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Abstract: Hand shape and pose recovery is essential for many computer vision applications such as
animation of a personalized hand mesh in a virtual environment. Although there are many hand pose
estimation methods, only a few deep learning based algorithms target 3D hand shape and pose from
a single RGB or depth image. Jointly estimating hand shape and pose is very challenging because
none of the existing real benchmarks provides ground truth hand shape. For this reason, we propose
a novel weakly-supervised approach for 3D hand shape and pose recovery (named WHSP-Net)
from a single depth image by learning shapes from unlabeled real data and labeled synthetic data.
To this end, we propose a novel framework which consists of three novel components. The first is
the Convolutional Neural Network (CNN) based deep network which produces 3D joints positions
from learned 3D bone vectors using a new layer. The second is a novel shape decoder that recovers
dense 3D hand mesh from sparse joints. The third is a novel depth synthesizer which reconstructs
2D depth image from 3D hand mesh. The whole pipeline is fine-tuned in an end-to-end manner.
We demonstrate that our approach recovers reasonable hand shapes from real world datasets as
well as from live stream of depth camera in real-time. Our algorithm outperforms state-of-the-art
methods that output more than the joint positions and shows competitive performance on 3D pose
estimation task.
Keywords: depth sensor; convolutional neural network (CNN); 3D hand pose; 3D hand shape

1. Introduction
Jointly estimating 3D hand shape and pose is very important for many computer vision (CV)
applications such as animation of a personalized hand in virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality
(AR), handling objects [1] and in-air signature [2]. This task is very challenging due to various
factors including large variation in hand shapes, complex hand poses, many degrees of freedom
and occlusions, especially in egocentric viewpoints. CNN-based 3D hand pose estimation from a
single depth image has been extensively studied in recent years. Direct hand pose regression methods
(discriminative) [3–5] show the highest accuracy on public benchmarks. However, these methods do
not exploit the hand structure well, which may result in poor estimation of 3D pose on unseen data [6].
On the other hand, structured hand pose estimation methods either implicitly incorporate hand
structure [7–9] or embed a kinematic hand model in a deep network [10–12]. However, the kinematic
model parameterization is highly nonlinear, which is difficult to optimize in deep networks [13].
In contrast, we propose a simple and effective structured 3D pose estimation approach that estimates
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3D bone vectors using a CNN, which are converted to 3D hand joint positions by a bone-to-joint layer.
The novel layer allows resolving the limitations of both discriminative and structured methods as
it preserves the hand structure and produces more accurate 3D hand pose because learning bones
representation is easier than learning angles of kinematic model [13].
Unseen Images

View2

View1

3D Pose

BigHand2.2M Dataset

Figure 1. Our proposed approach accurately recovers full 3D hand mesh and 3D pose from a single
depth image. We show our results on real dataset as well as on unseen images from real-time demo.

3D hand shape estimation using depth sensors has been studied in [14–20]. However, these
methods employ a generative optimization process which needs a carefully calibrated hand model.
On the other hand, deep learning-based simultaneous estimation of 3D hand shape and pose is a
novel problem that has not been well investigated yet. This task is highly challenging given the
fact that ground truth of real hand shapes is not available. Manual annotation of 3D hand shape
is highly time consuming, laborious and sub-optimal. Malik et al. [21] employed the standard
linear blend skinning (LBS) function using fixed set of synthetic blendshape targets for hand shape
reconstruction which limits this approach to incorporate nonlinear and large variations in hand
shapes. Adnane Boukhayma [22] proposed a structured hand shape and pose estimation method from
monocular RGB input using the statistical MANO hand model [23]. However, this approach is also
limited by a small training data and the LBS based on linear bases. Recently, Ge et al. [24] proposed
a weakly-supervised regression based approach that highly depends on a pseudo ground truth of
real hand shapes, which is obtained using a pre-trained model with labeled synthetic RGB dataset.
Moreover, their 3D pose estimation accuracy directly depends on the quality of real hand shape
estimation. In this paper, we propose a novel weakly-supervised algorithm that estimates both 3D
hand mesh and pose from a single depth image by learning from unlabeled real data and labeled
synthetic data. We argue that learning dense 3D hand mesh from sparse 3D hand joint positions along
with a depth synthesizer as a source of weak-supervision is very effective and produces accurate and
reasonable hand shapes. We performed rigorous evaluations of our approach on both public real world
datasets and a synthetic dataset. Our algorithm can recover accurate and reasonable hand shapes even
in cases of missing depth information and occlusion (see Figure 1). To summarize, our contributions
for this paper are:
1.
2.
3.

4.

A new deep network for structured 3D hand pose estimation embeds a simple bone-to-joint layer
to respect hand structure in the learning (see Section 4.1).
A novel 3D hand shape decoder generates dense hand mesh vertices given sparse joint positions
by mixed training with labeled synthetic data and unlabeled real data (see Section 4.2).
A new depth image synthesizer reconstructs 2D depth image from dense 3D hand mesh. It acts
as a weak-supervision in training, thereby partly compensating the deficiency of missing hand
shape ground truth in real benchmarks (see Section 4.3).
A novel weakly-supervised end-to-end pipeline for 3D hand pose and shape recovery, which we
call WHSP-Net, is trained by learning from unlabeled real data to a fully-labeled synthetic data
(see Section 4).

Sensors 2019, 19, 3784

3 of 15

Figure 2. Illustration of our complete method. A hand center cropped depth image DI is provided to a
CNN-based bones regressor, which estimates the 3D bone vectors B as an intermediate representation.
B is passed to a non-parametric bone-to-joint layer, which converts the 3D bone vectors to 3D
joint positions (J ). Then, a linear hand shape decoder converts the sparse hand joints positions
to dense mesh vertices (V ). Finally, a 2D depth image synthesizer reconstructs depth image DR
from reconstructed V . The depth synthesizer acts as a weak-supervision in training and is excluded
during testing.

2. Related Work
2.1. Depth Based Hand Pose Estimation
A comprehensive review including a detailed comparative analysis of previous depth based
hand pose estimation methods can be found in [6,25]. Here, we focus on the closely related works.
Regression based methods (e.g., [26–33]) directly estimate 3D joint coordinates or probability density
map of joints [4,34] using 2D/3D CNN based networks. Oberweger et al. [30] employed CNNs to refine
3D joints estimations in a feedback loop using an initial pose estimator, a depth image synthesizer and
a pose update network. Moon el al. [4] learned 3D heat maps of joints using a voxel-to-voxel network
based on a 3D CNN. Rad et al. [3] learned a mapping between synthetic data and the corresponding
real data together with the 3D pose. However, these methods may result in geometrically invalid pose
estimations, especially on unseen images due to missing structural constraints [6].
Structured hand pose estimation methods (e.g., [7,8,10,11,35–43]) include hand structure or a
hand model in deep learning. Wan et al. [44] implicitly modeled the joint dependencies by learning
3D offsets in a multi-task cascade network. Zhou el al. [10] embeded a geometric hand model layer
inside a deep network. Malik et al. [11] extended this work and learned hand bones scales jointly
with 3D pose. Hand model-based approaches mentioned above use joint angles and/or bones lengths
based parameterization, which is difficult to optimize in deep networks [13]. In contrast, we propose a
simple bone-to-joint layer, which is parameterized by 3D bone vectors. Our approach for 3D hand
pose estimation is fully-supervised and respects the structure of the estimated 3D pose.
2.2. 3D Hand Shape and Pose Estimation
Deep learning based simultaneous estimation of 3D hand shape and pose is a novel and
challenging problem, which has recently attracted an attention of the CV community. Malik et al. [21]
proposed a depth-based 3D hand shape and pose estimation algorithm which embeds a nonlinear
hand pose and shape model layer inside a deep network. Adnane Boukhayma [22] proposed a
similar approach and employed MANO model [23] for shape estimation from monocular RGB image.
However, the performance of these methods is limited by small training data and fixed linear bases.
Ge et al. [24] regressed 3D hand mesh and pose using a weakly-supervised approach from a monocular
RGB input. They estimated hand shape using a Graph CNN, and then regressed the pose from the
estimated shape. However, they used pseudo-ground truth of real data, which esd obtained from
a pre-trained model on a synthetic dataset. In contrast, we propose a novel weakly-supervised
algorithm that effectively learns to reconstruct 3D hand shape from structurally valid estimated 3D
pose using a novel hand shape decoder. Our approach learns from an unlabeled real world dataset
and a fully-labeled synthetic dataset. Inspired by the authors of [24,45], we leverage a new 2D depth
image synthesizer which provides a weak-supervision in training for hand shape and pose estimation.
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3. Method Overview
In this work, we propose a novel weakly-supervised algorithm that is capable of accurately
estimating 3D hand shape and pose using a single depth image. The addressed problem is highly
challenging, primarily because there is no ground truth for real hand shapes. In such problems,
weak-supervision is an optimal solution. In this regard, Figure 2 shows an overview of our approach.
Given a single gray scale cropped depth image DI , the task is to estimate 3D hand joint positions
J ∈ R3×P and 3D hand mesh vertices V ∈ R3×N , where P represents the number of joints and
N = 1193 is the number of mesh vertices. DI is passed to a CNN-based bones regressor, which directly
regresses 3D bone vectors B ∈ R3×(P−1) . A bone bn ∈ R3 is the 3D offset of the nth joint (jn ) relative
to its immediate parent joint (j parent(n) ), and can be calculated as:
bn = jn − j parent(n)

(1)

The direction of bone vector is from parent joint to child joint in the kinematic chain of hand
skeleton. as shown in Figure 3 (right). B is an intermediate parametric representation of joints that is
fed to a parameter free bone-to-joint layer. This layer allows preserving the structure of hand skeleton
(see Section 4.1). For notation simplicity, CNN-based bones regressor and bone-to-joint layer are
collectively named as Module 1. Thereafter, a linear 3D hand shape decoder (Module 2) decodes
dense mesh V from sparse pose J (see Section 4.2). In the final stage, a 2D depth synthesizer (Module 3)
produces a synthesized depth image DR from V (see Section 4.3), which acts as weak-supervision in
training. All modules are individually trained and then collectively fine-tuned using mixed synthetic
and real datasets (see Section 5). Module 3 is excluded in testing phase.

Figure 3. (left) SynHand5M [21] dataset hand model; and (right) bone vectors and joints of
BigHand2.2M [46] dataset hand model.

4. The Proposed WHSP Approach
4.1. Structured Hand Pose Estimation
In this section, we discuss Module 1 of our pipeline. For better generalized performance,
it is important to include hand structure while estimating 3D joint positions [6]. We respect this
requirement by introducing a simple bone-to-joint layer, which is embedded inside deep learning.
The CNN-based bones regressor estimates intermediate parametric representation B . The CNN
architecture is similar to that in [31], which was originally used for directly estimating J . We select
this architecture because of its scalability and its highly effective region ensemble (REN) strategy
of boosting the accuracy of positions estimation (we refer the reader to [31] for architecture details).
Here, we use an ensemble of nine regions and modify the last fully connected (FC) layer to output B .
The learning of bones is fully supervised. The bones loss LB is given by the following equation:

LB =
where BG T is a vector of ground truth bones.

1
kB − BG T k2
2

(2)
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The proposed bone-to-joint layer is a differentiable and parameter free layer. The task of this layer
is to produce J given the estimated B from CNN-based bones regressor. The transformation for one
joint ji can be represented as:

ji = ∏ Tφ k (Bk ) [0, 0, 0, 1]T
(3)
k ∈ Pj i

where Pj i is the set of parent joints of ji in the kinematic chain. T represents a 4x1 translation matrix.
φk represents the translation along k-axis, Bk is translational value corresponding to φk and [0, 0, 0, 1]
is the root joint (i.e., palm center) position. Notably, there are no rotation matrices involved in the
transformation since the articulations are represented only by 3D bone vectors. The Euclidean joint
locations loss LJ is given as:
1
LJ = kJ − JG T k2
(4)
2
where JG T is a vector of ground truth joint positions. The gradient computations for the bone-to-joint
layer are provided in the Supplementary Materials.
4.2. Hand Shape Decoding
As mentioned above, the major bottleneck in 3D hand shape recovery is the missing shape ground
truth of real images because manual annotation of real images for shape is a highly time consuming
and sub-optimal process. Hence, there is a need to effectively utilize sparse 3D joint annotations in the
real datasets in order to learn a reasonable hand shape. In this respect, we propose a novel hand shape
decoding method, which is inspired by unsupervised autoencoders [47,48]. The 3D hand pose can
be considered as the sparse representation of dense hand mesh. We exploit this inherent relationship
between pose and mesh and employ only the decoding part of a linear autoencoder, which maps pose
to shape by learning from synthetic data. The architecture of our hand shape decoder is shown in
Figure 4. Given the latent pose representation J , the reconstructed mesh V can be represented as:

V ∼ Dec(J ) = p(VG T |J )

(5)

where p(VG T |J ) is the decoded distribution. The decoder tries to reconstruct V as close as possible to
the ground truth VG T . Both J and V are in the range [−1, 1], therefore tanh is used as an activation
function after every FC layer. The reconstruction loss LR can be written as:

LR =

1
kV − VG T k2
2

(6)

The training details with mixed real and synthetic data are presented in Section 5.

Figure 4. Architecture of the proposed linear 3D hand shape decoder (Module 2), which estimates the
dense 3D hand mesh representation (shape) from the given sparse 3D joint positions (pose).

4.3. Depth Image Synthesis
As discussed above, weak-supervision is an essential component of our pipeline due to the
missing shape ground truth of real images. We provide a source of weak-supervision on shape
learning by utilizing the input depth image DI and synthesize DR from the reconstructed V , as shown
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in Figure 2. Inspired by the approaches proposed in [30,45], which synthesize a depth map from sparse
joint positions, we build the architecture for our depth image synthesizer to generate depth image from
richer dense mesh representation, as shown in Figure 5. It consists of six deconvolution layers, which
use ReLu as activation functions, except the last layer that uses tanh. The sizes of the 2D feature maps
increase gradually but decrease in number until DR of size 96 × 96 is finally synthesized. The kernel
sizes for the deconvolution layers are 5 × 5, 6 × 6, 9 × 9, 12 × 12, 27 × 27 and 51 × 51, respectively.
We use standard L2 norm to minimize the difference between the synthesized DR and ground truth
DI as:
1
(7)
LD = kDR − DI k2
2
The samples of synthesized depth images of NYU [34], BigHand2.2M [46] and SynHand5M [21]
datasets are shown in Figure 4 of the Supplementary Materials.

Figure 5. Architecture of the proposed 2D depth image synthesizer (Module 3), which is capable of
reconstructing a 2D depth image from the given input 3D hand mesh representation by expanding
the size of feature maps in both dimensions and finally producing a single gray scale depth frame.
deconv stands for transposed convolutions.

5. Network Training
This section gives details about the data preprocessing and training methodology of our complete
pipeline. The raw depth images are first hand center cropped based on center of hand mass (CoM).
Following Guo et al. [33], CoM is calculated by depth thresholding assuming that hand is the closest
object to the camera. For normalization of depth images, the cropping is done along both spatial and
depth dimensions using a bounding box of fixed size 150. The final preprocessed image size is 96 × 96
and is normalized in range [−1, 1]. Both joint positions and mesh vertices are made relative to palm
center (i.e., CoM) and divided by the bounding box size. After the normalization, all annotations lie in
range [−1, 1]. For generalization of the network, we augment training data by applying rotation and
scaling in ranges [−45◦ , 45◦ ] and [0.8, 1.1], respectively.
After the preprocessing, we train each module of our network individually, and collectively
fine-tune them in an end-to-end manner (see Figure 2). We use Caffe [49] for the network training.
Module 1 (see Figure 2 in the Supplementary Materials) is trained for jointly optimizing B and J
in a fully-supervised manner, using a learning rate (LR) of 0.01 and a batch size of 128. Module 2
(see Figure 4) is jointly trained with real and synthetic datasets, using ground truth annotations pair
(J ,V ) in a semi-supervised manner. Since V is not available for real datasets, we use a simple indicator
function layer which implements the following equation:

L = 1L R

(8)

where 1 is an indicator function. This layer sends V to the loss layer only for synthetic images using
a binary flag value, which is 1 for synthetic and 0 for real. The gradients flow in backward pass is
disabled for real data. LR is set to 10−4 with a batch size of 128. Module 3 (see Figure 5) is individually
trained to synthesize DR using only the synthetic dataset because of unavailability of V for real data.
The training pair is ground truth (V ,DI ). LR of 10−5 is used with a batch size of 64. The models
run on a desktop PC equipped with Nvidia GeForce GTX 1070 GPU. All networks are trained until
convergence. Finally, all modules are put together in a complete pipeline (Figure 2) and fine-tuned on
mixed real and synthetic datasets. The overall loss equation of the network can be written as:
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LFull = LB + LJ + 1LR + LD

(9)

A batch size of 128 is used with an LR of 10−7 and the full pipeline is trained in an end-to-end
manner. Module 3 is excluded during the testing. One forward pass takes only 2.9 ms to produce both
3D hand mesh and pose.
6. Experiments and Results
We performed rigorous evaluation of our method using qualitative and quantitative analysis
on both the 3D hand shape and the 3D pose estimation tasks. We provide comparisons with the
state-of-the-arts and self-comparisons on both synthetic and real world datasets.
6.1. Datasets, Baselines and Evaluation Metrics
None of the existing real hand pose datasets provide ground truth hand shape information.
Therefore, we qualitatively evaluated the recovered 3D real hand mesh using two datasets: NYU [34]
and BigHand2.2M [46]. NYU provides a train set (TN ) and a test set, which contain 72,757 and 8252
RGBD images, respectively. The dataset covers a wide range of complex poses but, it is collected from
only one subject. It contains 36 annotated joint positions, out of which a subset of 14 joints are used for
public comparisons [34]. BigHand2.2M is the largest real dataset, which provides 956 K training depth
frames captured from 10 different subjects. The test set for the pose estimation task contains 296 K
images. However, the annotations for the test set are not available. Hence, for completeness, we first
selected 90% of 956 K (i.e., 860 K) as train set (TB ) and the remaining frames (i.e., 96 K) as test set.
Joint annotations of BigHand2.2M dataset are shown in Figure 3 (right). We manually calculated the
hand palm center by taking the mean of the metacarpal joints and the wrist joint. On the other hand,
SynHand5M [21] is the largest synthetic hand pose dataset, which contains 5 million depth images
with 21 3D joints (see Figure 3, left) and 1193 3D hand mesh vertices as ground truth annotations.
Its train set (TS ) and test set distributions are 4.5 M and 500 K, respectively.
To study the impacts of individual modules on the accuracy of 3D hand pose estimation task,
we compared our Full model, which is the complete pipeline (see Figure 2), with three baselines.
Baseline 1 directly regresses J (using Module 1 without the bone-to-joint layer). Baseline 2 is
comprised of complete Module 1 while Baseline 3 constitutes the first two modules of our pipeline
(see Section 3). We used four error metrics [21] to evaluate the accuracy of the estimated pose and
hand mesh: (i) 3D J Err., is the mean 3D joint position error over all test frames; (ii) 3D B Err. is the
average 3D bone location error; (iii) 3D V Err. gives the mean 3D vertex location error; and (iv) the
percentage of success frames within thresholds. All error metrics are reported in mm.
6.2. Evaluation of 3D Hand Shape Estimation
This subsection gives the experimental details on 3D hand mesh estimation task using
SynHand5M [21], NYU [34] and BigHand2.2M [46] datasets.
Synthetic hand mesh recovery: As SynHand5M [21] is fully-labeled for pose and shape,
we trained Baseline 3 and our Full model in a fully-supervised manner using the training strategy
explained in Section 5. Quantitative results are summarized in Table 1. Our Baseline 3 (without using
2D depth image synthesizer) outperforms the state-of-the-art DeepHPS method [21]. Our Full model
further improves the accuracy of shape estimation over Baseline 3 by 19.6%. Figure 6 shows the
qualitative results on some challenging hand poses of SynHand5M dataset.
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Table 1. Quantitative results on synthetic SynHand5M [21] dataset. We compared with the state-ofthe-art approaches that produce more than joint positions. Notably, our approach outperforms the
recent DeepHPS method, which produces 3D hand pose and 3D shape. All errors are reported in mm.
Method

3D B Err.

3D J Err.

3D V Err.

DeepModel [10]
HandScales [11]
DeepHPS [21]
Baseline 3 [ours]
Full [ours]

–
6.5
5.2
4.37
3.71

11.36
9.67
6.3
5.24
4.32

–
–
11.8
6.37
5.12

Pred. Shape

GT Shape

Pose overlay

Real hand mesh Recovery: To effectively learn real hand shapes, Module 3 acts as an important
source of weak-supervision in training. To recover the hand shapes of NYU dataset, we combined the
train sets of SynHand5M and NYU datasets i.e., TSN = TS + TN , in one unified format and shuffled
them. NYU contains a larger set of joint annotations (i.e., 36 joints) than SynHand5M, therefore
we selected 16 closely matching joints that are common to both datasets [21]. Our Full model was
end-to-end trained on TSN with total loss of the network given by Equation (9). The mesh loss of
Module 2 was computed by implementing the indicator function (Equation (8)). The qualitative results
of hand pose and shape recovery on NYU test set are shown in Figure 7. Our algorithm successfully
reconstructs reasonable hand shapes of complex poses. Clearly, the quality of shape reconstruction
depends on the accuracy of the estimated 3D pose. Examples of synthesized depth images from
Module 3 are shown in the Supplementary Materials. Similarly, we jointly trained real BigHand2.2M
and synthetic SynHand5M datasets using a mixed train set, i.e., TBS = TB + TS . Both datasets have
same annotations, as shown in Figure 3. Qualitative results of BigHand2.2M shapes recovery are
shown in Figure 7 and demonstrate successful hand shapes reconstruction even in cases of missing
depth information and high occlusions, such as egocentric viewpoint images. More qualitative results
from the live stream of depth camera are presented in the Supplementary Materials.

Figure 6. Synthetic hand pose and shape recovery: 3D shape and pose estimation results on
SynHand5M [21] dataset.

For more rigorous evaluation of our approach for real hand shape recovery, we built a new model,
which is inspired by the recent work of Ge et al. [24]. In this model, hand mesh is first estimated
using the CNN of Module 1, which directly regresses mesh vertices V from input depth image DI ,
and then a 3D hand pose regressor estimates 3D pose J from the reconstructed V . Finally, the depth
image synthesizer synthesizes the depth image DR from J . For notation simplicity, we call this
model as Model 1 and compared its performance with our Full model on NYU dataset (Table 2 shows
the pipelines using the notations). Figure 8 shows the qualitative comparison on the sample test
images of NYU. Hence, the direct hand shape regression using a single depth image is cumbersome,
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NYU

BigHand2.2M

which may lead to highly inaccurate shape estimation. The pipeline of Model 1 is given in the
Supplementary Materials.

Figure 7. Real hand pose and shape recovery: Our weakly-supervised algorithm is capable of
reconstructing accurate and reasonable hand shapes without using any ground truth of hand shapes of
real images. We demonstrate the 3D shape and pose estimation results from our proposed method for
two real datasets: BigHand2.2M [46] (top) and NYU [34] (bottom).
Table 2. We compared Model 1 with Full model on NYU [34] dataset, which indicates that directly
regressing hand mesh from a single depth image is cumbersome and leads to highly inaccurate pose
estimation. Mean pose error is in mm.
Pipeline

3D J Err.

Full
Model 1

DI → J → V → DR
DI → V → J → DR

10.39
23.63

Model 1

Full

Method

Figure 8. Qualitative comparisons on 3D shape and pose estimation from Full model and Model 1,
which clearly show that regressing pose from estimated shape may result in highly inaccurate shape
and consequently adverse pose estimation results.

Comparison with the state-of-the-art: To qualitatively compare our recovered real hand shape
with the state-of-the-art DeepHPS method [21], we implemented this method and trained it on TBS .
The results on the sample test images of BigHand2.2M dataset are shown in Figure 9. Artifacts are
clearly visible using DeepHPS method due to fixed linear bases (see Section 2) and difficulty in learning
complex hand shape and scale parameters in the deep network. In our case, we learn shape from
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pose, which results in plausible hand shape recovery. We also observed the effect of our Module 3
in training and compared the results of real shape recovery using our Baseline 3. The last column in
Figure 9 shows the shape estimation results from Baseline 3, i.e., without using the depth synthesizer.
The inaccurate mesh reconstruction with Baseline 3 proves that the addition of a weak-supervision
from Module 3 is necessary to get reasonable real hand shape reconstruction.

Depth Image

Full

DeepHPS Baseline 3

Figure 9. Real hand shape estimation from different methods on BigHand2.2M [46]. Our Full model
outperforms LBS-based DeepHPS [21] and Baseline 3 (our method without depth synthesizer).

Discussion: Notably, our algorithm learns to reconstruct hand shapes from real depth images by
learning from synthetic depth. Therefore, the consistency in depth and joint annotations of real and
synthetic images is important to recover the plausible real hand shape and pose. Thus, our approach is
unlikely to produce correct and plausible hand shapes for older real hand pose datasets such ICVL [50]
and MSRA2015 [51], which are not fully consistent in depth and joint annotations with synthetic
SynHand5M [21] dataset.
6.3. Evaluation of 3D Hand Pose Estimation
This subsection provides quantitative and qualitative evaluations of our approach on the task
of 3D hand pose estimation. We provide self-comparisons and comparisons to the state-of-the-art
methods on NYU [34] and SynHand5M [21] datasets. For the sake of completion, we also provide 3D
pose estimation results on BigHand2.2M [46] dataset.
SynHand5M synthetic dataset: We trained our Baseline 3 and Full model on SynHand5M
dataset. The quantitative results for joint positions and bone vectors estimations are provided in
Table 1. Our algorithm outperforms the state-of-the-art methods, which shows the effectiveness of
our weak-supervised algorithm and its superior performance compared to the state-of-the-art LBS
method [21].
BigHand2.2M real dataset: We evaluated the accuracy of 3D pose estimation on our created test
set from BigHand2.2M dataset [46]. We trained our Full model on mixed train set TBS . Qualitative
results are shown in Figure 7, which demonstrate successful 3D pose recovery of complex hand poses
even in cases of missing depth and large occlusions. Quantitatively, the 3D joint error on our created
test set (see Section 6.1) comes out to be 11.84 mm.
Self-comparisons: To rigorously evaluate our algorithm, we performed self-comparisons of our
baseline architectures and Full model on real NYU dataset. The networks were jointly trained with
combined NYU, BigHand and synthetic SynHand5M datasets and optimized for the loss given by
Equation (9). We used the hand model of Zhou et al. [10] for implementing the bone-to-joint layer.
Baseline 1 is similar to the CNN architecture proposed in [31], which we use to directly regress J .
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Table 3 shows the joints estimation accuracy of Baseline 1. Baseline 2, which incorporates hand
skeleton structure (see Section 4.1), achieves a 9.6% increase in pose estimation accuracy. Since LB is
included in Baseline 2, the 3D bone error is also reported in Table 3. Baseline 3 includes hand mesh
learning, which marginally improves the pose estimation accuracy by 2.8% and bones estimation
accuracy by 1.9% over Baseline 2. Our Full model shows the best accuracy on joint positions and
bone vectors estimations by including Module 3 in training. Figure 10 (left and middle) illustrate
quantitative results of the self-comparisons. The curves that cover the most area achieve the highest
accuracy. Qualitative comparisons of Baseline 1, Baseline 2 and the Full model are shown in Figure 11.
Furthermore, we quantitatively evaluated Model 1 (see Section 6.2), which shows lower accuracy of
3D pose estimation due to inaccurate hand mesh estimation. We compared its performance to our Full
model (see Table 2).
Table 3. Self-comparisons on NYU [34] dataset: Yhe effectiveness of different modules of our pipeline.
Our Full model shows the effectiveness of jointly fine-tuning the modules altogether. All errors are
reported in mm.
Method

3D B Err.

3D J Err.

Baseline 1
Baseline 2
Baseline 3
Full

–
8.40
8.24
7.80

11.83
10.70
10.39
9.24

Full

Baseline 2

Baseline 1

Figure 10. NYU [34] dataset: Quantitative results on 3D pose and bone vectors estimation (mm).
The curves show the percentage of success frames within certain threshold values: (left) comparison of
the 3D bone vectors estimation accuracy of Full model with two Baselines; (middle) comparison of
three Baselines with Full model on joint positions estimation; and (right) comparison of our Full model
with the state-of-the-art hand pose estimation methods

Figure 11. The 3D pose improvement achieved by our Full model compared with the two Baselines on
NYU [34].
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Comparison with the state-of-the-arts: We compared the 3D hand pose estimation accuracy
of our Full model (WHSP-Net) with state-of-the-art approaches. Figure 10 (right) and Table 4
show the quantitative comparisons. Notably, discriminative methods such as V2V-PoseNet [4] and
FeatureMapping [3] achieve better accuracy than our method, but they generalize poorly on unseen
data [6]. Moreover, V2V-PoseNet is not real-time because of the time consuming gray scale depth
input to voxel conversion and the complex 3D-CNN architecture. Furthermore, our method is not
discriminative, rather it respects the structure of hand skeleton as well as additionally produces full
3D hand mesh. Therefore, our approach lies in the category of methods that output more than joints.
In addition to the 3D pose, DeepModel [10] outputs joint angles; HandScales [11] produces joint angles
and bone-lengths; and DeepHPS [21] generates joint angles, bone-lengths, complex shape parameters
and full 3D hand shape. Our method outperforms these methods, as shown in Table 4. Our method
shows competitive performance to the state-of-the-art methods that do not explicitly consider the hand
structure and produce only the 3D pose [3–5]. Our algorithm is real-time, producing the 3D pose and
shape in 2.9 ms per frame.
Table 4. NYU [34] dataset: ∗ methods that produce more than 3D joints positions; + methods that
do not respect hand structure and produce only 3D hand pose. WHSP-Net outperforms previous
methods that output 3D hand shape and pose, and shows competitive performance to the 3D pose
estimation approaches.
Method

3D J Err. (mm)

Feedback [30]
HandPointNet [7]
DenseReg [9]
SHPR-Net [52]
+ MURAUER [5]
+ V2V-PoseNet [4]
+ FeatureMapping [3]

15.9
10.54
10.214
10.77
9.45
8.41
7.44

∗ DeepModel

[10]
[11]
∗ DeepHPS [21]
∗ WHSP-Net (Ours)
∗ HandScales

17.0
16.0
14.20
9.24

7. Conclusions
This paper presents a novel weakly-supervised method for a highly challenging problem of 3D
hand shape and pose estimation from a single depth image. Our deep network consists of three
novel components: (i) Structured 3D hand pose estimator; (ii) 3D hand shape decoder; and (iii) 2D
depth image synthesizer. The hand shape decoder learns to recover 3D hand mesh representation
from a structurally valid estimated 3D pose. To provide a much needed weak-supervision on shape
estimation, we propose a new depth synthesizer which reconstructs 2D depth image from learned
hand shape. Our method is jointly fine-tuned on unlabeled real data and labeled synthetic data in an
end-to-end manner. Extensive evaluations show plausible and reasonable hand shapes reconstruction
in real-time despite an unavailability of ground truth for real hand shapes. The proposed approach
outperforms state-of-the-art methods that produce more than joint positions and shows competitive
results compared to 3D pose estimation methods.
For future work, we plan to extend our approach using 3D deep networks that establish a
one-to-one relationship between an input voxelized depth image [4] and the output 3D hand shape
and pose representations.

Sensors 2019, 19, 3784

13 of 15

Supplementary Materials: Samples of the compounds are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/
19/17/3784/s1 from the authors.
Author Contributions: Conceptualization, J.M.; Methodology, J.M.; Software, J.M.; Validation, J.M.; Writing—
original draft preparation, J.M.; Writing–review and editing, A.E.; Supervision, A.E. and D.S.
Funding: This work was partially funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research of the Federal
Republic of Germany as part of the research projects VIDETE (Grant number 01IW18002).
Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

7.
8.
9.

10.
11.

12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

Mueller, F.; Bernard, F.; Sotnychenko, O.; Mehta, D.; Sridhar, S.; Casas, D.; Theobalt, C. GANerated hands
for real-time 3D hand tracking from monocular RGB. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer
Vision and Pattern Recognition (CVPR), Salt Lake City, UT, USA, 18–22 June 2018; pp. 49–59.
Malik, J.; Elhayek, A.; Ahmed, S.; Shafait, F.; Malik, M.; Stricker, D. 3DAirSig: A Framework for Enabling
In-Air Signatures Using a Multi-Modal Depth Sensor. Sensors 2018, 18, 3872. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Rad, M.; Oberweger, M.; Lepetit, V. Feature Mapping for Learning Fast and Accurate 3D Pose Inference
from Synthetic Images. arXiv 2017, arXiv:1712.03904.
Moon, G.; Chang, J.Y.; Lee, K.M. V2V-PoseNet: Voxel-to-Voxel Prediction Network for Accurate 3D Hand
and Human Pose Estimation from a Single Depth Map. arXiv 2017, arXiv:1711.07399.
Poier, G.; Opitz, M.; Schinagl, D.; Bischof, H. MURAUER: Mapping Unlabeled Real Data for Label AUstERity.
In Proceedings of the 2019 IEEE Winter Conference on Applications of Computer Vision (WACV), Hilton
Waikoloa Village, HI, USA, 8–10 January 2019; pp. 1393–1402.
Yuan, S.; Garcia-Hernando, G.; Stenger, B.; Moon, G.; Chang, J.Y.; Lee, K.M.; Molchanov, P.; Kautz, J.;
Honari, S.; Ge, L.; et al. Depth-Based 3D Hand Pose Estimation: From Current Achievements to Future
Goals. In Proceedings of the IEEE CVPR, Salt Lake City, UT, USA, 18–22 June 2018.
Ge, L.; Ren, Z.; Yuan, J. Point-to-point regression pointnet for 3d hand pose estimation. In Proceedings of the
European Conference on Computer Vision (ECCV), Munich, Germany, 8–14 September 2018; pp. 475–491.
Oberweger, M.; Lepetit, V. Deepprior++: Improving fast and accurate 3d hand pose estimation.
In Proceedings of the ICCV Workshop, Venice, Italy, October 22–29 2017; Volume 840, p. 2.
Wan, C.; Probst, T.; Van Gool, L.; Yao, A. Dense 3d regression for hand pose estimation. In Proceedings of
the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition (CVPR), Salt Lake City, UT, USA, 18–22
June 2018; pp. 5147–5156.
Zhou, X.; Wan, Q.; Zhang, W.; Xue, X.; Wei, Y. Model-based deep hand pose estimation. arXiv 2016,
arXiv:1606.06854.
Malik, J.; Elhayek, A.; Stricker, D. Simultaneous Hand Pose and Skeleton Bone-Lengths Estimation from
a Single Depth Image. In Proceedings of the 2017 International Conference on 3D Vision (3DV), Qingdao,
China, 10–12 October 2017.
Dibra, E.; Wolf, T.; Oztireli, C.; Gross, M. How to Refine 3D Hand Pose Estimation from Unlabelled Depth
Data? In Proceedings of the 2017 International Conference on 3D Vision (3DV), Qingdao, China, 10–12
October 2017.
Sun, X.; Shang, J.; Liang, S.; Wei, Y. Compositional human pose regression. In Proceedings of the IEEE
International Conference on Computer Vision (ICCV), Venice, Italy, October 22–29 2017; Volume 2, p. 7.
Taylor, J.; Stebbing, R.; Ramakrishna, V.; Keskin, C.; Shotton, J.; Izadi, S.; Hertzmann, A.; Fitzgibbon, A.
User-specific hand modeling from monocular depth sequences. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on
Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, Columbus, OH, USA, 24–27 June 2014; pp. 644–651.
Khamis, S.; Taylor, J.; Shotton, J.; Keskin, C.; Izadi, S.; Fitzgibbon, A. Learning an efficient model of hand
shape variation from depth images. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern
Recognition, Boston, MA, USA, 8–10 June 2015; pp. 2540–2548.
Joseph Tan, D.; Cashman, T.; Taylor, J.; Fitzgibbon, A.; Tarlow, D.; Khamis, S.; Izadi, S.; Shotton, J. Fits like a
glove: Rapid and reliable hand shape personalization. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer
Vision and Pattern Recognition, Las Vegas, NV, USA, 26 June–1 July 2016; pp. 5610–5619.

Sensors 2019, 19, 3784

17.

18.
19.

20.
21.

22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.
29.

30.

31.
32.
33.

34.
35.

36.
37.
38.

14 of 15

Tagliasacchi, A.; Schröder, M.; Tkach, A.; Bouaziz, S.; Botsch, M.; Pauly, M. Robust Articulated-ICP for
Real-Time Hand Tracking. In Computer Graphics Forum; Wiley Online Library: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2015;
Volume 34, pp. 101–114.
Tkach, A.; Tagliasacchi, A.; Remelli, E.; Pauly, M.; Fitzgibbon, A. Online generative model personalization
for hand tracking. ACM Trans. Graph. (TOG) 2017, 36, 243. [CrossRef]
Remelli, E.; Tkach, A.; Tagliasacchi, A.; Pauly, M. Low-dimensionality calibration through local anisotropic
scaling for robust hand model personalization. In Proceedings of the IEEE International Conference on
Computer Vision, Venice, Italy, 22–29 October 2017; pp. 2535–2543.
Sanchez-Riera, J.; Srinivasan, K.; Hua, K.L.; Cheng, W.H.; Hossain, M.A.; Alhamid, M.F. Robust rgb-d hand
tracking using deep learning priors. IEEE Trans. Circuits Syst. Video Technol. 2018, 28, 2289–2301. [CrossRef]
Malik, J.; Elhayek, A.; Nunnari, F.; Varanasi, K.; Tamaddon, K.; Heloir, A.; Stricker, D. DeepHPS: End-to-end
Estimation of 3D Hand Pose and Shape by Learning from Synthetic Depth. In Proceedings of the 2018
International Conference on 3D Vision (3DV), Verona, Italy, 5–10 September 2018; pp. 110–119.
Boukhayma, A.; de Bem, R.; Torr, P.H.S. 3D Hand Shape and Pose from Images in the Wild. In Proceedings
of the CVPR, Long Beach, CA, USA, 16–20 June 2019.
Romero, J.; Tzionas, D.; Black, M.J. Embodied hands: Modeling and capturing hands and bodies together.
ACM Trans. Graph. (TOG) 2017, 36, 245. [CrossRef]
Ge, L.; Ren, Z.; Li, Y.; Xue, Z.; Wang, Y.; Cai, J.; Yuan, J. 3D Hand Shape and Pose Estimation from a Single
RGB Image. In Proceedings of the CVPR, Long Beach, CA, USA, 16–20 June 2019.
Supancic, J.S.; Rogez, G.; Yang, Y.; Shotton, J.; Ramanan, D. Depth-based hand pose estimation: Data,
methods, and challenges. In Proceedings of the IEEE International Conference on Computer Vision, Las
Condes, Chile, 11–18 December 2015; pp. 1868–1876.
Chen, X.; Wang, G.; Guo, H.; Zhang, C. Pose Guided Structured Region Ensemble Network for Cascaded
Hand Pose Estimation. arXiv 2017, arXiv:1708.03416.
Madadi, M.; Escalera, S.; Baro, X.; Gonzalez, J. End-to-end Global to Local CNN Learning for Hand Pose
Recovery in Depth data. arXiv 2017, arXiv:1705.09606.
Ye, Q.; Kim, T.K. Occlusion-aware Hand Pose Estimation Using Hierarchical Mixture Density Network.
arXiv 2017, arXiv:1711.10872.
Ge, L.; Liang, H.; Yuan, J.; Thalmann, D. Robust 3D hand pose estimation in single depth images: From
single-view CNN to multi-view CNNs. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and
Pattern Recognition, Las Vegas, NV, USA, 26 June–1 July 2016; pp. 3593–3601.
Oberweger, M.; Wohlhart, P.; Lepetit, V. Training a feedback loop for hand pose estimation. In Proceedings
of the IEEE International Conference on Computer Vision, Las Condes, Chile, 11–18 December 2015;
pp. 3316–3324.
Wang, G.; Chen, X.; Guo, H.; Zhang, C. Region Ensemble Network: Towards Good Practices for Deep 3D
Hand Pose Estimation. J. Vis. Commun. Image Represent. 2018, 55, 404–414. [CrossRef]
Wu, Y.; Ji, W.; Li, X.; Wang, G.; Yin, J.; Wu, F. Context-Aware Deep Spatiotemporal Network for Hand Pose
Estimation From Depth Images. IEEE Trans. Cybern. 2018. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Guo, H.; Wang, G.; Chen, X.; Zhang, C.; Qiao, F.; Yang, H. Region Ensemble Network: Improving
Convolutional Network for Hand Pose Estimation. In Proceedings of the ICIP, Beijing, China, 17–20
September 2017.
Tompson, J.; Stein, M.; Lecun, Y.; Perlin, K. Real-time continuous pose recovery of human hands using
convolutional networks. ACM Trans. Graph. (ToG) 2014, 33, 169. [CrossRef]
Sinha, A.; Choi, C.; Ramani, K. Deephand: Robust hand pose estimation by completing a matrix imputed
with deep features. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition,
Las Vegas, NV, USA, 26 June–1 July 2016; pp. 4150–4158.
Oberweger, M.; Wohlhart, P.; Lepetit, V. Hands deep in deep learning for hand pose estimation.
In Proceedings of the CVWW, Styria, Austria, 9–11 February 2015.
Malik, J.; Elhayek, A.; Stricker, D. Structure-Aware 3D Hand Pose Regression from a Single Depth Image.
In Proceedings of EuroVR, London, UK, 22–23 October 2018.
Ye, Q.; Yuan, S.; Kim, T.K. Spatial Attention Deep Net with Partial PSO for Hierarchical Hybrid Hand Pose
Estimation. In Proceedings of the European Conference on Computer Vision, Amsterdam, The Netherlands,
8–16 October 2016.

Sensors 2019, 19, 3784

39.
40.

41.
42.

43.
44.
45.

46.

47.
48.
49.

50.

51.
52.

15 of 15

Wan, C.; Yao, A.; Van Gool, L. Hand Pose Estimation from Local Surface Normals. In Proceedings of the
European Conference on Computer Vision, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 8–16 October 2016.
Wan, C.; Probst, T.; Van Gool, L.; Yao, A. Crossing nets: Combining gans and vaes with a shared latent space
for hand pose estimation. In Proceedings of the 2017 IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern
Recognition (CVPR), Honolulu, HI, USA, 21–26 July 2017.
Xu, C.; Govindarajan, L.N.; Zhang, Y.; Cheng, L. Lie-X: Depth image based articulated object pose estimation,
tracking, and action recognition on lie groups. Int. J. Comput. Vis. 2017, 123, 454–478. [CrossRef]
Wu, X.; Finnegan, D.; O’Neill, E.; Yang, Y.L. HandMap: Robust hand pose estimation via intermediate
dense guidance map supervision. In Proceedings of the European Conference on Computer Vision (ECCV),
Munich, Germany, 8–14 September 2018; pp. 237–253.
Hu, T.; Wang, W.; Lu, T. Hand Pose Estimation with Attention-and-Sequence Network. In Proceedings of
the Pacific Rim Conference on Multimedia, Hefei, China, 21–22 September 2018; pp. 556–566.
Wan, C.; Probst, T.; Van Gool, L.; Yao, A. Dense 3D Regression for Hand Pose Estimation. arXiv 2017,
arXiv:1711.08996.
Cai, Y.; Ge, L.; Cai, J.; Yuan, J. Weakly-supervised 3d hand pose estimation from monocular rgb images.
In Proceedings of the European Conference on Computer Vision (ECCV), Munich, Germany, 8–14 September
2018; pp. 666–682.
Yuan, S.; Ye, Q.; Stenger, B.; Jain, S.; Kim, T.K. Bighand2. 2m benchmark: Hand pose dataset and state of
the art analysis. In Proceedings of the 2017 IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition
(CVPR), Honolulu, HI, USA, 21–26 July 2017; pp. 2605–2613.
Schmidhuber, J. Deep learning in neural networks: An overview. Neural Netw. 2015, 61, 85–117. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]
Baldi, P. Autoencoders, unsupervised learning, and deep architectures. In Proceedings of the ICML
Workshop on Unsupervised and Transfer Learning, Edinburgh, UK, 26 June–1 July 2012; pp. 37–49.
Jia, Y.; Shelhamer, E.; Donahue, J.; Karayev, S.; Long, J.; Girshick, R.; Guadarrama, S.; Darrell, T. Caffe:
Convolutional architecture for fast feature embedding. In Proceedings of the 22nd ACM International
Conference on Multimedia, Orlando, FL, USA, 3–7 November 2014.
Tang, D.; Jin Chang, H.; Tejani, A.; Kim, T.K. Latent regression forest: Structured estimation of 3d articulated
hand posture. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition,
Columbus, OH, USA, 24–27 June 2014; pp. 3786–3793.
Sun, X.; Wei, Y.; Liang, S.; Tang, X.; Sun, J. Cascaded hand pose regression. In Proceedings of the IEEE
Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, Boston, MA, USA, 8–10 June 2015; pp. 824–832.
Chen, X.; Wang, G.; Zhang, C.; Kim, T.K.; Ji, X. SHPR-Net: Deep Semantic Hand Pose Regression From Point
Clouds. IEEE Access 2018, 6, 43425–43439. [CrossRef]
c 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

