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Abstract
Analysis of cultural heritages, particularly their construction years, provides new insights
into human history. However, due to natural disasters, wars, material deterioration, and
human errors, records documenting the construction years of many artifacts have often been
lost. Historians and experts can estimate construction years within specific ranges using
chemical-based analysis technologies or extensive historical research. Given the vast num-
ber of collected artifacts, applying these conventional methods to every artifact is impractical.
To address this challenge, we developed a deep neural network model designed for Buddha
statues to estimate an artifact’s construction year from its image. One major challenge in this
task is the heterogeneity of the labels: the training samples include both precise construction
years and possible ranges (e.g., a dynasty or a century) estimated by historians. To unify
these heterogeneous labels during training, we represent them as probabilistic distributions.
In our previous work Qian et al. (2021), we assumed that the ambiguity in heterogeneous
construction year labels followed a Gaussian distribution, assigning the highest likelihood to
the midpoint of the designated time range. However, this assumption does not always hold.
In this paper, we propose representing heterogeneous construction year labels as a uniform
distribution, assigning equal probability to all points within the designated time range. Based
on this label representation, we designed a semi-supervised learning loss function to leverage
both labeled and unlabeled samples during training. Our experimental results demonstrate
that our method achieves a mean absolute error of 34.3 years on a test set consisting of
Buddha statues constructed between 400 and 1403. These results are further analyzed in two
ways. First, we compared our model’s performance to the image quality BRISQUE score,
revealing a correlation between higher image quality and lower prediction error rates. Sec-
ond, we validated our predictions with experts, assessing the level of agreement with our
model, the challenges in determining construction years, and identifying features of interest
in the artifacts.
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1 Introduction

Buddhism originated in India and spread across the Asian subcontinent to East Asia. It is
the fourth-largest religion in the world [2]. Throughout history, Buddhist practitioners have
created Buddha statues to express their beliefs. Crafted in various regions and periods, these
statues exhibit slight modifications to reflect local cultures. Over time, a wide spectrum of
such statues has emerged. Unfortunately, many records documenting these statues have been
lost due to natural disasters, wars, material deterioration, and human error, leaving the precise
construction dates of many statues obscured. The cultural and historical significance of these
artifacts has motivated historians to estimate their construction years using various technolo-
gies, including radiocarbon dating [3], weathering-based dating [4], and thermoluminescence
dating [5]. However, each of these methods has its limitations.

Radiocarbon dating can determine the age of organic materials, making it applicable only
to statues made from wood or other organic substances. Weathering-based dating estimates
construction years by analyzing the rate of material surface deterioration, which is suitable
for outdoor stone statues. However, environmental factors like global warming and air pollu-
tion have accelerated deterioration, complicating accurate estimations. Thermoluminescence
dating applies to statues made of materials like bronze, ceramic, or gold coatings that were
heated during their creation. Despite their utility, these methods are often inaccessible, costly,
and have limited applicability.

Analyzing the visual appearance of statues [6, 7] offers another approach to dating. How-
ever, thismethod is time-consuming and requires experts with years of training. Alternatively,
deep neural networks can be trained to assistwith image analysis. Training suchmodels neces-
sitates a large-scale labeled dataset, but creating such datasets requires experts to annotate
images or consult historical records, resulting in datasets that are often insufficient in size.
For example, the dataset used in [8] contains only 4,949 Buddha face images, of which only
30% are labeled.

Beyond the challenge of dataset size, the inherent nature of historical heritage compli-
cates precise dating. For statues lacking historical records, the visual analysis can only provide
rough estimates of construction years, often represented as ranges (e.g., dynasties or cen-
turies). Consequently, the available labels are heterogeneous, with some providing exact
years and others indicating broader periods.

To address these challenges, we proposed amethod in our previous work [1] for predicting
construction years. In that work, we maximized the utility of both labeled and unlabeled
samples in a small dataset through a semi-supervised learning framework, where unlabeled
samples were used for regularization to smooth the feature space manifold. To better handle
heterogeneous labels, we represented each label as a Gaussian distribution modeling the
construction year and designed a loss function based on this representation. Specifically, we
introduced a relationship supervision loss that constrains predictions to fall within the range
specified by the label representation.

In this paper, we extend our previous workshop paper [1] into a journal version with
new contributions. Our updated method represents heterogeneous labels as uniform distri-
butions, assigning equal probability to all times within the specified range. This approach
better aligns with actual labels where no preference exists for the range center (e.g., a label
of 16th century implies a uniform probability distribution across the century, as there is no
information about when within the century the statue was built). We developed aWasserstein
distance [9]-based loss function to handle these uniform distributions effectively, accounting
for both global and local relationships between samples. Additionally, we have conducted a
deeper analysis of the relationship between image quality and prediction accuracy. Further-

123



Multimedia Tools and Applications

more, we conducted an extensive expert survey involving four Buddha statue specialists to
evaluate how well our method aligns with expert assessments.

Extensive historical studies and expert feedback highlight the rich information in various
parts of Buddha statues for built-year prediction. While deep learning typically benefits from
multiple features, we focus solely on the faces which is motivated by the fact that elements of
the faces of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Hindu deities, Jain deities, and Taoist deities are common
and that they can be compared across regions and eras [10]. In traditional Japanese craftship,
the face sculptor carving was in most cases done by the head sculptor (daibusshi), which is
often the name of the sculptor inscribed in the statues (as in the Sanjūsangendō statues, more
details in Borengasser’s thesis [11]. Incidentally, this is also the source author retained in our
database [8]. Given the maturity of deep learning applications to face analysis, this makes it
an interesting ground for experiments.

Contribution For built-year prediction from Buddha faces, our semi-supervised framework
achieved 34.3 years of mean absolute error (MAE). In contrast, the state-of-the-art in the
Renoust et al. [8] casts the same problem in a classification task and only predicts up to
centuries (100 years). In addition to the quantitative experiment against ground truth, we
surveyed to study the opinions of history experts on our predictions. Our contribution can be
summarized as follows:

1. We propose a dedicated semi-supervised method that represents each label as a uni-
form distribution, which better aligns with the actual knowledge conveyed by the labels
compared to our previous Gaussian-based representation [1].

2. Through experimental and analytical evaluation, we demonstrate the benefits of our
Wasserstein distance-based loss term for training with labels represented as uniform
distributions.

3. We conducted a survey to gather the opinions of history experts on our prediction results,
highlighting the positive influence of image quality on achieving expert consensus.

2 Related works

Predicting the built year of a Buddha statue is challenging due to the ambiguity andmissing of
built-year labels. Leveraging unlabeled statues or thosewith ambiguous labels is central to this
task. In this section, we first review existing works that address built-year (or authored-year)
prediction tasks (Section 2.1) and then introduce the semi-supervised learning framework
(Section 2.2) designed to better model Buddha statues.

2.1 Built-year prediction

Classic and reliablemethods for identifying the construction year of aBuddha statue primarily
rely on analyzing the chemical components used in its creation. Thesemethods are inherently
material-dependent, working effectively only on specific materials such as wood, iron, and
stone. Furthermore, these techniques often require specialized equipment, making them both
expensive and time-consuming due to the chemical processes involved.

The growing availability of digitized images of Buddha statues [8, 12] makes a data-
driven approach possible. The facial features ofBuddha statues contain valuable cues that help
researchers study cultural shifts throughout history. Traditional techniques, such as SIFT [13],
cascades of features [14], rule-based systems [15], and texture feature-based methods [16],
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havebeenpopular for classifyingBuddha statues.With the rise of deep learning, convolutional
neural networks (CNNs) such as ResNet [17] and VGG [18] have become foundational tools
for data-driven analysis, significantly improving the efficiency of Buddha statue analysis.
Advanced approaches, including vanilla CNN models [19], ensembles of CNN and SVM
models [20], and deep feature embedding [21], have been utilized for classifying Buddha
statues.

CNNs have also been applied to a broad range of tasks, such as authorship identifica-
tion [22] and artwork retrieval [23]. For the task of predicting the year of authorship, deep
multitask learning approaches [24, 25] are widely used to leverage all available attributes
during the learning process.

More closely related to our work is Buddha statue classification, as addressed in [8, 26],
which focuses on roughly estimating the century of a statue’s creation. However, amajor limi-
tation of thesemethods is their reliance on a substantial amount of labeled data. Predicting the
construction or authorship year typically requires homogeneous labels, forcing researchers to
quantize heterogeneous labels into coarser categories (e.g., grouping by century) and exclude
samples with broader date ranges (e.g., the Heian period spans 391 years).

In this work, we address the challenge of predicting the construction year of Buddha
statues without the advantage of a large labeled dataset. To overcome this limitation, we
adopt a semi-supervised framework that leverages unlabeled samples.

2.2 Semi-supervised learning

Semi-supervised learning can partially mitigate the problem of a lack of labeled data. This
learning paradigm leverages unlabeled data during training by relying on specific assump-
tions. For classification problems, semi-supervised learning often employs pseudo-labeling
techniques for unlabeled samples. Self-training and co-training are two of the most widely
used approaches.

Self-training [27, 28] begins by training a model on labeled samples and then assigns
pseudo-labels to unlabeled samples based onhigh-confidence predictions, effectively expand-
ing the training set. Data augmentation is commonly applied to enhance the self-training
process [29]. In this approach, a model is first trained using labeled data, and then it predicts
labels for multiple augmented versions of the same unlabeled sample. The average prediction
is used as the pseudo-label for the sample. However, a significant drawback of this method
is that random augmentations can often lead to incorrect predictions.

Berthelot et al. [30] proposed a method to address this issue by introducing a model that
estimates the likelihood of augmented samples having correct classification labels. Aug-
mented samples that fall outside a defined tolerance range are rejected. This augmentation
strategy was later refined by Sohn et al. [31], who structured a two-step self-training process.
In the first step, pseudo-labels for unlabeled data are generated using weakly augmented
images (e.g., with flip and shift augmentations). In the second step, strongly augmented
images, created using techniques such as Cutout [32], CTAugment [30], and RandAug-
ment [33], are used to calculate losses for the unlabeled data during training.

Co-training [34, 35] divides the dataset into two groups, each assumed to contain sufficient
data to train a classifier that provides pseudo-labels for the other group’s unlabeled samples.
A key limitation of co-training, as noted by Krogel and Scheffer [36], is that it only per-
forms well when the two groups are independent and provide complementary information.
If the classifiers consistently agree on all unlabeled data, they are deemed dependent, and
the pseudo-labels fail to provide new information. When the dependency between classifiers
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exceeds 60%, co-training performs worse than self-training. Du et al. [37] proposed system-
atic methods for splitting datasets to enhance the reliability of co-training.

For regression problems, manifold regularization techniques can be used to incorporate
unlabeled data into the training process. Belkin et al. [38] introduced amanifold regularization
loss, defined as the sum of �2 distances between the feature vectors of labeled and unlabeled
data, weighted by a Mercer kernel function. Subsequently, Berikov and Litvinenko [39]
proposed using a simpler radial basis function as a weighting mechanism. Recently, Li et
al. [40] suggested utilizing learned attention coefficients to calculate weights dynamically,
rather than relying on predetermined functions.

3 Dataset

TheBuddha dataset (from [8]) contains 7,518 images of 1,788Buddha statues, photo-scanned
from five books. Focusing on the facial regions, we used a face detector [41] to extract 4,949
face images. The dataset includes 1,887 annotated images (with the exact year, century,
or dynasty labels) and 3,062 unlabeled images. The labeled data comprises 320 dynasty,
316 century, and 1,251 exact year samples. The dataset was split into 70% training (3,464
samples) and 30% testing (1,485 samples), with 1,340 labeled samples in training and 547
in testing. Figure 1 illustrates sample images.

4 Method

We aim to predict the built year from a Buddha facial image x . To achieve this, we deploy a
semi-supervised training scheme that utilizes both labeled andunlabeled samples. The labeled
and unlabeled samples in the training set are denoted as DL = {(xi , ti )|i = 0, . . . , IL} and
DU = {xi |i = 0, . . . , IU}, respectively, where xi and ti are the image and label of the i-th
sample. The built time label ti is heterogeneous. It may represent an exact year (as a scalar)
or a range of years, such as a dynasty or a century.

The core of our approach is to effectively utilize these diverse label types in training
the model. To address this heterogeneity, we propose representing labels as two types of
probabilistic distributions: Gaussian and uniform distributions. We incorporate both labeled
and unlabeled samples into training by designing three distinct loss terms:

1. Direct supervision loss for samples with exact built-year labels.
2. Relationship supervision loss, which handles all three types of built-time labels to force

the prediction to follow similar neighborhood identity [42] pattern as ground truth.
3. Regularization loss to incorporate unlabeled samples in training. Our overall loss func-

tion is a linear combination of these three losses.

The overall loss function is formulated as a linear combination of these three losses.
To determine the optimal cost term for each distribution representation, we define mul-

tiple cost functions, summarized in Table 1. Details of each cost function are provided in
Sections 4.2.1, 4.3, and 4.4. A comprehensive evaluation of mix-and-match experiments with
different cost functions is presented in Section 5.4.
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Fig. 1 Some samples of Buddha face images are in the dataset. (a-b) Amidanyorai, (c) Fudōmyōō, (d) Jisha,
(e) Kongōrikishi, (f) Mirokubutsu, (g) Seishibosatsu, (h) Zenzaidōji

4.1 Representation of heterogeneous labels

DL contains three types of built-time labels, i.e., (i) exact built year and rough built time
categorized by (ii) dynasty or (iii) century. Let DY

L , DD
L , and DC

L denote the sets of samples
for respective label types, whereDL = DY

L ∪DD
L ∪DC

L . To uniformly handle the ambiguities
in there label types, we use probability distributions (either Gaussian or uniform) to represent
them.

Label representation by Gaussian distributions A Gaussian distribution N (μ, σ 2) is used
to represent a range of time. For exact built-year labels, we use the labeled year as mean μ

and 2.5 as standard deviation σ . Our choice of a 2.5-year standard deviation gives a 10-year
time span for the 95% confidence interval. A century covers 100 years, and thus we set the
middle of the century as the mean (e.g., μ = 1550 for the 16th century) and 25 years as the
standard deviation to cover the entire 100-year time span with a 95% confidence interval.
Similarly, for dynasty labels, the middle year of the dynasty and the 25% of the dynasty time
span are set as mean μ and standard deviation σ of the Gaussian. With this, all labels are
represented by Gaussian N (μ, σ 2).

Table 1 Information of the cost functions configuration for two proposed methods

Method 1: Gaussian Method 2: Uniform

Direct supervision Conditional Probability (3) MSE (2)

MSE (2)

Relationship supervision Conditional Probability (5) Conditional Probability (6)

Wasserstein (7) Wasserstein (9)

Regularization RBF (Eqn. 11) RBF (11)
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Label representation by uniform distribution Gaussians give the highest probability to the
middle of a dynasty or century, giving a preference for the middle of the dynasty or century.
Such behavior is not desirable as we have no prior knowledge of the built-year distribution
within the period (i.e., century or dynasty). To mitigate this problem, we represent a built-
time label with a uniform distribution, i.e., U(a, b). The start and end years of a dynasty or
century are the boundaries a and b of the uniform distribution. For exact built-year labels, we
adopt a 10-year tolerance, which leads the boundary at ±5 years from the annotated year.

4.2 Model

We use Arcface [43] as the backbone pretrained with 17 million human faces. Let g denote
the last batch normalization layer of the pretrained Arcface. Our built-year predictor y for
Buddha face image x is given by a fully connected layer f ′ on top of g, i.e.,

y = f (x) = f ′(g(x)), (1)

where f denotes the entire model. We fine-tune f with our direct supervision, relationship
supervision, and regularization.

4.2.1 Direct supervision

MSE loss E provides basic supervision for samples with exactly built years, which is formu-
lated as:

E = 1

|DY
L |

∑

(x,t)∈DY
L

‖ f (x) − μt‖2, (2)

where μ(t) is the exact built year, corresponding to the mean of the Gaussian- or Uniform
distribution-based representation.

For Gaussian-based representation, we can alternatively use average negative log-
likelihood between prediction and ground truth as loss:

ECP = − 1

|DY
L |

∑

(x,t)∈DY
L

logN ( f (x)|μt , σ
2
t ) (3)

where σ 2
t is the standard distribution associated with the label t . The conditional probability

of uniform distributions does not provide an informative gradient for training; therefore, we
do not use this loss with the uniform distribution-based representation.

4.3 Relationship supervision

Intuitively, an arbitrary pair ( f (x), f (x ′)) of predicted built years must have a similar neigh-
borhood to the corresponding pair (t, t ′) of ground-truth labels, taking into account different
ambiguity levels of ground-truth labels.

We instantiate this by computing the pairwise distances among predictions and ground
truths and aligning them via the KL divergence loss. Specifically, let χ(s, s′) and τ(s, s′)
denote the pairwise distances of predictions and ground truths for samples s and s′, respec-
tively, where s and s′ are (x, t) and (x ′, t ′). We define the KL divergence loss by:

C =
∑

s

∑

s′
τ(s|s′) log τ(s|s′)

χ(s|s′)
, (4)
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where the summations are computed over DL.
However, quantifying these pairwise distances (i.e., χ and τ ) is not as straightforward as

computing the built time difference between two samples when they are represented by prob-
abilistic distributions. We propose two measurements to quantify the pairwise relationships,
i.e., the conditional probability and the Wasserstein distance [9].

Conditional probability The conditional probability can be a natural candidate for quan-
tifying distances between z and z′, where z is either f (x) or μt (for uniform distribution
U(at , bt ), μt = (at + bt )/2).

For the Gaussian-based label representation, we compute conditional probability ψCP
G of

s given s′ by:
ψCP
G (s|s′) = N (z|z′, σ 2

t ′ ), (5)

which can be interpreted as a similarity between f (x) and f (x ′) normalized by σ 2
t ′ .

Similarly, when t ′ is represented by uniform distribution, the conditional probability ψCP
U

can be calculated as:

ψCP
U (s|s′) =

{
1

bt ′−at ′
for at ′ ≤ z ≤ bt ′

0 otherwise
, (6)

where at ′ and bt ′ are the boundaries of the uniform distribution associated with t ′. Again,
ψCP
U is not informative for training.

Wasserstein distance The second measure is the Wasserstein distance, which can quantify
the closeness of two non-overlapping distributions. This measure allows learning the rela-
tionship from the uniform distribution-based label representation. The Wasserstein distance
between two Gaussians N (z, σ 2

t ) and N (z′, σ 2
t ′ ) can be formulated as [44]:

ψW
G (s|s′) =

√
(z − z′)2 + (σt − σt ′)2. (7)

We can also calculate the Wasserstein distance for uniform distributions. For sample s,
we use uniform distribution U(as(z), bs(z)), where

as(z) = z − bt − at
2

, bs(z) = z + bt − at
2

. (8)

When z = t , this distribution is the same as the label representation, whereas when z = f (x),
it is the uniform distribution whose mean is at f (x) but the length of the interval is still the
same as ground-truth one.

The Wassertstein distance between U(as(z), bs(z)) and U(as′(z′), bs′(z′)) can be formu-
lated as:

ψW
U (s|s′) =

√
m2

3
+ 3mn + 3n2, (9)

where m = (bt − at ) − (bt ′ − at ′) and n = z − z′ − m/2. The derivative of this equation is
found in the appendix.

We use either ψCP
U (s|s′) or ψW

U (s|s′) as our pairwise distance. That is, χ(s|s′) and τ(s|s′)
correspond either ψCP

U (s|s′) or ψW
U (s|s′)), but evaluated for z (and z′) being f (x) and t (and

f (x ′) and z′), respectively, where they are normalized in the same way as [42].
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4.4 Regularization

Our regularization loss is designed based on the smoothness assumption, which incorporates
unlabeled samples into the training process to enforce a smoother manifold [45].

Following the approach in [45–47], a radial basis function (RBF), denoted as φ, is
employed to calculate the regularization loss between labeled and unlabeled samples. Let g
represent the feature vector from the last batch normalization layer in the model f . The loss
term is then defined as:

φ(g(x), g(x ′)) = exp

{
−‖g(x) − g(x ′)‖2

2l2

}
, (10)

where x and x ′ are samples inDL andDU, respectively; l is a constant to control the smooth-
ness. We use l = 0.75 as in [45]. The regularization loss R, which is the mean of the
regularization weight over all pairs of labeled and unlabeled samples, is formalized as:

R = 1

|DL| |DU|
∑

x∈DL

∑

x ′∈DU

φ(g(x), g(x ′)). (11)

4.5 Overall loss function

Our overall loss � is a linear combination of three terms, given by

� = αL + βC + γ R, (12)

where we empirically set α to 1, β to 15, and 0.2 for the Gaussian distribution- and uniform
distribution-based label representations, respectively, and γ to 0.1. This hyperparameter is
defined by trial and error.

5 Results

5.1 Competingmodels

We compared our model with baselines and SOTAmodels. Since these models cannot handle
heterogeneous labels at the training time, we instead use the middle year of the dynasty or
century as their built-year labels.

Nearest Neighbour Search computes and stores the feature vector g0(x) of x in DL, where
g0(x) is our pretrained backbone (i.e., the ResNet50 variant ofArcFace [43]). At the inference
time, for a new image x ′, we extract g0(x ′) and retrieve its nearest neighbor according to the
cosine similarity and pick its label t as the built year prediction.

Gaussian Process Regression [48] is a non-parametric kernel-based probabilistic model,
which uses the pretrained Arcface model to extract a feature vector g0(x). We use the MAT-
LAB built-in implementation with default parameters.

Semi-supervised Deep Kernel Learning (SSDKL) was proposed by Jean et al. [49] that
combines deep neural networks and Gaussian processes. It incorporates the unlabeled data
into the training process by minimizing predictive variance in the posterior regularization
framework. We use the original implementation1, where the input feature vector g0(x) is
extracted from the pretrained Arcface model.

1 https://github.com/ermongroup/ssdkl
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GCNBoost Regression is a graph convolutional network (GCN)-based transductive semi-
supervised learning classifier for automatic art analysis [26]. This model requires pseudo-
labels for unlabeled samples to create a knowledge graph connecting the samples with cosine
similarity greater than 0.8 computed from feature vectors g0(x). The pseudo-labels are gen-
erated from our model’s predictions (trained with configuration in Table 3 row 16). The
classification layer of GCNBoost is replaced with a linear layer with a single scalar output
to predict the built year, where the MSE loss is used for training.

5.2 Implementation details

We used PyTorch to implement our model and its variants. We deploy pre-trained the human
face recognition model arcface (ResNet50 based) [43] as our backbone then attach one fully
connected layer to conduct regression task. For training, an A100 GPU with 40G of RAM
was used. We used a batch size of 256, a learning rate of 0.003, and Adam as the optimizer.
We tried different data augmentation strategies and found that random horizontal flipping
leads to the best performance; therefore, we used it in all our experiments.

5.3 Evaluation

The methods described in Section 5.1 are compared with our model. Among our test set with
1,485 samples, 547 samples have built time range labels (i.e., either dynasty or century) and
371 samples have exact built year labels. We evaluated all models only on these 371 samples
with exact built year labels as it is not trivial to define errors for built time range labels. The
mean absolute error (MAE) is used to evaluate the performance of the different approaches.

The performances of all models are shown in Table 2. In the first section of the table, we
used feature vectors extracted by g0 from the pretrained Arcface [43]. The SOTA models
(GCNBoost regression and SSDKL) yielded high MAEs; surprisingly, the simple nearest
neighbor search achieved the best performance among the four with the MAE of 130.9±9.8
years.

In the second and third sections, we supplied the feature vectors extracted from our fine-
tuned backbone g to the existing four models. We tried feature vectors from both Gaussian-
and uniform-variant of ourmodel (their configurations correspond to rows 7 and 16 in Table 3,
respectively). With the feature vectors from our fine-tuned model, MAEs are significantly
reduced by 67-77%. This result indicates that the feature vector pretrained on human faces
does not capture the essential information for Buddha statues’ built year prediction. Our
approach fine-tunes the model to focus on the feature that is useful for built year prediction.

The last section shows the performance of our model with Gaussian and uniform
distribution-based label representations (again correspond to row 7 and 16 of Table 3). They
delivered the highest performancewithMAE of 37.5±3.64 and 34.3±3.47 for the Gaussian-
and uniform-variant of our model.

5.4 Ablation study

We conducted an ablation study to show the impact of the loss terms and the model con-
figurations on the performance. Table 3 summarizes the results. G and U denote the label
representation with Gaussian and uniform distributions. The MSE and CP in the Direct
Sup. column indicate the loss calculated from (2) and (3), respectively. In the Relational
Sup. column, CP, and WD denote the distance measured by conditional probabilities and
Wasserstein distances, respectively.
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Table 2 Comparison of different
models

Models Feature vector MAE (year)

Nearest neighbour search pretrained 130.9 ± 9.8

Gaussian process regression pretrained 199.9 ± 5.4

GCNBoost regression [26] pretrained 217± 15.5

SSDKL [49] pretrained 245.3± 4.0

Nearest neighbour search Ours (Gaussian) 58.1±5.1

Gaussian process regression Ours (Gaussian) 54.3±3.6

GCNBoost regression [26] Ours (Gaussian) 322.5±17.2

SSDKL [49] Ours (Gaussian) 59.4±3.4

Nearest neighbour search Ours (uniform) 43.4±4.4

Gaussian process regression Ours (uniform) 54.8±3.4

GCNBoost regression [26] Ours (uniform) 345.1±19.9

SSDKL [49] Ours (uniform) 57.1±3.2

Ours (Gaussian) N/A 37.5± 3.64

Ours (uniform) N/A 34.3± 3.47

Table 3 shows the direct supervision loss to provide the dominant impact in the train-
ing process. The relationship supervision learns the neighborhood identity between samples
from the ground truth labels and enforces the model prediction to follow the same pattern.
This neighborhood identity information assisted by direct supervision achieved higher per-
formance. The optimal performance is achieved when we combine all three loss terms.

Rows 13 and 16 show the Wasserstein distance as a better choice when using uniform
distribution as a label. The conditional probability for uniform distributions only gives a
non-zero probability when two samples with an overlap which can not measure the amount
of dissimilarity between two non-overlapping samples. On the other hand, row 7 and 10

Table 3 Comparison of different model configurations

Label Direct Sup. Relational Sup. Reg. MAE (year)

1 G CP 54.7±3.97

2 G CP CP 58.2±4.14

3 G CP CP � 60.3±3.38

4 G MSE 56.2±3.70

5 G CP � 205.9±5.25

6 G MSE CP 40.2±3.62

7 G MSE CP � 37.5±3.64

8 G MSE WD 46.8±3.88

9 G WD � 199.2±5.53

10 G MSE WD � 41.1±3.51

11 U MSE CP 46.0±4.03

12 U CP � 204.7±5.32

13 U MSE CP � 43.7±3.51

14 U MSE WD 45.4±4.87

15 U WD � 201.2± 5.35

16 U MSE WD � 34.3±3.47

G and U represent the samples labeled in Gaussian and uniform distribution respectively. CP denotes condi-
tional probability. WD denotes Wasserstein distance
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show the labels represented by Gaussian distributions work better with relational supervision
calculated from conditional probability.

In conclusion, the configuration of using uniform distributions as sample labels and
Wasserstein distances as distance measure obtained the lowest MAE at 34.3 ± 3.47 years.

6 History expert survey

Protocol description In addition to the qualitative experiment, we surveyed experts, gradu-
ate students, and professors specializing in Buddhist cultural studies at Osaka University. We
selected 200 Buddha face images (100 images each for labeled and unlabeled samples) with
the highest image quality. Image quality was assessed using the Blind/Referenceless Image
Spatial Quality Evaluator (BRISQUE) index [50], which assigns a score to each image. A
lower score indicates higher image quality. For the survey, we selected the top 200 images
based on quality (i.e., those with the lowest scores, ranging from 5.51 to 53.6).

Half of the statues provided had a ground truth year associated with them (hereafter
representing the labeled group) and another half had no ground truth attached (hereafter
the unlabeled group). Data collection was conducted in two sessions, each consisting of 50
labeled and 50 unlabeled images (a total of 100 images per session and 200 images surveyed
across both sessions). There was no overlap of images between the two sessions or between
the labeled and unlabeled sets.

We collected responses from four participants for these 200 images, resulting in a total of
800 survey responses. Each participant submitted their selected statue images individually,
along with an estimated construction year. To investigate expert agreement and the features
influencing construction year estimation, three questions were asked:

Q1 : Do you agree with the estimation? (5 choices Likert)
Q2 : If you select neutral please indicate the reason (4 choices)
Q3 : What features did you focus on to determine the built year? (5 choices)

6.1 Q1: expert agreement

Answers to the expert agreement on Q1 follow a Likert scale, from 1: Strongly disagree to 5:
Strong agree. Looking at the overall results from Fig. 2 (a), we notice that we have roughly
a balance between agreement (in total 358) and disagreement (in total 333). The agreement
between labeled and unlabeled data follows a similar distribution. It indicates the labeled and
unlabeled data have similar data quality. Our dataset considered is small, and an investigation
on a larger dataset should settle this question.

Relationship between agreement and prediction error On labeled data, we compared
errors between the predicted date and expert agreement (Fig. 2 (b)). We found that lower
error tends to display higher agreement, i.e. confirming the goal of our model. Interestingly,
expert users also frequently disagree with low error, emphasizing the subjective nature of
dating historical art and the need for a reliable predictive system.

We further categorized the prediction error into three groups, low prediction error (the
error is below 10 years), medium (error is between 10 and 99 years), and high (error is
from and beyond 100 years) (Fig. 3). The tendency of lower predicted error tending to
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Fig. 2 (a) Results of agreement (Q1) on labeled and unlabeled data. (b) Distribution of agreement (Q1) across
prediction error

higher expert agreement is confirmed. Furthermore, high error images tend to display more
disagreement. We finally investigated the Pearson correlation coefficient ρ between error
groups and agreement (considering the Likert scale score from 1 to 5) among the 100 labeled
images, as reported in Table 4. Year prediction errors (supposedly good predictions) are anti-

Fig. 3 Prediction error on the human expert agreement (Q1)
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Table 4 Correlation between
survey agreement and prediction
error

Low error Medium error High error
MAE< 10 10 ≤ MAE< 100 100 ≤MAE

# images 33 58 8

# responses 132 232 32

Pearson ρ -0.196 -0.302 -0.147

correlated to expert agreement across all subgroups, once more confirming the intuition of
our model.

Relationship between agreement and imagequality WeemployedBRISQUE tomeasure
the image quality of the test set, where a lower score indicates better quality. The relationship
between the image quality score and prediction errors is shown in Fig. 4 (a). This experiment
confirmed our observation that images with higher quality are more likely to receive a lower
error. It shows that the image quality is an important factor that influences the prediction
accuracy.

If we compare the results with the BRISQUE image quality on survey options (Fig. 4 (b)).
We found that people tend to have very slightly more difficulty emitting a recommendation

Fig. 4 The relationship between image quality scores (smaller score indicates better quality) on (a) prediction
errors in MAE and (b) the expert agreement (Q1). Measure the mean standard deviation between expert
opinions as a function of (c) prediction error and (d) image quality on Q1
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with lower quality images: the median value of Neutral agreement is slightly over 40 in
quality, while other advice ranges between 29 and 35. Note that this effect is limited since
we are already studying images pre-filtered because of their top-quality images.

We further investigate this relationship by dividing image quality into three groups: lower
quality images with a score beyond 45, medium quality images with a score between 25 and
35, and higher quality images with a score below 25. Among the 200 images, the Pearson
correlations between agreement in the Likert scale and image quality are reported in Table 5.
Since the Likert scale and the BRISQUE index progress in opposite directions, higher agree-
ment in the lowest quality group is positively associated with better image quality (but
negatively with the BRISQUE score).

We measured the standard deviation across the four participants for each question (based
on their Likert score 1 to 5). For the labeled images,we calculated themean standard deviation
for high,medium, and low error conditions as reported in Fig. 4 (c). The disagreement appears
higher on the images that have higher errors. We also studied standard deviation across
agreement among the three groups of image quality overall labeled and unlabeled images
(Fig. 4 (d)): interestingly the images that had higher quality received higher disagreement
between survey participants, probably because lower and medium quality images gathered
mostly neutral agreements.

6.2 Q2: difficulties in determination

Q2 consists of four options investigating the cause of the impossibility of determining the
built year of a statue. Multiple choices are possible:

Q2.A : I don’t know this statue.
Q2.B : I know this Buddha statue, but there is no established or well-known hypothe-

sis/theory regarding the built year.
Q2.C : Unable to identify which Buddha statue due to poor image quality.
Q2.D : Unable to guess the built year due to poor image quality.

From Fig. 5 (a), we can first conclude that there is almost no statue that was unknown to
our experts, validating the relevance of our panel of experts. The main reason for the inability
to determine a year appears to be a lack of consensus among experts on the given statutes,
confirming a need for a fully validated automatized model to help build a consensus. In
addition, we can note that the image quality was an issue more in determining which statue
the face proposed belonged to, rather than the actual year itself. This shows that experts dig
into their contextual knowledge of a statue to determine its built year, rather than limiting
their judgment to the style of its face.

Table 5 Correlation between
survey agreement (Q1) and image
quality

High quality Medium quality Low quality
score< 25 25 ≤score< 45 45 ≤score

# images 62 131 7

# responses 248 524 28

Pearson ρ 0.051 -0.016 -0.383
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Fig. 5 Statistics on Q2 and Q3

6.3 Q3: features of interest

Q3 investigates the features in the statue’s face that have helped the expert to determine its
built year. Five choices are available and multiple answers are allowed:

Q3.A : Shape of the face.
Q3.B : Shape of the eyes.
Q3.C : Texture.
Q3.D : Head shape.
Q3.E : Hair style.

Figure 5 (b) shows thatwithout appeal, the top indicators for our experts to identify the built
year are: the face shape and its eye shape. This helps to determine the construction method,
which is strongly dependent on the construction year and localization. This agrees with the
principles of a prior study from Renoust et. al. [51] that tried to regress the construction
rules of a statute. Surprisingly, our results show that texture, hair, and head style are not so
important to date a statue in our sample. Onemight have expected that texture would correlate
to the construction material, linked to the construction method and location. However, since
most of the statues in this dataset are made of wood with/without lacquer (as reported in the
prior work [51]) this did not appear as a determining feature in our sample.

We have further investigated the breakdown of Q3 answers across the different
low/mid/high classes of prediction error and image quality, and the same observation is
consistent across all classes.

7 Discussion

7.1 General performance of our approach

Our proposed method of formulating the heterogeneous label from the Buddha dataset into a
probabilistic distribution. In this paper,we evaluated two types of distributions, namely,Gaus-
sian distribution and uniform distribution. Additionally, we proposed a set of loss functions
that utilize both labeled and unlabeled data in the semi-supervised learning process which
leads to significant performance gain. Our evaluation shows the combination of applying
uniform distribution and semi-supervised learning delivers the highest performance with a
mean absolute error of 34.3 years on the test set.
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7.2 On the relationship supervision with �(s|s′) and �(s|s′)
Our distance measures χ(s|s′) and τ(s|s′) encode the proximity between prediction pairs
and label pairs. Our relational supervision loss term is designed to force χ to follow a similar
neighborhood identity as τ . A visualization of τ is shown in Fig. 6 (a), and χ in different
model configurations in Fig. 6 (b)–(f). All figures are generated over the test set, where
the samples are chronologically ordered based on the ground-truth labels (for dynasty and
century labels, we take their middle years). In the ideal situation where each sample has an
exact built-year label, a higher similarity should be assigned only to the diagonal elements.
However, our test set has labels that only give time ranges, leading to horizontal lines.

Figure 6 (b) is generated from f trained only with the MSE loss term, which has a
larger number of off-diagonal samples with higher similarities compared with (c) and (d).
It aligns with our quantitative results in Table 2, where the relational supervision loss and
regularization loss lead to better prediction accuracy. The importance of the regularization
loss can be seen by comparing Fig. 6 (c) and (e), where the number of scattered distributions
was reduced in (e). The regularization loss term enlarges our training data pool with unlabeled
samples. Figure 6 (e) and (f) show that the Gaussian distribution-based label representation
shows a more smooth relationship between samples.

7.3 Qualitative analysis

The quality of the image is one of the factors to impact the prediction results. Figure 7 shows
samples with low (a)–(c), medium (d)–(f), and high (g)–(i) prediction errors from the test

Fig. 6 Visualization of conditional probabilities.G andUdenote the labelsmodeledwithGaussian and uniform
distribution respectively
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Fig. 7 Examples of images with low (first row), medium (second row), and high error (third row) estimation
error (rounded to the nearest integer) in our test set

set. The samples with low prediction errors have a higher visual quality, which can provide
cleaner features, while the samples with medium prediction errors have more noise, but still,
the facial features are visible to some extent. The samples with high errors have a lower visual
quality, and it is hard to distinguish actual features, including damage marks, from noise. The
ground-truth labels for (g), (h), and (i) are 1091, 1047, and 1241, respectively, whereas our

123



Multimedia Tools and Applications

method estimates them as 647, 578, and 640. We suspect that dark and noisy images often
appear in older statues.

8 Conclusion

In this paper, we address the task of Buddha statues’ built year prediction merely based on
Buddha face images. This task is challenging since our target dataset is small with very few
labeled samples and the images in the dataset have high noise and distortions. Moreover,
some samples have a range approximating the built years rather than the exact built years as
their label, making the labels heterogeneous. To overcome those challenges, we proposed to
represent the labels by Gaussian or uniform distributions, providing a unified representation
for these heterogeneous labels. Finally, we also designed three loss terms to handle our new
label representations and to incorporate unlabeled samples in the training process, making
use of all available samples. Our experimental evaluation showed the benefit of the three
aforementioned loss functions and our model is better than the state-of-art models on this
task. We additionally showed the negative impact of low image quality on the precision of
predictions. Our extensive expert survey has shown encouraging results on the relevance
of our prediction, while it underlines the difficulty of obtaining consensus from an image
only even between experts: our prediction can then become another tool to help establish a
shared estimate of a year of construction. In future work, we are interested in identifying
from the picture which features of interest motivate a specific year prediction. We also plan
to incorporate multiple attributes a Buddha statue may have, such as style, material, statue
height [8], and descriptive text to build a multi-task/multi-modal system. This system can
then be used to further help build consensus across experts and fill in missing information in
a dataset given an image and the partially available attributes.

A Journal Statement

This paper is the journal version of our conference paper. The published paper is attached
at the end of the file. In this journal paper, we have added a new method to enhance our
approach. Additionally, we surveyed with history experts to evaluate the performance of our
algorithm.

BWasserstain distance for uniform distribution

Let P and Q be two uniform distributions, where P ∼ U (a, b), Q ∼ U (c, d). Let F and G
be the cumulative distribution functions (CDFs) of P and Q, which can be given by:

F =

⎧
⎪⎨

⎪⎩

0 for z < a
z−a
b−a for a ≤ x ≤ b

1 for z > b

, G =

⎧
⎪⎨

⎪⎩

0 for z < c
z−c
d−c for c ≤ z ≤ d

1 for z > d

. (B1)

The inverses of F and G for 0 < z < 1, denoted as F−1 and G−1, can be computed by

F−1(z) = z(b − a) + a
G−1(z) = z(d − c) + c.

(B2)
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From the definition of the Wasserstein distance [9], we have:

Wp(P, Q) =
(∫ 1

0

∣∣F−1(z) − G−1(z)
∣∣p dz

)1/p

, (B3)

where p is a constant. Combing this with (B2) we have:

Wp(P, Q) =
(∫ 1

0
|z(b − a − d + c) + a − c|p dz

)1/p

. (B4)

Letting m = b − a − d + c, n = a − c, and p = 2, we can simplify (B4) into:

W2(P, Q) =
√
m2

3
+ 3mn + 3n2, (B5)

We use this in (9), i.e., ψW ( f (x ′) | f (x))U = W2(P, Q), where

P = U
(
f (x) − bx − ax

2
, f (x) + bx − ax

2

)
(B6)

Q = U
(
f (x ′) − bx ′ − ax ′

2
, f (x) + bx ′ − ax ′

2

)
. (B7)

C Sample survey

The estimated construction year is 1209. Do you agree with this estimated result?

Question 1:

1. Strongly disagree
2. Disagree
3. Neutral
4. Agree
5. Strongly agree

Question 2:
If you selected Neutral, please explain why.

1. I don’t know this statue.
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2. I know this Buddha statue, but there is no established or well-known hypothesis/theory
regarding the built year.

3. Unable to identify which Buddha statue due to poor image quality.
4. Unable to guess the built year due to poor image quality.

Question 3:
What did you focus on to determine the year of construction?

1. Shape of the face.
2. Shape of the eyes.
3. Texture.
4. Head shape.
5. Hairstyle.
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