
In the last issue we saw how useful AI (artificial 
intelligence) tools were at deciphering hand-
writing from a different era.  The same tools are 
also very good at dating photographs, because 
they’re trained on a huge amount of historical and  
cultural data. 

To put this to the test I asked three platforms to 
date a photo for which I’m pretty sure I know the 
date it was taken.   

My great-grandparents Norman Matheson and 
Ann McDonald married in 1867 and had 10  
children between 1868 and 1886.  The person in 
this family photo with the fanciest suit and biggest 
bouquet is their son Hector, and the others with 
bouquets are his closest brother Colin (left) and 
one of his eldest brothers, the twins Angus and 
Alex (Alexander), who I still can’t tell apart in  
photos. 

To me that suggests the family used the occasion 
of Hector’s wedding on 2 January 1903 as a good 
opportunity for a formal family portrait.   

To check this I ordered a copy of Hector’s mar-
riage register entry, and sure enough Colin signed 
as a witness so seems to have been best man.  
The other signatory was probably a bridesmaid. 
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The second-to-youngest daughter, Bella, died in 
December 1904, so that sets an end to the range 
of possible dates for this photo.  If I’m correct 
about the wedding connection, Bella sitting on the 
left in the front would have been a few days short 
of her 19th birthday and Flora to the right would 
have been 16½.  That seems about right. 

So, before putting AI tools to a test, some tips. 

 

Don’t ask a closed question such as “Was this 
photo taken in 1903?”  You’ll get some supporting 
information, but not much. 

Also don’t just ask “When was this photo taken?”, 
as again you’ll short-change yourself on infor-
mation you can use in assessing the robustness of 
the answer. 

Use more than one AI tool so you can cross-
reference not only the answers but the basis for 
them. 



I settled on three questions: “What date was this 
photo of a family group in New Zealand taken?  
What is the basis for your answer, and what are 
the uncertainties in your estimate?”  I used three 
AI tools. 

ChatGPT 

My usual go-to tool gave an estimate of about 
1905–1912, with the most likely date around 1908 
to 1910. 

It assessed the women’s clothing, the men’s suits, 
studio portrait style and social presentation.   
Uncertainties include rural fashions lagging urban 
trends, older people wearing a more conservative 
style and uncertainty whether the photo was a 
copy of an earlier original. 

Claude 

This gave me a wider range at 1895–1905, but one 
that included the likely actual date.  In fact it gave 
1897–1903 as the tightest possible range. 

As well as focussing on fashion style, Claude also 
gave more explicit consideration to the studio  
format.  Additional uncertainties included the lag 
between British and New Zealand fashion trends, 
and a formal occasion prompting everyone to 
dress in ‘best’ clothing that was slightly older.  
These would suggest the actual date was towards 
the end of its tightest possible range, which is very 
accurate. 

Gemini 

Perhaps drawing on the file name I had given to 
the image, ‘Norman Matheson snr family’, Gemini 
identified the two parents as Norman Matheson 
and Ann McDonald, their approximate birth dates 
(accurately for Ann), when they married (to within 
a year) and how many children they had.  That’s 
impressive, and to be honest a little scary!  
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However, Gemini was the least accurate method 
used, plumping with considerable precision but 
less accuracy for “late 1896 or early 1897”.   

It was nice to see that one source Gemini drew on 
was “genealogical records for the Matheson fami-
ly of Waipu (associated with the Clan Matheson 
Society of New Zealand)”.  Norman and Ann were 
both living at Waipu when they met and their first 
six children were born there.  Their story is refer-
enced on our website, where this photo appears 
on the cover of a book.   

That is probably where Gemini got that nugget of 
information.  We make family history information 
available free of charge, and it’s pleasing to see 
that the information Clan Matheson New Zealand 
publishes is available to a wider audience through 
being ‘scraped’ by AI. 

Gemini covered all the sources the other tools 
used but also drew on published genealogical data 
to cross-reference the obvious things like fashion 
and portrait styles.  I like that innovation, even 
though the end result wasn’t as accurate. 

 

If you have no idea when a photo was taken, or 
think you know but would like confirmation, AI 
tools can be really useful in both pinpointing the 
date and letting you know about evidence to  
support that estimate and uncertainties in that 
evidence. 

In this case it was a little disappointing that none 
of the tools spotted the wedding clue that led me 
to date this photograph — human intelligence is 
still needed.   

While AI can quickly trawl through an incredible 
range of data sources that you’d struggle to find 
in weeks of searching, you need to critically exam-
ine its findings.  Argue with it.  Propose alternative 
answers and see what it comes up with and, most 
importantly, why. 

This experiment was also useful in getting me out 
of a rut of always going only to ChatGPT.  I plan 
continuing to use a range of AI tools to test their 
usefulness in family history research. 

https://www.clanmatheson.org.nz/research/publications/family-stories-of-new-zealand-mathesons/

