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IMAGE TEXTURE

An image texture may be defined as a collection of elements or patterns wherein the individual elements
themselves may or may not have a well-defined structure. Textures associated with most of the man-made
objects have some regularity associated with them, in addition to a well-defined pattern structure. Examples
of such textures include pictures of barbed wire, a brick wall, or a marble floor with periodically repeating
tiles. On the other hand, a coastal line in an aerial photograph showing sand and water does not have any
structure. Texture appears in natural pictures very frequently. The surface of a polished wooden table is a good
example. A Landsat satellite picture showing the vegetation in the Amazonian area or the floating ice in the
Antarctic are some other examples of such natural textures. A popular data set for researchers in this field is
the digitized images from the Brodatz album (1). Some examples of textured images are shown in Fig. 1.

Image texture analysis in the past two decades has primarily focused on texture classification, texture
segmentation, and texture synthesis. In addition, texture mapping has been studied extensively in computer
graphics for generating realistic images for visual simulations, computer animation, and 3-D rendering of
elevation maps. In texture classification the objective is to assign a unique label to each homogeneous region.
For example, regions in a satellite picture may be classified into ice, water, forest, agricultural areas, and so on.
In medical image analysis, texture is used in applications such as segmenting magnetic resonance (MR) images
of brain into gray and white matter, or detecting cysts in the X-ray computed tomography (CT) images of the
kidneys. While image classification results in segmentation, there is also considerable interest in achieving
segmentation without prior knowledge of the textures.

Texture is also useful in recovering 3-D shape. A homogeneous 3-D texture under perspective projection
assumption will induce distortions in the projected image. Figure 2 illustrates this. Variations in the image,
such as the density and shape changes of the texture ‘blobs’, provide information about the 3-D shape of
the object (2). Much of the previous work is concerned with synthetic image data where the focus was on
shape recovery. However, as mentioned earlier, identifying the basic texture primitive itself is a major research
problem. Alternative approaches include using spatial frequency information in recovering the shape (3,4,5).

Perhaps one of the few successful applications of textures is in content based image search of large
image and video databases (6). Texture information can be used to annotate and search images such as
aerial photographs or color pictures of nature. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate some examples taken from an aerial
photograph database. In the applications section we discuss more about the construction of a texture dictionary
to efficiently navigate large pictorial databases. Combined with color and shape, texture can be used to select
a wide variety of patterns even when semantic level information is absent.

Texture Classification and Segmentation

Texture classification refers to the problem of assigning a particular class label to a given textured region. If
the images are preprocessed to extract homogeneous textured regions, then the pixel data within these regions
can be used for estimating the class labels. Here standard pattern classification techniques may be applied
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Fig. 1. Brick wall, elephant skin, ostrich skin leather, grass from Brodatz album.

assuming that there is only one texture in the region. Some of the initial work on texture analysis considered
using spatial image statistics for classification purposes. These include image correlation (7), energy features
and their extensions (8), features from co-occurrence matrices (9), run-length statistics (10), and difference
statistics. As texture analysis research matured, two distinct approaches have emerged: in one, researchers
seek to understand the process of texture generation and this led to generative texture models which could be
used for classification as well as texture creation. This emphasis can be seen in much of the work on random
field models for texture representation such as the 2-D nonsymmetric half plane models (11) and noncausal
Gauss Markov random field models and their variations (12,13,14,15). A review of some of the recent work can
be found in Ref. 16. Once the appropriate model features are computed, the problem of texture classification
can be addressed using techniques from traditional pattern classification. Although significant progress has
been made using these methods, several problems remain as the methods are sensitive to illumination and
resolution changes, and transformations such as rotation.

The second emphasis has its roots in modeling human texture perception, particularly that of pre-attentive
texture discrimination. Psychologists have studied texture for the purposes of understanding human visual
perception for many decades now. Figure 5 shows an example of a texture mosaic where the boundary between
the L’s and +’s can be easily identified by humans without requiring detailed analysis of the micropatterns.
Pre-attentive texture segmentation refers to this ability of humans to distinguish between textures in an image
without any detailed scene analysis. Central to solving this problem are issues related to defining these texture
features and their computation. Some of the early work in this field can be attributed to Julesz (17) for his
theory of textons as basic textural elements. Spatial filtering approach has been used by many researchers
for detecting texture boundaries not clearly explained by the texton theory (18,19). Texture discrimination is
generally modeled as a sequence of nonlinear filtering operations without any prior assumptions about the
texture generation process. Independent of the human psychovisual considerations, spatial filtering for texture
analysis is now a mature area. Some of the recent work involves multiresolution filtering for both classification
and segmentation (20,21,22). In the following we briefly describe the current research on both model based and
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Fig. 2. Circular blobs mapped on to different 3-D shapes. The perspective distortion of the texture in the images provide
depth cues.

spatial filtering approaches to texture analysis. Our aim is to expose the reader to the breadth of literature on
these topics. Selected references are provided at the end for additional reading.

Gray Level Image Statistics and CO-Occurrence Matrices

A digitized image is an array of intensity values. For a textured image, these intensity values, in general,
are distributed in a random manner. However, the statistics underlying these distributions are helpful in
characterizing these textures. A picture of a beach has significantly different variations in gray values compared
to a cloud image. The gray level co-occurrence matrix characterizes second order gray level relationships.
Consider any two pixels separated by (D, θ) in the image. Here D is the distance between the two pixels, the
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Fig. 3. Search and retrieval using texture. “Texture” in aerial photographs can help in search and retrieval of similar
image patterns. Identification text superimposed on an airphoto is selected as a texture pattern in this example, and regions
containing similar identification marks are retrieved.

line connecting the two pixels makes an angle θ with the X-axis. Let one of the pixels have an intensity value I
and the other pixel a value J. We can then count all occurrences of pixel pairs in the image which are separated
by (D, θ). Let this be f (I, J). One can thus construct a matrix f (m, n) wherein the elements represent frequency
count for the particular pair of intensities and for a specific distance D. If no directionality distinction is made
between the two pixels, that is, f (I, J) = f (J, I), we get a symmetric co-occurrence matrix.

A different matrix is constructed for each (D, θ). Further abstraction of information is necessary for
computational reasons. Typical features that are computed from f (I, J) include the energy (�I,J f (I, J)) and
entropy (−�I,J f (I, J) log f (I, J)). Detailed description of these features can be found in Ref. 23.

While the co-occurrence matrix provides an intuitive mechanism to capture spatial relationships, compu-
tationally it is expensive. Note that the (D, θ) space must be sampled, and even for a coarse quantization such
as 5 distances and 6 orientations, one needs to compute 30 co-occurrence matrices. Since the derived statistics
directly depend on the gray values, this measure is sensitive to gray scale distortions. Further, this method
only captures intensity relationships in a fine grain texture and may not be well suited for textures whose
primitives are spatially large as in, for example, a picture of a brick wall.

Random Field Models

A typical image is represented over a rectangular array and the statistical distribution of the pixel intensities
can be modeled as a random field. A simple model is to represent a pixel intensity at location s, y(s), as a
linear combination of pixel values {y(s + r), r ∈ N} within a small neighborhood N and additive noise (24). The
neighborhood N is typically a block of pixels surrounding s thus leading to noncausal models. The Gaussian
Markov random field (GMRF) models is a specific class of such two-dimensional noncausal models that has
been quite popular and widely studied within the texture analysis literature. Let � denote a set of grid points
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Fig. 4. Another example of using texture for pattern retrieval. In this, a texture descriptor from a parking lot is used to
search for other parking lots in a aerial image database. The top three matches contain similar patterns. (A): query image,
B,C,D: top three retrievals based on texture in (A).

on a two-dimensional lattice of size M × M. Then a random process Y(s) is said to be Markov if

The neighborhood N of s can be arbitrarily defined. However, in most image processing applications it is natural
to consider neighbors which are also spatially closer. For the case of GMRF, the neighborhood set of pixels is
symmetric. For instance, the four nearest neighbors (North, South, East, and West) of a pixel form the simplest
neighborhood set which is referred to as the first order GMRF model. Adding the diagonal neighbors gives the
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Fig. 5. A texture consisting of randomly oriented L and + micro patterns. The line segments are of equal length.

second order GMRF model and so on. Cross and Jain (25) provide a detailed discussion on the applications
of Markov random fields (MRF) in modeling textured images. A nontrivial problem with any MRF model is
the estimation of model parameters. Usually the structure of the model (such as first or second order GMRF)
is assumed to be known even though estimating the structure itself is a challenging issue. A comparison of
different GMRF parameter estimation schemes can be found in Ref. 24.

While some of the initial motivation for the use of MRF models was for texture synthesis, it has also been
used for texture classification and segmentation purposes. Given an image consisting of an unknown number of
texture classes, the problem of segmentation involves both parameter estimation and classification. However,
for parameter estimation one needs homogeneous image regions, which can only be obtained after the image
is segmented! Both parameter estimation and segmentation are computationally expensive operations. If the
texture class and hence the class parameter information is known, image segmentation can be formulated as a
maximum a posteriori (MAP) estimation problem. In modeling images with more than one texture, in addition
to the MRF model describing a texture patch, an additional random process to characterize the distribution
of textures in the image, is introduced. This texture label process is usually modeled using discrete Markov
models with a single parameter measuring the amount of clustering between neighboring pixels. Let Y be the
image intensity, modeled as a GMRF conditioned on the class label, and L be the class label process. Then the
posterior distribution of texture labels for the entire image given the intensity array is

where Pr(Y|L) is the conditional probability of observing the given intensity array given the label distribution,
Pr(L) is the probability of a label distribution L. Maximizing the right-hand size gives the MAP estimate. In
general, finding an optimal solution is not feasible because of the nonconvex nature of the MAP cost function.
Geman and Geman (26) employ a stochastic relaxation method for finding a solution. This approach can be
shown in theory to yield the global optimum but requires impractical annealing schedules. Most of its software
implementations have a fixed number of iterations and the results are usually good.
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Gaussian Markov Random Field Parameter Estimation. While there are many methods proposed
for estimating GMRF parameters, it is difficult to guarantee both consistency and stability of the estimates.
Consistency refers to the property that the estimates converge to the true values of the parameters and stability
refers to the positive definiteness of the covariance matrix in the expression for the joint probability density of
the MRF. Parameter estimation can be formulated as an optimization problem. However, as mentioned earlier,
parameter estimation requires segmented image regions whereas segmentation requires good estimates of
the parameters. Lakshmanan and Derin (27) propose an optimization framework for simultaneous parameter
estimation and segmentation. They compute the maximum likelihood estimates of the parameters and a MAP
solution for segmentation.

Multiresolution Analysis And Markov Random Fields. Much of the computations involving MRF
models are computationally expensive: the cost functions for parameter estimation and segmentation are
nonconvex and hence involve iterative algorithms. One possibility is to use a multiresolution approach. Coarser
resolution sample fields are obtained by subsampling. In general GMRF lose their Markov property under
subsampling (the second-order GMRF with separable autocovariance matrix is an exception). An excellent
discussion on multiresolution GMRF models can be found in Ref. 28. Krishnamachari and Chellappa (29)
present techniques for GMRF parameter estimation at coarser resolution from finer resolution parameters.
They use the coarse resolution parameters to segment the coarse resolution image and the segmentation
results are propagated to finer resolutions. Besides improving the speed of computations, segmentation at
coarser resolutions provides good initial conditions for following finer resolution images, thus improving the
segmentation results compared to working at the original resolution.

Concluding the discussion on GMRF models for texture analysis, we observe that they provide an elegant
mathematical framework for describing texture and for deriving algorithms for texture classification and
segmentation. Multiresolution models are particularly interesting from a computational point of view. Recently,
GMRF models have been applied to unsupervised segmentation of color texture images wherein both spatial
and interband interactions are modeled using random fields (30).

Spatial Filtering

A serious drawback of random field models that characterize intensity distributions in modeling textures is
that they are sensitive to gray level distortions induced by changes in imaging conditions such as lighting. In
contrast, typical spatial filtering methods use the variations in the intensity as opposed to the absolute values of
the intensity itself for texture classification and segmentation purposes. Laws’ work on texture energy features
(8) is one of the early attempts to apply spatial filtering followed by some nonlinearities (such as computing
the energy) for texture discrimination. In this formulation, images are processed by a number of filters, each
designed to extract a certain type of image feature. Typical features of interest include edges and lines. While
the initial design of these filters by Laws was quite ad-hoc, he obtained significantly better results compared
to co-occurrence based methods. In recent years, spatial filtering methods have been extensively studied for
texture classification/segmentation tasks.

Malik and Perona (19) proposed a computational framework for modeling pre-attentive texture discrimi-
nation. Images are filtered using even symmetric kernels (such as Gaussians and Gaussian second derivatives)
followed by half-wave rectification. Weak responses are suppressed using local negative feedback among com-
peting feature locations. Texture gradient is then computed and boundaries are identified. The authors argue
against the use of energy type features as well as the use of odd-symmetric filters in the preprocessing stage.
Their experimental results indicate that the proposed algorithm yields results comparable to human discrimi-
nation on a set of textures frequently used in the literature.
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Directional filters, such as those based on Gabor functions, have been used by many researchers for texture
analysis (31,32,33,34,35). Gabor functions are modulated Gaussians and the general form of a two-dimensional
Gabor function can be written as:

where σx and σy define the widths of the Gaussian in the spatial domain and (u0, v0) is the frequency of the
complex sinusoid. Some of the early work on using Gabor functions in image processing and vision can be
credited to Daugman (36). Daugman suggests that the 2-D receptive field profiles of simple cells in the mam-
malian visual cortex can be well modeled by Gabor functions. These functions also have some nice theoretical
properties such as minimizing the joint uncertainty in space and frequency which may have some implications
in coding and recognition applications.

In Ref. 33, the authors present a multiresolution framework for boundary detection. Features of interest
in an image are generally present in various spatial resolutions, and a multiscale representation facilitates
feature extraction and analysis. The image is first filtered with a bank of Gabor filters tuned to different
orientations and scale. This is followed by local competitive and co-operative feature interactions to suppress
weak features while reinforcing the stronger ones. An interesting aspect in Ref. 33 is the use of interscale
interactions where features at neighboring scales interact, and the resulting output is sensitive to curvature
changes and line endings in the image. A grouping stage combines outputs tuned to similar orientations.
Finally, texture and intensity gradients are computed to detect boundaries in the image. The paper reports
results on a wide variety of images including some interesting examples of illusory boundaries.

Continuing on the use of Gabor filters and a multiresolution representation, Manjunath and Ma (21)
propose a filter design that generates a bank of Gabor filters given the lower and upper cut off frequencies.
This self-similar wavelet dictionary is obtained by dilations and rotations of the kernel g(x, y).

where σu = 1
2πσx and σv = 1

2πσy
The filter bank can then be computed as:

where θ = nπ/K and K is the total number of discrete orientations. Let Ul and Uh denote the lower and upper
center frequencies of interest and S be the number of scales in the multiresolution decomposition. Then the
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following equations can be used to compute the filter parameters:

where W = Uh and m = 0, 1, . . ., S − 1. The image is then convolved with each of the filters in the dictionary
and the mean and standard deviation of the resulting outputs are used in constructing a texture feature vector.
A weighted Euclidean distance metric is used to compare two feature vectors. Extensive experiments on the
texture in the Brodatz album (1) indicate that this feature vector does quite well in characterizing a wide variety
of textures. A detailed comparison and experimental validation of different texture feature representations is
made in (21). Later on we present an image database application where similar patterns are retrieved based
on texture.

Rotation Invariant Texture Classification

The general approach to developing rotation-invariant techniques has been to modify successful non-rotation-
invariant techniques. Since standard MRF models are inherently dependent on rotation, several methods have
been introduced to obtain rotation invariance. Kashyap and Khotanzad (37) developed the circular autore-
gressive model with parameters that are invariant to image rotation. Choe and Kashyap (38) introduced an
autoregressive fractional difference model that has rotation (as well as tilt and slant) invariant parameters.
Cohen, Fan, and Patel (39) extended a likelihood function to incorporate rotation (and scale) parameters. To
classify a sample, an estimate of its rotation (and scale) is required.

For feature-based approaches, rotation-invariance is achieved by using anisotropic features. Porat and
Zeevi (40) use first and second order statistics based upon three spatially localized features, two of which
(dominant spatial frequency and orientation of dominant spatial frequency) are derived from a Gabor-filtered
image. Leung and Peterson (41) present two approaches, one that transforms a Gabor-filtered image into
rotation invariant features and the other of which rotates the image before filtering; however, neither utilizes
the spatial resolving capabilities of the Gabor filter. You and Cohen (42) use filters that are tuned over a training
set to provide high discrimination among its constituent textures. Greenspan, et al., (43) use rotation-invariant
structural features obtained via multiresolution Gabor filtering. Rotation invariance is achieved by using the
magnitude of a discrete Fourier transform (DFT) in the rotation dimension.

Haley and Manjunath (22) have investigated applications of Gabor features for rotation invariant classifi-
cation. A polar analytic form of a two-dimensional Gabor wavelet and a much more detailed set of microfeatures
is computed. From these microfeatures, a micromodel which characterizes spatially localized amplitude, fre-
quency, and directional behavior of the texture, is formed. The essential characteristics of a texture sample, its
macrofeatures, are derived from the estimated selected parameters of the micromodel. Classification of texture
samples is based on the macromodel derived from a rotation invariant subset of macrofeatures. In experiments
using the Brodatz album, comparatively high classification rates are obtained. A detailed feature parametric
analysis and feature quality analysis is provided in Ref. 44.

Summarizing the discussion on spatial filtering methods for texture analysis, significant progress has
been made in the use of band pass filters for extracting texture features since the early work of Laws (8). As in
the case of random field models, scale and rotation invariant analysis remain as challenging issues.
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Applications

In recent years image texture has emerged as an important primitive to search and browse through large
collections for similar looking patterns. An image can be considered as a mosaic of textures and texture
features associated with the regions can be used to index the image data. For instance, a user browsing an
aerial image database may want to identify all parking lots in the image collection. A parking lot with cars
parked at regular intervals is an excellent example of a textured pattern. Similarly, agricultural areas and
vegetation patches are other examples of textures commonly found in aerial imagery and satellite photographs.
An example of a typical query that can be asked of such a content based retrieval system could be “retrieve
all Landsat images of Santa Barbara which have less than 20% cloud cover” or “Find a vegetation patch that
looks like this region.” In the Alexandria digital library (ADL) (45) project at the University of California at
Santa Barbara, researchers are developing a prototype geographic information system that will have some of
the image search features described above.

Manjunath and Ma (21) investigate the role of textures in annotating image collections and report on the
performance of several state-of-the-art texture analysis algorithms with performance in image retrieval being
the objective criterion. Their texture analysis scheme based on a Gabor wavelet decomposition described earlier
in this article performed quite well in this application compared to methods such as those using random field
models and orthogonal wavelet filters. Ma and Manjunath (46) provide a detailed description of a system that
searches aerial photographs based on texture content. They demonstrate that texture could be used to select
a large number of geographically salient features including vegetation patterns, parking lots, and building
developments. Using texture primitives as visual features, one can query the database to retrieve similar
image patterns. Much of the results presented are with airphotos although a similar analysis can be applied
to Landsat and Spot satellite images. This is currently being integrated into the ADL project (45), whose goal
is to establish an electronic library of spatially indexed data, providing internet access to a wide collection of
geographic information. A significant part of this collection includes maps, satellite images, and airphotos. For
example, the Maps and Imagery Library at the UCSB contains over 2 million of historically valuable aerial
photographs. A typical air photo can take over 25 MB of disk space, and providing access to such data raises
several important issues, such as multiresolution browsing and selecting images based on content. Figure 4
and Fig. 5 show some examples of texture based retrieval in an airphoto database.

What distinguishes image search for database related applications from traditional texture classification
methods is the fact that there is a human in the loop (the user), and there is a need to retrieve more than just
the best match. In typical applications a number of top matches with rank-ordered similarities to the query
pattern will be retrieved. Comparison in the texture feature space should preserve visual similarities between
patterns. This is an important but difficult problem in content-based image retrieval. Toward this objective, a
hybrid neural network algorithm to learn the pattern similarity in the texture feature space is proposed (47).
This approach uses training data containing the pattern similarity information (provided by human indexers)
to partition the feature space into many visually similar clusters. A performance evaluation of this approach
using the Brodatz texture indicate that a significantly better retrieval performance can be achieved. In addition
to retrieving perceptually more relevant data, an additional advantage of this approach is that it also provides
an efficient indexing tree to narrow down the search space.

An interesting component of the system described in Ref. (46) is the texture thesaurus for similarity
search. A texture thesaurus can be visualized as an image counterpart of the traditional thesaurus for text
search. It creates the information links among the stored image data based on a collection of code words
and sample patterns obtained from a training texture pattern set. Similar to parsing text documents using a
dictionary or thesaurus, the information within images can be classified and indexed via the use of a texture
thesaurus. The design of the texture thesaurus has two stages. The first stage uses a learning similarity
algorithm to combine the human perceptual similarity with the low level feature vector information, and the
second stage utilizes a hierarchical vector quantization technique to construct the code words. The texture
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thesaurus so constructed is domain-dependent and can be designed to meet the particular need of a specific
image data type by exploring the training data. Further, the thesaurus model provides an efficient indexing
tree while maintaining or even improving the retrieval performance in terms of human perception. The visual
code word representation in the thesaurus can be used as information samples to help users browse through
the database.

Summary

Image texture research has seen much progress during the last two decades. Texture based image classification
has found applications in satellite and medical image analysis and in industrial vision systems for applications
such as defect detection. Texture mapping for visualization and computer animations is now a well established
area in computer graphics. Texture appears to be a promising image feature for search and indexing of large
image and video databases. In both model based and spatial filtering approaches, current research is on deriving
scale and rotation invariant texture features. Recent work on rotation invariant texture computations appear
quite encouraging whereas scale invariance remains elusive.
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