whose print has been ordered is selected in principle, the network 

load or cost can be reduced compared with the case where another 

laboratory is selected. This is because large size data transfer 

is not necessary.

5 When a manipulated printing service using the template is 

provided as the printing service, if an order is received by 

disclosing the template as well as the digital image data of a 

customer on the center server and transmitting information 

identifying the template used for the processing to the laboratory
10

•
'· ·

server, a simple composite picture can be generated in the 

laboratory, and a prompt printing processing service can be 
provided.

• ··· · ·
'·♦ · On this occasion, if high resolution template data are

λ : stored in the laboratory as are the digital image data of the
.:15- customer, it becomes unnecessary to transfer a template when the

• ·• ■,···· center server orders the laboratory server to carry out a
··.··<< (· · >· · manipulated printing service. In this manner, a reduction in 

network load or communication cost can be achieved.
· *·♦ · ·• ·•
(♦ <«
20

Furthermore, if the template stored in the center server

are low resolution data for display, disc space of the center
• <· ·\· ·♦<·
• ·

server is saved.

Moreover, the cost varies depending on whether or not data

should be transferred or on the amount of data to be transferred.

Therefore, if the center server carries out transaction management 

between the laboratories or between each laboratory and the center 

13



server based on the instruction information, a service charge 

control, an electronic settlement and the like becomes easier.

The network photograph service system becomes worthier if 

more laboratories taking part in the system exist over a wider

5 area. Therefore, to make such a system truly worth while, an

effort should be paid to increasing the number of affiliated 

laboratories by fully considering not only the convenience for 

a customer and effectiveness of the system, but also laboratory 

profits. In the form of a system where equipment is concentrated 

10 in a service center, over-the-counter laboratories become mere

(•••••ft

• I··

<·
·

20

agencies and their profits decrease. Therefore, there is no 

reason for positively recommending a customer to use the network 

photograph service. On the other hand, in the present system, 

over-the-counter laboratories can gain a profit by providing a 

printing service. Furthermore, in the form where each laboratory 

stores its customers' high resolution image data, a job related 

to the data is assigned to the laboratory with priority over other 

laboratories. Therefore, the more its customers use the network 

photograph service, the more the laboratory profits.

In other words, the present invention can not only solve 

technical problems but also overcome administrative problems 

which hinder spreading of a network photograph service system. 

Therefore, the advantage of the present system is extremely great.

14



Features and advantages of the present invention 
will become apparent from the following description of an 
embodiment thereof by way of example only, with reference 
to the accompanying drawings.

5 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
Figure 1 is a diagram showing an embodiment of the 

network photograph service system of the present 
invention,

Figure 2 shows an example of order information,
10 Figure 3 shows another example of the order

information,
Figure 4 is a flow-chart showing an example of 

laboratory assignment processing by a center server,
Figure 5 is a diagram showing a flow of data in a 

15 manipulated printing service,
Figure 6 is a diagram showing a configuration of a 

system for the manipulated printing service,
Figure 7 is a diagram showing an example of how the 

network photograph service system of the present 
20 invention is used, and

Figure 8 is a diagram showing an example of how a 
network photograph service system in which equipment is 
concentrated in one laboratory is used.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT
25 Hereinafter, a network photograph service system of

the present invention will be explained referring to the 
accompanying drawings. The form of a system in which 
equipment is concentrated in one wholesale lab, and its 
problems, will be explained first referring to Figure 8.

30 In the system shown in Figure 8, a customer 1 asks
for first prints from an agency 13 (121) . The first
prints may be generated by the agency 13 itself 
or by a wholesale lab 14 following a request

S:1937O-AN 15



from the agency 13. In each case, a film (122) from the customer 

1 is temporarily handed to the wholesale lab 14 (122) . The 

wholesale lab 14 reads the film using a scanner 7 or the like, 

and stores pictures recorded on the film in an image server 15
5 as digital image data. If first prints have been ordered from 

the wholesale lab, the prints are generated by a printer 9 or the 

like, and delivered to the agency 13 (123), and then handed to 

the customer 1 via the agency 13 (124).

After the image server 15 has stored digital image data,
10 the customer 1 can access the image server 15 via the Internet

5 (125) , and order an extra print or the like looking at the stored
•

<· · picture image data on a display screen. In response to this order,
(· · ·♦ ···
/-'··, '· the image server 15 generates a print using the printer 9 or the

• · · (· ··(♦ · ·(··»· <·
·ι:§..'····

■ * * - 1

like, and hands the print to the customer 1 (127) by mail or via 

the agency (126).

As is obvious from the flow described above, the wholesale
ί·'· #·'· · («' (· .·(·»· U lab 14 should collect all films from customers of all agencies 

in this system. Therefore, it is possible that delivery of a
(· ·•*·)···> print will be delayed due to a collection and/or delivery queue
20 or a processing queue. Since the collection and delivery of the

» ·<· *·■ι· films and prints are carried out by hand, the date of delivery
ι· · of the finished print may be delayed a couple of days due to the 

collection and/or delivery queue, depending on the number of 

collections and deliveries per day. In other words, in this
25 system, it becomes easier to order an extra print or the like,

16



t.

but a prompt service is not necessarily guaranteed. Furthermore, 

if an agency carries out first printing, input processing needs 

to be carried out by both the agency and the wholesale lab, for

example. Therefore, this system often causes inconvenience.
5 In the network photograph service system of the present

invention, as shown in Figure 1, a customer 1, a service center

(<

10

l:·.
>· * 

(•‘ ■
(»·

25

2 which receives an order, and a minilab 3 or a special laboratory

4 with special equipment can all communicate via a network. On

this occasion, since the service center and the special laboratory

need to communicate especially frequently, they use high speed

lines so that they can handle more orders promptly.

In the embodiment shown in Figure 1, digital image data input

is carried out by the minilab 3. When the customer orders first

prints to the minilab 3 , the minilab 3 reads a film using a scanner

7 and generates first prints using a printer 9 . The digital image

data read by the scanner 7 are stored in a laboratory server 8

after the generation of the first prints. On this occasion, low

resolution image data which are the digital image data in a reduced

resolution (hereinafter called a thumbnail image) are generated

and transferred to a center server 12 in the service center 2.

The laboratory server 8 stores not only the digital image data ·

of the customer but also a

The center server 12

thumbnail image transferred

template thereof.

in the service center 2 stores the

from each laboratory in correlation

with the laboratory from which the image has been sent, while

17



making the thumbnail image accessible on the network. On this 

occasion, the thumbnail image does not need a particularly high 

quality, since the customer uses the thumbnail image only to 

confirm the picture upon an order. In order to save disc space,
5 it is more preferable if the thumbnail image has a smaller amount 

of data. In this embodiment, digital image data that the

laboratory server 8 stores for outputting a print has 4 base pixels 

(approximately 1024 X 1792 pixels) which are necessary for 

outputting an L size print at 300 dpi, while the digital image
10 data that the center server 12 stores for an access via the network

ι· *
has 1/4 base pixels (approximately 3 68 X 2 56 pixels) . The center

9 (··* * · ····
(· ι· · server 12 also stores a thumbnail of the template that the
(· ··(· ·<·■ · · (· laboratory server 8 stores so that the customer can access the

•«■*·· 
···' 9 template via the network.

,.. 15 '♦ · · · · (»
■9 9'9 *(.·,■ · · *· '·

•

When the digital image data are made accessible, the 

customer only has to conf irm his/her own pictures . In other words, 

he/she does not want others to see his/her pictures. Therefore,
(· ·•
'9 9

by an authentication using a password, each customer has only a 
limited access to data he/she can see. The password is determinecfX

• / by a customer when he/she orders first prints. Alternatively/
9 9

the minilab determines the password by assigning an appropriate 
one .

As for the access to the center server, the above service 
is provided in the form of a web page if on the Internet, and the

18



customer can access the center server using a browser such as 

Netscape Navigator. Alternatively, if the service is provided 

as another original communication service, dedicated software may 

be distributed to each customer. In each case, the customer 1

5 can request a printing service without going to the minilab 3 by 

carrying out a predetermined input on an order screen through 

confirmation of the thumbnail image of his/her picture stored in 

the center server or selection of a template via the network from 

his/her house or office, or through generation of order
10 information in a predetermined format and transmission of the 

information via electronic mail.

• · On this occasion, the order information transmitted from
• '··♦ · 9«·»·«· ·

(9 · ·

the customer to the center server 12 is like the example shown
• ··(· ··• * ·(· ·.· ·

• ·• ····

in Figure 2. The order information contains information 

necessary for extra prints, such as the image number, the size, 

the number of extra prints, and how the finished prints are
9 • » · «♦ · 9·· ν·

•• ·•

received. Furthermore, in an order of a manipulated print, the 

template number or the like is also included in the order 

information. Moreover, the content of the service which can be
9 ·

20 provided through the network includes not only the service
• ·«► · ·
• 9· •
9 9

accompanying the print output, but also, all services related to 

the printing service. For example, when a storage period of 

digital image data in the laboratory 8 will expire in a few days 

but the customer has not decided the picture to order for an extra

19



print, a request for an extended storage in this case can be 

considered as a part of the services related to printing.

A variety of data structures of the order information are 

also possible. For example, Microsoft Corp, has proposed 

5 structured storage technique by which several kinds of data in

different nature are stored in a file in a hierarchy. The order 

information can be generated as an order file shown in Figure 3 

by using this technique.

The format of the order information may be defined depending

10 on the service to be provided, and the format shown in Figures

2 and 3 are mere examples.

• ·■··• ·
«· ·'· ·

When the center server 12 receives such order information, 

it assigns the laboratory for outputting the ordered print. For
• · ·

• ·• ··· ·
instance, Figure 4 shows an example of the processing to assign

the laboratory for outputting the ordered print in the case where

the order information in Figure 2 is used. In this example, it 

is judged whether or not the requested processing needs special 

equipment by referring to the data showing the processing number.

If the processing requires the special equipment, the special

2 0 laboratory 4 is selected as the laboratory to output the print,
• 9·
·’··* and instruction information in a predetermined format is generated

and transferred to the laboratory server 8 in the special 

laboratory 4. On this occasion, the special laboratory 4 does

not have digital image data to be printed. Therefore, the
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instruction information includes the information showing the

laboratory

When

such as an

which has the digital image data.'

processing which does not need the special equipment,

ordinary extra print, is requested, it is checked if

the customer wants to receive the print over the counter or by

mail or delivery, by referring to order information data showing

how the print is received.

if no more convenient to

outputs the print he/she

which is most effective

the

has

for

In the case of mailing or delivery,

customer no matter which

ordered. Therefore,

the system, that is,

which stores the high resolution image data for

ordered print is selected.

the

the

laboratory

laboratory

laboratory

outputting the

When the customer wants to receive the print over the counter,

the order information data showing the laboratory at which the

print is received is referred to, and the laboratory is selected

as the laboratory to output the print. When no laboratory is

specified in the order information, the laboratory which stores

the high resolution image data is selected. When the laboratory

specified by the customer does not have the high resolution image

data, the information showing where the high resolution image data

are stored is included in the order information, as

where the special laboratory 4 is selected.

When the center server 12 transmits the order

to the laboratory selected as described above, it

is the case

information

records the

content of the order and calculates a data storage fee, a

21



communication charge and the like to be paid to each laboratory 

by periodically summing up the amount of data transferred. In 

this manner, transactions between the center server 12 and each

laboratory, or between the laboratories, are managed. This

5 management is carried out in this manner, because each laboratory

can gain an appropriate profit by printing or by storing digital 

image data of its customers. Such data are obviously used in a 

charge billing system to customers as well.

10

• ·· • · ·• ··

25

3*

• ·

The laboratory server 8 which received the order information 

carries out the processing such as outputting an extra print 

according to the content of the order included in the order 

information, and hands the print to the customer or arranges 

mailing or the like. On this occasion, the hand-over to the 

customer or a mailing arrangement should be carried out by hand, 

as has been carried out conventionally. However, the laboratory 

server 8 can carry out processing to help such operations, for 

example, to print a mailing label automatically by referring to 

the order information data showing the recipient, and to notify 

the recipient of the print output finish by automatically sending 

him/her an electronic mail.

An example of such a service viewed from the flow of data 

is shown in Figure 5 . Regarding the manipulated printing service 

using the template, data each managed by a personal computer 6 

of the customer, the center server 12, and the laboratory server 

8, in addition to the flow of the data, are shown in Figure 5.
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As described above, the laboratory server 8 stores high 

resolution image data 21 of the customer’s picture and high 

resolution template 23 thereof. The center server 12 stores a 

low resolution template 24 which corresponds to the high
5 resolution template 23, because whenever a new template is 

generated in the laboratory, a low resolution template 

corresponding to the new template is also registered in the center 

server. Meanwhile, low resolution image data 22 corresponding 

to the high resolution image data 21 are also registered in the
10 center server upon a request from the customer.

The customer refers to (and downloads upon necessity) the
•

• ·• ··• · ······· ·

low resolution image data 22 and the low resolution template 24 

disclosed on the center server 12 and composes them using the
• ··• ··• · · ··· ·
·1·5 ····

personal computer 6. However, the processing carried out at this 

stage, such as composition, aims to generate the order information,

·· and the processed image obtained through the processing is used
• ····• · · ·· ·

•• ·•

for confirmation only. The procedure of the processing carried 

out by the customer is recorded by the function of dedicated 

software installed in the personal computer 6. The procedure is
• ·
20 taken in as a portion of the order information 20 when the order

• ·· » · ·• ·· •• ·
information is generated. The order information 20 also includes 

information showing, an image 22a and a template 24a specified and 

used by the customer.

The order information 20 is received by the center server
25 12, and the center server 12 transmits instruction information

23



2 5 to the laboratory selected by ref erring to the order information 

20. At this time, the instruction information 25 includes the 

information showing the image 22a, the template 24a, and the 

processing procedure. The laboratory server 8, which receives

5 the instruction information including such information, searches 

the hard disc for the high resolution template 23a corresponding 

to the template 24a and high resolution image data 21a 

corresponding to the image 22a, based on the information, and 

outputs the print after the processing following the processing
10

•

procedure .

Such a service as described above can be implemented by the 

system configuration shown in Figure 6, for example.

The personal computer 6 of the customer who carries out the
• ·• ··• · ·• · · ·
• · ·• · ·• · ·• · · ·•

order generation processing will be explained first. A WWW 

browser 30 has been installed in the personal computer 6. The 

program which carries out the order generation processing is
·.· · ·

provided as a plug-in of the browser. Alternatively, the function
• ·• · · · ·• • · · 9• · ·• · ·

which carries out only a portion of the order generation processing 

is provided as the plug-in, and the other functions may be
2 0. installed as application software independent from the browser.

•
• · The example in Figure 6 shows the case where functions for

• · ·• · · • · · •
• ·

browsing and downloading the low resolution image data and 

template, as well as a function for uploading an order file are 

provided as the plug-in, while a processing application 31 for
25 processing the image data and template which have been downloaded,
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and an order file generating module 32 , are provided as application 

software.

In

size and

ordinary­

personal

this example, in the processing application 31, if the

the number of a print are specified as in the case of

printing (the printing by a printer connected to a

computer) , an order file is automatically generated by

the function of the order file generating module 32.

If the low resolution image data and template are provided

by a medium 11, the WWW browser 3 0 is used for browsing the data

stored in the medium 11 and also for copying data from the medium

11 to the

The

next. As

hard disc of the personal computer 6.

configuration of the center server 12 will be explained

described above, the center server 12 is a server

computer comprising a large capacity hard disc and a variety of

communication equipment. The server computer 12 is used for

providing the order receiving service in the form of a web page.

A WWW application server 36 which communicates with the WWW

browser 30 of the personal computer 6 accesses low resolution image

data base 33 and low resolution template data base 34 in response

to the customer's request, and obtains necessary data, then

transfers the data to the personal computer 6. The access to the

data bases 33 and 34 may be carried out by an original protocol.

However, by using a protocol 3 5 which is used by each company in

common, it becomes possible to use a data base in another company's

system in the same manner as the data base in the center server

25
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of its own company. In other words, it is preferable that the

access to the data base or the like is carried out by defining

the common image accessing protocol 35 for a search, a transfer,

and access right management of the templates and images .
5 The WWW application server 36 receives the order file 20

10

• · ·• · ·• · · ·
.-15:• · ·
• · ·• · ·

• · · ·• · ·'·

« · ·
• · ·

.2 0

uploaded by the user, selects the laboratory server 8 which is

best-suited for processing the order, and transfers the order file

20 as it

thereto.

protocol

is

In

37

or after adding necessary instruction information

other words, an order file transmitting receiving

in Figure 6 is the protocol

laboratory for printing, in response

is also preferable to use a common

receiving protocol.

A program 42 which analyzes the

to the

order

for assigning the

order content. It

file transmitting

order file 20 transferred
from the center server 12 and a program 41 which carries out the

processing and printing based on the instruction in the order file

20 are installed in the laboratory server 8. After analyzing the

order file 20, if the access right to the image specified in the

order file is denied (if the password necessary for the access

is not included in the order file), no processing and printing

are carried out. If the access right is confirmed, the above

program obtains necessary data from high resolution image data

base 40 and high resolution template data base 38, and outputs

the manipulated print.
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The configuration and the function of the network photograph 

service system of the present invention has been described above. 

Next, an example of how convenient the system is to use will be 

described with reference to Figure 7.

5 For example, assume the case where a customer records

pictures with his/her friend who came from overseas, and first

prints are then ordered from a minilab 3a nearby (101) . The first 

prints are immediately processed by the minilab 3a, and the film 

is returned to the customer when the prints are finished (102).

10 Assume that the customer records other pictures with the same

friend at the friend's house overseas. Conventionally, first

prints of pictures recorded on a trip have been ordered after the 

trip. However, since every operation, except for printing a film, 

,’ * can be carried out via the network in the network photograph• · ·• · · ·
service system of the present invention, it is highly likely that• · ·• · ·

ί.ί ί this system has affiliated laboratories overseas. Therefore,
• · · ·

even when first prints are ordered from a minilab 3b near the 

j*.... friend's house (103), and the prints are received there (104),
• · · ·

’··’ · an extra print can be ordered after the customer returns to his/her

2 0. country.

···· After the customer returns, he/she accesses the center

server 12 from the personal computer 6 at home and orders extra.• ·• ·
,,,: prints of these pictures· (105) . At this time, for example, among

the pictures whose first prints were ordered from the minilab 3a,
25 an extra print of a picture a is ordered for the customer while 

27



a picture b is for the friend, and among the pictures whose first 

prints were ordered from the minilab 3b, an extra print of a picture 

c is ordered for the customer.

As for the pictures for the customer, the minilab 3a is

5 specified as the laboratory at which the prints are received. As

for the picture for the friend, mailing may be specified as the 

method to receive the print. However, in the case of air mail, 

it takes more than one day for the print to reach the friend. On 

the other hand, if an order is carried out with the friend being 

10 specified as the recipient and the laboratory 3b as the laboratory

at which the print is received, the print can reach the friend 

on the day of the order at the earliest.

When such an order is carried out, the center server 12 

‘ . instructs the image server in the minilab 3a to output the prints• · ·• · · ·
.•1J5: of the pictures a and c, while notifying the image server of the• · ·• · ·
Σ·Σ ί network address of the laboratory server in the minilab 3b which

• ·'· ·
stores the picture c (106) . In this manner, the laboratory server 

·*·.·. in the minilab 3a can obtain the digital image data of the picture
• · · ·

’··* · c by a transfer of the data from the laboratory server in the

,,,2 0. minilab 3b (107) . Likewise, the center server 12 instructs the• ·
·;···· printing of the picture b to the minilab 3b and notifies the

laboratory 3b of the network address of the laboratory server in
» ·• ·
,.,: the minilab 3a which stores the picture b (108) . In this manner,

the laboratory server in the minilab 3b can obtain the digital
25 image data of the picture b by a transfer of the data from the
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laboratory server in the minilab 3a (109). By such transfer 

processing of the digital image data, the pictures a and c are 

printed at the minilab 3a and provided to the customer (110), while 

the picture b is printed at the minilab 3b and provided to the 
5

the friend of the customer's password, the friend can order a 

picture he/she wants directly.

As shown by the above examples, according to the network

photograph service system of the present invention, the printing 
10 service can be received upon necessity, at a desired place, and 

in a shorter time than before, regardless of the location of the 

laboratory where the first prints have been ordered. This is 

extremely convenient not only for the example shown in Figure 5 

but also for business, such as the case where a picture suddenly 

• · ·
• ·

becomes necessary in a business activity going on from place to 

place.
• · · ·

In the embodiment described above, the center server 12 
• · · « stores the thumbnail images for the access via the network while 

the laboratory server 8 stores the high resolution image data for
20, printing .

may store

also used

8 carries

However, it is needless to say that the center server

the high resolution image data for printing which are

as the image for access, while the laboratory server

out printing only, without storing the high resolution

image data.
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What is claimed is:
1. A network photograph service system comprising: 
at least one laboratory server with a communication 

ability via a network and installed in a laboratory having a
5 picture printer; and

a center server installed in a service center which
receives a printing service order via the network;

wherein the center server carries out processing 
comprising the steps of storing a picture recorded by a

10 customer of each laboratory as digital image data, making the 
digital image data accessible on the network, selecting one 
laboratory to output a print among the laboratories in
response to order information transferred from the customer 
via the network, and providing to the customer the printing

15 service requested in the order by transmitting instruction 
information to the laboratory server installed in the 
selected laboratory, the customer communicating with only a 
single center server; and wherein each said laboratory server 
stores the picture image obtained by the laboratory in which

20 the laboratory server is installed as high resolution image
data.

2. A network photograph service system as defined in 
Claim 1 wherein the digital image data stored in the center 
server and made accessible by the center server are low

25 resolution image data with a lower amount of data than the 
data amount of the high resolution image data stored in the
laboratory server. .

3. A network photograph service system as defined in
Claim 2 wherein the center server stores the digital image data

30 in correlation with storage location information showing the
laboratory server in which the image data are stored as high
resolution image data, and selects, upon selection of the
laboratory to output the image, the laboratory in which the
laboratory server stores the high resolution image data of the

ordered, based on the storage
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4. A network photograph service system as defined in any
one of the Claims 1 to 3 wherein the center server records the
processing instructed to each laboratory 
the instruction information, and manages

server by transmitting
a transaction occurring

10

between the laboratories and/or between the center server and
each laboratory, based on. the record. .

photograph service system as defined in5. A network
one of the Claims 1 to 4 wherein the center server stores a

template accessible on the network, andtemplate, makes the
comprises a function for transmitting information regarding 
template1 specified by the order information as a portion of 
instruction information when a manipulated printing service

any

the
the

5

the laboratory server
using the template is requested by the instruction information, 

generating the manipulated print
15 using the template, based on the instruction information,

server stores the picture image
• · ·• ·• ··

wherein each said laboratory
obtained by the laboratory in which the laboratory server is

20

installed as high resolution image data.
6. A network photograph service system as defined in

Claim 5 wherein each said laboratory server stores high
• ·
• · · ·• ·• ·• ·· ·• · · ·• ·• ·

resolution data of the template.
7. A network photograph service system as defined in

Claim 6 wherein, the center server stores the template as low
resolution image data with a lower amount of data than the data

• · ·
• · ·• · · ·
• · · ·

• ·
• ·
• · · ·

25 amount of the high resolution image data which are stored in the
laboratory server.

8. A network photograph service system, substantially as 
herein described with reference to the accompanying drawings.

• · · ·

• · · ·

• ♦ · ·

30 Dated this 2 October 2001
FUJI FILM CO., LTD.
By their Patent Attorney
GRIFFITH HACK
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