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Abstract: Although functional identifiability represents a key aspect for promoting visual conno-
tation and sustainable usability in historic building groups, there is still no consensus on how to
quantitatively describe its identification basis at a large scale. The recent emergence of the potentiality
of deep learning and computer vision has provided an alternative to traditional empirical-based
judgment, which is limited by its subjective bias and high traversal costs. To address these challenges,
this study aims to build a workflow for a visual analysis of function and facade to extract the different
contributions that facade elements provide to functional expression. The approach is demonstrated
with an experiment on a section of the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER) where large-scale historical
buildings images were categorized to identify functions using deep learning, together with acti-
vation and substance for visual calculations. First, the dataset aggregated with images of historic
buildings along the CER was used to identify functional categories using SE-DenseNet merging
channel attention. The results of the model visualized using t-SNE and Grad-CAM were then used to
analyze the relationships of facade features across functional categories and differences in elemental
feature representation across functional prototypes. The results show the following: (1) SE-Densenet
can more efficiently identify building functions from the closely linked facade images of historic
building groups, with the average accuracy reaching 85.84%. (2) Urban–rural differences exist not
only in the count of spatial distributions among the CER’s historic building groups, but also in
a significant visual divergence between functions related to urban life and those involved in the
military, industry, and railways. (3) Windows and walls occupy areas with more characteristics, but
their decorative elements have a higher intensity of features. The findings could enhance the objective
understanding and deeper characteristics of the historical building group system, contributing to
integrated conservation and characteristic sustainability.

Keywords: historic buildings; visual relationship; historical function classification; facade characteristics;
deep learning; the Chinese Eastern Railway

1. Introduction

Railway architectural heritage, as an essential component of historic building groups,
records the footprint of human development. The routes of historic buildings have system-
atic functional classifications, reflecting the historical communication and collaboration
of the military, industry, religion, technology, and trade [1,2]. An understanding and the
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cognition of historic building groups are usually established by visual observation (such
as through images, films, and visiting the complex) [3]. Due to historic building groups
being designed to survive for a long time, the effective preservation of visually meaning-
ful attributes is essential for sustainability and conservation, and these should not suffer
damage or degradation [4,5]. However, the conservation of railway heritage has been
challenged by rapid urbanization and abandonment, causing a deviation in the visual
relationship between function and facade, leading to confusion in functional identification
and disorder in collective memory. There is a growing imbalance in the historic functional
structure and the deformation of the facade texture, damaging the traditional character
and identifiability to varying degrees [6]. In addition, it is difficult to cover all aspects with
the existing integral and classified conservation for scattered buildings along a railway,
and the implementation process still requires precise direction for the interpretation of
each building and its own facade elements [7,8]. In this case, the visual representation of
historical functions reflected on facades is regarded as an essential impressionistic label,
which is the starting point for establishing recognition and linking history [9]. Therefore,
maximizing the perpetuation of the visual relationship between historical functions and
facades among historic building groups has become a fundamental concern for researchers,
managers, and engineers.

The visual relationship between the function and facade of historic buildings has been
studied previously [10]. This relationship helps to understand historic buildings’ genera-
tion, usage, and reconstruction [11]. Early urban and architectural designers believed in
the principle that form follows function [12], and this was also the concept implemented
during the initial construction of railway buildings [13]. The functional description was
characterized by visual features that convey an essential framework of cognition and per-
ception [14]. Multiple functions were linked into a complex system of historic building
groups and created abundant forms and values [15]. In addition, the facade, as one of the
essential elements of the building form, contributes to the diversity of the built environ-
ment and thus becomes an element affecting sustainability [16]. The facade elements that
convey values that positively impact the characteristics of historic building groups should
be identified [17]. Due to the differences in styles, materials, colors, and elements among
facades [18,19], the complex and numerous types of historic building facades are always
fragmented or incomplete [20,21]. In this case, verifying the universal values by a manual
traversal procedure is an intricate and difficult process, especially when the building’s
facades are similar and only possess minor differences. In order to reduce the complexity
and find distinguishable differences between functional categories [22], the selection of
“prototypes” with universal value as typological representatives for interpretation has be-
come the main research approach [23]. Although an exhaustive statistical investigation into
each facade element can reveal considerable information, it also has disadvantages, such as
potential subjective bias and limited sample size [24]. Therefore, the objective understand-
ing and identification of historic building groups remain underexplored, and clarifying the
visual mapping relationship between function and facade remains challenging.

With the rapid development of deep learning and computer vision, image classification
techniques have shown great potential in the urban and architectural fields. Recent research
has shown that building function can be predicted from the salience of architectural form
and historical identifiable descriptions [14], mining facade characteristics [25], and rating
places to mimic people’s perceptions [26]. Many studies use image recognition to study
interiors [27], exteriors [28], roofs [29], footprints [30], facades [31], colors [32], and symbolic
components [33]. These images are widely sourced from satellites [34], drones [35], street
views [36], media websites [37], and open-source datasets [38]. In contrast to applications
dedicated to extensive generalizations or accurate identification, at resent, more attention is
being paid to the learning of non-linear relationships to mine the inherent characteristics of
instances in the architectural heritage field [39]. Research on historical buildings using im-
age classification focus on predicting architectural styles [19], religious symbols [40], tourist
patterns [41], architectural masterpieces [9], Chinese cultural heritage [42], and stones [43].
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Facing the nuances of individual buildings among historical building groups remains chal-
lenging, specifically identifying historical functions with similar styles, materials, colors,
and components. We follow the trend of model refinement to classify the original functions
among historical building groups along the railway, not only guaranteeing authenticity but
also focusing on deep learning to discover qualitative patterns [44].

Considering the urgency of conservation, the meaning of the relationship between
function and facade, and the advantages in computer vision, research that combines the
three is needed and timely. In this study, we aim to build a workflow for the visual analysis
of function and facade to extract the contributions that different facade elements provide
to its functional expression. We believe that the model trained by deep learning that
could be used as a “detector” replacing human eyes to more accurately identify functions
from large-scale architectural images. The model also provides pixel-level areas that
serve as the major determinants of functional judgment. The study applies deep learning
techniques to establish a cognitive framework for historical building groups from visual
characteristics, analyzes the inherent relationship between historical function and facades,
and mines their expression characteristics and key contributing elements to regenerate
historic buildings. First, the visual characteristic differences of functional categories were
trained and evaluated using the improved SE-DenseNet model, which merges the channel
attention mechanism and DenseNet to enhance the ability to focus on facade features.
The model’s results were then visualized to analyze the characteristic relationships of
visual identification among historical function categories, and the deep characteristic
areas of the model were extracted from the selected prototypes to analyze the different
expression of facade elements. We used the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER) historic building
groups as the research object to explore the multidimensional vector characteristics of 16
functions of historic buildings and the visual mapping relationships between functions and
facades. The results of this study provide an overall and subdivisional understanding of the
characteristics along the CER to improve the historic building groups’ systemic perception
and support their integral conservation, sustainable development, and regenerating criteria.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

This study used the historical building groups along the CER as the research object.
The CER was an important transportation route built jointly by Russia and China in the late
19th and 20th centuries, and the areas where the stations were located became increasingly
urbanized, which led to the rise and prosperity of many towns along the route. Figure 1
shows that these historic buildings are located in the Heilongjiang (HLJ) and Nei Mongol
(NM) provinces, including the cities of Qiqihar, Daqing, Suihua, Harbin, Mudanjiang, Jixi,
Suifenhe, Manchuria, Hailar, Yakeshi, and Zalantun. There are two reasons for choosing
these historic buildings. On the one hand, the historical buildings along the CER were
built in one specific era, characterized by a unified architectural style, various architectural
functions, and connection among functions [45]. The functional identification of the historic
building groups along the Heilongjiang section has become challenging by its large number
and rich functions. On the other hand, the conservation of historical building groups along
the railway is under more significant pressure from natural and constructive factors, such
as erosion by wind and rain, frost boils, renewal and renovation, and the upgrading of the
high-speed railway, leading to a certain deviation from the original relationship between
function and facade. In addition, the historic buildings of the NM section along the CER
route were also adopted to test our model’s generalizability and transferability. Compared
to the HLJ line, although there are fewer historic buildings on the NM line, they were all
constructed to serve one railroad during the same period, and the small gaps in the test
sample could have a positive effect on the robustness of the model.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area. (a) CER location; (b) Heilongjiang section route; and
(c) Nei Mongol section route. The administrative boundary was extracted from the Standard Map
GS(2019)1686, supervised by the Ministry of Natural Resources of the People’s Republic of China
(http://bzdt.ch.mnr.gov.cn/index.html, accessed on 3 September 2023).

2.2. Data Sources

In this study, we organized several field surveys of historic buildings along the CER,
including the collection of images, locations, and basic information. The field survey was
conducted by four teams with two people each; half teams conducted surveys at the points
of built-up stations, and the other teams conducted surveys in line with the wilderness
along the CER. Despite the harsh field environment and even unpredictable dangers of this
process, it is worth noting that the existing official documentation was updated by our field
surveys, including the addition of new discoveries, corrections of existing information, and
the removal of lack of information.

2.2.1. Building Function Data

The data used in the study were mainly the original functional categories of historic
buildings along the CER. We collected data for 1366 historic buildings distributed along
the CER, including 1208 buildings in HLJ and 158 in NM. The data originated from the
Third National Cultural Relics Survey registered by the National Cultural Heritage Ad-
ministration, successive lists of cultural heritage protection sites and historical buildings,
conservation planning project reports, and the first-hand data verified by our survey along
the CER [46]. Our fieldwork added 224 buildings to the original archive, even though
they were not registered as protected buildings. Table 1 shows a sample of the building
function data, including the building ID, official document number, original function,
current function, and coordinates.

2.2.2. Building Facade Images

Facade image data were used to explore the functional identification and characteristic
representation of facades. They were obtained from images obtained manually using
handheld cameras, existing official documentation, and open-source websites. Although
most of the images collected were manually aggregated, occlusions by cars, trees, wire
poles, and tall buildings remained. We selected intact and available building facade images

http://bzdt.ch.mnr.gov.cn/index.html
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to ensure the complete expression of the facade elements. In line with the images and text
documents investigated along the CER, Figure 2 shows our image database of historical
buildings in the Heilongjiang section along the CER according to building ID. In order to
enhance the efficiency of text–image linkage, the database consists of display front-end and
management back-end, where the front-end performs a better human–computer interaction
by the UI design, and the back-end uses tree-structured data to be used by WebGIS and
API offline maps.

Table 1. Sample data for addresses and functions of historic buildings.

Location ID Document
Number

Historic
Function

Current
Function Coordinates

HLJ Qiqihar Q-FLEJ-001 230206-0013 Train station Train station 123.543169, 47.244953
Harbin H-DL-061 230102-0047 Hospital Hospital 126.613617, 45.772577
Daqing D-DM-019 230624-0003 Work area Residence 124.438397, 46.870988
Suihua S-ZD-013 231282-0070 Office Residence 125.990628, 46.078661

Mudanjiang M-HL-103 231083-0429 Train garage Exhibition 129.069733, 44.818738
Jixi J-LS-001 230305-0012 Residence Residences 130.711617, 45.062775

Suifenhe SF-SFH-004 231081-0004 Religion Churches 131.153397, 44.390952

NM Manchurian N-MCR-063 150781-0088 Mansion Residence 117.444027, 49.578333
Hailar N-HLR-009 Unregistered Water tower Unoccupied 120.071055, 49.191166

Yakeshi N-YKS-015 150782-0014 Military camp Residence 121.902555, 48.758416
Zhalantun N-ZLT-023 150783-0040 School School 122.733468, 48.016591
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2.3. Research Methods
2.3.1. Dataset Building

The function of historic buildings was used as the classification task. Table 2 shows
examples and the numbers of images for each architectural heritage category, combined
with heritage history and survey results [47]. We categorized them into 16 historical
function types, as follows: train station, train garage, water tower, assistant, work area,
military camp, pillbox, police, leisure, office, school, religion, business, hospital, mansion,
and residence. Due to the large variation in preserved historical buildings along the CER,
we performed data enhancement on the dataset to reduce the model prediction bias caused
by the imbalanced category sample size [48]. Data enhancement was achieved by horizontal
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flipping, rotation, grayscale conversion, and increasing luminance for the small sample size
categories, while random selection was used for large sample size categories. Our dataset
consisted of 1366 historic buildings with a total of 7070 images. The dataset of the HLJ
section was divided into two parts, 80% for training and 20% for validation and evaluation.
In addition, we used 623 images of 158 historic buildings in the NM section of the CER as a
test set to test the generalizability and transferability of our model.

Table 2. Samples of the dataset of the CER architectural heritage images.

Category Examples

Train station
(268)
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2.3.2. Image Classification with Deep Learning Techniques

The self-built dataset was fed to DenseNet as the backbone for deep learning. As an
advanced deep learning network, DenseNet is good at identifying and classifying charac-
teristics at different scales [49]. Due to DenseNet directly connecting all the network layers
to ensure a maximum information flow, its dense connection enhances the propagation
and recurrence of features across the network [50]. It retains the original information
of feed features and gradients in the network as much as possible, alleviating the phe-
nomenon of gradient disappearance, which can easily occur in deep networks. Thus, this
network framework can extract more global and essential features and be trained more
accurately and efficiently. The pre-trained weight was used to transfer learning to reduce
false positives and improve the model’s accuracy [51,52]. In the classification scene for
historical functions, some complex background disturbances and common information
were distributed on the channels of the feature map, affecting the feature extraction and
detection accuracy. In order to improve the model to focus on more valid features based
on DenseNet’s feature extraction capability in the spatial domain, we added an attention
mechanism to assign different weights to each channel of the feature map in two stages:
“squeeze” and “excitation” [53]. Figure 3 shows the structure of our attention-infused
SE-DenseNet network with the added squeeze-and-excitation module (SE-Module) on the
original network.
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In the squeeze stage, the input feature was compressed into one-dimensional values
in the channel dimension by compressing the feature tensor [54]. The input feature U size
was H ×W × C, the spatial domain size was H ×W, and the number of channels was C.
The global average pooling was used to compress each spatial domain H ×W into a single
value, and the output was 1 × 1 × C. The calculation formula of output zc is as follows:

zc= Fsq(uc) =
1

W×H

W

∑
i=1

H

∑
j=1

uc(i, j) (1)

The excitation stage merges the information between different channels through two
fully connected layers to learn the nonlinear relationship [50]. Firstly, W1 of the first fully
connected layer is multiplied by the input value z. The value-merged channel information
is made nonlinear through a ReLU function. Then, the result is multiplied with the W2
of the second fully connected layer, which is a step that uplifts the previously merged
information. Finally, the sc value of each feature is output through Sigmoid function. The
calculation formula of the output is as follows:

sc= Fex(z, W)= σ(g(z, W))= σ(W 2δ(W 1 z)) (2)

where σ is the Sigmoid function, δ is the ReLU function, and W1 and W2 are the parameters
of the C layers. Then, each feature channel is assigned a corresponding weight.

2.3.3. Metrics for Model Evaluation

In order to evaluate the performance of the model, we used the accuracy, precision,
recall, F1 score, and kappa as the performance metrics. The counts of true positives (TP),
false positives (FP), true negatives (TN), and false negatives (FN) for the predicted results
were determined using the type confidence. Accuracy indicates the percentage of the
total samples that had correct prediction results. Precision indicates the proportion of
all the samples predicted by the model that were correctly predicted. Recall indicates
the proportion of all the true samples in the dataset that were correctly predicted. The
F1-score is the harmonic mean of the precision and recall, which measures the performance
of the model with the same weight for both. The value of kappa is calculated from the
results of the confusion matrix for consistency testing and can also be used to measure the
classification accuracy. The model evaluation formula is as follows:

Accuracy =
TP + TN

TP + TN + FP + FN
(3)

Precision =
TP

TP + FP
(4)

Recall =
TP

TP + FN
(5)

F1 = 2 × Precision × Recall
Precision + Recall

(6)

Kappa =
Po − Pe

1 − Pe
(7)

where P0 represents the consistency of the prediction, Po = ∑C
i=1 Ti

n ; Pe represents the

accidental consistency, Pe = ∑C
i=1 aibi

n2 ; n is the total number of samples; C is the total number
of categories; Ti is the number of samples correctly classified in each category; ai is the
number of true samples in each category; and bi is the number of samples predicted in
each category.
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2.3.4. Overall Feature and Prototype Extraction

Deep features in model prediction results are extracted and widely used to track the
features of instances and scenes in images [55]. The overall features of the historical building
groups were mapped into a 2D scatter plot using t-SNE feature vectors extracted from the
images, which showed the deeper semantic features of the category in the penultimate layer
in the network [56]. The scattered location distribution of the t-SNE reflected the cluster
characteristics, and all the locations were regarded as network nodes in order to judge the
category characteristics to track general trends and detect abnormal patterns [57,58]. The
position of the feature vectors assigned by dimensionality reduction reflected the overall
dispersion between categories, and close data points reflect similar features of the facade
images. The t-SNE scatter analysis using our model mined the shared and individual
features among the function categories without manual matching one by one, reducing
the impact of subjective preferences and fuzzy generalizations. In order to describe the
characteristic relationships of each category, the scatter distribution of the t-SNE was further
described using each intra-cluster compactness (CP) and each inter-cluster separation
(SP) [59,60]. CP shows the clusters’ average homogeneity, while SP shows the clusters’
separation from other clusters. A higher SP means more independent clusters, and a lower
CP means generalized homogeneity [41]. The calculation formula is as follows:

CP =
1
|Ck| ∑

xi∈Ck

‖xi−µk‖ (8)

SP =
2

K(K− 1)

K

∑
1≤p<k

‖µk−µp‖ (9)

where the Euclidean distance is used to calculate the CP and SP; µk and µp are the cluster
centroids of Ck and Cp, respectively; and xi are all the data points within cluster Ck.

Appropriate images were chosen to represent the typological paradigm of the historic
groups, which is an essential carrier for cognition establishment and image dissemina-
tion [61]. Kernel density analysis is a method of mining the sample’s own characteristics to
extract the core of each category [62]. In the t-SNE scatter plot, the location points closer to
the cluster core reflect samples with general characteristics within the cluster, rather than
their individuality. The calculation formula is as follows:

f(s) =
n

∑
i=1

1
h2 k

(
s− si

h

)
(10)

where f(s) is the kernel density estimate of scatter point s after t-SNE dimensionality
reduction; h is the distance decay threshold; k is the weight function; and n is the number
of scatter points whose distance from position s is less than or equal to h.

2.3.5. Facade Element Characteristic Areas

The areas of the facade elements in the image represent the semantic characteristics
of the facade that are used to segment to reflect the characteristic details. Figure 4 shows
our segmentation of the historic building facade into inherent areas and highlighted areas.
Among them, the facade-fixed area was divided using EISeg, which is based on the semi-
automatic interactive annotation tool developed by PaddlePaddle [63]. Combining the
characteristics of historic building facades and the classification of existing facade datasets
along the railway [64,65], we finally identified 12 categories to represent the inherent
regional semantics of facade elements. The facade elements of each historic building were
divided into wall, wall decoration, roof, roof decoration, door, door decoration, window,
window decoration, cornerstone, balcony, chimney, and pillar. The highlighted facade areas
were used to extract the characteristic areas predicted by the model through Grad-CAM,
providing a visual interpretation for deep learning networks [66]. Grad-CAM uses network
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layers to generate a rough localization map to highlight areas with solid features in the
process of historic building function identification and superimposes a gradient plot to
distinguish the feature strength and location on the original image.
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2.3.6. Metrics for Differential Expression

In order to clarify the differences among historical building functions in the expression
of facade elements, we calculated the average weight (AW) and weighted area (WA) of each
facade element expression based on the pixel distribution from the Grad-CAM visualization
results. The pixel characteristic values of the facade elements were averaged by AE to
identify the intensity of each element’s expression in the image. The WA was calculated
based on the proportion of the weighted pixel area of each element in the highlighted area,
helping with the further interpretation of the characterization of the highlighted area of
Grad-CAM. The calculation formula is as follows:

AE =
1
ne

ne

∑
i=1

wie (11)

WA =
∑ne

i=1 wie

∑E
e=1 ∑ne

i=1 wie
(12)

where wi is the pixel weight of the facade element e, ne is the number of pixels of element
e, and E is the number of categories of the facade element.

2.4. Research Framework

Figure 5 shows the technical framework of our research. First, we aggregated the
basic information and original sample data of historical building groups along the CER,
unifying the IDs of heterogeneous data to concatenate the data attributes. Second, the
overall facade analysis determined the identification features in terms of spatial distribution,
homogeneous confusion, and feature vectors, which were trained and predicted by using
the processed dataset in the improved SE-DenseNet structure. Finally, the prototype
samples predicted by the model were used as new inputs for facade element analysis
and divided into highlighted and inherent areas by semantic segmentation and CAM
visualization to explore the expression differences between the functions and facades
among the historic building groups.
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3. Results
3.1. Model Performance
3.1.1. Experimental Procedure

The experimental environment was implemented using Python 3.8 and PyTorch 1.12
with two GeForce RTX 3060-12G GPUs for calculations. The classification training process
used mixed precision training, set 100 epochs with 0.0001 as the initial learning rate, and
used Cosine Annealing with Warmup to adjust the learning rate dynamically. A batch size
of 64 was used for training, testing, and validation, and Polyloss and AdamW were selected
as the loss function types of the model with the optimizer [67,68]. Our classification model
reached a total accuracy of 85.84% with the validation set for the 20% HLJ section and a
total accuracy of 72.36% in the test set for the NM section. Figure 6 shows the details of the
process by which the model was trained to reach convergence at roughly 40 epochs.

3.1.2. Classification Accuracy by Class

We compared the more popular image classification networks to identify the origi-
nal functional classification of historic building groups. According to the configuration
described in Section 3.1.1, training and validation were performed on the CER dataset.
Table 3 shows the classification results and performance of each model. Compared with
other popular networks, DenseNet, with its dense connectivity mechanism, performs better
in the function classification of realistic historical buildings, making the model deeper and
extracting more comprehensive features. It was observed that, upon adopting the self-
attention mechanism to assign weights to different features, the more informative features
were effectively utilized, improving the feature extraction capability of the network and
improving the generalization ability.
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Table 3. Results comparing the models’ performances.

Models Accuracy Precision Recall F1-Score Kappa

VGG16 64.12% 0.68563 0.42847 0.41324 0.49452
mnasNet 76.93% 0.75818 0.68849 0.70065 0.68751

ShuffleNet V2 78.35% 0.76400 0.69833 0.7241 0.70299
ConvnNxt-B 80.13% 0.81898 0.72112 0.76123 0.72445
MobileNet v3 80.34% 0.78627 0.70427 0.73068 0.72714

Resnet 50 81.19% 0.81127 0.7134 0.75584 0.73814
Sequencer2d-M 81.33% 0.83392 0.73904 0.77813 0.74214
EfficientNet V2 81.55% 0.84747 0.73819 0.78192 0.74629
DenseNet 121 83.22% 0.85339 0.75298 0.78732 0.76778
SE-DenseNet 85.84% 0.88355 0.80856 0.84190 0.81553

3.2. Overall Differences in Facades among Functions
3.2.1. Spatial Distribution

We analyzed the spatial and error distributions of historical building groups along
the CER. Figure 7a shows the amount and accuracy of the historical buildings in each area,
with blue indicating the correctly predicted buildings and orange indicating the incorrectly
predicted buildings. The TP%s in the city and suburbs of Harbin were 81.34% and 84.02%,
respectively. The major errors occurred in cities with building functions, such as business,
hospitals, and schools, while the errors in suburbs mainly occurred in the working and
military areas along Daqing, Suihua, and Suifenhe. Figure 7b shows the urban–rural count
differences in the spatial distribution of building functions. The majority of the confusion
was found in Harbin, and the diachrony may cause style merging and renovation deviations.
In order to facilitate the expansion and support of immigrant settlements, Harbin’s early
urban construction was developed by supplementing functions from the railway backbone,
leading to rich and varied styles of public buildings [19]. In addition, the concept of early
renovations emphasized the facade’s shape rather than its authentic conservation [69].
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3.2.2. Classification Features

In order to evaluate the visual relationships between each function type of the historic
buildings, we computed the confusion matrix of the model using the validation set. Fig-
ure 8 shows the confusion matrix, which compares the predicted and ground truth labels,
including the precision, recall, and F1-score for each function type. Overall, most of the
historic buildings along the CER can be basically identified as the correct category, with the
accuracy of the identification results being above 0.72, recall above 0.70, and F1-score above
0.73. Proportionally, 18% of assistant buildings, 24% of military camps, 18% of mansions,
and 23% of work areas were misidentified as employment residences. Assistant buildings,
train garages, and water towers were misidentified as work areas with error rates of 9%,
13%, and 15%, respectively. Compared to the historic buildings often seen in towns and
villages, 16% of police stations and 12% of schools were misclassified as office buildings,
and 15% of leisure buildings were misclassified as business buildings. Considering the
militarization, colonization, and industrialization of the CER repair process, the embry-
onic forms of towns along the railway were closely related to the military administration
and employment–residence buildings close to railway projects [47], reflecting a certain
similarity in architectural forms and potential homogeneity among functional clusters.

The t-SNE facilitates the recognition and understanding of anomalies and relationships
between the functional systems of the historic building groups by visualizing the in-depth
features from each type of sample cluster in the validation set. In order to understand
the functional systems and visual connections of the CER building groups from a holistic
perspective, Figure 9 shows our t-SNE two-dimensional mapping plot of the 16 classes of
historic buildings in the test set. It also includes quantitative CP and SP descriptions of the
clusters. According to the distribution structure of the t-SNE, military, industrial, railway,
and employment residences are usually distributed in towns and villages, demonstrating a
clear separation from the function categories commonly found in cities. The leisure building
cluster is at the system’s center, connected with other clusters around it and becoming the
more critical visual image representative type of the entire building group. The compact
and isolated clusters of pillboxes, water towers, and religious structures show a certain
degree of visual heterogeneity.

The relationships between inner and outer clusters were calculated using the CP and
SP in complementary fashion. Figure 9 (right) depicts the features of each cluster, which
were divided into four visual features using 2D vectors—high–high, low–low, high–low,
and low–high—using the mean CP and mean SP of all the clusters as the coordinate origins.
High–high indicates diversity within a cluster and independence between clusters, and
this type of building is widely used to serve operation and trade for a railway. This may
be due to the different hierarchies of stations along the CER [70], with levels matching
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and independent of the functional system. Conversely, low–low indicates intra-cluster
unicity and inter-cluster similarity. As important public service buildings, leisure buildings
and schools formed their own characteristic focus under the urban construction led by the
Tsarist government. Low–high historic buildings are independently identifiable by the
serious or exclusive function that no diverse facades are represented along the route. The
high–low historic building facades are diverse and interconnected, with a large number
of buildings attached to different consulates and residents, and their self-governance may
promote a close integration among the cluster facades.
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3.2.3. Classification Extraction Prototype

In order to extract the prototypes for each type of historic building, a kernel density
calculation was applied to each cluster visualized by the t-SNE across the entire dataset,
and the densest sample in each cluster was selected as the “representative” type using Jenks.
Figure 10a,b shows our density visualization for the entire samples in each cluster, and the
samples within the red core areas in each cluster, which were selected as representatives
of the cluster’s prototype, are shown in the figures on the right. Although our extraction
process did not judge the heritage value, the extraction results show that the prototype
extraction after the traversal process of the global features was consistent with the conven-
tional sense under the general patterns, which are essential and integral universal features.
Figure 11 shows examples of the extracted prototypes, which represent most of the features
across residential buildings.
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3.3. Elemental Differences in Facades among Functions
3.3.1. Elemental Areas of the Facade Features

The features of the global average pooling layer in the model were extracted using
Grad-CAM to generate a positioning map to highlight the category’s feature areas. Using
the prototypes of the building groups extracted above, the combination of Grad-CAM
with fixed semantics could reflect more meaningful elemental features. Table 4 shows
the samples of categories with fixed semantic elements overlaid with Grad-CAM feature
weights, and in parentheses are the numbers of prototype images for each category. Our
model was not influenced by the first floor, which came from the modern facade renovation,
store signage, and pedestrian vehicles, especially in the commercial building identification.
The feature areas are primarily focused around windows, which also play an important
role in the identification of historic buildings along the CER [71].

Table 4. Sample prototypes of the CER architectural heritage.

Category Examples

Train station
(21)
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Table 4. Cont.

Category Examples

Pillbox
(65)
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Table 4. Cont.

Category Examples

Mansion
(611)
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3.3.2. Elemental Expression of Facade Features

Describing the expression of the facade elements allows us to understand the relation-
ship between the functional characteristics and the facade elements in the building group.
Figure 12 shows the differences in our representation of the façade elements of the historic
buildings along the CER, in which the area size indicates the mean area of the featured
facade elements, and the color represents the mean weight of the featured intensity. Walls,
windows, and their decorations are the main parameters that identify the function category.
Although the main feature areas of windows and walls are generally higher than those of
their decorative elements, their feature strengths are significantly lower than those of their
decorative elements. The results show that combining Grad-CAM with the fixed semantics
of the facade elements helps to mine the facade features of building groups.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Visual Measurement of Historic Building Groups

It is widely known that the identification of historic building groups is an important
field of heritage conservation; due to the limitations of technology and data, information
on the buildings’ visual characteristics often depends on a manual traversal process and
the subjective experience of experts. This study explored an objective and efficient traversal
analysis methodology using deep learning techniques to identify the features of historical
building groups. The model SE-DenseNet was deliberately designed with a channel
attention mechanism to improve the accuracy of historical building identification, which
could enhance the effective features for learning and extraction. Although the addition of
squeeze excitation to the model increases the parameters, training time, and computational
resources, it is worthwhile in terms of the training effect and more significant features. The
preset application scenario did not require responses in real time, instead acting as a visual
inspector of the traversal analysis of the numbers of building groups; therefore, it does not
impact the model’s usability in real applications.

4.2. Visual Relationship between Function and Facade

With the rapid development of deep learning techniques, image data reflecting con-
servation values provide new paths for describing and understanding historic building
groups. The potential connections among the building groups were the primary contri-
butions in our dataset, with the buildings having similar colors, styles, and symbols, and
being built during the same period of construction. Although their scattering along the
railroad produced a blind spot that was challenging to be covered by the street view images
that are widely used at present, it is more important to understand the typological analysis
supported by this methodology for historic building groups. The identification results for
16 historic building functions further explain the details of the multi-vector features among
the building groups in terms of geographic distribution, typological relationships, and
element expressions. These findings provide a feature reference for historical research and
visual perpetuation in the CER and will help to promote the authenticity and integrity of
the historical building groups.

We observed in both qualitative and quantitative explorations that the features ex-
plained by the model equally reflect instances of more valuable information and patterns,
such as the complexity of deep descriptions, multi-scale similarity observations, and overall
understanding, which often require long-term tracking and investigation [72]. We also
found that the characteristic differences in diversity and specialization, whether demon-
strated using the binary structure of the t-SNE with clusters or not, largely conform to
the existing conventional sense regarding the CER, further confirming the findings of a
previous investigation [69]. The expression of facade elements could provide an effective
interpretation of the multi-dimensional vector features among the historic building group.
Our methodology provides an important reference point for the identification and classifi-
cation process by extracting the typological paradigm and tracing the elements’ position
in the historic building group. Similarly to studies on the classification of architectural
styles, windows are the most essential element, and their diverse decoration is the primary
point of reference for distinguishing the classification [55,73], as well as the criterion for
regeneration in the future. In addition, this process should recognize the inherent value
of historic buildings, and the spatial and temporal evolution of heritage value elements
should be integrated into the conservation framework [74].

4.3. Limitations and Future Work

There are limitations that could be addressed in future studies. Since empirical appli-
cations were selected from historical building groups along the CER, dismantling the group
features formed by industrial expansion was the focus of this study, which had a unified
construction background. The context of historic buildings in the study was not absolutely
comprehensive, and there may be other missing buildings that still lack preservation at-
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tention. Continuous surveys will be needed in future work to maintain the integrity of
the CER historic buildings for conservation. During the data collection phase, a portion
of the historic building facades were found to be in disrepair, renovated, and remodeled.
This irreversible change may have induced some deviation in the experimental results,
which could have also been influenced by the fact that the images were shot manually, thus
affecting their quality. In future work, preset, unified shooting devices and multi-source
image data could be considered through different wavelength ranges to distinguish such
alterations (e.g., mold, deterioration, and stain) and to enhance the capabilities in prediction
and interpretability [75]. In addition, the study initially defaulted to equal values in his-
toric buildings without considering the individual differences supporting the typological
contribution. Future research could combine heritage value assessments to further support
the typological representation.

5. Conclusions

This research applied computer vision and image classification to establish the cog-
nitive structure of the visual features of historic building groups, analyzed the inherent
relationship between function and facade in historic building groups, and excavated their
expressive features as well as crucial elements to provide criteria for their regeneration,
preservation, and inheritance.

Our methodology was applied to the functional categories of 1208 historical buildings
along the Heilongjiang section of the CER, and 158 buildings were tested through the
Inner Mongolia section of the CER. The results show that our method had a satisfactory
accuracy, with a precision of 85.84%. Compared with previous methods, the interpretation
of the model further explored the depth features in historical building groups, which could
assist traditional studies that employ the manual traversal process. At the same time, we
found that the building distribution along the CER is characterized by an urban–rural
dichotomy and a clear differentiation between military, industrial, and railroad functions,
with buildings being commonly found in cities and towns. In addition, the elements that
influence the facade features along the CER are the decorative parts of the elements, instead
of the fundamental parts.

A systematic understanding of historic building groups promotes value transfer and
renovation for conservation. Exploring the functional logic and systemic vein within the
historical building groups, both comprehensive and segmented, will provide a new path
for integrated conservation and stable inheritance.
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