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Abstract: Writer identification is an important task to gain knowledge about life in the past, which
is commonly solved by paleographic experts. In this work, we investigate an automatic writer
identification procedure based on deep learning. So far, the most approaches are based on two or more
different pipeline steps and only few of them can be trained in an end-to-end manner. In this paper, we
propose a fully end-to-end deep learning-based model, which consists of a U-Net for binarization,
a ResNet-50 for feature extraction, and an optimized learnable residual encoding layer to obtain
global descriptors. We evaluate the proposed end-to-end model on the ICDAR17 competition dataset
on historical document writer identification (Historical-WI) dataset. Moreover, we investigate the
performance of our optimized encoding layer on three texture datasets. While the optimized encoding
layer does not work well in the task of writer identification, it provides better performance on the
texture datasets. Furthermore, we show that a pre-trained U-Net can improve the performance for
writer identification.
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Introduction

Writer identification aims to retrieve the writer of a query document image in a dataset. It is
playing a more and more important role for history sciences and especially for paleography,
where it can help to search through a large dataset. The typical scenario is to obtain a short
list, e. g. 20 samples that are most similar to the query sample of the whole dataset. In
this way, the respective scientist only needs to check this short list, because with a high
probability, it contains the correct writer.
Typical retrieval methods make use of the penultimate layer of a trained Convolutional
Neural Network (CNN). However, script has not an object-structure, thus common writer
identification methods [Ch15; Ch17; KFS18] rely on local descriptors, which are nowadays
often learned by a CNN. Overall, these methods consist of three main stagesȷ (1) preprocessing, (2) local feature extraction to obtain local descriptors, and (3) global descriptor
computation to obtain a global representation. The pre-processing stage aims at segmenting
the text from image patches. Afterwards, local features for each image patch are extracted.
Finally, in the encoding stage, a global feature descriptor is computed from all local
descriptors of the document image. Until now, each stage of the proposed method is
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Fig. 1ȷ Architecture of proposed end-to-end deep learning-based writer identification network.

optimized individually. In this paper, we aim to offer and evaluate a fully end-to-end deep
learning-based model for writer identification.
In detail, our contributions are as followsȷ (1) We pre-train a U-Net [RFB15] on the
Document Image Binarization Competition (DIBCO) datasets and transfer it to our endto-end model and evaluate if a fine-tuning is beneficial. (2) We propose the use of the
Deep-Ten method [ZXD17] as an encoding layer to form global descriptors. Additionally, we
integrate Deep Generalized Max Pooling (DGMP) [Ch19], and evaluate it on both a writer
identification dataset and texture datasets. (3) An end-to-end deep learning-based writer
identification model is proposed and evaluated on the Historical-WI dataset. The end-to-end
model is constructed using a pre-trained U-Net, residual network (ResNet) [He16] with 50
layers and an optimized encoding layer, see Fig. 1.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Sect. 2 gives an overview of the related work
in encoding techniques and writer identification. The methodology of our end-to-end model
is explained in Sect. 3. In Sect. 4, the evaluation protocol and results are shown. Finally, the
conclusions are in Sect. 5.

2

Related Work

In this work, we focus on the group of codebook-based methods. Codebook-based methods
create a global descriptor for each image by encoding local feature descriptors. Wu
et.al [WTB14] apply SIFT [Lo99] to extract descriptors for word regions. In contrast,
Christlein et al. [CBA15] calculate Contour-Zernike moments as local descriptors before
aggregation using Vector of Locally Aggregated Descriptors (VLAD) [Jé12].
Nowadays, deep learning-based approaches are proposed for computing local feature
descriptors. Fiel et al. [FS15] first propose a writer identification method based on document line segmentation and CNN activation features. In a concurrent work, Christlein et
al. [Ch15] suggest to generate a global descriptor by computing Gaussian mixture model
(GMM) supervectors to encode CNN activations. Christlein et al. [Ch17] also propose
an unsupervised writer identification method. Keglevic et al. [KFS18] propose to train a
DenseNet with triplet loss function [SKP15] to learn a similarity measurement between
writers.
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However, the pre-processing and global descriptor computation (encoding) stages of all
above models are non-deep learning-based and optimized individually. In our work, we
incorporate the binarization step into an end-to-end trainable network, by using a U-Net.
A similar method was also proposed by Tensmeyer et al. [TM17], who adopt a fully
convolutional network (FCN) [LSD15] for the binarization of handwriting images. As an
extension of FCN, U-Net provides better segmentation performance with a small training
dataset [RFB15]. For the encoding stage, Arandjelovic et al. [Ar16] introduce a new
generalized VLAD layer, which is trainable on any CNN network. Zhang et al. [ZXD17]
improves upon this approach by proposing a general residual encoding layer integrating
the dictionary learning and residual encoding into a single learnable layer, called Deep
Texture Encoding Network (Deep-TEN) model. Moreover, Christlein et al. [Ch19] suggest
to apply Deep Generalized Max Pooling (DGMP) instead of global max pooling [SF16] or
global average pooling [He16] when aggregating local embeddings. DGMP balances the
activations of specific locations to address over-represented activations. In our work, we
optimize the encoding layer of Deep-TEN model by fusing the idea of DGMP and add it on
top of the local feature extraction layer.

3

Methodology

Our end-to-end model consists of three deep learning-based parts, a pre-trained UNet [RFB15] for document images binarization, ResNet-50 [He16] architecture for local
descriptors extraction and an optimized encoding layer for global descriptors computation.

3.1

U-Net Pre-training

While layout can give also clues about a writer, we want to rely solely on the script for writer
identification. We suggest to apply the common deep learning-based segmentation network
U-Net before the local feature extraction. Since the Historical-WI dataset does not provide
the ground truth for training such a binarization network, we pre-train a U-Net on the
DIBCO datasets,2 which are document image datasets with ground truth for the training of
segmentation networks. Afterwards, the U-Net can either be hold fixed or fine-tuned further.
Instead of fine-tuning, we could also train the network from scratch but early experiments
showed that this was not beneficial.
A huge number of parameters in the transferred network might cause overfitting when it is
fine-tuned [Yo14]. Especially in our end-to-end model, the following ResNet-50 already
contains a large number of parameters. Therefore, we shrink the size of the transferred U-Net
by reducing the number of channels in the first convolutional layer of standard U-Net and
maintaining its ratio in the contracting and expansion path [MS18]. Through experimental
2 We used all available DIBCO datasets below https://vc.ee.duth.gr/dibco2019/ (excluding year 2019)
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validation, we reduce the number of channels in the first convolutional layer to 16 without
deteriorating the network performance.
3.2

Optimized Learnable Residual Encoding Layer

After the local feature extraction, a global descriptor for each document image is created
using robust residual encoders. In our work, we employ Deep-TEN [ZXD17], which can be
seen as a learnable version of VLAD [Jé12], to build our end-to-end writer identification
system. Additionally, we integrate DGMP [Ch19] to weigh each local embedding.
The computation of the global representation can be split into two stagesȷ an embeddig and an
aggregation phase [Mu16]. The embedding function 𝜙 maps each local descriptor to a highdimensional space, while the aggregation function 𝜓 computes a single global descriptor
from the local embedded descriptors,
typically by means of sum-pooling. Assuming we

have 𝑁 local descriptors 𝑿 = 𝒙 𝑖 ∈ R𝐷 , 𝑖 = 1, ..., 𝑁 , the global descriptor is defined asȷ
𝝃 = 𝜓 (𝜙 ( 𝑿)) .

(1)

𝜙 (𝒙 𝑖 ) = 𝑎 𝑖𝑘 𝒓 𝑖𝑘 ,

(2)

Specifically, if we employ the residual encoding model for the embedding phase, and given
a learned codebook C = 𝒄 𝑘 ∈ R𝐷 , 𝑘 = 1, ..., 𝐾 with 𝐾 codewords, we obtainȷ
where 𝒓 𝑖𝑘 = 𝒙 𝑖 − 𝒄 𝑘 represents the residual vector for each local descriptor, 𝑎 𝑖𝑘 is the weight
for assigning the local descriptor to the codewords.
Deep-TEN: Zhang et al. [ZXD17] suggests that the codewords are learnable parameters and
the weights 𝑎 𝑖𝑘 are calculated by extending the soft-assignment with a learnable smoothing
factor 𝑠 𝑘 for each codewordȷ


exp −𝑠 𝑘 k 𝒓 𝑖𝑘 k 2

 .
𝑎 𝑖𝑘 = Í
(3)
2
𝐾
𝑗=1 exp −𝑠 𝑗 𝒓 𝑖 𝑗
Deep-TEN + DGMP: In our work, instead of using global sum pooling for the aggregation
step as Zhang et al. [ZXD17] suggests, we adopt a DGMP [Ch19] layer and integrate it in
the encoding layer. Therefore, we introduce a learnable weight 𝜷 ∈ R1×𝑁 ȷ
𝜷 = (K + 𝜆I 𝑁 ) −1 1 𝑁 ,

(4)

where K is the Gram matrix of embeddings, 𝜆 is a regularization parameter, I 𝑁 and 1 𝑁 are
the 𝑁 × 𝑁-dimensional identity matrix and the 𝑁-dimensional vector with each element
⊤ ⊤
, where
being 1, respectively. Finally, the global descriptor becomes 𝝃 = 𝝃 ⊤
1 , ..., 𝝃 𝐾
𝝃 𝑘 = 𝜓 (𝜙 ( 𝑿)) =

𝑁
∑︁
𝑖=1

𝛽𝑖 𝑎 𝑖𝑘 𝒓 𝑖𝑘 .

(5)
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4

Evaluation

In this paper, we first investigate how much accuracy gain can we obtain when applying the
optimized encoding layer (DeepTEN+DGMP) on texture datasets compared to the original
encoding layer proposed in [ZXD17]. Afterwards, we evaluate our end-to-end model on the
Historical-WI dataset [Fi17].

4.1

Data

Texture datasets: (1) The MIT-Indoor [QT09] dataset consists of 67 categories and works
for indoor scene recognition. Similar to the experiments mentioned in [ZXD17], we use
the standard splittings, i. e. contains 80 images of each category for training and 20 for
testing. (2) The outdoor dataset, Flickr Material Dataset (FMD) [Sh13], contains 10 different
material categories. For each category, there are 90 images in the training set and 10 in the
test set. (3) The publicly available MINC dataset is a large-scale outdoor material dataset
with 23 categories. For each category, there are 2500 images. We train the models with
2250 images per category and evaluate the models with 250 images per category.
The Historical-WI dataset [Fi17]: It consists of 4782 handwriting document images. In
this dataset, there are 1182 pages provided by 394 writers (each contributes 3 pages) for
training, 3600 pages by 720 writers (each contributes 5 pages) for testing. Note that there is
no writer providing pages for both training and test set, i. e. the two data splits are disjoint.
Next to the color version, the dataset also provides automatically computed binarized images
by means of the method of Su et al. [SLT10]. Thus, the segmentation is not always exact,
especially in the case of ink artifacts and bleed-through artifacts.

4.2

Experiments

All experiments in this subsection are repeated three times using different random seeds.
The applied ResNet50 networks are pre-trained on the ImageNet dataset. First, we evaluate
the optimized encoding layer on texture datasets. Then the performance of the end-to-end
model on the Historical-WI dataset is evaluated in the second part.
Evaluation of optimized encoding layer on texture datasets: We re-implemented the
Deep-TEN model [ZXD17] (Deep-TEN (ours)) and evaluated them on three texture datasets.
Afterwards, we evaluate the optimized Deep-TEN (Deep-TEN + DGMP) model by replacing
the original encoding layer while keeping the rest unchanged.
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Tab. 1ȷ Comparison of the optimized Deep-TEN model with the original Deep-TEN model and our
re-implementation on three runs.
Model

MIT-Indoor

FMD

MINC-2500

1st 2nd 3rd Avg.

1st 2nd 3rd Avg.

1st 2nd 3rd Avg.

Deep-TEN (orig) [ZXD17]
- 71.3
- 80.2
- 80.6
Deep-TEN (ours)
69.5 69.5 69.6 69.6 75.4 74.5 75.1 75.0 77.2 77.2 77.0 77.1
Deep-TEN + DGMP
71.4 71.6 71.3 71.4 78.8 77.8 77.4 78.0 78.5 78.6 78.4 78.5

Our implementation follows the practice in paper [ZXD17]. For data augmentation, all
images are normalized and resized to 400 × 400. The images in the training set are randomly
flipped horizontally (50 % probability) and randomly cropped between 9 % and 100 %
of the image areas. The aspect ratio is kept between 3/4 and 4/3. The standard color
augmentation [KSH12] is applied. Instead of using stochastic gradient descent (SGD), we
apply Adam [KB14] optimizer. The learning rate is initialized to 10−4 and multiplied
h
i0.1
when the classification accuracy plateaus. A uniform distribution in range − √1 , √1 is
𝐾
𝐾
used as random initialization for the codewords and smoothing factor. The hyperparameter
𝜆 for the optimized model equals to 𝜆 = 103 . We report Top-1 accuracy for the experiment
in this part.
Tab. 1 illustrates the average and standard deviation of Top-1 accuracy of original and optimized Deep-TEN models on the test sets. First, we compare our Deep-TEN implementation
with the original paper [ZXD17]. While we tried to be as close as possible to the settings of
the paper, we believe that there is still a difference in the evaluation protocol hindering a
reproduction of the results. However, we can observe that the performance of the Deep-TEN
model with an optimized encoding layer (DeepTEN + DGMP) is always better than our
Deep-TEN model using sum-pooling. The biggest gain appears on the FMD dataset, where
the optimized Deep-TEN improves by about 3 % on average. For the other two datasets, our
optimized encoding layer performs slightly better (> 1 %).
Evaluation of the end-to-end model on Historical-WI dataset: Similar to the implementation in [Ch19], we subdivide the original images into 400 × 400 patches with a stride
of 256. We apply a canny edge detector with a threshold (2000) to judge whether these
binarized patches contain sufficient amount of text. However, for color image patches, we
set the value of the threshold to 1500 since the edges are less strong. For data augmentation,
all subdivided patches are randomly cropped with a size of 300 × 300. We didn’t apply
rotation or aspect ratios changes to the patches. For the color image patches, we normalize
them to have zero-mean and unit standard deviation. We report both Top-1 accuracy and
mean Average Precision (mAP) for the experiments in this part since they are frequently
used in the task of writer identification and retrieval.
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Tab. 2ȷ Performance comparison of DGMP model (baseline) trained on binarized images with (a)
pre-trained U-Nets with either frozen weights or fine-tuned (trained using the provided color images),
(b) using Deep-TEN encoding with or without integrated DGMP layer (trained on the binarized
images), and (c) using the full pipeline (trained on the color images). All three runs conducted on the
Historical-WI [Fi17] testset.
Model

Top-1

mAP

1st 2nd 3rd Avg.

1st 2nd 3rd Avg.

DGMP (baseline)

71.2 70.5 72.8 71.5 52.0 51.9 53.9 52.6

(a)

U-Net (frozen) + DGMP
U-Net (fine-tuned) + DGMP

72.4 72.9 71.8 72.4 53.0 53.7 52.9 53.2
71.7 72.6 71.1 71.8 52.6 53.4 51.8 52.6

(b)

Deep-TEN
Deep-TEN + DGMP

67.9 69.4 66.4 67.9 48.6 50.2 47.8 48.9
61.1 57.0 62.9 60.3 42.1 38.8 44.2 41.7

(c) U-Net (frozen) + Deep-TEN + DGMP 63.3 65.6 63.4 64.1 44.6 47.2 44.1 45.3

The triplet loss [SKP15] is employed to train our networks, where we use hard-batch
online triplet selection [SKP15]. That means each mini-batch consists of 𝑃 writers with
𝐾 patches each. In our work, we use the following parametersȷ 𝑃 = 7, 𝐾 = 3, and triplet
loss margin 𝑚 = 0.1. The hyperparameter 𝜆 for DGMP is set to 𝜆 = 103 . We use the Adam
optimizer [KB14] with a weight decay of 10−3 . The learning rate is initialized with 10−5
and multiplied by 0.1 when the mAP plateaus. All experiments are run for 80 epochs, and
the models with best validation accuracy are selected for the testing phase.
We have designed three experiments to evaluate the performance of our end-to-end model.
The first two experiments address to evaluate the effects of each deep learning-based stage
of our end-to-end network against its non-deep learning method. In the final experiment, the
integrated end-to-end model is implemented and evaluated. The model proposed in [Ch19]
acts as the baseline for all of our experiments in this part. The baseline model consists of
fine-tuning a pre-trained ResNet-50 followed by a DGMP layer, i. e. no Deep-TEN encoding
or U-Net is used. It was trained on the provided binarized images of the dataset. Note that
the results differ from the ones reported in the paper [Ch19] due to a different batch size
and a reduced input size.
(a) Effect of pre-trained U-Net: We train two models to evaluate the effects of the
pre-trained U-Net. The U-Net takes a 300 × 300 input patch and outputs an equally-sized
segmentation. Both models are composed of a pre-trained U-Net followed by the baseline
architecture. We freeze the parameters of the U-Net in the first model while we fine-tuning
the U-Net in the second model. Note that both models are trained with color images. The
results are given in Tab. 2a. We see that the performance increases when the pre-trained
U-Net is transferred to a writer identification network in case of frozen U-Net weights.
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(b) Effect of learnable Deep-TEN layer: The only difference between our Deep-TEN
architecture and the DGMP model (baseline) is the learnable encoding layer. In this
experiment, the models are evaluated on the binarized Historical-WI dataset. Tab. 2b shows
the test accuracy of the models. Both the original and the optimized encoding layer make
the results worse. The pure Deep-TEN model even works better than the optimized one
(Deep-TEN + DGMP). It seems that the learnable residual encoding layer does not work
well in the task of writer identification. Moreover, it seems that the encoding layer does not
benefit from the DGMP aggregation in this task. To this end, we can only speculate why
this is the case. Maybe the Deep-TEN encoding layer encourages overfitting on the training
writers and hence does not generalize well on the unseen test samples. Note that we also
experimented with different learning rates, weight decay, etc.
(c) Full model: Finally, we evaluate the whole model, cf. Tab. 2c. While the additional
binarization step improves over Deep-TEN + DGMP, the encoding stage by Deep-TEN
worsened the results too much that it could possibly outperform the baseline model.

5

Conclusion

This paper aimed to propose a fully end-to-end deep learning-based pipeline for writer
identification. To achieve this goal, we mainly have investigated two kinds of technologies,
image binarization and the use of global feature encoding. The U-Net, which is pre-trained
on the DIBCO dataset, works as the binarization layer in our end-to-end model. The results
of our experiments show that the pre-trained U-Net outperforms the traditional method.
However, a fine-tuning of the U-Net was not beneficial, thus this could also be a separate
pre-processing step. Moreover, we evaluated Deep-TEN, an encoding technique to compute
the global descriptor. We also incorporated DGMP aggregation mechanism. This improved
encoding layer worked fine for texture classification. However, for the historical writer
identification dataset, both pure and enhanced encoding layer worsen the performance.
Overall, a short pipeline of just binarization, feature extraction by triplet loss and just use
the weighted average by means of DGMP seems to be better than using a sophisticated
encoding layer.
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