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a b s t r a c t
Free-hand sketch recognition has become increasingly popular due to the recent expansion of portable
touchscreen devices. However, the problem is non-trivial due to the complexity of internal structures
that leads to intra-class variations, coupled with the sparsity in visual cues that results in inter-class
ambiguities. In order to address the structural complexity, a novel structured representation for sketches
is proposed to capture the holistic structure of a sketch. Moreover, to overcome the visual cue sparsity
problem and therefore achieve state-of-the-art recognition performance, we propose a Multiple Kernel
Learning (MKL) framework for sketch recognition, fusing several features common to sketches. We evaluate the performance of all the proposed techniques on the most diverse sketch dataset to date (Mathias
et al., 2012), and offer detailed and systematic analyses of the performance of different features and
representations, including a breakdown by sketch-super-category. Finally, we investigate the use of
attributes as a high-level feature for sketches and show how this complements low-level features for
improving recognition performance under the MKL framework, and consequently explore novel
applications such as attribute-based retrieval.
Ó 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Throughout human civilization, sketch has been used as a basic
form of communication. Examples of human sketches from ancient
times can still be found in pre-historic cave art and pictograms
nowadays. With the rapid emergence of portable touchscreen
devices, sketches became much easier to obtain and are often a
few ﬁnger sweeps away. This movement consequently led to an
ever growing interest in free-hand sketch analysis from the computer vision community, where researchers investigated the feasibility of utilizing sketches in many novel tasks such as automatic
sketch recognition [1] and sketch-based image retrieval (SBIR)
[2–5]. It has even been argued that sketches are more expressive
than raw text when retrieving images [6,3], and are able to capture
visual memory of natural scenes [7].
Nevertheless, the task of automatically recognizing free-hand
human sketches remains nontrivial, mainly due to the relatively
large intra-class variations and inter-class ambiguities as opposed
to images and other forms of sketches traditionally studied (e.g.,
CAD (Computer-Aided Design) drawings [8,9]). More speciﬁcally:
(i) sketches generally capture complex structures in abstract forms,
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a characteristic that is more evident in free-hand sketches where
the depicting process is heavily unconstrained in terms of style
and drawing ability; (ii) sketches, unlike conventional images,
are naturally sparse in visual cues (e.g., without color and texture),
this consequently makes applications of traditional image-oriented
algorithms nontrivial. These unique properties of free-hand sketches ultimately render traditional shape/contour matching techniques inapplicable [10,11]. Fig. 1 offers a visual comparison of
inputs used for shape matching (Fig. 1(a)) and human free-hand
sketches (Fig. 1(b)). As can be seen, sketches are generally abstract,
lack visual cues and it is often subtle internal structure differences
that disambiguate one category from another. Meanwhile, differences between users in choices of abstraction and detail results
in large intra-class variations.
Prior work on sketches typically addresses the feature sparsity
challenge by densely sampling on a grid [1,4] or along the edges
[2], or utilizing larger patches [1,12]. And most sketch recognition
[1] or SBIR methods [2–5], uniformly employ a BoF (Bag-of-features) representation, in which holistic structure information is
lost. Techniques taking account of structural information are commonly found in the image domain. Notable ones include for example, spatial pyramid matching [13] and spatial BoF [14]. However,
these methods either use a rigid grid scheme [13] or presume that
a dominant direction (either linear or circular) exists for the
arrangement of the image features. But due to the abstractness,
deformation and large variations of sketches, those schemes are
not ﬂexible enough to capture sketch structure. To the best of
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our knowledge, only a few methods [6,15] employ a hierarchical
topology graph to encode holistic structure of sketches. However,
they are limited to working with CAD and clip-art [1] drawings
which are clean and topologically separable, whereas sketch segmentation itself is an open problem under active research [16].
To address the complexity of internal structures, we propose a
mid-level representation to capture the holistic structure of
sketches. More speciﬁcally, we employ a star graph to encode both
local features and holistic structure of a sketch and exploit ensemble matching as a similarity measure. A standard star graph, also
known as an ensemble, has an arbitrarily assigned center with all
the graph nodes connected to it by edges. The nodes represent feature points in the image and store the corresponding feature
descriptors. A star graph encodes both direction and distance of
each node to the center in the edges’ weights. Detailed comparisons of different features and representations are performed on
support vector machine (SVM) classiﬁers, and the results clearly
show the advantage of the proposed star graph representation.
Furthermore, although different features or representations
have different levels of performance, we argue that all features
contain some potentially complementary information, at least for
some classes, and should ideally be used together. We therefore
address the cue sparsity problem via Multiple Kernel Learning
(MKL), aiming at fully utilizing the discriminative power of all features and eliminating the both bias imposed by any single feature,
as well as the design challenge of selecting the ‘best’ feature for an
application. Our experiment on the human free-hand sketch dataset with the most categories to date [1] conﬁrms state-of-the-art
performance of MKL on sketch recognition over approaches
[1,17] employing BoF representation of popular features including
Histogram of Oriented Gradient (HOG) [18], Self-Similarity (SSIM)
[19] and Daisy [20], and the star graph representation constructed
on HOG feature. Somewhat more subtly, but equally importantly,
the same strategy addresses the open design challenge of deciding
which similarity metric [5] to use in a given application.
The dataset [1] we evaluate on has as many as 250 categories. In
order to show how different representations beneﬁt certain categories more clearly, we introduce the concept of super-categories,
which is deﬁned as a superset of basic categories that share a higher-level semantic property (e.g., animal, plant). We found that
although the star graph is generally best, different representations
tend to favor different super-categories. By using all the features
together, MKL obtains the best performance overall on all
super-categories.
An interesting ﬁnding from the super-category analysis is that
the confusions inside super-categories are much bigger than those

(a)

between super-categories. This is especially true for large supercategories such as animal and vehicle. It is hypothesized that higher-level semantic properties shared among categories (e.g., spots
on the body of a giraffe or butterﬂy) could help to remove ambiguity within a super-category – a hypothesis that was found to
be successful in the image domain [21–23]. Inspired by Lampert
et al. [21], this work performs a preliminary study on how sketch
attributes can beneﬁt sketch recognition by constructing an attribute kernel within the MKL framework. The experiment is carried
out on the animal super-category with classic animal attributes
from [21] as well as additional attributes obtained from WordNet
[24]. Experimental results show attributes to be effective in
improving recognition performance inside super-categories.
Finally, going beyond simple recognition/retrieval of sketch
categories, we show how the high-level semantic nature of attribute features can be used to enable novel applications. We demonstrate attribute-based retrieval (query by description rather than
category; e.g., stripy), and joint category-attribute retrieval (ﬁnd
a long-leg ant, etc). The attribute classiﬁers can be further used
to offer semantic-level rankings to sketches, for instance telling
which zebra is stripier.
Our preliminary work [17] introduced the star graph: a spatially
structured representation to model the structural complexity of
sketches. By further combining with a category ﬁltering step, it signiﬁcantly improved the state-of-the-art sketch recognition performance [1]. This paper extends that work to further improve the
sketch recognition performance and demonstrate some new interesting applications on sketches. More speciﬁcally: (i) we propose
a MKL model to utilize multiple features, representations and similarity metrics, including star graph, to address the visual cue sparsity problem and surpass prior state-of-the-art performance; (ii) we
demonstrate for the ﬁrst time sketches attributes, and their value
for both sketch recognition and enabling new retrieval applications.

2. Related work
2.1. Towards free-hand sketches
There are several categories of sketches each possessing different sophistication levels and characteristics, they include CAD
drawings [8,9], artistic sketches (clip-art drawings) [25,26], and
free-hand human sketches [2–4]. CAD drawings are generated by
designers using professional software, where standard building
blocks are used to construct more sophisticated entities. As a
result, CAD drawings often show clear topological structure, and

(b)

Fig. 1. (a) Typical inputs of shape matching are generally silhouettes with quite simple internal structures [11]: three rows each corresponding to one object category; (b)
human sketches generally have more complicated internal structures. Human sketches often exhibit similar silhouettes, however it is the internal structures that make them
different, e.g., the alarm clock, the pizza, and the face shown in the ﬁrst row in (b), and since people have different drawing styles, abstraction level and completeness of
internal structures for the same object categories tend to differ, see motorbike and cat.
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Fig. 2. An illustration of star graphs for sketches and their ensemble matching.
Patches are extracted from the sketch to construct the star graph, and each patch is
connected to the graph center. The connections represent the patches’ relative
locations to the center. Different sketches can have different patch numbers. For
two star graphs, both the patches and their corresponding relative locations are
matched. Note that for illustrative clarity, only a few patches and matchings are
shown for demonstration.

the sophistication level varies from simple combinations of basic
shapes to photo-realistic. Artistic sketches are another kind of
sketch speciﬁcally produced by skilled artists. They tend to closely
resemble the appearance of objects and exhibit low level of
abstraction. Compared with artistic sketches, free-hand sketches
refer to those drawn by non-artists using touch sensitive electronic
devices, and are often highly abstract and exhibit large deformations. Shape matching is another related research topic [10,11],
yet signiﬁcant differences exist compared to sketches. Most of
them work on enclosed 2D outline contours of objects without
internal structural details and/or with more consistent shape characteristics extracted from object images. On the other hand, freehand sketches are relatively free (less regularized) with internal
feature details of a sketch being important for discriminating
sketches of different objects (Fig. 1).
This research focuses on the free-hand sketches by using the
largest free-hand sketch dataset to date [1], where inter-class
ambiguities and intra-class variations commonly exist. It makes
recognition on this dataset very challenging: the human recognition rate on this dataset is only 73.1% [1].
2.2. Local features for sketch recognition
Many local features commonly used in the image domain have
been investigated for sketches. Eitz et al. [4] offer a detailed comparison of many popular features including Shape Context (SC),
Spark feature, Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HOG) and
sketched HOG (SHOG) by evaluating them on a SBIR system where
BoF representation is employed. The outcome is that HOG based
features generally outperform others, and the performance is sensitive to patch size and codebook size of the BoF representation.
Very recently, a similar evaluation was carried out by Hu and Collomosse [5], in which several local features including gradient ﬁeld
HOG (GF-HOG), multi-resolution HOG (MR-HOG), Scale Invariant
Feature Transform (SIFT), Self-Similarity (SSIM), Shape Context
(SC) and Structure Tensor (ST) are investigated on a BoF based SBIR
system. HOG based features again outperform other features. This
is intuitive because HOG is a highly optimized feature descriptor
for encoding edge and gradient properties of images, and human
sketches’ main property is just the edge and gradient.
2.3. Structured feature representation
The concept of spatially structured feature representations is
not new in the computer vision community. Many applications
such as category recognition [13] and landmark images retrieval
[14] have already proposed the general concept of a structured
feature representation. Nevertheless, most of these structure
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encoding methods are quite speciﬁc to the problem domain they
were designed to address, so are not directly applicable to the
sketch representing problem. Many of them are designed for the
image domain and work with BoF representations. For example,
the spatial pyramid matching method [13] employs a series of
grids over the image with increasingly coarse level. Then the representations at each grid level are summed up with an attached
weight to form the ﬁnal representation. It is designed for scene
categorization and optimized for capturing frequently emerging
local patterns in each scene category. However, this scheme is
not effective for sketches, due to the large deformations and variations in highly abstract sketches resulting in weak structure information being captured by ﬁxed-position cells. Another spatial BoF
method [14] projects the 2D features onto certain lines or circles
which are 1D space and then group the features by sectors in the
1D space. This concept of 1D encoding of local 2D features works
well for landmark images where a dominant direction(s) may be
readily obtained, but this property cannot be found generally in
sketches.
Only a few works have proposed structured representation of
sketches, in which topological relationships between sketch parts
were utilized for improving matching accuracy [6,15]. However,
these methods are strictly restricted to some simple CAD and
clip-art drawings and are thus not directly applicable to human
sketches.
2.4. Attribute learning
Going beyond traditional structured and unstructured low-level
features, attribute learning [21] has recently gained prominence in
image [21,22] and video [27,22] recognition. Attributes aim to provide a powerful representation by computing a high-level semantic
description of images. For example, bears have fur and claws, while
zebras have fur and stripes. Computing this representation
involves a category-level annotation of attribute properties, and
an additional step of supervised learning where classiﬁers are
trained to predict each attribute, after which the vector classiﬁer
posteriors for each attribute becomes the new representation for
an instance. This is effective because the resulting representation
is low-dimensional and discriminative by design, as human
designed attributes are exactly those which humans use to distinguish categories. In this paper we investigate for the ﬁrst time the
use of attributes for sketch understanding. Not only do attributes
provide a novel representation with which sketch categories can
be distinguished, but this representation is synergistic with
low-level features [27]. Moreover the semantic nature of attribute
representation will allow novel tasks that go beyond sketch
recognition, such as attribute-query and ranking.
2.5. Multiple kernel learning
Previous studies either focus on one feature, e.g. HOG [1], or
selecting the best performing feature [17] for sketch recognition.
However, this ignores the potentially complementary cues contained in other features. SVM multiple-kernel learning (MKL)
[28–31] ([31] offers a good review on MKL) provides a route to discriminative recognition that can exploit multiple complementary
features. MKL achieves state-of-the-art performance in a variety
of vision areas [32,31], for example: winning the PASCAL VOC
2009 object detection challenge by balancing dense and sparse textures and self-similarity; or color, shape and texture in recognizing
ﬂowers [32]. This is due to discriminatively learning how to weight
features according to their informativeness. Moreover, they can
automatically fuse multiple similarity metrics, which has also been
a subject of comparative evaluation for sketches [5]. Recent MKL
optimizers have improved computational efﬁciency [32], making
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Fig. 3. A visualization of ensemble matching. The left column includes successful examples and the right column includes failure cases. The image pair with red points
indicates matched points. Multi-colored pairs indicate the detailed matching correspondence, where points with the same color are matched. (For interpretation of the
references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

them applicable for the large scale dataset [1] addressed here. We
therefore go beyond existing work [1] and use MKL to discover not
just the best single feature, but how each cue and similarity metric
can be combined for best overall recognition performance.

SVM classification
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3. Methodology
This section introduces the features, representations and classiﬁcation models utilized for sketch recognition.
3.1. Features
3.1.1. Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HOG)
HOG was ﬁrst proposed by Dalal and Triggs [18] for pedestrian
detection. The gradients in each cell on a dense uniform grid are
quantized into orientation bins that are then formed into a
histogram. This feature is commonly reported to have best
performance with sketches [4,1,2,12].
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3.1.2. Self-Similarity (SSIM)
SSIM was proposed by Shechtman and Irani [19]. For a feature
point p, it compares a patch centered at p to nearby patches within
a local region also centered at p, thus extract the ‘‘local self-similarity’’ for p. Then, the local SSIM descriptors are formed into a star
graph model, and ensemble matching is employed to match the
star graph models. SSIM has already been used on some very simple colored sketches [19], thus it is worthwhile to evaluate it with
human sketches.
3.1.3. Daisy
Daisy is based on histograms of gradients, like SIFT and GLOH
[33], but utilizes a Gaussian weighting and circularly symmetrical
kernel. It is very fast and efﬁcient to compute densely [20]. Recent
work of sketch tokens [34] has shown its effectiveness with sketches.

Fig. 4. Performance comparison for varying data volume.

Table 1
Classiﬁcation performance of different features with SVM using the full training set.

Acc.

HOG

SSIM

Daisy

Star graph (HOG)

55.12%

27.99%

43.80%

56.42%

Bold value indicates the best performed feature representation in SVM.

directly to predict the category as in [21], we use AðxÞ as a new representation to be combined with the previous features by MKL.
Details of SVM and MKL are described in Section 3.3.
3.2. Representations

3.1.4. Attributes
Unlike the previous features, the high-level attribute representation is itself the output of a supervised learning procedure. Attribute ground truth is deﬁned by a binary class-attribute association
matrix A (Fig. 6), where each column speciﬁes the attributes for
that class. Given this matrix, a bank of M binary SVM attribute classiﬁers are independently trained to predict the presence or absence
of each attribute. That is, for each attribute m, sketches from all
categories with am ¼ 1 are positive and sketches from categories
with am ¼ 0 are negative. The posterior pðam jxÞ then reports the
probability of a given sketch x having attribute m. The attribute
representation of a sketch is then the M dimensional vector stacking the posterior probabilities for the presence of each attribute
AðxÞ ¼ ½pða1 jxÞ; . . . ; pðaM jxÞ. Rather than utilizing these posteriors

3.2.1. Bag-of-features representation
Bag-of-features (BoF) [35] is used as the baseline for sketch
recognition and multiple features are employed to evaluate its performance, including HOG, SSIM and Daisy. We apply normalization
to all the sketches by scaling them into a ﬁxed size. The features of a
sketch are extracted on local patches. And the patches are centered
in the intersections of a regular grid on top of the sketch. We use
relatively large-sized patches, due to the limited information contained by the sketch, thus those patches have overlapping areas.
To construct the BoF, we ﬁrst collect a large set of n features by random sampling. Those n features are clustered into V clusters via kmeans. The mean values of the clusters are used to form a visual
codebook: U ¼ fui gVi¼1 . After the codebook is obtained, a feature f
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Table 2
(a) Recognition accuracy of MKL using all the features but excluding one feature each time to see the contribution of each feature (on RBF kernel). (b) The weight bm (c.f. Eq. (11))
is also shown for each feature to illustrate its relative importance in MKL (on RBF kernel). (c) The accuracies of low-, mid-, high-level fusions of the features with different kernel
functions. The mid-level fusion (MKL) with all the features and all the kernel functions yields the best performance. (d) The performance comparison with previous works. The
standard errors are also provided for all the accuracies when available.
(a)
Excluded

HOG

SSIM

Daisy

Star graph (HOG)

Acc.

58:85  0:11%

62:01  0:28%

60:86  0:29%

60:46  0:28%

(b)
Feature

HOG

SSIM

Daisy

Star graph (HOG)

Weight

0.0054

0.0047

0.0043

0.0098

(c)
Kernel

RBF

Chi2

HI

Linear

All

Mid-level Acc.
Low-level Acc.
High-level Acc.

62:61  0:34%
61:20  0:44%
61:48  0:31%

63:78  0:48%
63:45  0:45%
56:75  0:31%

65:45  0:61%
64:82  0:59%
63:74  0:49%

55:09  0:45%
57:41  0:42%
60:90  0:16%

65.81 ± 0.58%
64:38  0:48%
56:14  0:25%

(d)
Methods

SVM [1]

2-step [17]

MKL(All)

Acc.

56%

61.5%

65.81%

Bold values indicates best MKL performance.

is then represented by a vector of probabilities of f belonging to
each word ui . The probability is calculated with a Gaussian kernel:

pðf ; ui Þ ¼ expðkf  ui k2 =2r2 Þ

ð1Þ

3.2.2. Star graph and ensemble matching
For the star graph representation, we apply the same normalization and grid as for BoF. The nodes of the graph are grid intersections close to the sketch strokes, so they can depict the structure of
the sketch and different sketches have different numbers of nodes.
In practice, we choose the grid intersections that have valid SSIM
features, as they are just the intersections close to the strokes.
Those grid intersections are applied to other features afterward.
The center of the star graph is the center of mass of those nodes.
We denote star graph as G ¼ ðV; E; AÞ, where V; E; A represent
the graph nodes, edges and properties respectively. More
s
s
speciﬁcally, V ¼ fv i gNi¼1
[ c denotes all N s sample points fv i gNi¼1
and the graph center c, while ei 2 E is the edge between v i and c.
Besides, aic 2 A is a relative location vector describing ei , and
ai 2 A denotes the feature descriptor corresponding to node v i .
Ensemble Matching is the similarity metric employed here to
compare star graphs. We formulate the similarity between two star
graphs q (query) and t (target) as below:

PðGq ; Gt Þ ¼

Y

Pðati jaqi ÞPðatic jaqic Þ

ð2Þ

Animal (48)
BoF 43.01%
Star 45.31%
MKL 53.47%

Plant (18)
61.62%
63.97%
73.01%

Furniture (14) Body part (20)
BoF 47.32%
Star 50.63%
MKL 58.21%

63.69%
68.19%
73.25%

Vehicle (27) Electrics (27)
51.06%
55.42%
53.06%
58.38%
58.94%
63.84%

Clothing (8)
65.94%
74.38%
75.78%

Building
(10)
53.63%
57.75%
66.75%

Sport (6)

Food (9)

61.25%
62.92%
71.46%

59.86%
56.67%
70.42%

Instrument (7) Commodity (45) Weapon (6) Nature (5)
BoF 57.14%
59.97%
58.33%
78.75%
Star 58.39%
56.42%
61.88%
67.25%
MKL 68.04%
68.86%
70.00%
89.25%

We modify traditional ensemble matching in several ways to
accelerate the matching process and improve the matching performance. First, a two step algorithm is employed to ﬁnd the best
match in the target for each node in the query. Multiple nodes in
the query are allowed to match to the same node in the target,
which we found to be better than a one-to-one matching policy.
For a query node, the algorithm ﬁrst ﬁnds the most similar D target
D

i
q

t

where G ¼ ðV q ; E q ; Aq Þ and G ¼ ðV t ; E t ; At Þ are the corresponding
star graphs q and t. Pð; Þ represents the similarity. Pðati jaqi Þ calculates the similarity between feature descriptors ati and aqi using a
sigmoid function [19]:

Pðati jaqi Þ ¼

Table 3
Comparison of SVM recognition performance grouped by super-category, using BoF
and Star graph (Star) on HOG. The number of categories in each super-category is in
parentheses. MKL results are also stated.

1
:
1 þ kati  aqi k1

ð3Þ

Pðatic jaqic Þ computes the similarity of relative location vectors atic
and aqic using a Gaussian function [36]:
T

q
t
Pðatic jaqic Þ ¼ expððatic  aqic Þ S1
L ðaic  aic ÞÞ

ð4Þ

where SL is a covariance matrix to allow for some deviations in the
node locations. Fig. 2 illustrates the nodes and edges of the star
graph and the ensemble matching concept.

features fatj gj¼1 in terms of feature descriptors (D is much smaller
than the total feature amount in the target, and is set as 20 in our
experiments) among all the nodes by exhaustive searching. Then, it
calculates the location correlations only for these D features and it
selects the node having the maximum overall similarity score. Second, to penalize the points not matched in the target, a penalty factor w is added which is deﬁned as the proportion of the matched
points in the target. Third, to generate the overall matching score
above each node’s matching score, the product rule employed in
[36] is replaced with the sum rule which is proved to be the most
resilient to estimation errors [37]. The sum is normalized by the
number of nodes N s in the query star graph. The new function
for ensemble matching is then:

PðGq ; Gt Þ ¼ w 

P

q
t q
t
i2N s maxj Pðaj jai ÞPðajc jaic Þ

Ns

ð5Þ
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3.3. Classiﬁcation methods
3.3.1. Support vector machines
The SVM classiﬁers are trained for each category to classify
sketches. For category l with x being the sketch representation,
the score function used to decide the class of a query x is:

cl ðxÞ ¼

S
X

als Kðxls ; xÞ þ bl

ð7Þ

s¼1

where as are the coefﬁcients, b is the bias, K is a kernel function and
s indexes support vectors xs . The response cl ðxÞ measures how likely
the query belongs to the lth category.
RBF kernel is used for K in the case of BoF representation:

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼ expðckxls  xk22 Þ

ð8Þ

In the star graph case, the RBF kernel is replaced with Eq. (6):

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼ P f ðxls ; xÞ

ð9Þ

And one-vs-all approach is employed for the multiclass classiﬁcation task.
3.3.2. Multiple kernel learning
Different features and representations have varying values for
each category. In conventional SVMs, the kernel is deﬁned on
one feature type. Some features are more informative, but each
feature may provide some complementary information. A weighted sum of kernels is therefore desirable to best utilize the discriminative power of each feature and representation. If we have
a few kernels: K 1 ; K 2 ; . . . ; K M , using the same notation as Section 3.3.1, their weighted linear combination is then formulated as:

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼

M
X

bm K m ðxls ; xÞ

ð10Þ

m¼1

where fbm gM
m¼1 are weights reﬂecting the contribution of each
kernel. The classiﬁer score function is then:
l

f ðxÞ ¼
Fig. 5. The confusion matrix of BoF and Star graph on HOG for 4 major supercategories: animal, commodity, vehicle, electrical_device. The matrices are sorted
by category. Red dotted rectangles highlight within-category versus acrosscategory confusion. The matrices are exaggerated via mapping values from 1 to 5
to the whole color range so numbers above 5 are shown the same color as 5 and
small values are more clearly observed. The confusions inside most supercategories are much higher than the confusions between super-categories. (For
interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred
to the web version of this article.)

Using Eq. (5), the matching scores from Gq to Gt and from Gt to
G are often different. To improve the stability of the ﬁnal score, we
average the scores for both directions:
q

P f ðGq ; Gt Þ ¼ ðPðGq ; Gt Þ þ PðGt ; Gq ÞÞ=2

ð6Þ

It is worth noting that if considered as a kernel function, Eq. (6)
is symmetric, and empirically we found it was always positive
semi-deﬁnite in each cross-validation fold of our experiments. Several detailed examples of ensemble matching are shown in Fig. 3.
Only those points having both similar features and similar locations will be matched. It can be seen that ensemble matching
addresses the holistic structure similarity well in the successful
cases, and ﬁnds similar object parts in terms of structure in the
failure cases.

M
X
bm clm ðxÞ

ð11Þ

m¼1

cm ðxÞ are the score functions for m different features and
deﬁned in Eq. (7). MKL is used to select the inter-kernel weights
fbm gM
m¼1 and the coefﬁcients fas g for each feature kernel which
maximize the accuracy using Eq. (11).
We use four kinds of kernels as described below. Besides
ensemble matching, each kernel is applied to all BoF features.
And the dimension of x is t.
1. Linear kernel

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼ hxls ; xi

ð12Þ

2. RBF kernel, described in Eq. (8).
3. Chi square kernel

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼

X 2xl xt
st
l
t xst þ xt

ð13Þ

4. Histogram intersection kernel

Kðxls ; xÞ ¼

X

minðxlst ; xt Þ

ð14Þ

t

5. Ensemble matching kernel, described in Eq. (9) (for star graph
only).
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ant
bear (animal)
bee
butterfly
camel
cat
cow
crab
crocodile
dog
dolphin
dragon
duck
elephant
feather
fish
flying bird
frog
giraffe
hedgehog
horse
kangaroo
lion
lobster
monkey
mosquito
mouse (animal)
octopus
owl
panda
penguin
pig
pigeon
rabbit
rooster
scorpion
sea turtle
seagull
shark
sheep
snail
snake
spider
squirrel
standing bird
swan
tiger
zebra

spots
stripes
bulbous
lean
flippers
hands
hooves
paws
claws
longleg
longneck
tail
horns
tusks
flys
hops
swims
walks
bipedal
quadrapedal
fish
mammal
insects
arthropod
bird
reptile
furry
hairless
toughskin

Fig. 6. The ground-truth class-attribute matrix used in our experiments. X axis (horizontal) indicates categories and the Y axis (vertical) indicates attributes (The attributes
are borrowed from [21]).

Table 4
(a) The classiﬁcation accuracies of the attribute classiﬁers. (b) The comparison of recognition accuracies by using MKL on all the features, MKL on all the features with attributes
and SVM on attributes.
(a)
Attribute
Accuracy

Spots
86.30%

Stripes
74.84%

Bulbous
71.93%

Lean
69.58%

Flippers
91.04%

Hands
97.92%

Hooves
91.67%

Paws
84.17%

Attribute
Accuracy

Longneck
86.04%

Tail
79.48%

Horns
94.48%

Tusks
98.59%

Flys
81.46%

Hops
90.78%

Swims
77.81%

Walks
85.94%

Attribute
Accuracy

Fish
96.15%

Mammal
82.40%

Insects
95.36%

Arthropod
88.91%

Bird
88.54%

Reptile
95.47%

Furry
76.20%

Hairless
76.20%

Attribute
Accuracy

Claws
72.81%

Longleg
84.64%

Bipedal
88.75%

Quadrapedal
80.00%

Toughskin
87.76%

(b)

Accuracy

MKL(All)&Attributes

MKL(All)

Attributes

52.39%

50.63%

36.77%

Bold value indicates adding attributes additionally to previous MKL method gives better performance for animal super-category.

4. Experiments
This sections ﬁrst evaluates SVM’s performance with different
features and representations. Then a thorough evaluation of fusing
the features and representations using a MKL model follows, which
delivers the state-of-the-art performance. Finally, the attribute
experiments and applications are demonstrated.

4.1.2. Super-categories
To deﬁne super-categories, we refer to WordNet [24]. The original category names is used to search their inherited hypernyms in
WordNet. Then a few hypernyms that are representative and intuitive are chosen to be the super-categories’ names, and each of
them is used to group several original categories. Finally, 14
super-categories are deﬁned to analyze different representations’
performances. The speciﬁc super-categories’ names and the
number of categories in each are shown in Table 3.

4.1. Dataset and general settings
4.1.1. Dataset
We evaluate our methods on the sketch dataset with the most
categories to date proposed by Eitz et al. [1], which has 250 categories and 20,000 sketches (80 sketches per category). The dataset
was collected on Amazon Mechanical Turk from 1350 non-expert
subjects, thus the drawing style and sophistication level are
diverse. Following [1], the sketches are normalized to 256  256
pixels.

4.1.3. Features
Three basic types of features are evaluated in the proposed
methods, including HOG, SSIM and Daisy. SSIM is computed with
VGG’s implementation [38]. The ’var_noise’ parameter is set to
50,000, and the radical bins and angular bins are set to 5 and 12
respectively. On top of the 256  256 pixels sketch, a 51  51 grid
is used to extract the sample points, and the local patch size is
90  90. VGG’s saliency checking, homogeneity checking and second-nearest neighbor checking are all disabled, as they are not
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4.2. Comparing different features’ performance on SVM

55
MKL(All+Attr)
MKL(All)
SVM(Attr)
SVM(HOG)

Matching accuracy

50

We compare the BoF representation of HOG, SSIM and Daisy,
and the star graph representation on HOG (due to the computational cost of ensemble matching, we just select HOG to work with
star graph as it is the reported best performing feature), with SVM
classiﬁers. Fig. 4 shows their performance with incrementally
increased training set size. Table 1 shows the recognition accuracies of each feature when using the full training set. It can be seen
that star graph representation performs better than BoF representation, and HOG is still the best performing feature.

45

40

35

4.3. Fusing features and similarity metrics using multiple kernel
learning

30

25

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Training set size
Fig. 7. Matching accuracy versus training size for SVM on HOG (SVM(HOG)), SVM
on attributes (SVM(Attr)), MKL on all the previous features (MKL(All)) and MKL(All)
with attributes (MKL(All+Attr)).

suitable for sketches. A customized homogeneity checking is utilized to keep all the sample points along the sketch contours and
these sample points are also used for other features. HOG is computed using the VLFeat [39] implementation with each patch divided into 4  4 cells and the orientation is set to 4. Daisy is computed
with CVLAB’s implementation [20] with all the default settings as
well.
4.1.4. Bag-of-features representation
For all the mentioned features, a codebook of 1000 visual words
are used to obtain the BoF representation. 1,000,000 features are
randomly sampled to generate the codebook via k-means clustering. The r parameter for the Gaussian kernel is searched between
[0.001,1].
4.1.5. Star graph representation
As described in Section 3.2.2, SSIM is used to decide which grid
intersections are used to construct the star graph, and other features will adopt these intersections. The center of the star graph
is the center of mass of these intersections.
4.1.6. Parameter searching and training data size
We employ 4-fold cross validation scheme to search for parameters. For both SVM and MKL, the c and C parameters are
searched between ½22 ; 28 . A coarse grid search is performed with
an interval of 22 to ﬁnd a best value K, followed by a ﬁne grid
search with an interval of 20:25 among ½21 K; 2K. All the 80 sketches in each category are used for cross validation, and we report the
averaged accuracy on all 4 folds, following [1]’s practice. In Section 4.2, to evaluate the impact of training dataset size, the dataset
is also separated into growing subsets (i.e., 20, 40, 60, 80 sketches
per category), and on each of the subset, the averaged 4-fold cross
validation accuracy is reported. The attribute experiment employs
a slightly different training/testing setting and is explained in more
details in Section 4.4.
4.1.7. Support vector machines and multiple kernel learning
For single-kernel experiments we use the libsvm optimiser [40],
and for multi-kernel experiments we use the UFOMKL optimiser
[32].

Given the varying informativeness of each feature on BoF, and
the super-category analysis showing the variable effect of HOG
and star graph, we next investigate whether MKL can fuse these
features in a complementary way. We train an RBF kernel MKL
classiﬁer with three features including BoF representation of
HOG, SSIM and Daisy. The star graph kernel is also included and
computed with Eq. (9). With the complementary cues of multiple
representations on multiple features, recognition performance
reaches 62.61% (RBF in Table 2(c)). Additionally, to show that each
feature has contributed to the overall result, we computed the MKL
results without one feature at a time. The results are shown in
Table 2(a). We also show the weight bm from Eq. (11) in
Table 2(b) to help illustrating each feature’s contribution, and the
weights are generally consistent with the accuracy in Table 2(a),
highlighting the contribution of star graph and HOG.
Beyond feature type, a pervasive design question in conventional sketch recognition is what is the right similarity metric to use for
comparing images. Within the MKL framework, this question can
be sidestepped as all similarity metrics can be used together synergistically. To demonstrate this, we further evaluated 3 additional
kernel functions beyond RBF used thus far: linear, chi square
(Chi2) and histogram intersection (HI) on all the features (star
graph kernel is always included when using each kernel function,
computed with Eq. (9)). The performance of all kernel functions
is shown in Table 2(c) with HI kernel yielding the highest accuracy
of 65.45%. Then, we compute all the kernels for each feature, and
use them all in MKL, which yields an even better result of 65.81%
(also shown in Table 2(c)). This performance signiﬁcantly exceeds
the state-of-the-art performances in [17] and in [1], which are
compared in Table 2(d). Importantly, these experiments show that
not only does using all kernels and all features yield the best performance, but that tuning the choice of features and kernels [4,12]
is not necessary – the simple strategy of using them all together is
best.
To provide a complete analysis on feature fusion, we also
included results of two alternative strategies for fusion: (a) ‘‘lowlevel’’ feature stacking, and (b) the ‘‘high-level’’ classiﬁer voting.
Our MKL method is referred to as the mid-level fusion, because it
learns weights for the similarity metrics. For low-level fusion, we
concatenate the BoF of the 3 basic features and use the chosen kernel function to obtain the kernel matrix, which is then averaged
with the star graph kernel (computed with Eq. (9)) without
weighting. This averaged kernel matrix is then used in SVM for
classiﬁcation. For the high-level fusion, we make a kernel for each
feature with the chosen kernel function (star graph kernel is computed with Eq. (9)) and train an SVM classiﬁer for each of them.
The output of this bank of SVMs is combined with majority voting
to obtain the ﬁnal classiﬁcation result. Those results are also shown
in Table 2(c).
To offer insight into what types of sketches each representation
is better at, the per super-category performance of SVM on star
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Fig. 8. The results of unconditional attribute query (top rows), class-attribute query with ground truth class (middle rows) and automatically recognized class (bottom rows).
Both of the top 5 and last 5 results are selected here to demonstrate the contrast. Rectangles refer to mistakes.
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graph and BoF is provided in Table 3. Although for the overall
result, star graph is only slightly better, star graph is evidently
better at 11 super-categories, while BoF is better at only 3
super-categories. The per super-category performance of MKL is
also shown in Table 3. After employing both representations,
MKL achieves the best of both, with top results on every
super-category. For the super-category analysis, we also show
the confusion matrices of the 4 biggest super-categories (animal,
commodity, vehicle and electrical_device) in Fig. 5. It can be seen
that the inside super-category confusions are much bigger than
the between super-category confusions, especially for the animal
and the vehicle super-categories, as the categories inside these
two super-categories have more similar topology structures.

4.4. Attributes for classiﬁcation
To see how attributes can help improving the recognition inside
a super-category, we pick the animal super-category to perform a
preliminary experiment. We borrowed some attributes from [21]
and deﬁned a few more attributes by searching the category
names’ inherited hypernyms in WordNet. Finally we selected 29
attributes for the animal set. The category/attribute table is shown
in Fig. 6.
To demonstrate the contribution of the attributes, we use the
best MKL result with all the features as the baseline, and compare
with the MKL result when adding the attribute feature. We also use
SVM to test how attributes perform alone. A different evaluation
scheme is adopted compared to the previous sections, as two loops
of training are needed for a fair comparison: the attribute classiﬁers and the MKL/SVM classiﬁers. We divide the 80 sketches of
each category into 2 subsets: s1 ; s2 , with s1 for training and testing
attribute classiﬁers on HOG, s2 for training and testing the MKL/
SVM classiﬁers. On s1 , for each attribute classiﬁer, we select its
parameters c and C by 4-fold cross validation also among
½22 ; 28 . When the attribute classiﬁers are obtained, they are used
to compute the attribute features for s2 . Then s2 is used to train and
test the MKL/SVM classiﬁers through the same type of 4-fold cross
validation. s1 and s2 are both set 40 in our experiment.
The recognition rate of each attribute classiﬁer is shown in
Table 4(a) and demonstrates that, despite the sparsity of features
available in sketches, attributes are quite reliably detected.
Table 4(b) offers a comparison of the recognition accuracy of
MKL without attributes, MKL with attributes, and SVM solely with
attributes. Evidently attributes can further improve the recognition
of sketches. This is because they provide a representation which is
discriminative by design – highlighting individual semantic properties that are useful for distinguishing categories. It is thus reasonable to expect that attribute deﬁnitions for other super-categories
besides animals should also provide solid improvements in results.
A prominent character of an attribute representation is that
when training data is limited, it can obtain better performance
compared to other features due to their low-dimensional representation and sharing of statistical strength across attributes [27,22].
To investigate this, we increase the training data size of s2 from 8
to 40 with an interval of 8 to show how the training size affects
the accuracy of attributes versus MKL trained with the other previous low-level features. We also offer HOG result alone here, as
attributes are computed from HOG only and thus attributes versus
HOG provides a direct comparison of the representation versus the
feature. The result is shown in Fig. 7. Clearly attributes noticeably
outperform HOG in the very low-training data regime. However,
with additional data HOG eventually outperforms attributes. This
is due to enough data obtained to learn the higher dimensional
HOG data; versus the eventual saturation of attribute performance
due to imperfection in attribute detection. However interestingly,

the attributes consistently provide a complementary cue to all
the other low-level features as MKL(All+Attr) is consistently better
than MKL(All), especially in the low-data regime.
4.5. Applications using attributes
A possible interesting future direction for sketch attributes is to
provide the opportunity for novel sketch-understanding based
applications. A ﬁrst application is to allow the user to retrieve
sketches by attribute rather than by category, by sorting sketches
via attribute classiﬁer rather than category classiﬁer (e.g., spotty
or stripy). The ﬁrst results in the sorted list possess the attribute
with high probability and the last few results possess the attribute
with low probability (or equivalently the inverse attribute with
high probability, e.g., long legs versus short legs). Fig. 8 illustrates
this for three attributes in the top row of each section. A second
application is to allow the user to retrieve sketches based on a
combination of category and attribute. There are various potential
ways to achieve this, but we illustrate the concept by querying the
category ﬁrst and then sorting by attributes. In the second row of
each section in Fig. 8 we show the results of sorting attributes
within ground truth categories (thus separating categorization
errors from attribute-sorting errors). In the third rows, we show
the results for a fully automated query which retrieves the top
20 conﬁdent sketches for the speciﬁed category, and then sort these by the attribute scores. In each case, both the top 5 results and
bottom 5 results for each category are shown to illustrate the
contrast.
5. Conclusions
The high internal structure complexity and lack of visual cues,
are the two major challenges for sketch recognition. In this work,
we propose a star graph representation that captures both the
holistic structure and local features to address the internal structural complexity problem. To further account for the lack of visual
cue problem, we employ a MKL framework that fuses several popular features known to work with sketches. Extensive experiments
on the most diverse free-hand human sketches to date show signiﬁcant improvement over the state-of-the-art, from 61.5% to
65.81% (human accuracy being 73.1%). Very recently, [41] demonstrated that Fisher Vectors, an advanced feature representation
scheme successfully applied to image recognition, can be adapted
to sketch recognition and achieve near-human accuracy (68.9%).
In comparison to our method, Fisher Vector has the disadvantage
of much higher memory footprint due to its high dimensionality.
However, it is worth noting that the proposed MKL framework
can also embed Fisher Vector in place of BoF. Over and above that,
we for the ﬁrst time study attributes for sketches, and demonstrate
their effectiveness in reducing confusion inside one super-category. Moreover, we show how the high-level semantic nature of
the attribute feature allows novel applications such as query by
attribute or class-attribute description. In the future, increasing
matching efﬁciency of the proposed structured representation
while keeping the recognition performance by adjusting the
structure scheme, and applying uniform attributes to all the
super-categories are promising directions to proceed on sketches.
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