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Abstract 

We propose a framework for the detection of symmetric junctions in biological micrographs. The specificity of our 
work is that we design steerable wavelets that have optimal angular selectivity, so as to provide both multi-scale 
detections and a good estimation of the orientation of the junction. The approach we have developed is general and 
can be used for the detection of any kind of symmetries.  

Introduction 

Bilateral and 3-fold symmetric objects are common in nature. 2-fold symmetries are present in filaments, fibers and 
membranes, hexagonal patterns are realized in endothelial cells (e.g. eyes), in the parenchyma (e.g. maize), on the 
surface of many diatoms and in the stem cross-section of plants (e.g. Convallaria). The detection of these symmetries 
and junctions is an important image-processing task for the analysis of microscopic images. Operations such as 
counting of cells, or making image statistics require a precise identification of junctions and symmetry centers. As a 
particular example, certain experiments in stem cell research need the accurate detection of cell structures (like tight 
junctions), which exhibit polygonal shapes [10]. 
 
Materials and Methods 

There are several existing methods for junction detection. Broadly, one can separate them into three categories: 
methods based on the detection and analysis of edges and gradients [1, 8], those relying on feature analysis with 
structure tensors and their derivatives [5, 2], and approaches based on template matching [7, 3], including some that 
use steerable filters [4, 9, 6]. Methods belonging to the first two categories are typically adapted to differentiate 
between junctions and edges or other keypoints. The last category includes detectors with parametric templates 
corresponding to specific types of junctions (T, Y, X, etc.). With the exception of steerable filters, these approaches 
generally involve discretizing rotation angles, which entails a compromise between angular precision and 
computational cost of detection. Finally, all of the existing approaches are focused solely on detection, and, they do 
not provide a framework for the decomposition and analysis/synthesis of images based on junctions and symmetry. 
 
The algorithm we propose is able to detect the desired features in a scale and rotation invariant way. To that end, we 
design 2-D steerable wavelet frames that are polar separable in the Fourier domain, such that the pyramid 
characterized by a radial wavelet function and the directional components can be formed using circular harmonics. 
The result is a  symmetric tight wavelet frame that facilitates the detection and analysis of features at different scales, 
can deal with arbitrary rotations in an efficient and systematic manner, and permits energy-based analysis and image 
reconstruction thanks to its tightness. 
 
The detection algorithm comprises the following steps:   

1. Wavelet design for M-fold symmetric wavelets 
2. Wavelet analysis with optimally steered wavelets 
3. Maximum intensity projection across scales 
4. Thresholding and local maxima detection.  

 



	
  

Results and Discussion 
 
Our symmetry detection algorithm has been implemented as an ImageJ plugin. The following image shows the plugin 
and the results obtained for a cornea image.  
 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
The main advantages of the algorithm are  

1. the steering property of the detector wavelet - thus the detections can be obtained in a fast and computation 
effective way regardless of the orientation of the pattern, 

2. the multi-scale approach - thus we get a precise estimate of junctions at different scales, 
3. and the tight frame property – thus we are able to do energy-based analysis and reconstruction from features. 

The output of the algorithm is a detection map, where the orientations of the features are also indicated.  
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