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Figure 1: Spectral radiance comparison of a real scene (left) with a predicted image based on our ground truth data (right).

Abstract

Physically based rendering uses principles of physics to model the interaction of light with matter. Even though it is possible to
achieve photorealistic renderings, it often fails to be predictive. There are two major issues: first, there is no analytic material
model that considers all appearance critical characteristics; second, light is in many cases described by only 3 RGB-samples.
This leads to the problem that there are different models for different material types and that wavelength dependent phenomena
are only approximated. In order to be able to analyze the influence of both problems on the appearance of real world materials,
an accurate comparison between rendering and reality is necessary. Therefore, in this work, we acquired a set of precisely
and spectrally resolved ground truth data. It consists of the precise description of a new developed reference scene including
isotropic BRDFs of 24 color patches, as well as the reference measurements of all patches under 13 different angles inside the
reference scene. Our reference data covers rough materials with many different spectral distributions and various illumination
situations, from direct light to indirect light dominated situations.

CCS Concepts
•Computing methodologies → Reflectance modeling;

1. Introduction

Physically based rendering has become a popular technique for of-
fline and real-time rendering, and has been adopted in many in-
dustrial applications. It is based on physical principles to model
the interaction of light with matter, and its primary goal is usually
realism [PH10, p.1]. The tremendous advancements of physically

based rendering has lead to photorealistic images, but often fails to
be predictive [WWMC09, p.11].

According to Ulbricht et al. [UWP06], the field of predictive ren-
dering deals with methods that yield radiometrically correct rendi-
tions of nature. Thus, to be fully predictive all physical properties
of light and its interaction with matter have to be taken into ac-
count. Although, they are well described in the physics literature,
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current hardware is incapable of computing all properties in an ac-
ceptable time. Therefore, in computer graphics many approxima-
tions are still used.

There are two major issues related to these approximations: first,
there is no analytic material model that considers all appearance
critical characteristics; second, light is in many cases described by
only 3 RGB-samples. This leads to the problem that there are dif-
ferent models for different material types and that wavelength de-
pendent phenomena are only approximated.

To determine the influence of these issues on the appearance of
real materials in a real lighting environment, the comparison of ren-
dered images against reference data captured in a real world scene
is mandatory. This comparison method is called experimental veri-
fication method. It requires the physical description of the scene as
well as precisely acquired spectrally resolved reference data. In the
following we summarized both and refer to it as ground truth data.
An important observation is that the fidelity of the experimental
method strongly depends on the accuracy of the ground truth data,
hence its validation is necessary.

In this paper we introduce a new reference scene (Normbox)
similar to the Cornell box, which we used to acquire a precisely
and spectrally resolved set of ground truth data. It consists of the
accurate description of the Normbox including isotropic BRDFs
of 24 color patches, as well as the reference measurements of all
patches under 13 different angles inside the Normbox. Our ref-
erence data covers rough materials with many different spectral
distributions and various illumination situations, from direct light
to indirect light dominated situations. All data and scripts can be
downloaded from http://cg.web.th-koeln.de/brdf-gtd/.

We registered all measurement errors during the acquisition of
the ground truth data. However, it is challenging or even impossible
to estimate the influence of the measurement error on the appear-
ance of the reference target within the box. Therefore we conducted
the experimental verification method, where we used the reference
renderer Mitsuba [Jak10] to predict the spectral radiance of the tar-
get patch. We determined the spectral error and the perceived color
differences between the reference data and the predicted data to
figure out the sources of error and the fidelity of the ground truth
data.

Hereby is the spectral high resolved radiance a key advantage
compared to previous approaches, where only colormetric quanti-
ties or single light measurements are used. It allows for a spectral
localization of the errors and, consequently, a more founded allo-
cation of their sources.

Briefly, the major contributions of this paper are:

• we developed a new reference scene similar to the Cornell Box;
• we precisely acquired a set of spectral ground truth data;
• we conducted, for the first time, a spectral radiance comparison

of rendered images predicted by a reference renderer with the
real-world;
• we determined the fidelity of our ground truth data.

2. Previous work

Greenberg et al. [GTS∗97] proposed a framework for verifying
photorealistic renderers. This framework is divided into three steps:
light reflection model, global light transport simulation, and image
display. According to the authors, each step must be verified indi-
vidually by comparing it with the real world. The first two steps
may be verified by comparing physical parameters, while the third
step requires a perceptual comparison.

Our work deals with the first two steps. We use the experimen-
tal verification method to investigate the influence of approximated
light reflection models and the global light transportation on the
appearance of real world materials. In the following, we present
some related works, which conducted the experimental verification
method.

In 1984, the first experimental verification was reported by Coral
et al. [CTGB84]. They showed that the radiosity algorithm behaves
similar to light propagation in a real setup of a scene. Their work
also introduced the well known Cornell Box, a cube consisting of
fiber board panels painted with flat latex paints to minimize spec-
ular reflection. It has five walls and one open side in order to take
pictures and illuminate the scene by a diffuse light. Three sides
are painted white, while the left and right side are painted red and
blue to investigate the effect of color bleeding. Unfortunately, they
did not perform a comparison to quantify the physical or percep-
tual differences. This approach only allowed to state that the color
bleeding effect is visible in both the rendered image and the refer-
ence scene. There was no quantification of the color differences.

Meyer et al. [MRC∗86] followed up on the approach of the Cor-
nell Box. They changed the Cornell Box slightly (e.g. they mounted
a diffuse light source in the ceiling of the cube and placed two small
boxes within the cube) and extended the approach with a radiomet-
ric comparison. They took measurements of irradiance at 25 loca-
tions on the plane of the open face of the cube, and compared them
with rendered images using a radiosity method. The resulting dif-
ferences are less than 4%. A major drawback of this approach is the
limited spatial and spectral resolution of the irradiance measure-
ments. It is difficult to identify the measured points in the rendered
image, and due to the missing spectral resolution it is not possible
to evaluate the color differences.

Greenberg et al. [GTS∗97] presented a framework for realistic
image synthesis. The framework extends the work of Meyer et al.
by increasing the spatial and spectral resolution of the reference
data. They acquired the reference data using a camera with a 1,280
x 1,024 CCD array. To achieve a spectral measurement, they used
eight band pass filters. However, they did not provide results of the
described experimental verification. Pattanaik et al. [PFTG97] im-
plemented the presented framework, but only provide a reference
image and predicted image, as well as the resulting difference im-
age, without communicating more detailed results. However, the
presented reference and predicted image already show clearly visi-
ble differences.

An accurate verification of the global light transport simulation
was conducted by Schregle and Wienold [SW04]. They broke the
verification process into simple component studies which can be
checked individually, but also combined to build more complex
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Figure 2: Overview of our validation framework.

compound case studies. A simple setup, consisting of a box and
an area light source, was used as a reference scene. Depending
on the study case, diffuse patches or a brushed aluminum plate
were integrated. Flexible sensors in the ceiling measured the di-
rect illuminance at different positions, which were used as refer-
ence data. The authors compared the reference data to a forward
and backward raytracing solution: Photon Map [Jen01] and Radi-
ance [LS04, War94]. The differences between the reference illumi-
nance and the predicted illuminance is in all conducted case studies
below 3% on average.

A more recent work by Bärz et al. [BHM10] followed a simi-
lar approach. Instead of a light source on the ceiling of the cube,
they placed a monitor at the left side. On the opposite side, they
mounted a Macbeth ColorChecker. As reference data, they mea-
sured all patches of the ColorChecker within the cube with a col-
orimeter. They conducted two (perceptual) comparisons; the com-
parison of the measured reference data with, first, the predicted data
itself and second, with the predicted data displayed on a monitor
model, identical to the used light source. In both comparisons they
achieve for most patches color differences below the just notice-
able difference (JND). However, there are also several patches with
extraordinary high color differences.

The works described so far use a reference scene similar to the
Cornell Box, which provides a simple and constant environment.
One major advantage is that the ground truth data can be easily and
accurately determined. Nonetheless, natural scenes consist of more
complex geometries, materials and light conditions, which cannot
be validated by such simple setups. Some works have proposed
more realistic reference scenes like a car, a car dashboard, an office
or an atrium [TTOO90, KP96, Mar99, DM01, MMK∗06]. To ver-
ify the quality of the rendered images, they compare the rendered
images with photos or several luminance measurements. Notwith-
standing, there remains the major problem that it is impossible to
determine the ground truth data of such complex scenes accurately.
In particular, scenes where sunlight is present are not useful for
an accurate comparison, since the illumination conditions are con-
stantly changing.

3. Validation framework

Our work has two major aims. First, the acquisition of precisely and
spectrally resolved ground truth data of 24 rough patches under 13

different angles. And second, the validation of the acquired ground
truth data. For the acquisition of the ground truth data we created a
reference scene which provides very controlled conditions. For the
validation, all measurement errors of the ground truth data, as well
as their influence on the appearance of the predicted image based
on the ground truth data, have to be known.

The latter leads to a fundamental issue. It is challenging, or even
impossible, to estimate the influence of each source of error on the
appearance of the predicted image. Depending on the state of the
reference scene the influence of each source of error may change,
hence, the measurement errors alone are not very meaningful.

To overcome this issue we implemented the framework as shown
in Figure 2. Our framework is divided into two paths: the compar-
ison path (yellow) and the error path (blue). The comparison path
describes the comparison between the real reference scene and its
synthetically rendered image. In its first phase the ground truth data
of the reference scene is acquired, which consists of the light and
material distributions, scene geometries, and reference data. In the
second phase this data is processed in order to be used as input data
for the rendering phase, and, consequently, to generate a predicted
image of the reference scene (predicted data). Next, in the com-
parison step, the predicted data is compared to the reference data
to determine the deviations from reality. The resulting differences
are composed of various error sources, which are considered in the
error path.

The error path describes the sources of error introduced at every
phase of the comparison path. Each source of error contributes to
the total error, which corresponds to the resulting difference of the
comparison path. As already stated, the individual contribution of
each source of error to the total error is unknown.

To be able to quantify the contributions to the total error and,
thus, the influence on the appearance of the predicted data, we im-
plemented our described framework with Mitsuba [Jak10] as the
reference renderer. We assumed that the rendering error is negli-
gible for the simple reference scene we use. Thus, the resulting
difference from the comparison path consists of the measurement
error, processing error and comparison error. To further restrict the
influence of the measurement error a spectral error analysis is con-
ducted. It allows for a spectral localization of the errors and, con-
sequently, a more substantiated attribution of their sources.
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4. Implementation comparison path

4.1. Reference scene

As reference scene, we propose the Normbox, a modified Cornell
box. As displayed in Figure 3, the Normbox consists of a wooden
box, a sample holder, an integrating sphere combined with an opal
glass panel for the light source, and a portable spectroradiometer
mounted on an aluminum profile base to acquire the reference data.
Each component is described in more details below.

4.1.1. Wooden box

It is a cube with sides made of 15 mm thick multiplex panels and a
19 mm panel for the ceiling. The inner dimensions of the cube are
600x600x600 mm. One side of the cube is open to allow measure-
ments. On the ceiling there is an aperture of dimensions 220x200
mm, where the light of the integrating sphere enters the box. The
inner sides of the box are painted with a matte, gray dispersion
paint (RAL 7004) that provides a flat spectrum with a∗,b∗ < 1 and
L≈ 65. According to EN ISO 3668:2001 [ISO01], this is sufficient
for visual comparison purposes. In the middle of the box, a black
painted sample holder is placed. The sample is mounted at the flex-
ible head of the holder, which enables its rotation around one axis.

4.1.2. Area light source

Measuring the emission behavior of arbitrary light sources is a
complex procedure requiring special equipment. A common way to
simplify the simulation of the emission behavior is to approximate
it by a homogeneous panel radiator with a Lambertian behavior. To
minimize the difference between the assumed light source in the
simulation and the used light source in the Normbox, we use an in-
tegrating sphere LE7-4x by Image Engineering combined with an
opal panel. The homogeneity of the area light source deviates from
the assumption by ±3% and the diffusivity by ±2.6%.

4.1.3. Portable spectroradiometer

To acquire the reference data, as described in the validation frame-
work, we use the portable high-precision spectroradiometer CS-
1000A by Konica Minolta. This device accurately measures the
spectral radiance in a wavelength range from 380 to 780 nm in 0.9
nm intervals. The device has an acceptance angle of 1 degree and is
used with its 50 mm standard lens. Furthermore, it provides a radio-
metric accuracy of ±2% in a luminance range of 1 to 8000 cd/m2,
and a spectral accuracy of ±0.3 nm. The CS-1000A is calibrated
on the standard illuminant A.

4.2. Step 1: Acquisition of Ground Truth Data

The ground truth data of the Normbox consists of the reflection be-
havior of the gray painted walls and the 24 ColorChecker patches,
the emission behavior of the area light source in the ceiling, the
dimensions and positions of all involved objects, and finally, the
reference data of all patches.

4.2.1. Reflection behavior

The X-Rite ColorChecker patches uniformly cover the sRGB color
gamut including 6 neutral patches. The patches and the gray

Figure 3: The Normbox consists of a wooden box and the spec-
troradiometer CS-1000A by Konica Minolta. As light source, an
integrating sphere combined with an opal panel is used.

paint have a rough, isotropic, and uniform surface characteris-
tic with a noticeable backscattering depending on the patch. As
noted by Rump et al. [RZK11], the ColorChecker patches are
far from being ideally diffuse. Hence, we decided to measure the
BRDFs using a gonioreflectometer designed by the optics depart-
ment of the TH Köln. The device allows the measurement of
the in-plane BRDF with an error of approximately ±0.7%. Each
measured in-plane BRDF consists of 153 measurements with a
spectral resolution of 1nm. The BRDF is measured for the in-
cident angles θi = −80◦,−70◦, ...,0◦ and the reflection angles
θo = −80◦,−70◦, ...,80◦. The incident angle varies only from
−80◦−0◦ since for isotropic materials the remaining range would
be redundant, and angles larger than 80◦ cannot be measured by
the device. To capture the backscattering the lightsource and spec-
trometer of the gonioreflectometer are tilted out of plane by 4◦ and
−4◦, respectively.

4.2.2. Emission behavior

As aforementioned, the light source of the Normbox is assumed to
be ideally homogeneous and Lambertian. To minimize the differ-
ence between the assumed and real light source the spectral radi-
ance is sampled at 25 points. Test renderings show that there are
no noticeable differences between the representation of the light
source with 25 spectral radiance values and the representation with
one averaged value. Nevertheless, we used in this work the repre-
sentation with 25 spectra.

4.2.3. Geometrical measurement

To describe the geometry of the Normbox the positions and dimen-
sions of the wooden box, the area light source, the sample holder,
and the spectroradiometer are acquired. They are measured manu-
ally by using a yardstick, which has a measurement error of approx-
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imately±1 mm. Furthermore, the angle of the sample in regards to
the ground is measured using an Apple iPhone 5 with an accuracy
of approximately ±1◦.

4.2.4. Reference data

The reference data covers measurements of all 24 ColorChecker
patches under 13 different sample angles inside our Normbox. The
angles cover various illumination situations, where at 30◦ the direct
light and at 90◦ the indirect light dominates. The reference data are
measured by the spectroradiometer CS-1000A that points towards
the center of the sample holder. All patches are placed one after the
other on the sample holder, and their spectral radiance is measured
for the 13 different sample angles. The sample angles vary from
30◦ to 90◦ in steps of 5◦, where the sample is parallel to the light
source for 0◦ and perpendicular for 90◦. In regards to the measure-
ment device, the angles vary from 60◦ to 0◦, where the device is
perpendicular to the sample at 0◦. To guarantee the same sample
angle for all patches, first the sample angle is adjusted and then the
spectral radiance for all patches is measured.

4.3. Step 2: Processing

The acquired ground truth data must be processed in order to be
properly imported by the Mitsuba renderer. There are three process-
ing steps necessary. First, the measured geometries are converted
into the widespread used OBJ file format. Second, the spectral radi-
ance of the area light source is interpolated to the Mitsuba spectral
resolution of 200 samples between 360nm and 830nm. And third,
an analytical BRDF model is fitted to the BRDF measurements, as
described in the next section.

4.3.1. BRDF model

We use the Cook-Torrance BRDF model [CT82] as it is a physi-
cally based reflection model for isotropic materials which has been
successfully used for fitting measured BRDFs (see e.g. [NDM05,
KSKK10]). This model describes the reflection of light from a ma-
terial as a combination of a specular and a diffuse component, as
defined in the following equation

fr(λ,ωo,ωi) =
kd,λ

π
+ ks,λ

D(ωh)F(ωi,ωh)G(ωo,ωi,ωh)

4cos(θo)cos(θi)
. (1)

The first term represents the diffuse component while the second
is the specular component which is based on a microfacet model,
hence taking into account masking and shadowing effects, as well
as Fresnel’s law. The microfacet model is composed of a specu-
lar albedo ks,λ, the distribution function D(ωh), the Fresnel factor
F(ωi,ωh), and the geometric attenuation factor G(ωo,ωi,ωh).

The geometric attenuation factor can be approximated as the sep-
arable product of two monodirectional shadowing-masking func-
tions G1:

G(ωo,ωi,ωh)≈ G1(ωo,ωh)G1(ωi,ωh). (2)

For the distribution function we use the GGX distribution along
with the Smith shadowing-masking term G1 which was derived
from the GGX distribution [WMLT07, Smi67]:

DGGX (ωh) =
α

2
g

πcos4 θh(α
2
g + tan2θh)2 , (3)

G1(ωo,ωh) =
2

1+
√

1+α2
g tan2θo

. (4)

According to Heitz [Hei14], the Smith G1 matches measured data
better than the classical V-cavities. The parameter α defines the
roughness of the material.

Under the assumption of unpolarized light the Fresnel factor for
dielectrics can be computed as [CT82]:

FCook−Torrance(ωi,ωh) =
1
2
(g− c)2

(g+ c)2

{
1+

[c(g+1)−1]2

[c(g− c)+1]2

}
, (5)

where g =
√

η−1+ c2, c = cos(β), β is the angle between ωh
and ωi, and η is the ratio between the two refractive indexes of
the materials that build the interface. In graphics, most objects are
surrounded by air (ηair ≈ 1), so that η is equal to the refractive
index of the object material.

In the conducted fitting of the BRDF model to the measured
BRDFs the roughness αg, one global refractive index η and the
wavelength dependent albedos ks and kd are fitted.

4.3.2. BRDF fitting

We fit the BRDF model to the measured in-plane BRDFs. The na-
tive model is slightly modified by subtracting a correction value c:

fc(λ,ωo,ωi) = fr(λ,ωo,ωi)− c. (6)

For some materials the correction value minimizes the fitting error,
while for others it assumes value zero and thus is not taken into
account. The fitting process is divided into a non linear and a linear
optimization process, where the latter is a subprocess of the non
linear optimization process. The model parameters αg, η, and the
correction value c are determined in the nonlinear optimization. For
the linear optimization, a linear regression is implemented to deter-
mine the wavelength dependent specular albedo ks and the diffuse
albedo kd .

The fitted BRDFf it and the measured BRDFre f are the input val-
ues for the cost function. Our cost function is based on the one by
Löw et al. [LKYU12], and is defined as:

g(λ,ωo,ωi; p) = ln(1+ cosw
θi BRDFf it(λ,ωi,ωo; p)), (7)

ĝ(λ,ωo,ωi) = ln(1+ cosw
θi BRDFre f (λ,ωi,ωo)), (8)

E(p) = ∑
k

∑
l
(gkl(p)− ĝkl)2, (9)

where k represents the incident directions and l the reflection direc-
tions.

In Equation 7 and 8 the measured and fitted BRDFs are weighted
by cosw

θi. Consequently, BRDF values for incident angles around
0◦ are weighted more heavily than for incident angles close to 90◦.
The optional exponent w> 1 further enhances this weighting effect.
The function then weights the diffuse and specular component at
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small incident angles stronger than the comparatively high Fresnel
component at grazing angles. In this work the exponent w was set
to values between 1 and 4, and in two cases to 6. These choices lead
to better fits of the reflection at small incident angles, which in our
work is of more importance than the Fresnel reflection at grazing
angles. Furthermore, we observed that in some cases the exponent
also improves the overall fitting error (cf. Figure 11).

4.4. Step 3: Rendering

In this work we use the Mitsuba renderer [Jak10] as reference ren-
derer. We built it on a 64bit Windows platform and configured it as
spectral renderer with 200 wavelength samples. The predicted im-
ages are generated on basis of the acquired and processed ground
truth data as described in Sections 4.2 and 4.3.

To integrate the BRDF of Equation 1 we had to slightly extend
the Mitsuba renderer by combining two material models to gener-
ate a new one. Specifically, we additively combined the integrated
smooth diffuse material with a rough conductor material. The first
describes an ideally diffuse material, while the second is defined
by the microfacet model of the Cook-Torrance model. To integrate
our fitted specular albedo we changed the "specular Reflectance" of
the rough conductor material respectively. Mitsuba’s native Fresnel
calculation was replaced by the Cook-Torrance calculation defined
in Equation 5. Finally, the predicted images of all ColorChecker
patches under 13 sample angles were generated. The predicted im-
age has a resolution of 10 x 10 pixels, where each pixel stores a
whole radiance spectrum. All radiance spectra are averaged and,
henceforth, called predicted data.

4.5. Step 4: Comparison

There are different methods to compare the predicted and reference
data. In this work a physical and a perceptual comparison method
are chosen. The physical method determines the radiance differ-
ences between the predicted and the reference data. The perceptual
comparison provides information about the perceived color differ-
ences.

4.5.1. Physical comparison

The spectral radiance difference can be easily calculated by sub-
tracting the predicted radiance spectrum from the reference spec-
trum. To allow the comparison between the results of different
sample angles and different color patches, the spectral difference
is normalized by the reference spectrum. This error metric is called
normalized spectral error (NSE). It has the advantage that it is spec-
trally resolved and thus allows for an accurate analysis of occurring
errors. However, it is not appropriate to determine the total error, or
to compare the total errors of different results. Therefore, the root
mean square error (RMSE) between the predicted and reference
spectrum is additionally calculated. Again, to allow for compara-
bility, the RMSE is normalized by the averaged reference spectrum.
Hereafter, this error metric is called normalized root mean square
error (NRMSE).

4.5.2. Perceptual comparison

A widespread metric for perceived color differences is the CIE
DeltaE metric. For industrial color difference evaluation, the CIE
recommends the latest version of the CIE color difference metric,
the CIE DeltaE 2000. To calculate the dE00 the predicted and ref-
erence spectrum are converted to the XYZ space. For the necessary
normalization the reference spectrum of the ColorChecker white
patch under a sample angle of 30◦ is used. This ensures that all Y
values are between 0 and 1. For the the XYZ to Lab space transfor-
mation the standard illuminant D65 is use. The dE00 are calculated
as described in [CIE01], where the weighting factors KL, KC and
KH are set to the default value 1. The dE00 values are classified by
the rating scale given in the book Color Imaging [RKAJ08, p.461].
The rating scale is actually defined for the CIE DeltaE 1994 metric,
but it can also be used for the dE00 metric since they are very sim-
ilar. In the book, a DeltaE of 1 is considered as the just noticeable
color difference (JND). A value of 2 leads to discernible color dif-
ferences for patches that are next to each other. Color differences
larger than 5 are easily perceived in a side-by-side comparison.

5. Implementation error path

The error path is divided into the categories measurement error,
processing error, rendering error and comparison error, as previ-
ously shown in Figure 2. Each category is further subdivided into
various possible sources of errors as shown in Figure 4, as detailed
next.

5.1. Measurement error

The Measurement error can be divided into four different errors in-
troduced during the ground truth data acquisition. The first two re-
gards the geometric measurements of the Normbox. As mentioned
in Section 4.2.3 the measurement error of a yardstick is roughly
±1 mm and the angle accuracy of an iPhone 5 is roughly ±1◦.
The third measurement error is introduced by the measurement of
the in-plane BRDF. This error can be divided into the measurement
error of the used spectrometer Ocean Optics QE Pro, and the cali-
bration error. The QE Pro has a signal-to-noise ratio of 1000:1 and a
maximal non-linearity of 0.5%. The calibration is done with a rela-
tive calibration method using a Spectralon diffuse reflectance stan-
dard in combination with reference BRDF measurements by Durell
et al. [DSM∗15]. The BRDF acquired by the calibrated spectrome-
ter deviates from the reference BRDF in averaged by 0.7%. Finally,
the fourth error source is the spectroradiometer CS1000A, which is
used to measure the reference data and the light source emission.
According to the manufacturer, the accuracy is ±2%.

5.2. Processing error

Processing the acquired ground truth data introduces again errors
which should be considered. The conversion of the measured ge-
ometries into a digital format introduces a negligible error due to
the geometrical simplicity of the Normbox, and the precision lim-
itations of our measurement device. On the other hand, fitting the
BRDF model and processing the light source emission lead to con-
siderable higher errors. The fitting error varies in the range of 5%-
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Figure 4: Error sources that occurs during the implementation of the comparison path of the validation framework

10% depending on the color patches, but patch 18 has a conspicu-
ous error of 18%. The processing error of the light source emission
is again divided into the errors repeatability, spectrum interpolation
and the deviations from the assumed light source. The repeatability
error is < 1% and the spectrum interpolation error is negligible, due
to the densely sampled spectrum with 200 samples. The deviation
from the assumptions are defined by±3% for the homogeneity and
by ±2.6% for the diffusivity. The intensity of the light source is
kept constant during all measurements. Notwithstanding, we regis-
tered a maximal dE00 of 0.28.

5.3. Rendering error & Comparison error

Finally we have to consider the rendering and comparison error.
The rendering error is certainly unknown, but we make the assump-
tion that it is negligible for Mitsuba. The physical comparison and
the perceptual comparison errors have to be considered separately.
The actual physical comparison does not introduce errors, since we
compare the raw radiance spectra, and they are not processed in any
way. Conversely, the perceptual comparison is error prone, because
the raw data is processed and the error metric dE00 is based on the
perceptual non uniform CIELAB color space. The latter leads to
distinct perceived color differences of the same DeltaE depending
on the location in the CIE 1931 xy chromaticity space.

6. Validation of the ground truth data

In this section we validate the ground truth data by investigating the
influence of the measurement error on the appearance of the pre-
dicted data. First, the physical and perceptual differences are pre-
sented to quantify the maximal influence of the measurement error.
The resulting differences also include the processing and compari-
son error. Second, our results are compared to the one of Schregle
and Wienold [SW04] and by Bärz et al. [BHM10]. And finally, a
spectral error analysis is conducted to further restrict the influence
of the measurement error.

6.1. Results of the physical and perceptual comparison

For the physical comparison we first computed the RMSE between
the reference and predicted data as described in Section 4.5.1. In
Figure 5 (a) the RMSE for all patches and sample angles is shown.
It can be remarked that there is a significant RMSE variation be-
tween different patches and sample angles. In particular, patch 19
has an prominent high RMSE. When comparing only the gray

patches (patches 19-23, excluding patch 24), it is possible to ob-
serve that there exists a correlation between the radiance of the
patch and the RMSE. This assumption is again confirmed by look-
ing at each patch individually, where there is a decreasing trend of
the RMSE for increasing sample angles (decreasing radiance).

The assumed correlation between the radiance and RMSE is fur-
ther examined in the scatter plots shown in Figures 5 (b) and (c).
The first plot shows the data points of all patches for small sample
angles 30◦ - 60◦, and the second for the remaining large sample
angles 65◦ - 90◦. While the first plot indicates a strong positive lin-
ear relationship between the radiance and RMSE, with a correlation
coefficient of 0.84, the second plot shows only a moderate relation-
ship, with a correlation coefficient of 0.62. In brief, it can be stated
that there is a positive linear correlation between the radiance and
the RMSE, in particularly for small sample angles.

Due to this correlation, it is not meaningful to compare the
RMSE between different measurements. Therefore, we normalized
the RMSE and analyzed the resulting NRMSE plots as shown in
Figure 6 (a). The figure shows that the NRMSE of all patches (ex-
cluding patch 24) are nearly on the same level for small sample
angles. But at larger sample angles there is an increasing trend of
the NRMSE, which even varies between different patches. To ex-
amine this phenomena in more details the data points for small and
large sample angles are again plotted separately as shown in Fig-
ure 6 (b) and (c). In the first plot, nearly all data points have an
NRMSE in the range of [0.02,0.05], with the exception of patch 24
and two data points of patch 18. It shows that for small sample an-
gles there is no correlation between radiance and NRMSE, which
is in accordance with Figure 6 (b). For large sample angles, shown
in the second plot, there is an exponential increase of NRMSE for
decreasing radiance. The bluish and greenish patches tend to have
higher NRMSE than reddish and yellowish patches. Summarizing,
it can be stated that the NRMSE for small sample angles is nearly
constant, while for large angles there is an exponential decrease.

The results of the physical comparison do not provide any infor-
mation about the perceived color difference between the reference
and predicted data. Nevertheless, this difference is of paramount
importance for color critical applications using rendered images.
Hence, we present in Figure 7 the CIE DeltaE 2000 for all patches
and sample angles. In contrast to Figures 5 and 6, the perceived
color differences do not show any trends or patterns. For most
patches the differences are below the discernible threshold for a
next to each other comparison. Only patches 10, 13, 19 and 24 have
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Figure 5: (a) RMSE between the reference and predicted data of
all patches and sample angles (bar color). Correlation between ra-
diance and RMSE of (b) small sample angles (30◦ - 60◦) and (c)
large sample angles (65◦ - 90◦ ).

values for some angles slightly above the discernible color differ-
ence.

6.2. Comparison to previous work

We compare our results with those of the works by Schregle and
Wienold [SW04] and by Bärz et al. [BHM10]. To the best of our
knowledge, both works are the most recently published ones imple-
menting a comparative validation of rendered images. Furthermore,
their results show, up to this moment, the smallest differences be-
tween reference and predicted data.

Schregle and Wienold conducted a physical comparison between
reference and predicted illuminance values, leading to a mean de-
viation of 2% in their case study for diffuse patch reflections. They
measured the illuminance of the light reflected at a diffuse gray
molleton patch and compared it to the prediction. In our results,
most patches have deviations below 2%, with several among these
achieving values considerably lower (cf. Figure 8). Considering
patch 20, which has a similar reflection behavior as the gray mol-
leton, it can be stated that our approach leads to clearly better re-
sults for this case.

Bärz et al. conducted a perceptual comparison. They computed
the color difference between the reference and predicted data of all
ColorChecker patches for one specific sample angle. We compared
our results at the sample angle of 45◦ with their results, as shown
in Figure 9. The figure demonstrates that the color differences of
our approach are sometimes higher than the ones of Bärz et al., but
we are mostly still below the JND. However, our results are more
stable and do not contain extreme outliers as observed for patches
13 and 15 with Bärz et al. results.

Figure 6: (a) NRMSE between the reference and predicted data
of all patches and sample angles (bar color). Correlation between
radiance and NRMSE of small sample angles (b) and large sample
angles (c)

Figure 7: Color difference (CIE DeltaE 2000) between reference
and predicted data of all patches and sample angles.

6.3. Spectral error analysis

6.3.1. Preliminary considerations

The observations in Section 6.1 lead to the assumption that the main
error consists of two different components. The first error manifests
itself as the correlation between the RMSE and the radiance of the
patch, while the second error leads to the exponential increase of
the NRMSE at large sample angles.

As stated in Section 4.2.4, the 13 sample angles describe a transi-
tion from direct light to a indirect light dominated situation. More-
over, we know that the light composition for sample angles up to
60◦ is roughly the same, while after 65◦ the proportion of indirect
light increases exponentially.

The comparison of the NRMSE in Figure 6 and the increasing
influence of the indirect light for increasing sample angles indicate
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Figure 8: Comparison of our approach with the one of Schregle
and Wienold (red dashed line): Relative illuminance differences be-
tween reference and predicted data for diffuse reflection.

Figure 9: Comparison of the color differences (DeltaE 76) between
reference and predicted data with the approach of Bärz et al..

a clear correlation. We conclude that the first error is related to the
direct light (errd), and the second error to indirect light (erri).

6.3.2. Analysis of fitting error

As stated in Section 4.2.1 the 24 color patches and the gray wall are
far from being diffuse and show a clear backscattering, as well as
Fresnel reflection. Further investigations showed that the backscat-
tering is dominated by blue frequencies, while the Fresnel reflec-
tion is clearly dominated by red frequencies.

Figure 10 shows the polar plots of the measured and fitted BRDF
of patch 8 at a wavelength of 730 nm for incident directions θi =
0◦,10◦, ...,80◦. The exponent w is set to 2. The figure illustrates
that patch 8 has a diffuse reflection at small incident angles and a
clear Fresnel reflection at grazing incident angles. Furthermore, a
slight backscattering effect can be observed, which increases for
small wavelengths. The good agreement of the measured and fitted
curve demonstrates that the fitting in combination with the used
BRDF model works well except for the backscattering which is not
included in the model. At other wavelengths we observed similar
good results.

However, the ColorChecker also contains some smoother
patches, as demonstrated for patch 18 in Figure 11. The figure
shows a comparison of three different fitted BRDFs, using the cost

Figure 10: Polar plots of the measured and fitted BRDF of patch 8
at wavelength 730 nm for different incident directions. The incident
angle varies from θi = 0◦ (top-left plot) to θi = 80◦ (bottom-right
plot).

Figure 11: Polar plots for patch 18 at a wavelength of 730 nm of
the measured and three fitted BRDFs using the cost functions of
Löw et al., Ngan et al., and ours with w = 4.

functions of Löw et al. [LKYU12], Ngan et al. [NDM05], and ours.
It is clear from the figure that our cost function leads to the best
fitting especially at small incident angles, but it fails, as all other
approaches, to precisely fit the Fresnel reflection at large incident
angles.

The fitting of all ColorChecker patches with the Cook-Torrance
BRDF model with GGX distribution in combination with our cost
function lead to fitting errors in the range of 5%−10% and 18% for
patch 18. The analysis of the fitting errors showed that the fitting
error for the diffuse and specular reflection at small incident angles
is much smaller than for the backscattering and Fresnel reflection.
Furthermore, it can be observed that the wavelength dependency
of both phenomena is not fitted well. This results in a blue and red
dominated fitting error for the backscattering and Fresnel reflection,
respectively.

In short, it can be stated that the used BRDF model is not ca-
pable of fitting the observed wavelength dependent backscattering,
leading to an overestimate of the diffuse term in the fitted BRDF of
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Figure 12: Error model: The absolute error is simulated by multi-
plying the radiance with the light composition and the two errors,
errd (blue) and erri (red). errd is caused by a fitting error of the
patch, erri by a fitting error of the gray wall.

nearly all patches. Besides, we observed that for some patches, es-
pecially for smoother materials, the BRDF model has problems to
properly fit the Fresnel term, especially its wavelength dependency.

6.3.3. Error model

In our setup the used sample angles avoid that direct light is simul-
taneously incoming and measured from grazing angles. Thus, the
measured direct light is not affected by the observed high fitting er-
rors for the Fresnel term and backscattering. However, the indirect
light is caused by reflections and interreflections at the gray wall.
Hence, the indirect light is affected by all fitting errors of the gray
wall including the high fitting errors at grazing angles. Therefore,
we assume that errd is much smaller as erri.

Based on these assumptions we developed an error model as
shown in Figure 12. In our error model the radiance of the measured
reference data is weighted by the light composition to determine
the proportion resulting from direct and indirect light. Both propor-
tions are multiplied by the respective relative error (errd , erri) to
compute the absolute error. To facilitate the comparison of the sim-
ulated error with the observed error in reality the absolute error is
normalized by the reference radiance.

In the example in Figure 12 errd is determined by the averaged
fitting error of the patch 22 at the same light and measurement an-
gles as occurring at the direct light. The erri can not be determined
easily because all fitting errors of patch 22 contribute. We chose
erri in a way that the resulting normalized error match the NRMSE
and is within the fitting error of the gray wall.

The trend of the simulated errors are in accordance with the ones
of the RMSE and NRMSE in Figure 5 and 6. Furthermore, the val-
ues of the simulated normalized errors and the NRMSE agree as
well.

6.3.4. Validation of error model

In the error model the fitting error was assumed as the only source
of error. However, as pointed out in the error path (Section 5) there
are many different sources of error which can lead to a similar
NRMSE. Thus, it is necessary to validate the fitting error as the
dominant source of error. The validation is divided into two parts.
First, the composition of the simulated error is compared with the

normalized spectral error between the reference data and predicted
data (NSE). Second, the assumed spectral distribution of errd and
erri is compared with the one of the fitting error.

The value and composition of the simulated normalized error as
shown in Figure 12 are equal for small sample angles, where errd
clearly dominates. Starting from sample angle 65◦, the normalized
error in general and the influence of erri increase. At sample angle
90◦ the error consists almost entirely of erri.

These observations are in accordance with the NSE, as depicted
in Figure 13. In each subplot the NSE for one sample angle is plot-
ted. We can observe that the spectral distribution of the NSE is prac-
tically constant for small sample angles. Starting at sample angle 65
the NSE is constantly increasing, especially at wavelengths larger
than 650nm, thus modifying its spectral distribution. Figure 13 il-
lustrates well this transition from one error to another, which is also
simulated by our error model.

From the simulated error we know that at sample angle of 30◦

the errd dominates, while at sample angle of 90◦ the erri clearly
dominates. Based on this knowledge, it can be assumed that the
NSE at a sample angle of 30◦ and 90◦ in Figure 13 match the spec-
tral distribution of the errd and the erri, respectively.

To verify the fitting error as the dominant source of error, the
spectral representations of the errd and the erri are compared to the
fitting errors at the respective sample angles. Figure 14 (a) depicts
the NSE of patch 19, 23 and 24 at a sample angle 30◦, and the re-
spective fitting error. The figure demonstrates well that the trend of
the error strongly agrees for patches 19 and 24, and moderately for
patch 23. However, it can be observed an offset of approximately
2%.

Figure 14 (b) depicts the NSE of patch 21 at sample angle 90◦,
and the fitting error of the gray wall at a grazing angle of θi =−70◦

and θo = 80◦. The NSE of patch 21 shows a clear increasing trend
for larger wavelengths, which can be observed for all patches (see
e.g. Figure 13 for sample angle 90◦). The only source of error that
shows a similar increasing trend is the fitting error of the gray patch
at grazing angles as shown in plot. This is clear indication that at
larger sample angles the fitting error of the gray wall dominates.

6.3.5. Other sources of errors

In Figure 13 we can see that the NSE of the sample angles 65◦ and
80◦ slightly deviates from the trend of the surrounding sample an-
gles. The NSE at sample 65◦ is slightly higher and at 80◦ slightly
lower. The same NSE behavior can be observed for all patches.
This kind of error can be traced back to a faulty sample angle ad-
justment, because the sample angle is adjusted once for all patches.
A further source of error, which directly influences the predicted
data is the repeatability error of the light source of 1%. We also
have to take into account that the reference data measured with the
spectroradiometer from Konica Minolta contains a measurement
error of ±2%.

7. Conclusions and future work

In this work we developed a novel reference scene (Normbox)
which allows for the precise acquisition of ground truth data for the
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Figure 13: NSE of patch 22: Each subplot depicts the NSE of one
sample angle.

Patch 19 Patch 23 Patch 24 Patch 21

N
SE

Fi
tt

in
g 

Er
ro

r

(a) (b)

Sample angle 30° Sample angle 90°Sample angle 30°Sample angle 30°

Figure 14: Top row: NSE for (a) patches 19, 23 and 24 at sample
angle 30◦, (b) and for patch 21 at sample angle 90◦. Bottom row:
respective fitting error.

experimental verification method. The key feature of our Normbox
is the use of an integrating sphere which is controlled by an internal
spectrometer. Combined with an opal panel it is a stable and nearly
ideal homogeneous and diffuse area light source. We introduced
the use of a spectroadiometer to measure the spectral radiance as
reference data.

We used the Normbox to acquire a set of precisely and spectrally
resolved ground truth data. It consists of the description of the ref-
erence scene including the BRDFs of the 24 ColorChecker patches
as well as in total 312 reference spectra. The reference data covers
rough materials with different spectral distributions and various il-
luminations situations, from direct light to indirect light dominated
situations.

We implemented the experimental verification method, where
we used the Cook-Torrance BRDF model with GGX distribution
as fitting model, and the Mitsuba renderer as reference renderer

to compute the predicted data. The comparison with the reference
data leads to superior results when compared to previous work. The
perceptual comparison further showed that the color difference of
nearly all patches are below the discernible threshold in a next to
each other comparison. To restrict the influence of the measurement
error on the appearance of the predicted data, and thus to determine
the fidelity of the ground truth data, a spectral error analysis is con-
ducted.

The error analysis showed that the used Cook-Torrance BRDF
model with GGX distribution is incapable to model all appearance
critical scattering phenomena of rough surfaces, which lead, con-
sequently, to deviations between reference and predicted data. The
BRDF model fails to represent backscattering and has in several
cases problems to properly fit both the large Fresnel reflection at
grazing angles and the small reflection at lower incident angles at
the same time. Furthermore, we observed that the backscattering as
well as the Fresnel reflection are strongly wavelength dependent,
where the backscattering is dominated by blue frequencies and the
Fresnel reflection by red frequencies. Both wavelength dependen-
cies are not fitted well by the used BRDF model.

Physically based rendering can achieve photorealism, but still
fails to be fully predictive. Our acquired ground truth dataset is a
starting point to further investigate the influence of the employed
approximations on the appearance of real materials and, thus, a ba-
sis for future improved rendering techniques.

We plan to validate whether other published BRDF models (e.g.
Holzschuch and Pacanowski [HP17], Dupuy et al. [DHI∗15] or
Bagher et al. [BSH12]) lead to better fitting results, especially of
the wavelength dependency of the backscattering and the Fresnel
reflection.
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