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Abstract We introduce a deep-learning based algorithm to infer high-fidelity facial reflectance from a

single image. The algorithm uses convolutional neural networks to encode the input image into a latent

representation, from which a decoder and a detail enhancing network reconstruct decoupled facial reflectance

(albedo, specular, and normal) as well as the environmental lighting. These decoupled components, together

with a 3D facial mesh estimated from the image, are then fed into a differentiable renderer to produce a

rendered facial image. This allows us to iteratively optimize the latent representation of the facial image

by minimizing the image-space reconstruction loss. Experimental results show that optimizing the latent

representation through the differentiable renderer can effectively reduce the discrepancy between the original

image and the rendered one, leading to a more accurate reconstruction of characteristic facial features such

as skin tone, lip color, and facial hair.
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1 Introduction

Photorealistic modeling and rendering of human faces have always been of great interest in computer
graphics and vision. The use of digital avatars in professional film production, for example, has advanced
to the point that people can hardly realize that the face they see on the screen is probably not flesh but
polygons. In video games and the emerging VR/AR (virtual reality/augmented reality) industries, the
recent development of GPUs and rendering techniques makes it possible to perform real-time, physically
based rendering of vivid characters in full HD (high definition). But ironically, the cost to create such
high-quality graphics assets (be they mesh models, texture maps, or animations) that can take full
advantage of the modern rendering engines and hardware has also become drastically higher.

A high quality appearance model of human faces is usually composed of a set of texture maps that
encode different surface properties, such as albedo, specular intensity, and geometric variations. Tradi-
tionally, these texture maps are either created manually by experienced artists or captured by professional
systems (e.g., [1, 2]). Both processes are costly and time-consuming.

On the other hand, the popularization of personalized digital avatars [3,4] over the past few years has
triggered an unprecedented demand for more accessible facial capture technologies. Most approaches [5–
10] estimate a coarse facial geometry and color texture from only a single input photograph, which can
be easily found on the Internet or taken with a smartphone. But the result is typically too simplified for
photorealistic rendering.

This paper tackles the problem of inferring high-quality facial reflectance from a single image. Specif-
ically, given a frontal portrait taken under low-frequency lighting, we wish to recover the underlying
albedo, specular, and normal which captures the detailed facial appearance in the input image.
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Figure 1 (Color online) Given a single frontal view portrait (top left), our algorithm robustly infers a set of high-fidelity re-

flectance components (middle insets), including albedo, specular, and normal, as well as the environmental lighting. Together these

components allow faithful reconstruction (bottom left) or relighting (the large inset) of the subject’s face. The original photo on

the right courtesy of Andreas Serna.

Assuming a coarse facial geometry is estimated using a state-of-the-art method, these decoupled re-
flectance components would be key to the photorealistic rendering of the face under new lighting envi-
ronments or viewpoints, as shown in Figure 1.

To this end, we propose a deep-learning based pipeline where the input image is first encoded into
a low-dimensional latent representation that captures both the skin reflectance and the lighting coeffi-
cients. From this representation, a decoder and a detail enhancing network reconstruct decoupled facial
reflectance components in the form of albedo, specular, and normal. A physically based differentiable
renderer then uses these components, the lighting coefficients, and the estimated 3D mesh to render
a facial image. The differentiability of the whole pipeline allows us to iteratively optimize the latent
representation by minimizing the image-space discrepancy between the original image and the rendered
one.

Our key observation is: While using only a deep convolutional neural network to infer reflectance is
possible (e.g., [11]), satisfactory results rely heavily on a complicated loss function and sufficiently high-
quality and diverse training data. More importantly, at runtime, when the output of the network fails
to capture certain characteristic facial features, little can be done to improve the results further. This
situation is even worsened by the fact that high-quality facial reflectance datasets are rare to find—most
likely due to the high cost of creating them as mentioned above. Therefore both Ref. [11] and we generate
the training data by rendering from the ground truth textures of a limited number of available subjects.

Introducing a differentiable renderer in an iterative optimization grants us two immediate benefits.
First, the discrepancy between the original image and the reconstruction is directly minimized both
numerically and perceptually. Starting from a good initialization output by the neural network, the
optimization also converges very fast. Second, the iterative optimization makes our neural network less
prone to the difference between the real input and training data, significantly reducing the requirements
for training data. Experiments show that, when compared with state-of-the-art techniques, our method
generates a more faithful reconstruction of the skin tone and personalized features such as facial hair and
lip color. We also provide the supplementary video1) to show our results.

This paper makes the following contributions.

• An iterative optimization pipeline for facial reflectance inference from a single image, which features
a differentiable face renderer and directly minimizes the discrepancy between the input and rendered
images.

• By separating the environmental lighting and training a dedicated encoder-decoder network for each
reflectance component, the system can reconstruct the skin albedo more accurately.

• The overall architecture makes it feasible to train the encoder-decoder networks with synthetic data.
The scarcity of high-quality facial reflectance data is less of a concern.

1) https://jiahaogeng.github.io/SVFRI.github.io/.
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2 Related work

2.1 Professional facial capture

Photorealistic facial geometry and reflectance capture can be done in controlled environments with spe-
cially designed devices and algorithms. High-quality data captured by Light Stages [1,2,12,13] have been
powering the creation of numerous digital characters in feature films. Using a multi-camera setup, Beeler
et al. [14, 15] reconstructed pore-level facial geometry using shape-from-shading techniques. Graham et
al. [16] used optical and elastomeric sensors to measure facial microstructures. Such techniques can be
used to create digital avatars with an extremely high level of details [17]. Probably more importantly,
data captured by these lengthy and costly processes are often considered as the de facto ground truth
and training examples for data-driven approaches.

2.2 Image-based facial capture

3D morphable model [18] is among the earliest studies that successfully model the shape and appearance
variations of human faces as a linear combination of bases. Over the years, 3DMM has influenced a
number of technical advancements (e.g., [19,20]). Egger et al. [21] provided a detailed survey of research
in this direction. Thies et al. [22] and Garrido et al. [23] utilized single or multiple images to iteratively
fit the linear coefficients of faces. Cao et al. [24] accelerated the process by using the Cascaded Pose
Regression. With the rise of deep learning, Refs. [6–8] used pre-trained CNN-based models to regress
facial coefficients. The main limitation of these techniques is that the expressiveness of a model is
restricted to the linear space it spans, which may not cover certain facial variations. Tewari et al. [25]
proposed a non-linear correction module to overcome the limiation of linear models. Saito et al. [26] fitted
deep multi-scale features to acquire high quality skin albedo. Sengupta et al. [5] used pixel-wise image
transformation to acquire skin albedo and facial shape. Tran et al. [9, 10] proposed a nonlinear 3DMM.
Gecer et al. [27] used GAN to train a decoder for skin color. These methods can model the non-linearness
of human faces to some extent. But the reconstructed results still lack high fidelity. Yamaguchi et al. [11]
modeled the facial reflectance as skin albedo, specular, and displacement components. Their learning-
based method can infer facial reflectance from a single image with visually plausible details. While our
studies share a similar goal, there is one important difference between these approaches: Yamaguchi et
al. trained their networks by minimizing the loss defined in the reflectance texture space and directly
used the output of the networks. In our pipeline, the encoder’s sole job is to provide a good initialization.
The decoder will work together with the renderer to iteratively minimize the image-space loss.

Huynh et al. [28] focused on the mesoscopic facial geometry and proposed a CNN-based method.
Different from the above methods, Ref. [29–31] embedded the input facial image into a hidden space,
which allows the facial image to be relighted directly without the inference of facial shape or reflectance.

2.3 Differentiable renderer

A traditional graphics rasterizer produces 2D images from 3D scenes. By making the rasterization differ-
entiable, it is possible to infer 3D shapes from the rendered 2D images in reverse [32,33]. In the research
of differentiable render equation, Refs. [5,8,25] assumed the Lambertian surface and approximated the ra-
diance by spherical harmonics (SH) basis functions. Shu et al. [34] utilized this assumption to design their
facial image editing framework. However, since this assumption oversimplifies the facial reflectance, and
high-quality, photorealistic rendering is not their main purpose, their reconstructed results appear blurred
and in many cases fail to preserve the unique facial characteristics of the original subjects. Refs. [7,27,35]
based their methods on the Phong model and assumed point lights when designing their differentiable
renderers. Gao et al. [36] also assumed point lights, but replaced the Phong model with bidirectional
reflectance distribution functions (BRDF) [37]. Calian et al. [38] assumed faces were Lambertian surface
and exploited the shadow caused by self-occlusion to infer the environment light in an input image. We
also utilize shadow cues to better infer facial reflectance and lighting. However, our goal is to reconstruct
high quality facial reflectance, and a Lambertian surface assumption is not sufficient. We need to take
into account not only diffuse BRDF, but also the specular. Another related topic is differentiable ray trac-
ing [39, 40]. Dib et al. [39] used a raytracer in inverse rendering, but the expensive computation hinders
its use in high-quality reconstruction tasks. The differentiable renderers mentioned above are commonly
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Figure 2 (Color online) The overall algorithm pipeline. The whole process can be divided into two phases. In the initialization

phase, we extract a textured 3D facial mesh from the input image. Multiple encoders then convert the unwrapped color texture

to a latent representation. In the optimization phase, separate reflectance components are decoded from the latent representation

and fed to a differentiable renderer to produce a reconstructed image, based on which a reconstruction loss can be computed and

guide the iterative updating of latent coefficients for skin reflectance and lighting via backprop.

used for two distinct purposes. One is in the training process to achieve self- or semi-supervised learn-
ing [5, 8, 25]. The other is at run time to facilitate iterative optimization [27, 35, 36, 38]. Our use of the
differentiable renderer belongs to the second purpose, but differs from all the methods above in that we
use a more complex facial reflectance model to suit our need for high-fidelity reconstruction. To our
best knowledge, we are the first to take into account the diffuse, specular BRDF and self-occlusion in
a differentiable renderer in the context of facial reflectance inference. The proposed renderer achieves a
good balance between rendering realism and performance.

3 Overview

Given a single portrait image, our goal is to automatically estimate a 3D facial mesh with UV coordinates
(Section 4) and a set of high quality reflectance textures, namely the albedo, specular, and normal
components. Together they enable photorealistic rendering of the subject’s face under arbitrary lighting
conditions.

To decouple the facial reflectance textures from a single frontal portrait, we adopt an image-to-image
translation framework [41] where three dedicated encoders convert the input image into low-dimensional
latent representations, from which three corresponding decoders can infer the albedo, specular, and
normal components respectively (Subsection 5.1).

We also employ a pretrained regression network to simultaneously estimate the lighting condition in
the input image as a series of SH coefficients (Subsection 5.2).

Due to the high variability of facial images in the wild, the initial inferences made by the decoder
networks are unlikely to yield a final rendering that precisely matches the original. While the quality of
the inferred reflectance textures can be measured in UV space, pixelwise reconstruction loss in image space
is trickier to define and largely ignored [11, 26]. In contrast to previous work, we integrate a physically
based differentiable renderer that uses the inferred textures, the 3D facial mesh, as well as the estimated
lighting coefficients to render an output image. This allows us to calculate differentiable image-space
reconstruction loss and thus optimize the initial latent representation of the facial reflectance, greatly
reducing the discrepancy between the final rendering and the input portrait (Section 6).

Figure 2 illustrates the overall pipeline of our method.

4 Fitting the facial geometry

As the first step of our pipeline, we need to calculate the template 3D mesh and the camera parameters
of the input image. We adopt the morph-based algorithm by Thies et al. [22]. Although many other
geometric reconstruction methods should also work.
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The mesh provides a robust, albeit smooth, approximation of the actual facial geometry. More im-
portantly, by projecting the mesh back to the original image, we can unwrap the facial region to texture
space. The consistent UV parameterization effectively eliminates the geometric variations of different
faces, allowing the rest of the pipeline to focus on the reflectance aspect of the skin region.

To facilitate physically based rendering in the later stage, we also precompute per-vertex self-occlusion
and bent normals on the facial mesh. The self-occlusion is represented as 9-dimensional SH coefficients
and used for calculating diffuse shadow [42]. The bent normal is computed in tangent space and affects
the amount of specular occlusion. We use an offline raytracer to bake these two terms into additional
mesh textures.

5 Decoupling the facial reflectance

The color of each pixel in a facial image is the product of multiple factors: the underlying geometry, the
surface material, and the lighting condition. Photorealistic relighting of the face depends on successfully
decoupling these components.

For the reflectance part, we introduce three dedicated autoencoders for albedo, specular, and normal.
Each of them first encodes the facial color texture into a latent representation, then decodes to produce
the respective reflectance component (Subsection 5.1). As for lighting, another convolutional neural
network also takes the color texture as input but outputs an estimation of the environment lighting in
the form of a 27-dimensional vector of SH coefficients (Subsection 5.2).

5.1 Albedo, specular, and normal

Inferring individual reflectance components from a color texture can be considered as an image-to-image
translation problem [41]. We adopt the U-net framework [43] followed by a separate SRGAN network [44]
for detail enhancement. Albedo, specular, and normal components are inferred by three dedicated net-
works of the above architecture without parameter sharing. Specifically, the network for inferring each of
them consists of three modules: an encoder E∗, a decoder D∗, and a detail enhancer R∗. The subscript
“∗” can be “a” for albedo, “s” for specular, or “n” for normal.

5.1.1 Encoder: E∗(T ) → F l
∗, z∗

Given the unwrapped color texture T , the encoder produces a series of feature maps F l
∗ via repeated 3×3

convolutional layers with stride 2 (where l denotes the layer index), each followed by a Leaky ReLU and
a batch normalization. The four-channel color texture (the 4th channel being a binary mask of the skin
region) is eventually encoded into a k∗-dimensional latent space vector z∗. For albedo, the input of Ea is
resized to 5122 and the dimension of za is 1024. For both specular and normal, the input size and output
dimension are 2562 and 512, respectively.

5.1.2 Decoder: D∗(F
l
∗, z∗) → T∗

Following an almost opposite stack of layers, the decoder D∗ infers the respective reflectance component
T∗ from both z∗ and F l

∗. The multi-level feature maps skip-connected to the corresponding layers of the
decoder allow it to better capture localized structural details (e.g., facial hair, pores, and moles) that
are hard to encode in z∗. Note that unlike previous approaches [11, 41], we only allow the decoder to
utilize feature maps from the first three layers (i.e., F l

∗ where l = {1, 2, 3}). This prevents the encoding
from leaning too much on the skip connections and undermining the expressiveness of z∗. The reasoning
behind this modification will become apparent when we discuss optimization later (Section 6).

5.1.3 Detail enhancer: R∗(T∗) → T̃∗

Once the decoder outputs an initial reflectance component, we employ SRGAN [44], a state-of-the-art
super-resolution network, to further enhance the level of details. Our loss function combines pixel-wise
MSE, VGG-based perceptual loss [45] and GAN loss. While it works well for the albedo, we need to
make necessary adaptations when processing specular and normal. First, since VGG is pretrained on
natural images, we discard the VGG term when computing losses for specular and normal, which tend
to have totally different “color” distributions. Second, as SRGAN works in local patches, it is difficult
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(a) (b)

Figure 3 (Color online) (a) Detail enhancement for normal and albedo. Top row: an area near the eyebrow; bottom row: an

area near the mouth corner. From left to right: original normal, detail-enhanced normal, original albedo, detail-enhanced albedo.

(b) Comparison of albedo detail enhancement results. From left to right: the low resolution input, output of a network that is

trained with a downsampled target as input, output of a network using the decoder’s output as training input.

SH light

(a) (b)

Figure 4 (Color online) (a) The encoder-decoder-enhancer network for albedo. Networks for specular and normal follow the same

architecture. (b) Physically based rendering pipeline. Note that every step (arrow) in the pipeline is differentiable. Original photo

courtesy of Andreas Serna.

for the model to distinguish certain low-resolution regions in the normal component (e.g., the patches for
an eyebrow and the lips may look similar in low-resolution but drastically different in high-resolution).
Therefore, when enhancing details for Ts and Tn, we also concatenate the color texture T as additional
input channels. In this way, the network learns to synthesize details with regard to local facial features.
Figure 3 compares the normal and albedo before and after detail enhancement.

As shown in Figure 4, the encoders E∗ convert the input color texture to a 2048-dimensional vector
z = {za, zs, zn}, from which the decoders D∗ and detail enhancers R∗ can infer the individual reflectance
components. In order to reconstruct the original facial image, there is one more thing to estimate lighting.

5.2 Lighting as SH coefficients

In order to model the complex lighting environments in the real world while keeping the rendering cost
acceptable, we use low-order SH [42] as a powerful yet computationally efficient lighting representation,
and propose a regression network that predicts the SH coefficients from the facial texture T .

The network adopts a VGG-like architecture [45]: the facial image is first resized to 2562 before passed
through 10 convolutional layers, followed by a mean pooling and a fully connected layer. The output of
the network is a 27-dimensional vector, denoted as ze, that corresponds to 9 SH coefficients for each of
the color components.

6 Optimizing with a differentiable renderer

With the aforementioned neural networks we are able to infer the reflectance components (Ta, Ts, and
Tn) and lighting coefficients (ze) from the input image. However, the rendered image with these inference
results is not guaranteed to match the original, as the reconstruction error is not directly minimized.

Therefore, we introduce a physically based differentiable renderer Φ that produces a rendered facial
image Ĩ from the initially inferred reflectance components and lighting coefficients. It allows us to compute
the loss between Ĩ and the original portrait and propagate the gradients all the way back to the latent
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representations z. More formally, we can now iteratively improve z by solving the following optimization
problem:

z′ = argmin
z

L(Ĩ , I)

= argmin
z

L
(

Φ(Ta, Ts, Tn, ze), I
)

, (1)

where according to the previous definition (Subsection 5.1):

Ta = Ra

(

Da(F
l
a, za)

)

, (2)

Ts = Rs

(

Ds(F
l
s , zs), T

)

, (3)

Tn = Rn

(

Dn(F
l
n, zn), T

)

. (4)

L can be any appropriate loss function. We have found that the L2 norm worked well in our experi-
ments.

6.1 Physically based differentiable renderer

The renderer determines the color of a pixel x according to the following equation:

Ĩ(x) = ta · (1− tr) · Ld + Ls. (5)

Ld and Ls are the diffuse and specular components of the reflected light. They are computed using
two separate BRDFs (Subsections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2).

ta and tr are the albedo and specular properties of the subject’s face (sampled from Ta and Tr using
the pixel’s UV coordinates respectively). The (1− tr) term ensures the conservation of total energy.

6.1.1 Diffuse light

The classic rendering equation for diffuse light is

Ld =
1

π

∫

Ω

L(ωi)V (ωi)max(0, N · ωi) dωi, (6)

where L(ωi) is the incident radiance in direction ωi, V is the visibility function, and N is the surface
normal at the point of interest. The diffuse BRDF models a perfectly diffuse surface that reflects incident
equally in all directions, and for all ωo, ωi, fr is equal to 1

π
.

The computation of (6) can be significantly accelerated by spherical harmonics approximation [42].
Given the SH basis functions Yi(N), the lighting coefficients ze,i (Subsection 5.2), and the precom-

puted self-occlusion coefficients vi (Section 4), we can approximate L and V with
∑9

i=0 ze,i · Yi(N) and
∑9

i=0 vi · Yi(N), respectively. The clamped cosine max(0, N ·ωi) can also be expressed as
∑9

i=0 ci · Yi(N),
where ci is the SH coefficient of the cosine function rotated to N . More details behind these equations
can be found in [46].

To eliminate the need for actually computing the integral in (6), we utilize the product projection
of SH to re-project ze and v to a new coefficient w using the technique proposed by Snyder [47]. The
rendering equation now has a much simpler form:

Ld =
9

∑

i=0

wi · ci · Yi(N). (7)

6.1.2 Specular light

The rendering equation for specular light starts with:

Ls =

∫

Ω

fr(ωi, ωo)L(ωi)V (ωi)max(0, N · ωi) dωi, (8)

where ωo is the view direction, and fr of specular BRDF follows GGX distribution [48]:
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Figure 5 (Color online) (a) Reconstruction loss vs. iterations. Results of ten random input images are plotted as curves in

different colors. The insets show reconstructions of one input at the 1st, 40th, and 150th iterations. (b) Zoom-ins of the insets of

(a), showing reconstructed images at different optimization iterations. Note how the overall skin tone stabilizes quickly after the

first few iterations before the facial hair becomes gradually clearer. Original photo courtesy of Jaymis Loveday.

fr(ωi, ωo) =
D(h, r)F (ωo, h, tr)G(ωo, ωi, r)

4(N · ωi)(N · ωo)
. (9)

D is the normal distribution function. F is the Schlick formulation of the Fresnel term. G is the
geometrical attenuation term. h is the half angle between ωi and ωo. r is the roughness.

Using the method by Lagarde and de Rousiers [49], it is possible to decompose the time-consuming
integration of (8) into a product of two pre-integrals TDFG and L:

Ls = TDFG(N,ωo, r) · L(ωi). (10)

The D, F , G terms are independent of the light, and for a specific BRDF they are functions of only
the surface roughness and the cosine between the view direction and the surface normal. Thus we can
pre-integrate them into a 2D texture TDFG for efficient lookups.

TDFG(N,ωo, r) =
1

n

n
∑

i=0

F (ωo, h, tr)G(ωo, ωi, r)

(N · ωo)(N · h)
ωo · h. (11)

The L term is simply the inner product of the SH light coefficients ze and c:

L(ωi) =

n
∑

i=1

L(ωi)max(0, N · ωi) =

9
∑

i=0

ze,i · ci · Yi(ωi). (12)

The full rendering pipeline is illustrated in Figure 4.

6.2 Optimizing the latent representation

Note that the mesh vertices are fixed throughout the process. The rendering pipeline, starting from
bilinearly sampling the reflectance components using the mesh’s UV coordinates all the way to the final
composition of diffuse and specular light, is fully differentiable.

Following (1), we iteratively render the full facial image from z, calculate the reconstruction loss, and
update z using gradient descending until convergence. As shown in Figure 5, by optimizing the latent
representations for both facial reflectance and lighting environment, we are able to dramatically reduce
both the reconstruction loss and the perceptual discrepancy between the original image and the rendered
one within a few dozens of iterations.
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7 Implementation

7.1 Raw data

Our raw training data consist of 84 high quality human head models acquired from 3D Scan Store2) and
2957 HDR environment maps collected from the Internet and the Laval HDR Dataset [50]. The ethnic
composition is 64 Caucasians, 14 Africans, and 8 Asians. The male-female ratio is 52 : 32. Each of the
head models contains a detailed 3D mesh and separate albedo and specular maps in 4K resolution. Some
of them also come with normal maps. For the others, we use high resolution meshes to bake normals.

Since the topologies of the models are different, we fit a template mesh to the raw meshes using
deformation transfer [51] so that all of them have a consistent topology and UV parameterization.

In order to cover a wider range of skin tones, we use a histogram-based algorithm to transfer additional
skin tones from the Chicago Face Database [52] to our 84 models, augmenting the number of distinct
albedo maps to 4000. Note that this kind of data augmentation has been used in other studies (e.g., [11])
as well.

7.2 Training

7.2.1 Reflectance encoders and decoders

Successful training of the encoders E∗ and decoders D∗ often requires sufficiently diverse facial images
with ground truth reflectance (something portraits in the wild do not have). While synthetic data can be
used in training, the resulting models often failed to learn subtle details that only present in real-world
images. This, notably, does not pose an issue in our case, as the optimization stage will compensate the
reconstruction difference.

Indeed, we generate a total of 100000 training examples by rendering high quality face models with
varying poses, camera settings, and lighting environments. Each example consists of an unwrapped color
texture T and three reflectance components Ta, Ts, and Tn. T and Ta both have a resolution of 10242,
while Ts and Tn are 5122. Any holes in T caused by occlusion are filled using Poisson blending [53].

7.2.2 Detail enhancing networks

Training the detail enhancers R∗ follows the way of the original SRGAN [44]. The model for albedo
Ra enhances a 5122 input to the size of 10242. Both Rs and Rn take 2562 input and output at 10242.
One caveat in preparing the low-resolution input is that they should not be downsampled versions of the
high-resolution targets. Instead, we should directly use the output of the corresponding decoders D∗.
Otherwise, the input in training will not be representative of those at runtime, resulting in suboptimal
details (see Figure 3).

8 Results

8.1 Hardware and timings

All the results shown in the paper are produced on a workstation with an Intel Xeon E5-4650 CPU and
an NVidia GeForce RTX 2080Ti GPU. We implement all the neural networks, including the differentiable
renderer, in TensorFlow [54].

Training all the autoencoders takes about 12 h. The SH light regressor takes about 4 h. Training the
detail enhancing networks takes about nearly 50 h.

Given an input image with a facial region of 600 × 800, the mesh fitting and texture baking take
about 30 s. The encoders provide the initial latent representations in about 10 ms. After that the
pipeline iteratively updates the latent representations. In our experiments, we use Adam [55] to optimize
latent representations. The updating step size, the exponential decay rates for the 1st and 2nd moment
estimates are 0.1, 0.9, 0.999, respectively. In each iteration, the forward and backward propagations need
about 250 ms, in which the rendering takes about 20 ms. For all the results in this paper the optimization
converges within 150 iterations, i.e., less than 40 s in total.

2) https://www.3dscanstore.com/.



Geng J H, et al. Sci China Inf Sci November 2021 Vol. 64 210101:10

Figure 6 (Color online) Inferred reflectance components and rendering results. Each row from left to right: the input image, the

reconstruction, the inferred albedo, specular, normal, and two relighting results. The original photos in the 2nd, 3rd, and 5th rows

courtesy of David Kessler, Bekassine and Sterre van den Berge.

8.2 Qualitative evaluation

We have tested our algorithm extensively on images with varying subjects, lighting, image quality, etc.
In Figures 1 and 6, we demonstrate each inference result in two ways.

8.2.1 Reconstruction

When the inferred reflectance and lighting are used in rendering the facial mesh directly on top of the
original image, the rendered face blends naturally into the surrounding areas in most cases, indicating
that our pipeline can faithfully reproduce the skin tone and the lighting environment.

A side-by-side comparison with the original image also shows that the characteristic facial features,
such as facial hair, pores, lip color, are largely preserved with a high level of details.
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Figure 7 (Color online) Consistency of outputs under different lighting conditions.

(a) (b) (c) (d)

Figure 8 (Color online) (a) is the input. (b) is the result by Yamaguchi et al. [11]. From left to right: the albedo, specular,

displacement. (c) is our result. From left to right: the albedo, specular, normal. (d) Manual light tuning. When rendering the

reconstructed facial images using Yamaguchi et al.’s results, we manually adjust the initially estimated SH lighting (left) until the

rendered face matches the original image in overall skin tone (right). Original photo courtesy of Caique Silva.

8.2.2 Relighting

We also render the 3D face with a third-party real-time renderer3) in a new viewpoint and under different
HDR image lighting. Even though the facial mesh is coarse, the final renderings look visually plausible.

8.2.3 Consistency under different lightings

We use photos of the same person captured under different lighting conditions to evaluate the consistency
of our method with respect to lighting changes. As shown in Figure 7, our method can produce consistent
output despite large lighting variation in the input photos.

For more results, please refer to the supplementary video.

8.3 Comparisons

We compare our results qualitatively with those generated by two state-of-the-art approaches [8,11] and
the ground truth.

8.3.1 With Yamaguchi et al.’s results

The input and output of their pipeline are almost the same as ours, except that in their reflectance model
mesoscopic details are represented as displacement instead of normal, and their pipeline does not estimate
the lighting in the scene. To compare the face reconstruction results of the two methods fairly, we cannot
just apply the lighting estimated by our method while rendering their results. Otherwise one can expect
an unnatural color shift in their results due to the highly ambiguous coupling of skin albedo and lighting.
We therefore manually adjust the lighting coefficients for each of their reconstruction results until the
rendered face matches the original image in overall skin tone (Figure 8).

Figure 9 compares the reconstruction and relighting results between the two methods. While the two
groups of results have a comparable level of details, those generated by our method preserve the original
facial features much better. It indicates that using our differentiable renderer in optimizing latent space
representations can effectively infer high-fidelity facial reflectance from a photograph in the wild, even
though the neural networks are trained with easy-to-acquire synthetic data.

In addition to the rendering results, we also compare the inference results component-wise. As shown
in Figure 8, our method is able to recover more natural skin tone by decoupling the effect of environmental
lighting. Furthermore, facial features like eyebrows, eyelashes, and lip textures are considerably clearer.

3) https://marmoset.co/toolbag/.
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Figure 9 (Color online) Comparisons with prior approaches. Each row from left to right: the input, reconstructed by [8],

reconstructed by [11], reconstructed by our method, the relighting result of [11], and our relighting result. The original photos in

the 1st and 3rd rows courtesy of Caique Silva and Heath Cajandig.

8.3.2 With PCA-based methods

We compare our results with those produced by Deng et al.’s PCA-based facial reconstruction algorithm.
As shown in Figure 9, limited by the expressiveness of the linear space, their method cannot produce
enough geometric or appearance details. We also take some examples from [25] as our inputs. The
comparison is shown in Figure 10. Even though they have improved on the basis of linear space, the
expressiveness is still limited.

8.3.3 With ground truth

To further evaluate the correctness of reflectance decomposition, we utilize the synthetic data for training
the autoencoders. Since all the ground truth reflectance components are known, we can compare them
directly with those inferred by our pipeline. As shown in Table 1, our method is able to recover the albedo,
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(a) (b)

Figure 10 (Color online) Comparison with [25] @Copyright 2021 IEEE. Each row from left to right of (a) and (b): the input,

reconstructed by [25], reconstructed by our method, the albedo of [25], the albedo of ours.

Table 1 Quantitative evaluationa)

Albedo Normal Specular Light

PSNR 25.10 26.61 22.68 20.29

RMSE 0.07 0.06 0.08 0.11

a) We measure the peak signal-to-noise ratio (PSNR) and the root-mean-square error (RMSE) between the ground truth and

the inferred results for 100 test images.

(a) (b)

Figure 11 (Color online) Comparisons with the ground truth. The 1st row is the ground truth, the 2nd row is our result. For

each row from left to right in (a) and (b): the target images or the rendering of our reconstruction, albedo, normal, specular,

environmental lighting, and a relighting result.

normal, and specular well. However, our low-frequency light assumption prevents our method from
recovering the light perfectly and affects the accuracy of specular slightly, but as shown in Figure 11, the
inferred reflectance components are comparable to the ground truth. The reconstruction and relighting
results are faithful and compelling.

8.4 Ablation study

We conduct a series of ablation experiments to evaluate some of our design choices.

8.4.1 Skip connections

To evaluate how much influence the skip connections have in the autoencoders, we train the autoencoders
without any skip connection and compare the output. As can be seen in Figure 12 (the 2nd row), without
the feature maps passing through the skip connections, the decoders struggle to localize facial features,
resulting in smoother and even erroneous albedo. Such results confirm the assumption that the latent
space alone cannot encode all the high-frequency, structural features of human faces, especially when the
training data is insufficient or not diverse enough.

8.4.2 Differentiable renderer

In this experiment we use the inferred reflectance directly from the decoders’ output without employing
the renderer and iterative optimization.

As the results in Figure 12 (the 3rd row) indicate, the differentiable renderer and the iterative optimiza-
tion of latent coefficients play a critical role in inferring the accurate skin tone and preserving important
facial features. Even though each reflectance component and the lighting are initialized independently by
its own encoder, the differentiable renderer successfully brings them together into a joint optimization.
This makes our pipeline more capable of decoupling reflectance and lighting.

8.4.3 Detail enhancement

We also compare results generated without and with the detail enhancement networks. Reconstruction
and relighting results are shown in Figure 13. Although the overall facial feature and skin tone look
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Figure 12 (Color online) Ablation study. From top down: our full pipeline, a pipeline without skip connections, a pipeline

without the differentiable renderer.

Figure 13 (Color online) Ablation study of detail enhancement.

Figure 14 (Color online) Limitation of our work. From left to right: the input image, the reconstruction result, the relighting

result. Original photo courtesy of Steven Damron.

similar, when zoomed in, the detail-enhanced results clearly look more realistic.

8.5 Limitations

Our method has a few limitations. The current implementation does not handle faces with large occlusion.
This includes both self-occlusion (due to non-frontal poses) and facial accessories (e.g., glasses). A data-
driven approach that can robustly detect and inpaint the occluded regions in UV space is a direction
that is worth investigation. Due to the limited training data, our method cannot recover faces with deep
wrinkles or makeup. It is possible to expand the dataset to cover such cases.

In the reflectance components we use normal maps to represent fine-scale details, which unfortunately
cannot model dramatic shape variations, e.g., thick mustache or beard. Figure 14 shows one such failure
case.
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Figure 15 (Color online) Limitation of our work. From left to right: the input images, the reconstruction results, the albedo

components, the specular components, the normal, and the relighting results. The original photo of the 2nd row courtesy of

Imansyah Muhamad Putera.

Our pipeline assumes the environmental lighting in the scene is low-frequency and can be well approx-
imated by SH. If it is not the case, e.g., there are sharp shadows or specularities on the face, our method
may fail to completely eliminate the high-frequency shading, as shown in Figure 15. In the future, we plan
to use more complex lighting models in our pipeline to support a wider range of real world environments.

Our differentiable renderer currently ignores subsurface scattering. Implementing a differentiable
screen-space subsurface scattering algorithm will be our future work. Due to the baking of shadow
and bent normal maps, our method does not handle gradients regarding the facial shape for now. How-
ever, it should be possible to learn a mapping from facial coefficients to these baked maps using neural
networks. This would enable the design of a fully differentiable pipeline.

9 Conclusion

This paper introduces a novel method for single-view facial reflectance inference. Our algorithm pipeline
makes use of the encoder-decoder neural networks. In contrast to previous approaches, the encoder is
only used to give a reasonable initialization of the latent representation, and the decoder, followed by a
detail enhancing network, is connected to a physically based differentiable renderer. This configuration
allows us to directly minimize the reconstruction loss by iteratively updating the latent representation.
Compared with the state-of-the-art, our method can better capture both the large-scale skin tone and
characteristic local features of the subject’s face, achieving a higher level of photorealism.
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