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NMR RADIO FREQUECNY FIELD COIL WITH
DISTRIBUTED CURRENT

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR) apparatus. More specifically, this invention
relates to radio frequency (RF) coils useful in NMR and
other applications for transmitting and/or receiving RF
signals.

In the past, the NMR phenomenon has been utilized
by structural chemists to study, in vitro, the molecular
structure of organic molecules. Typically, NMR spec-
trometers utilized for this purpose were designed to
accommodate relatively small samples of the substance
to be studied. More recently, however, NMR has been
developed into an imaging modality utilized to obtain
images of anatomical features of live human subjects,
for example. Such images depicting parameters associ-
ated with nuclear spins (typically hydrogen protons
associated with water in tissue) may be of medical diag-
nostic value in determining the state of health of tissue
in the region examined. NMR techniques have also been
extended to in vivo spectroscopy of such elements as
phosphorus and carbon, for example, providing re-
searchers with the tools, for the first time, to study
chemical processes in a living organism. The use of
NMR to produce images and spectroscopic studies of
the human body has necessitated the use of specifically
designed system components, such as the magnet, gradi-
ent and RF coils.

By way of background, the nuclear magnetic reso-
nance phenomenon occurs in atomic nuclei having an
odd number of protons and/or neutrons. Due to the
spin of the protons and neutrons, each such nucleus
exhibits a magnetic moment, such that, when a sample
composed of such nuclei is placed in a static, homogene-
ous magnetic field, By, a greater number of nuclear-
magnetic moments align with the field to produce a net
macroscopic magnetization M in the direction of the
field. Under the influence of the magnetic field B,, the
magnetic moments precess about the axis of the field at
a frequency which is dependent on the strength of the
applied magnetic field and on the characteristics of the
nuclei. The angular precession frequency, o, also re-
ferred to as the Larmor frequency, is given by the equa-
tion w=Y B, in which Y is the gyromagnetic ratio
(which is constant for each NMR isotope) and wherein
B is the magnetic field (B, plus other fields) acting upon
the nuclear spins. It will be thus apparent that the reso-
nant frequency is dependent on the strength of the mag-
netic field in which the sample is positioned.

The orientation of magnetization M, normally di-
rected along the magnetic field B,, may be perturbed by
the application of magnetic fields oscillating at or near
the Larmor frequency. Typically, such magnetic fields
designated B are applied orthogonal to the direction of
magnetization M by means of radio-frequency pulses
through a coil connected to radio-frequency transmit-
ting apparatus. Magnetization M rotates about the di-
rection of the B field. In NMR, it is typically desired to
apply RF puises of sufficient magnitude and duration to
rotate magnetization M into a plane perpendicular to
the direction of the B, field. This plane is commonly
referred to as the transverse plane. Upon cessation of
the RF excitation, the nuclear moments rotated into the
transverse plane begin to realign with the B, field by a
variety of physical processes. During this realignment
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process, the nuclear moments emit radio-frequency
signals, termed the NMR signals, which are characteris-
tic of the magnetic field and of the particular chemical
environment in which the nuclei are situated. The same
or a second RF coil may be used to receive the signals
emitted from the nuclei.

An important type of RF coil is the surface coil.
Rather than transmission, surface coils are typically
used only for receiving NMR signals that have been
excited by a separate RF transmitting coil, although
they may be used for both transmission and reception.
Since they are placed close to the subject area being
imaged, surface coils receive a stronger signal from the
spins of interest and are able to provide greater resolu-
tion than larger volume RF coils. They also provide
better signal-to-noise ratios because they are sensitive to
a smaller volume of tissue so that they receive a lower
proportion of the noise emitted by the body.

A typical surface coil is comprised simply of a single
turn of conductor which can take many shapes for dif-
ferent applications such as a circle, a square or a rectan-
gle. The sensitive volume of a flat surface coil is approx-
imately subtended by the coil circumference and is
about one coil radius deep from the coil center. One
drawback of a single turn surface coil is that its field
homogeneity is less than optimum, no matter what its
shape. A further disadvantage is related to the concen-
trated current flow (i.e., hot spots) which results in a
large power dissipation due to electrical coupling with
and losses in the body being imaged. A further problem
relates to the coupling of the surface coil to the body
coil during excitation or transmission by a separate
transmit coil. This is usually prevented by special block-
ing or decoupling networks.

Accordingly, it is a principal object ‘of the present
invention to provide an RF surface coil for detecting
NMR signals within a sensitivity volume.

It is another object of the invention to provide an RF
surface coil having reduced power dissipation and sig-
nal loss from electrical interaction with the object being
imaged. .

It is yet another object of the invention to provide an
RF coil having a distributed current flow and an im-
proved signal-to-noise ratio.

It is still another object to prevent cross coupling of
separate transmit and receive coils without special
switched networks.

It is a further object to provide an RF surface coil
conformable to various contours of an object to be
studied.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

These and other objects are achieved by an RF coil
wherein a uniform surface current density is approxi-
mate by a plurality of discrete conductors, thereby
reducing losses. Sinusoidal current distributions
amongst the conductors at each of a plurality of reso-
nant frequencies correspond to different By orientations.

In one aspect of the invention, the RF surface coil
circuit comprises a plurality of mutually disposed induc-
tive line elements. A plurality of capacitive line ele-
ments join the inductive line elements. All of the ele-
ments are non-closed (i.e., do not close on themselves)
in order to form an open surface. The coil circuit is
adapted to provide an RF signal input/output across
one of the capacitive line elements. The coil circuit is
operable in at least either a first order resonant mode or
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a second order resonant mode to carry a spatial current
distribution when excited by an RF magnetic field in
the volume of selectivity or by connection to an RF
power supply operating at a respective resonant fre-
quency.

An RF coil, according to the present invention, is
comprised of a plurality of discrete conductive bars
which are spaced apart and define an open coil surface,
and a plurality of discrete conductive rungs which are
spaced apart and disposed in the open coil surface, the
rungs form a first set of reactive elements and the bars
form a second set of reactive elements, and the first and
second sets of reactive elements are coupled together to
resonate at the frequency of an NMR signal in 2 number
of different modes, wherein the RF coil resonates in at
least one mode in which it is substantially insensitive to
a homogeneous excitation field of the resonant fre-
quency which passes through the open coil surface.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The novel features of the invention are set forth with
particularity in the appended claims. The invention
itself, however, both as to its organization and method
of operation, together with further objects and advan-
tages thereof, may best be understood by reference to
the following description taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a plan view of a prior art RF surface coil.

FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of an RF coil
according to the invention.

FIG. 3 is an edge-on view of the coil of FIG. 2 oper-
ating in the first order resonant mode.

FIG. 4 is an edge-on view of the coil of FIG. 2 oper-
ating in the second order resonant mode.

FIG. 5 is a perspective view of an infinite transmis-
sion line.

FIG. 6 is a lumped-element equivalent circuit of a
transmission line.

FIG. 7 is a plan view of an RF coil according to the
embodiment of FIG. 2.

FIG. 8 is a cross section of the embodiment of FIG.
7.

FIG. 9 is a schematic representation of another em-
bodiment of the invention.

FIG. 10 is a modification of the coil circuit of FIG. 2.

FIG. 11 is a modification of the coil circuit of FIG. 9.

FIG. 12 shows the first order resonant mode of the
coil circuits of FIGS. 10 or 11.

FIG. 13 shows the second order resonant mode of the
coil circuits of FIGS. 10 or 11.

FIG. 14 is a perspective view of a preferred imple-
mentation of the embodiment of FIG. 11.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Referring now to FIG. 1, a single turn coil 20 has a
pair of input/output terminals 21 and 22 and is useful for
transmitting or receiving RF energy. However, when
coil 20 is used as an NMR surface coil, it is often a
receive-only coil. Even if coil 20 does not transmit in
NMR applications, it should be capable of producing a
reasonable homogeneous RF magnetic field since this is
equivalent to having a homogeneous response to ex-
cited spins in the sensitivity volume of the coil. Since all
of the current is concentrated into one conductor, coil
20 is subject to losses resulting from eletrical coupling
with the object subject to the RF field.
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FIG. 2 shows a first embodiment of the invention
which corrects for the problem of high concentration of
current in the prior art by employing a plurality of
discrete conductors extending between a transmission
line to approximate a more uniform surface current
density. A coil 25 includes a pair of non-closed conduc-
tive bars 30 and 31 which form inductive transmission-
line elements that are connected to a pair of input/out-
put terminals 26 and 27. A plurality of conductive rungs
32-40 form capacitive elements which join inductive
elements 30 and 31 such that capacitive elements 32-40
are all connected in parallel. Any number of capacitive
elements can be used. The larger the number of capaci-
tive elements, the better the approximation of uniform
current density, although sufficient open space must be
left for magnetic flux paths through the coil. The inter-
connected rungs 32-40 and bars 30-31 are disposed in a
common coil surface. This coil surface can have many
shapes to match contours of the patient, but it is charac-
terized as being open. In other words, the coil surface
does not close on itself.

When excited at one of its resonant frequencies (dur-
ing either transmission or reception), coil 25 carries a
current that can be modeled as a standing wave on a
transmission line. Thus, viewing the coil of the present
invention as a ladder, the coil current will have a sinu-
soidally weighted distribution between the rungs of the
ladder.

FIG. 3 illustrates the operation of coil 25 at its pri-
mary resonant frequency in the first order resonant
mode which corresponds to a standing wave of one-half
wavelength. The circles represent capacitive rung ele-
ments 32-40 (i.e,, the rungs) viewed edge-on, with dot-
ted circles indicating current flowing up out of the
figure and crossed circles indicating current flowing
down into the figure at one instant of time. A curve 45
shows the standing half-wave which is approximated by
the current flow in capacitive elements 32-40. The am-
plitude of current flow in each particular capacitive
element corresponds to the instantaneous amplitude of
the standing wave at that point. The arrows in FIG. 3
indicate that the B field is substantiaily perpendicular
to the open coil surface in the first order mode. The
direction of B alternates at the resonant frequency.

FIG. 4 illustrates the second order resonant mode
which occurs at a frequency that is higher than the
primary resonant frequency (i.e., the standing wave 46
is a full wavelength). In this mode, the direction of By is
approximately perpendicular to its direction in the first
order resonant mode.

FIGS. 3 and 4 assume equal values for the capaci-
tances of the capacitive rung elements 32-40. However,
it will be readily seen that by manipulating the values of
the capacitors in the separate rungs, the relative ampli-
tides of the currents can be tailored by relative amounts
to optimize field homogeneity or for other reasons.

To further illustrate the analogy to a transmission
line, FIG. 5 shows a line including spaced conductors
47 and 48 each carrying a current i in opposite direc-
tions and having a voltage therebetween which varies
along the length of the transmission line. The voltage
and current produce an electric field E and a magnetic
field H, as shown. A lumped equivalent circuit, shown
in FIG. 6, includes a plurality of inductors I and capaci-
tors C connected to a voltage source V. Truncating the
circuit of FIG. 6 (i.e., forming a finite length transmis-
sion line), results in a structure analogous to an open-
ended resonating tube. The truncated circuit will have
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as many different resonant modes as there are pairs of
lumped elements in the circuit. Thus, coil 25 also has
other modes of operation at higher frequencies than the
primary resonant frequency, each corresponding to a
different standing wavelength. The higher modes are
less useful in NMR surface coil applications than the
first and second modes.

A preferred. embodiment for construction of coil 25 is
shown in FIG. 7. A former 50 supports the coil and may
be comprised of a printed circuit board material, for
example. Conductive strips or foils that comprise the
coil circuit are disposed on former 50. Terminal ends 51
and 52 are connected across one pair of a plurality of
capacitive rung elements 55 which extend between
inductive elements 53 and 54. A plurality of strips 57
bridge the gaps 56 in order to provide the required
capacitance as shown in cross section in FIG. 8. Alter-
natively, the capacitor strips of each half of the circuit
could be on opposite sides of former 50, so that they are
overlapping. Preferably, the circuit is covered by an
insulating material (not shown) so that it is completely
encased. Rather than direct connection via terminal
ends, coil 25 could be driven inductively by another
coil.

Referring now to the alternative embodiment of FIG.
9, a coil circuit 60 approximates a uniform surface cur-
rent density by employing a plurality of inductive rung
elements 61-66 connected in parallel by a plurality of
capacitive bar elements 70-79. In this embodiment,
capacitive elements 70-79 provide the non-closed trans-
mission lines, and inductive elements 61-66 are the dis-
crete conductors approximating the uniform surface
current density. A pair of input/output terminals 80 and
81 are connected across one of the capacitive elements,
such as center capacitive element 74 to excite the first
order mode. An off/center capacitor, such as 76, would
be used to excite higher order modes. Coil 60 has the
same first and second order resonant modes as shown in
FIGS. 3 and 4, except that the view is such that the
inductive elements 60-66 are perpendicular to the plane
of FIGS. 3 and 4 rather than the capacitive elements
(i.e., the inductive elements are the rungs of the ladder).
Furthermore, the higher order modes occur at frequen-
cies lower than the primary mode frequency.

The open coil surface need not be flat but can be
conformed to various contours of an object being stud-
ied by NMR apparatus while retaining field homogene-
ity. FIGS. 10 and 11 show U-shaped coils that would be
useful in studying a patient’s neck. The coil circuit
could be carried on a rigid U-shaped former or a former
of any other desired shape. Alternatively, a flexible
former and coil circuit could be employed so that the
coil could be shaped to fit any desired contour.

FIG. 12 shows the instantaneous direction of alternat-
ing By of the coils of FIGS. 10 and 11 operating in the
first order mode and FIG. 13 shows the second order
mode. FIG. 14 shows the construction of a U-shaped
surface coil employing coil circuit 60 (FIGS. 9 and 11).
A U-shaped former 85 supports conductive strips that
form coil circuit 60. Again, conductive strips on the
opposite side of the former (not shown) complete the
capacitors. .

An important advantage of the present invention in
its flat configuration is the ability to reduce cross-cou-
pling between a receive-only surface coil and a separate
transmit body coil. The receptivity of the RF coil of the
present invention when operating in its second order
resonant mode (i.e., a standing wave of one full wave-

20

40

45

65

6

length) is substantially zero for homogeneous RF fields
which pass through the open coil surface (e.g., the
transmitted RF field). Thus, no blocking or decoupling
network is required when NMR measurements are con-
ducted at the second order mode resonant frequency of
the surface coil.

Flat geometry surface coils having an unloaded Q in
the range of about 300 to 400 have been operated in the
second order resonant mode without blocking or de-
coupling networks to obtain high quality, low loss
NMR images of the lumbar spine. In addition to the
previously stated advantages, it was found that signal-
to-noise ratios of the detected NMR signals were im-
proved over single loop coils because the receptivity
drops off rapidly away from the open coil surface, thus
reducing the total amount of noise due to coupling with
eddy currents in the object under study.

The foregoing has described an RF coil providing a
substantially homogeneous Bi field within its sensitivity
volume while having reduced power dissipation and
signal loss. The coil has a distributed current flow and is
conformable to various contours of an object.

While preferred embodiments of the invention have
been shown and described herein, it will be understood
that such embodiments are provided by way of example
only. Numerous variations, changes and substitutions
will occur to those skilled in the art without departing
from the spirit of the invention. Accordingly, it is in-
tended that the appended claims cover all such varia-
tions as fall within the spirit and scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. An RF surface coil apparatus comprising:

a plurality of mutually disposed, non-closed inductive

line elements;

a plurality of non-closed capacitive line elements

joining said inductive line elements; and
input/output means coupled across one of said capac-
itive line elements;

said coil being operable in both of at least either a first

order resonant mode or a second order resonant
mode to carry a spatial current distribution approx-
imating a uniform distribution having amplitudes of
a standard wave.

2. The coil of claim 1 wherein said capacitive ele-
ments are electrically connected in parallel and are
geometrically parallel.

3. The coil of claim 1 wherein said inductive elements
are electrically connected in parallel and are geometri-
cally parallel.

4. The coil of claim 1 wherein said inductive elements
and said capacitive elements are mutually perpendicu-
lar.

5. The coil of claim 1 further comprising a former for
supporting said inductive elements and said capacitive
elements.

6. The coil of claim 5 wherein said former is substan-
tially flat.

7. The coil of claim 5 wherein said former is substan-
tially U-shaped.

8. The coil of claim 5 wherein said former is flexible,
said coil being adapted to conform to curved contours.

9. The coil of claim 5 wherein said inductive elements
and said capacitive elements are comprised of conduc-
tive strips disposed on said former.

10. An NMR surface coil comprising:

a former;

a plurality of mutually disposed, non-closed inductive

line elements supported by said former;
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a plurality of non-closed capacitive line elements
joining said inductive line elements and supported
by said former, said capacitive elements and said
inductive elements being substantially perpendicu-
lar; and

input/output means coupled across one of said capac-
itive line elements;

said surface coil being operable in both of at least
either a first order mode or a second order mode to
carry a substantially sinusoidal current distribution.

11. An NMR surface coil comprising:

a plurality of discrete conductive bars which are
spaced apart and which define an open coil surface;
and

a plurality of discrete conductive rungs which are
spaced apart and disposed in the open coil surface,

wherein the rungs form a first set of reactive elements
and the bars form a second set of reactive elements,

10

15

20

25

30

35

45

50

55

60

65

8

and the first and second sets of reactive elements
are interconnected to resonate in a plurality of
different modes, and in one of said resonant modes
the NMR surface coil is substantially insensitive to
a homogeneous NMR excitation field of the same
resonant frequency which passes through the open
coil surface.

12. The NMR coil as recited in claim 11 in which the
conductive bars are substantially parallel and the con-
ductive rungs are substantially parallel to each other
and substantially perpendicular to the conductive bars.

13. The NMR coil as recited in claim 11 in which the
conductive bars form inductive reactive elements and
the rungs form capacitive reactive elements.

14. The NMR coil as recited in claim 11 in which the
open coil surface is shaped to conform with the subject

of an NMR measurement.
* * * * *
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