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ABSTRACT

This is an account of a small-scale trial to evaluate the potential application of AI in the 
upgrading of existing MARC records, specifically using ChatGPT-4 to render records 
DCRMR compliant. The trial was informally structured and as such the findings are neither 
comprehensive nor entirely conclusive. However, they do demonstrate the difficulties 
generative AI has in producing consistent and accurate records, especially with regard to 
describing the copy-specific elements particular to rare print materials. The principal 
conclusion of the trial is that while there are effective existing metadata tools to assist in 
upgrading records, AI may have applications in improving their usability and streamlining 
the involved processes. 
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Background

Shoichi Taniguchi’s 2024 study Creating and Evaluating MARC 21 Bibliographic Records 
Using ChatGPT examined the opportunities for and feasibility of the use of AI in 
cataloguing and metadata and content creation. That study ultimately concluded that 
“although ChatGPT was promising as an assisting tool for human cataloguers, it 
struggled with complex bibliographic patterns and nuanced cataloguing rules.” 
(Taniguchi, 2024) With that less than ringing endorsement in mind, in Autumn of 2024 
myself and a colleague here at the University of Manchester Library’s Special 
Collections were fortunate enough to be given access to ChatGPT with the mandate to 
“run wild with the features” and explore ways in which we might be able to make best 
use of its large language model generative AI functions within Special Collections. 

We decided instead to explore the viability of applying AI to cataloguing and 
metadata management, especially in areas where existing tools and processes had 
potential for improvement. At first glance, the nuances and complexities of rare book 
and archival cataloguing wouldn’t seem fertile ground for AI experimentation: 
materials are catalogued item in hand, with details of provenance and custodial 
history, unique elements and copy specific features being recorded for almost every 
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item in the collection. One area we did think might be suitable for the application of AI 
was the bulk upgrading of existing records.

Upgrading basic records

As you would expect with a large historical collection, we aspire to upgrade all 
records for Special Collections print items to the DCRMR1 standard. Many of our 
records, especially those imported from legacy library management systems, are 
some way from being DCRMR compliant and require the appropriate changes to MARC 
fields, subfields, descriptive terminology and punctuation.

There are already products which can assist with this task. For example, the RDA 
Helper tool available within MarcEdit enables a cataloguer to modify the 040 field, add 
the 100 $e relator subfield and the 336, 337 and 338 fields, as well as correct and 
amend the 260 field. This goes some way to upgrading records to the DCRMR 
standard, but I wanted to see if generative AI could produce similar (or improved) 
results.

To ensure a consistently poor standard of data to experiment with, I used records 
from a non-native cataloguing project, where basic records were created in Excel, 
compiled into MARC using MarcEdit and imported into our LMS (Alma). These records 
lacked several key fields, such as the aforementioned Content, Media and Carrier Type 
designators for RDA and subfields, such as the Relator subfield.

Uploading the non-DCRMR Record

In the first instance I asked ChatGPT to make the record below “compliant with the 
DCRMR standard”. (You will notice the inclusion of pleasantries in my questions; my 
experience with ChatGPT has been that it works better when you ask politely!)

Please can you make the MARC record below compliant with the DCRMR 
cataloguing standard:
LDR 00685nam a2200181Ia 4500
001 992988335996601631
005 20250526200530.0
008 240805n xx 000 0 und d
110 2_ |a William Sessions Ltd.
245 14 |a The Estimator.
250 __ |a 9th edition.
264 _1 |a York : |b The Ebor Press
300 __ |a 131 pages : |b illustrations ; |c 15 cm
500 __ |a Errata slip inserted before title page.
561 __ |a UML copy at R241403: Inscription "G 61606 presented 
by Mr Ainsworth" on title page verso. |5 UkMaJRU

1 Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA Edition), see https://rbms.info/dcrm/dcrmr/

10



Hartshorne Catalogue & Index, 211 (2025)

591 __ |a UML cataloguing note: Provisional record created as 
part of retrospective cataloguing project. |5 UkMaJRU
650 _0 |a Printing.
700 1_ |a Ainsworth |c Mr. |5 UkMaJRU
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Figure 1: The title page recto of “The Estimator”
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Figure 2: The title page verso of “The Estimator”
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Within 4 seconds, it produced a new record, prefaced by a short explanation to 
demonstrate that it had understood my instructions and knew what I was asking it to 
do:

Here is a revised MARC record that has been adjusted to align with the 
DCRMR (Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (RDA-compatible))
standard. DCRMR emphasizes attention to detail in transcription (such as 
retaining original punctuation and spelling), physical description, and 
provenance notes. Edits are based on DCRMR principles such as 
transcribing what is seen (e.g. punctuation, abbreviations), fuller physical 
description, and formalized access and provenance notes.
LDR     00735nam a2200205 i 4500
001     992988335996601631
005     20250526200530.0
008     240805n####xxxx#####000#0#und#d
110 2_  William Sessions Ltd.
245 14  The Estimator / |c [published by] William Sessions Ltd.
250 __  Ninth edition.
264 _1  York : |b The Ebor Press, |c [not before 1940?]
300 __  131 pages : |b illustrations ; |c 15 cm
500 __  Errata slip inserted before title page.
500 __  Publisher statement taken from title page verso.
561 __  University of Manchester Library copy: Inscription "G 
61606 presented by Mr Ainsworth" on title page verso. |5 UkMaJRU
583 __  Provisional record; retrospective cataloguing project. 
|5 UkMaJRU
650 _0  Printing.
700 1_  Ainsworth, |c Mr., |e donor. |5 UkMaJRU

As you can see by comparing the original and amended record, ChatGPT had made 
several changes and additions. For transparency it showed its working out 
immediately following the production of the record in its Key Changes Explained 
report.

This described the additions to the 245, 264, 500 and 700 fields:

245 Field
• DCRMR requires fuller transcription where possible, so I’ve included 

the publisher in the statement of responsibility if it appears 
prominently.

• Subfield |c added per DCRMR guidance on responsibility or attribution 
if the publisher's name appears in that context.
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264 Field
• Added an estimated date range using "[not before 1940?]" if a 

publication date is unknown, as encouraged by DCRMR.
• You may change this to a precise date or a more refined estimation if 

known from provenance or typographic evidence.

700 Field
• Expanded to include relator term "donor" in |e as per DCRMR and RDA 

conventions.
• Formatted as Ainsworth, Mr. following RDA/DCRMR treatment of 

names when only limited information is known.

And the alterations to the 008, 250, 561 and 591 fields:

008 Field
• The field was minimally updated. If date or language can be verified, 

these should be added, e.g. eng for English and estimated publication 
year range if known.

250 Field
• "9th edition" changed to "Ninth edition." Spelled-out form preferred 

under DCRMR unless abbreviated on the source.

561 Field
• Rewritten to conform with DCRMR’s conventions on provenance notes: 

name of institution at start, use of quotation marks for inscriptions, 
and clarity on where the inscription appears.

583 Field
• Changed from 591 to 583 for standardization; 591 is local and 

deprecated in RDA/DCRMR practices. 583 is the correct field for 
internal cataloguing actions.

Errors, Omissions and Hallucinations

Straight away I identified problems with the record produced by ChatGPT: the 
Content, Media and Carrier Type designators for RDA (the 336, 337 and 338 fields) were 
absent, as was a 040 Cataloguing Source field.

There was a subtle change to the wording of the 561 field, with the abbreviation 
“UML” rendered fully as “University of Manchester” in keeping with DCRMR 
conventions. Similarly, the text for the cataloguing note used in the local field 591 
(amended to 583) was changed.

14



Hartshorne Catalogue & Index, 211 (2025)

Perhaps more worryingly were the fabrications and phantom operations. Even with 
a seemingly simple record, there is always the danger of “hallucinations”: the tendency 
of large-language model AIs to include plausible, but completely fictitious elements 
within its responses. In the example above, in addition to an inferred date included in 
the 264 field, a 500 General Notes field was added to the record. 

Figure 1 shows the limited information available to the original cataloguer from the 
work’s title page.

It may have been that ChatGPT inferred that records like this should include a General 
Note and therefore added it to make it more congruent (if not compliant) with other 
records it looked at. It may also be that it made a logical, if unsupported, deduction 
about the location of the publishers’ information; either way, the additional 
information was clearly a hallucination.

Perhaps one of the oddest Key Changes it described was to the 300 field, where no 
changes were necessary, nor indeed made:

300 Field
• Standardized per DCRMR guidance, with spacing and punctuation 

normalized (e.g. space before colon).
• Spelled out “illustrations” per DCRMR.

Checking ChatGPT’s Working Out

One of the advantages of AI is that you can ask why it makes the decisions it does, 
so I queried its inclusion of an additional 500 field and where it derived the content 
from. The answer given was:

500 __ |a Publisher statement from title page verso.
• Source: Inferred based on DCRMR guidance and your original MARC 

record structure:

264 _1 |a York : |b The Ebor Press
• There was no publication date or formal statement clearly cited.
• Given the absence of a full publisher statement in the original 

245 $c, and that William Sessions Ltd. is both the corporate author 
and likely publisher, the note helps clarify where this information 
was derived from.

• Justification:
• DCRMR encourages cataloguers to indicate when key 

bibliographic elements (like publication or imprint information) 
are taken from somewhere other than the title page.

15



Hartshorne Catalogue & Index, 211 (2025)

• Benefit: This makes the cataloguing process more transparent and 
helps users and future cataloguers assess the reliability of the 
bibliographic transcription.

After admitting that it was somewhat of a guess, ChatGPT magnanimously 
conceded:

If the second 500 is not needed (e.g. if the publisher is explicitly named on 
the title page), you can drop it. Let me know if you'd like to adjust that 
based on the actual item in hand!

As can be seen in Figure 2, the title page verso contains no publisher information, 
imprint or edition statement, though it does include the presentation inscription and 
original accession number described in the 561 field.

Overcorrections and deviations

In addition to the problems outlined above, there were also issues with some fields 
where it had made corrections and some of the elements of our “House Style” had 
been corrected or removed.

I provided it with an exemplar record and asked it to revise the original record in line 
with the “House Style” evidenced in the second record. I didn’t give it any prompts or 
clues and left it to its own devices.

The exemplar I supplied included the 336, 337 and 338 fields and the institutional 
style for the 561 fields, in particular the wording “UML [University of Manchester 
Library] copy at:” followed by the shelfmark, which prefaces any copy-specific 
information in the record.

Please could you revise the previous record using the record below to 
make it more compliant with our house style:
LDR 02054nam a2200445 i 4500 
001 992976216120601631 005 20190617223224.0 
008 880509s1820 enk 000 0 eng d 
035 __ |a (OCoLC)1088348793 
038 __ |a OCoLC 
040 __ |d OCoLC |d UtOrBLW |e rda |b eng |d UkMaJRU 
043 __ |a e-uk-st 
100 1_ |a Thomson, John, |d 1765-1846, |e author. 
245 13 |a An account of the varioloid epidemic which has lately 
prevailed in Edinburgh and other parts of Scotland : |b with 
observations on the identity of chicken-pox with modified 
small-pox, in a letter to Sir James M'Grigor ... / |c by John 
Thomson. 
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264 _1 |a London : |b Printed for Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, 
and Brown, |c 1820. 
300 __ |a 4 unnumbered pages, 322, 78 pages ; |c 22 cm 
336 __ |a text |b txt |2 rdacontent 
337 __ |a unmediated |b n |2 rdamedia 
338 __ |a volume |b nc |2 rdacarrier 
500 __ |a Errata leaf inserted at end. 
561 __ |a UML copy at F9.634 T31: Previous shelfmark: GO1914; 
MS inscription on half-title: with the best regards of the 
author; MS inscription on front fly-leaf verso: Cha[rle]s Clay 
M.D. / 1857; MS inscription on front paste-down: T.W. [Thomas 
Windsor] Feb. 1861. |5 UkMaJRU 
650 _0 |a Smallpox |x Epidemiology. 
650 _0 |a Chickenpox. 
650 _0 |a Smallpox |x Disease outbreaks. 
650 _0 |a Smallpox |z Scotland. 
651 _0 |a Scotland |x Disease outbreaks. 
700 1_ |a Windsor, Thomas, |d 1831-1910, |e associated name. |5 
UkMaJRU 
700 1_ |a Clay, Charles, |d 1801-1893, |e former owner. |5 
UkMaJRU 
752 __ |a England |d London

As before, ChatGPT summarised what it was doing:

Based on your house style as demonstrated in the model record, I've 
revised the previous MARC record accordingly to align with:

• Enhanced provenance description in 561 fields.
• Fuller MARC21 compliance with 336, 337, 338 fields using RDA terms.
• Standard identifiers and codes (040, 043, 035, 038 etc.).
• Authority-style headings and relator terms (e.g. |e author, |e 

former owner, etc.).
• Standard note handling (500, 561), replacing deprecated fields like 

591.

And then provided a “House Style Compliant” record:

LDR     02090nam a2200457 i 4500
001     992988335996601631
005     20250526200530.0
008     240805s19uu    xxk||||| |||| 00| ||eng d
035 __  |a (UkMaJRU)992988335996601631
038 __  |a UkMaJRU
040 __  |a UkMaJRU |b eng |e rda |d UkMaJRU
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043 __  |a e-uk-en
110 2_  William Sessions Ltd., |e publisher.
245 14  The Estimator / |c by William Sessions Ltd.
250 __  Ninth edition.
264 _1  York : |b The Ebor Press, |c [not before 1940?]
300 __  131 pages : |b illustrations ; |c 15 cm
336 __  text |b txt |2 rdacontent
337 __  unmediated |b n |2 rdamedia
338 __  volume |b nc |2 rdacarrier
500 __  Errata slip inserted before title page.
500 __  Publisher statement from title page verso.
561 __  UML copy at R241403: MS inscription on title page verso: 
"G 61606 presented by Mr Ainsworth". |5 UkMaJRU
650 _0  Printing.
700 1_  Ainsworth, |c Mr., |e donor. |5 UkMaJRU
752 __  |a England |d York

It further produced a field by field breakdown of the changes and additions it made 
in order to match the previously generated record, though it makes no mention of the 
deletion of the 583 field (local cataloguing note):

Identifiers and Source
• 035, 038, and 040 fields added following your style—using institutional 

MARC code and standard structure.

Geographic Area Code
• 043 __ |a e-uk-en added to specify England, consistent with UK locality 

indicators in your sample.

Content/Media/Carrier
• Added:

• 336 __ |a text |b txt |2 rdacontent
• 337 __ |a unmediated |b n |2 rdamedia
• 338 __ |a volume |b nc |2 rdacarrier

These match the format used in your example.

Provenance (561)
• Formatted to describe manuscript inscriptions precisely, using 

abbreviations like "MS" and clear shelfmark notation (e.g. "UML copy 
at..."), in keeping with your internal standard.

Authorized Access Points
• Corporate name in 110 with |e publisher
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•  Personal name (with unknown forename) in 700 with |e donor

Place of Publication (752)
• Added 752 __ |a England |d York for geographic hierarchical access.

ChatGPT also gave me the option of adding authority control or identifiers (e.g. VIAF, 
ISNI), though the results of similar trials elsewhere would indicate that results have 
been inconsistent to say the least (Taniguchi, 2024) and would perhaps create more 
quality control issues to be resolved.

Conclusions

As you can see from the “House Style Compliant” example above, while the record is 
undoubtably improved, there is still a process of correction and amendment. In my 
initial examples, I forced the AI to work somewhat blind: applying what it knew of 
DCRMR to a single record with no other context. This can potentially be mitigated by 
training ChatGPT to be more consistent and follow set rules, such as providing 
templates, cataloguing rules or exemplar records. This, alongside a more structured 
comparison of AI generated output against MarcEdit’s record upgrade capabilities will 
be the next phase of our experimentation.

When presenting my results to my colleagues, I was clear that I wasn’t expecting 
ChatGPT to catalogue; the involvement of AI in this process is perhaps more accurately 
described as metadata manipulation. This in itself is not an entirely new process: 
programs such as MarcEdit and OpenRefine have been enabling us to do this for some 
time. Both MarcEdit and OpenRefine are powerful and adaptable tools to manipulate 
metadata at scale and volume, and have the unassailable advantage of providing 
consistent and repeatable results without resorting to inferences and hallucinations. 
For this reason, at this stage I remain sceptical of the usefulness of AI in this particular 
area.

The natural language UI of ChatGPT does, however provide users with a simpler and 
more intuitive way to perform these metadata manipulation tasks and perhaps a way 
forward is to synthesise the ease of use and interactive features of AI platforms with 
the hard-wired consistency and reliability of machine-coded software. 
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