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Acoustic Ghost Imaging in the Time Domain
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Ghost imaging (GI) enables reconstruction of the image of an object by measuring the intensity corre-
lation of two beams, neither of which independently carries the spatial characteristics of the object. By
exploiting the space-time duality, GI has been extended from the spatial domain to the time domain, and
has been successfully demonstrated in the optical regime. This article reports on the experimental demon-
stration of acoustic GI in the time domain. Using ultrasound instead of photons, we created high-quality
ghost images of a temporal object, even in the presence of strong ambient noise. Our work offers a fresh
approach for imaging disturbance-sensitive acoustic signals, and could open the gateway to identifying
new approaches in acoustic sensing, dynamic imaging, and communications.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Ghost imaging (GI) is an emerging technique that is
capable of reconstructing the image of an object by corre-
lating the intensity of two beams of light (i.e., a reference
beam and a test beam). The reference beam does not
interact with the object and is directly recorded by a high-
resolution detector (e.g., a camera). The test beam, after
passing through the object, is detected by a non-spatially-
resolved bucket detector. Aggregating the correlations
between the two detectors over multiple measurements
produces an image of the object, although neither detec-
tor alone is able to reveal the spatial characteristics of the
object [1].

Initially demonstrated in 1995 with entangled pho-
ton pairs [2], GI was thought to be a quantum phe-
nomenon. Later, thermal [3,4] and pseudothermal [5] GI
were achieved and suggested that GI could also be realized
in classical systems. Subsequently, GI has been applied to
an expanded range of illumination types, including clas-
sical or quantum light [2–5], x rays [6–8], atoms [9], and
electrons [10]. In particular, computational GI [11] uses
a computer-controlled spatial light modulator to generate
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known illumination fields, which removes the need for
imaging the reference beam. Based on the space-time dual-
ity, the concept of GI has been further extended from
the spatial domain to the time domain. Temporal ghost
imaging (TGI) was experimentally confirmed with use
of an optical-fiber-based system [12]. A variety of light
sources, including biphoton states [13], lasers [14,15], and
computer-generated random light [16], have been har-
nessed to realize TGI. These developments in GI have
benefited several applications, such as environmental sens-
ing [17], cryptography [18], ultrafast spectroscopy [19],
and low-light-level imaging [20]. However, TGI has been
demonstrated only in the optical regime [12–16], and
there is no acoustic counterpart of this promising imaging
method.

As an important carrier of energy and information,
acoustic waves play an important role in areas includ-
ing communication [21,22], medical imaging [23], and
localization and detection [24,25]. Although acoustic sig-
nals can be directly detected by sensors, it is challenging
to decode useful information carried by the wave in the
case of low signal-to-noise ratios (SNRs). To solve this
grand challenge, it is highly desirable to develop an acous-
tic measurement technique that is robust with regard to
noise. The recent developments in GI may offer an ele-
gant solution to detect and recover acoustic signals with
low SNRs.
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This article reports on an experimental demonstra-
tion of acoustic GI in the time domain. We show that
the correlation between the computer-generated random
intensity fluctuations and the bucket measurement enables
the reconstruction of a temporal object, and this method is
able to recover the object information even in the presence
of strong ambient noise. Based on frequency multiplex-
ing, acoustic single-shot TGI has also been realized, and
is capable of imaging nonreproducible temporal objects.
Our work, therefore, constitutes a major step toward intro-
ducing GI techniques into the acoustic regime, which
could broaden the application of this imaging modality to
facilitate acoustic communications, dynamic imaging, and
remote sensing.

II. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

A. Illustration of acoustic temporal ghost imaging

The principle of TGI is illustrated in Fig. 1(a). The
signals emitted from the source with random intensity fluc-
tuations split into two arms. In one arm, the signals interact
with the object and are subsequently detected by a bucket
detector, whose response is integrated over a period of
time. In the other arm, the signals that do not interact with

(a)

(b)

FIG. 1. Illustration of acoustic temporal ghost imaging.
(a) The principle of temporal ghost imaging. (b) Experimen-
tal setup. The ultrasonic waves emitted by the acoustic source
illuminate the temporal object (a chopper in this case) with
computer-generated random intensity fluctuations. The acoustic
signals through the object are collected by an acoustic detec-
tor and subsequently the bucket measurement is performed. The
known random intensity and the information from the bucket
measurement are finally used to reconstruct the temporal object.

the temporal object are collected with a proper temporal
resolution. Finally, the temporal object is reconstructed by
calculating the correlations between the temporal inten-
sity fluctuation and the response of the bucket detector. In
optics, for example, the intensity fluctuation can be pro-
duced by leveraging the intrinsic temporal fluctuation of
laser light. In this work, acoustic illumination signals are
directly controlled by a computer that generates known
random patterns. This removes the need for detecting the
reference beam, which is the core of computational GI.
Additionally, because of the innate difference between
acoustic and optical measurements, there is no analog
of a temporal bucket detector in acoustics. We therefore
integrate the acoustic intensity over time to emulate the
response of a bucket detector, and this operation is defined
here as the bucket measurement.

The experimental setup for the acoustic TGI is illus-
trated in Fig. 1(b). An ultrasonic transducer is used as the
acoustic source, and the waves emitted at a frequency of
25 kHz are confined in a rigid tube. The random intensity
fluctuation of the acoustic waves is controlled by the com-
puter. At the end of the tube, a rotating chopper, whose
chopping frequency is 20 Hz, is placed and periodically
interacts with the incident acoustic waves. This chopper is
the temporal object, and its sound transmission T(t) is to
be imaged. The transmitted acoustic signals are measured
by a detector (Brüel & Kjær 4939 0.25-in. microphone),
followed by the bucket measurement, whose reading is
calculated as B, which is the integrated intensity of the
transmitted signals over a period of time (200 ms). The
experimental setup also includes a computer to generate
and record the random intensity patterns as well as to
reconstruct the ghost image. A multifunction I/O device
(National Instruments PCI-6251) controlled by the com-
puter is used for signal generation and acquisition. It sends
sinusoidal signals with intensity fluctuations to the acous-
tic source, and collects signals from the acoustic detector
to feed to the computer.

The acoustic signals emitted from the ultrasonic trans-
ducer produce computer-generated random intensity pat-
terns as shown in Fig. 2(a). The red line shows one of the
patterns, while the gray background is the result of 50 pat-
terns being superimposed on top of each other. The black
line is the intensity averaged over 9000 measurements. As
can be seen, the intensity of the signal is temporally ran-
domized in a way that it possesses the statistical property of
a uniform distribution. The signal corresponding to the ran-
dom intensity pattern of the red line is shown in Fig. 2(b),
whose effective fluctuation time is 4 ms. Here the effective
fluctuation time is the duration of sinusoidal signals with
constant intensity. It directly determines the temporal res-
olution of ghost image and must be shorter than the object
variation that we desire to resolve.

According to the GI theory, the object information can
be retrieved with the second-order intensity correlation
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(a)

(b)

FIG. 2. (a) Computer-generated random intensity patterns of
the acoustic illumination signals. A single realization (red) is
shown together with 50 other realizations (gray). The averaged
intensity of 9000 measurements is shown as the black line.
(b) The signal corresponding to the random intensity pattern of
the red line, which is sent to the acoustic source.

function defined as [25]

C(t) = 〈I i
ref(t)B

i〉N − 〈I i
ref(t)〉N 〈Bi〉N , (1)

where I i
ref(t) is the time-resolved intensity of the illumina-

tion signal at time t in the ith measurement, which is the
reference signal and is known as a “prior”; Bi is the inte-
grated intensity from the bucket measurement, denoted the
bucket signal; 〈. . .〉N represents the ensemble average over
a series of N measurements, and I i

ref(t) can also be for-
mulated by a 1 × M vector Xi (see more-detailed matrix
operation of TGI in Appendix B).

B. Experimental ghost images

Using Eq. (1), we obtain the temporal ghost image
(Fig. 3) from a series of measurements (N = 9000). Our
target image, the result of a direct image without noise
(details are given in Appendix A), is shown as the black
line in Fig. 3 for comparison. Normalization is applied
for both images, and the agreement between the two is
excellent. In our experiments, the temporal resolution of
the ghost image is 4 ms, which is identical to the effec-
tive fluctuation time of the illumination signal. In our case,
the period of the temporal object is 50 ms, which is much
longer than 4 ms. Consequently, the resulting ghost image
can capture the temporal characteristics of the object.

Figure 4(a) compares the ghost images for different
numbers of measurements. It is difficult to recognize the

FIG. 3. Experimental ghost image of a temporal object. The
red line represents the ghost image and the black line shows
the direct image. The number of measurements N for the ghost
image is 9000.

temporal characteristics of the object when N is a small
quantity such as 50. To quantitatively evaluate the ghost-
image quality, we introduce the peak signal-to-noise ratio
(PSNR) as

PSNR = 10 log10

(
M 2

max

Mmse

)
, (2)

where M max is the maximum pixel value of the image; nor-
malization is applied in calculating the PSNR, giving M max

(a)

(b)

FIG. 4. Ghost image and the PSNR as a function of the num-
ber of measurements N. (a) Experimental ghost images for
different N. (b) PSNR with N ranging from 1 to 9000.
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of 1. M mse is the mean square error given by

Mmse = 1
L

∑
i
[C(i) − T(i)]2, (3)

where C(i) and T(i) are the pixel values of the ghost
image and the target image, and L is the number of pixels
in the signal. The PSNR values for measurements corre-
sponding to N = 50, 500, 2000, and 9000 are calculated as
10.48, 15.97, 19.65, and 26.02 dB, respectively. Further-
more, PSNRs of ghost images for different values of N from
1 to 9000 are shown in Fig. 4(b). One can clearly see that
the quality of the ghost images improves as N increases.

C. Comparison of correlation algorithms

In the GI technique, the correlation algorithm mainly
determines the efficiency of the image-reconstruction pro-
cess and the quality of the image. Although we use the
second-order correlation function to verify the acoustic
TGI, there are many other existing algorithms that can
further improve the imaging result [26–30]. Here we
introduce two other algorithms for our case—differential
ghost imaging (DGI) and pseudoinverse ghost imaging
(PGI)—to compare the imaging results among different
algorithms.

In the DGI algorithm, a differential bucket signal is used
for correlation calculation, which is defined as

Bi
DGI = Bi − 〈Bi〉

〈Si〉 Si, (4)

where Si = ∫
I i
ref(t)dt is the total intensity of the refer-

ence signal or the sum of the random row vector Xi. The
reconstruction algorithm can be expressed as

CDGI(t) = 〈I i
ref(t)B

i
DGI〉N − 〈I i

ref(t)〉N 〈Bi
DGI〉N . (5)

On the other hand, in the PGI algorithm, the reference
information is permutated into an N × M matrix �; that is,
� = [X1, X2, . . . , XN ]T. We reconstruct the object infor-
mation by calculating the pseudoinverse of � and the
algorithm is formulated as

CPGI = 1
N

�†(B1, B2, . . . , BN )T, (6)

where �† is the pseudoinverse matrix of �.
Figure 5 shows the ghost images reconstructed by our

using the three different algorithms for N = 200 in the
experiment. The PSNR values for GI, DGI, and PGI are cal-
culated as 12.79, 16.63, and 22.13 dB, respectively. The
comparison in Fig. 5 suggests that DGI and PGI offer

(a)

(b)

(c)

FIG. 5. Experimental results with different reconstruction
algorithms: (a) traditional GI; (b) DGI; (c) PGI. The number of
measurements N is 200 for all three cases.

better quality and higher reconstruction efficiency than
traditional GI.

D. Robustness of acoustic temporal ghost imaging

GI is insensitive to the disturbance near the objects to
be imaged and has been shown to be more robust than
noncorrelated imaging. This remarkable feature is espe-
cially useful for imaging objects under strong background
disturbances such as atmospheric turbulence and scatter-
ing media [31–33]. We now investigate the robustness
of acoustic TGI with regard to the ambient noise. In the
experiment, white noise signals are created by a signal
generator (Tektronix AFG 3252C) and are sent to a loud-
speaker via a power amplifier (Brüel & Kjær type 2713).
Both the ghost image and the direct image are subsequently
obtained for comparison.

Figure 6 clearly shows that a direct measurement of the
temporal object is strongly distorted by the background
noise. However, when the GI technique is used, the adverse
effect of the noise is significantly suppressed and has vir-
tually no influence on the quality of the ghost image (GI
results for two other temporal objects are presented in
Appendix C). Furthermore, under different noise levels
(with a 10-dB increasing increment), images of the tem-
poral object are obtained with both methods, as shown
in Fig. 7(a). The PSNR values of these images are shown
in Fig. 7(b). The quality of the direct images decreases
dramatically with increasing noise level, while increasing
noise level has negligible influence on the quality of the
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FIG. 6. Experimental comparison of ghost image (red) and
direct image (gray) in the presence of ambient noise. For com-
parison, the direct image obtained without noise is also shown
in black. The number of measurements N for the ghost image is
9000.

ghost images. Thus, acoustic GI in the time domain shows
considerably greater robustness with regard to noise than
direct measurement (the detailed analysis of the robustness
of TGI is presented in Appendix D).

(a)

(b)

FIG. 7. Experimental imaging results for different noise levels.
(a) The direct images (left) and the ghost images (right). From
top to bottom, the strength of ambient noise increases. (b) PSNR
of both images for different noise levels.

E. Single-shot temporal ghost imaging

Generally, GI requires multiple measurements of the
object; therefore, TGI typically requires the object to be
periodic in nature. To image nonperiodic signals, space
multiplexing [16,34,35] and frequency (wavelength) mul-
tiplexing [36] can be used to realize single-shot TGI, which
allows us to retrieve a temporal object by using a single
correlation measurement. Here we experimentally demon-
strate that our acoustic system can achieve single-shot TGI
using frequency multiplexing.

With the same experimental setup as shown in Fig. 1,
the acoustic wave emitted from the source is no longer
a single-frequency signal but is rather a broadband one.
We use a 20 × 20 Hadamard matrix as the frequency-
localized temporal intensity pattern to encode different
frequency components of the emitted signal. The num-
ber of frequency components is equivalent to the number
of measurements of standard TGI. Figure 8(a) shows the
emitted signal (20.5–30 kHz) and Fig. 8(b) shows the
Hadamard matrix, which is the reference signal and repre-
sents the time-frequency information of the emitted signal.
After the acoustic wave passes through a temporal object,
the fast Fourier transform is used to decode the transmitted
signal to obtain the bucket signal (i.e., the integrated inten-
sity of the transmitted signal at each frequency). Finally,
we use the same correlation function as in Eq. (1) to obtain

(a)

(b)

FIG. 8. (a) The encoded incident signal. (2) 20 × 20 Hadamard
matrix. The matrix is used to encode the emitted signal.
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(a) (b) FIG. 9. Experimental ghost images of
different nonperiodic signals. (a) Pho-
tographs of three different choppers. We
code the shape of the chopper and then
use it to create nonperiodic signals. (b)
Experimental results of single-shot ghost
imaging.

the ghost image of the temporal object. In this case, I i
ref(t)

is the time-resolved intensity of the illumination signal at
the ith frequency.

In this experiment, we create three different nonperi-
odic signals by coding the shape of the chopper, as shown
in Fig. 9(a). The retrieved ghost images are shown in
Fig. 9(b), and their temporal resolution is 5 ms. Good
agreement between ghost images and direct images is
found. These results demonstrate that our system can
reconstruct high-quality images, with a single measure-
ment, for nonperiodic signals.

III. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our experiments successfully demon-
strate acoustic GI in the time domain. In addition to show-
ing high-quality ghost images of a temporal object, our
results also suggest that acoustic TGI is extremely robust
with regard to background noise. This technique, therefore,
can prove useful for detecting and recovering acoustic sig-
nals with low SNRs for better sound recognition. Based
on frequency multiplexing, acoustic single-shot TGI is
realized, which could facilitate real-time signal detection.
Acoustic TGI also offers an economic and versatile plat-
form for studying correlated imaging algorithms, offering
great promise for applications in acoustic sensing, signal
processing, information encryption [37,38], and underwa-
ter communications. Finally, our work paves the way for

further development of other acoustic GI modalities, such
as acoustic spatial GI and acoustic ghost spectroscopy.
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APPENDIX A: DETAILS OF DIRECT IMAGING
OF THE TEMPORAL OBJECT

The chopper as the temporal object is shown in
Fig. 10(a) and its sound transmission T(t) is regarded
as our imaging target. The transmitted acoustic signals
are measured by a detector, recorded as Vr(t). The wave
packet of Vr(t), which is consistent with the characteris-
tics of the intensity transmission T(t), can be extracted as
D(t) = [Vr(t)2 + Vi(t)2]1/2, in which Vi(t) = H [Vr(t)] =∫

[1/π(t − t′)]Vr(t′)dt′, where H denotes the Hilbert trans-
form. The image of D(t) is the result of direct mea-
surements (namely, the direct image), and it is shown
in Fig. 10(b). However, the direct image can be often
drowned out by the noise. This is demonstrated by com-
paring Figs. 11 and 12.
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(a)

(b)

FIG. 10. (a) Photograph of the temporal object (i.e., a rotating
chopper). (b) The direct image of the temporal object, which is
the wave packet of the recorded transmission signal and is shown
as the black line. The blue shading is the transmission signal.

APPENDIX B: THE MATRIX OPERATION OF
ACOUSTIC TEMPORAL GHOST IMAGING

According to Eq. (1), we can also describe the second-
order correlation function as matrix operations. If we let
the total number of measurements be N and the number of
imaging pixels be M, the temporal object can be expressed
as a 1 × M vector O = [O1, O2, . . . , OM ]. Similarly, the

result of bucket measurements in the ith measurement is
a scalar, defined as Bi. Likewise, the time-resolved refer-
ence intensity I i

ref(t) in the ith measurement can be denoted
by a 1 × M vector Xi (i = 1, 2, . . . , N ). The total reference
information can be then permutated into an N × M matrix
� = [X1, X2, . . . , XN ]T, where T denotes the transpose of
the matrix. Consequently, we have

Bi = OXT
i .

Finally, the second-order correlation function can be com-
puted by

C = 〈XiBi〉N − 〈Xi〉N 〈Bi〉N . (B1)

In Eq. (B1), the first term 〈XiBi〉N = 〈OXT
i Xi〉N =

(1/N ) O · (�T�), and the second term 〈Xi〉N 〈Bi〉N =
〈Xi〉N 〈OXT

i 〉N , which is the background. Therefore, we
have

C = 1
N

O · (�T�) − 〈Xi〉N 〈OXT
i 〉N . (B2)

Judging from Eq. (B2), only when �T� is a scalar matrix
whose diagonal elements are identical will the ghost image
of the temporal object be perfectly recovered.

It is seen in Fig. 13 that when the number of measure-
ments increases, �T� is closer to a scalar matrix, which
results in better quality of the ghost image (shown in
Fig. 4).

FIG. 11. The frequency spectrum of the directly recorded signals and the direct image without noise. FFT, fast Fourier transform.
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FIG. 12. The frequency spectrum of the directly recorded signals and the direct image under ambient noise. FFT, fast Fourier
transform.

APPENDIX C: GHOST IMAGES OF OTHER
TEMPORAL OBJECTS

Here we investigate GI results for other complex tempo-
ral objects, as shown in Fig. 14. In the experiment, ghost
images are reconstructed under the noise condition. For
comparison, direct images with or without noise are also
shown in Fig. 14. We can also clearly recognize the tem-
poral characteristics from the ghost images, whose quality
is better than the quality of direct images obtained under
the same noise condition.

APPENDIX D: THE ROBUSTNESS OF GHOST
IMAGING WITH REGARD TO NOISE

Here we explain why GI is robust with regard to noise.
First, we briefly review the process of GI without back-
ground noise. The reference signal is expressed as I i

ref(t),
while the temporal object to be reconstructed is expressed
as T(t). In the absence of background noise, the bucket sig-
nal is defined as Bi

0, where Bi
0 = ∫

I i
ref(t

′)T(t′)dt′. The ghost

FIG. 13. Comparison of �T� for different numbers of mea-
surements N.

image can be reconstructed by calculating the second-order
correlation, defined as

C0(t) = 〈I i
ref(t)B

i
0〉N − 〈I i

ref(t)〉N 〈Bi
0〉N . (D1)

FIG. 14. Ghost images of two other temporal objects recon-
structed by GI; the number of measurements N is 9000.
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In the presence of background noise, the bucket signal is

Bi =
∫

I i
ref(t

′)T(t′)dt′ + α

∫
I i
noise(t

′)dt′

+ β

∫
I i
noise(t

′)T(t′)dt′ = Bi
0 + Bi

noise. (D2)

Therefore, the ghost image under noise can be written as

C(t) = 〈I i
ref(t)B

i〉N − 〈I i
ref(t)〉N 〈Bi〉N

= [〈I i
ref(t)B

i
0〉N − 〈I i

ref(t)〉N 〈Bi
0〉N ]

+ [〈I i
ref(t)B

i
noise〉N − 〈I i

ref(t)〉N 〈Bi
noise〉N ]

= C0(t) + 〈I i
ref(t)[B

i
noise − 〈Bi

noise〉N ]〉N .

(D3)

Because of the random statistical nature of noise and the
absence of correlation between the noise and the incident
reference signal, the second term is approximately zero.
Therefore, the quality of the ghost image is almost inde-
pendent of the noise. This explains why TGI is robust with
regard to noise.
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