
London Museum’s library audit: adding value and

increasing exposure by turning complexities into

opportunities

Lluís Tembleque Terés

L
ondon Museum holds a library collection of 28,000 volumes. Traditionally used only by staff as a

research resource, the Library has now the opportunity to transform its service as the organisation

prepares to open a brand new museum. One of the consequent streams of work taking place is the audit

and recataloguing of the complete library collection. Due to the nature of the holdings (and some historical

developments), this is happening in two collectionsmanagement systems, the library’s and themuseum’s.

This article looks at the complexities and the opportunities that this dual recording brings.

Introduction

London Museum1 was created in 1976 after the merge of the Guildhall Museum

(founded in1826)with theoriginalLondonMuseum(founded in1911), anddocuments

thehistory, archaeologyandsocial historyof thecity and itspeople. InDecember2022,

themuseumclosed itsmain site at London’s Barbican to prepare the collection for the

relocation to a new building in neighbouring West Smithfield (Picture 1).

A Library has been a permanent feature in all the different manifestations of the

museum, with books collected for almost 200 years as both historical items and

research resources.2 At present, the library collection comprises around 28,000 items,

including approximately 3,600 in the special collections (rare books, maps and

manuscripts). Highlights include the Bell Collection on theGreat Plague and theGreat

Fire; the Tangye Collection of Cromwelliana; the Warwick Wroth Collection of

scrapbooks on Vauxhall Gardens and South London Pleasure Gardens; the Harry

Matthews Collection of fashion books and periodicals; and the Mary Young Papers,

household accounts of an early 19th century middle-class family.

With a newmuseumbeing built, and inspired by the organisation’s vision (‘a once-

in-a-generation opportunity to reconceive what a museum for London can be’),3 the

Library also has an opportunity to reinvent its service and institutional presence.With

this in mind, work is taking place towards very specifics objectives: a) to make the

library more relevant to all museum staff, b) to improve the cataloguing and

documentation of the collection, and therefore c) be able to increase awareness

among the broader external research audience by promoting its unique holdings.

This case study focuses on the auditing and recataloguing exercise and

discusses how this is happening in two collections management systems, the

library’s and the museum’s.

Complete audit and recataloguing of the library collection

As per the rest of the museum’s collection stores, the Library is currently being

audited in preparation for the move to our new museum buildings. Organised as

part of the Collections Information and Upgrade Project (CIUP), the exercise

consists of several tasks: the physical auditing and recataloguing of the holdings

including general reference books and special collections such as pamphlets,
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1. The museum was rebranded in

July 2024, changing its name from

Museum of London to London

Museum.

2. In her introduction chapter for

Joan M. Benedetti’s Art Museum

Libraries and Librarianship (2007,

p. xv), Ann B. Abid describes how

museum libraries developed in the

19th century out of a new interest in

relating ‘objects to history’, place

them in a context. In 1960,

UNESCO recommended muse-

ums to provide ‘a good library of

reference books [ : : : ] with all the

standard works dealing with the

subjects in the collections; such

volumes are as valuable as the

[collected] specimens themselves,

and must be kept continually up to

date.’ Unesco. The Organization of

Museums: Practical Advice.

Bernan Press(PA), 1960, p. 19.

3. See https://museum.london/.
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maps, manuscripts, and rare books; the barcoding of items, containers and

locations; and finally the solving of historical documentation and storage issues.

An audit methodology is in place to assist navigate what is far from a

straightforward ‘stocktaking’ exercise. The library collection is formed of museum

accessioned items (core) and general reference items (non-core); for historical

reasons later discussed, these are often recorded in two collections management

systems, the museum’s (Axiell’s Mimsy XG) and the library’s (SirsiDynix’s

EOS.Web). The audit of bibliographical material therefore takes place in both

databases, albeit with different approaches.

Dual recording of collections: the challenges and complexities

Since EOS.Web has its own public-facing portal (the OPAC)4 it was decided that

this would be the main catalogue for the museum’s book collection. Therefore, all

library items are fully audited in the integrated library system (ILS).5 As explained

in the next section, the recataloguing is done by editing existing non-compliant

records (‘legacy data’) to international standards, implementing MARC 21 and

RDA cataloguing rules, and introducing Library of Congress Authorities.

On Mimsy XG, the cataloguing of museum accessioned items is done by CIUP

project assistants trained on museum collections cataloguing standards.6 Project

assistants improve records with traditional bibliographical details (title, author,

publisher, date, measurements) then draw upon the upgraded data in the library

catalogue to complete more descriptive fields around provenance, binding or

marginalia. Project assistants will also create People authorities for previous owners,

or link records to historical events covered or depicted in the item being audited.

A note on upgrading ‘legacy data’

So much of a library’s activity is built upon the library catalogue that Dan Lipcan

calls it ‘the planet around which our other [library] services orbit.’7 From access to

resources to promotion, success is dependent on the quality of the data stored on

the ILS. It became clear therefore that the ‘once-in-a-generation’ opportunity to

upgrade the museum’s collection information had to include as well the complete

recataloguing of the library’s.

Picture 1. Proposed aerial view of the new London Museum.

4. See https://m10323uk.eos-

intl.eu/M10323UK/OPAC/

Index.aspx.

5. Note that although EOS.Web

offers an inventory tool as part of

its Circulation module, library

stock must be barcoded for this

activity to take place.

6. As per most UK heritage insti-

tutions, London Museum follows

the Spectrum standard, see https://

collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/

primary-procedures/cataloguing-

spectrum-5-0-primary-procedures/.

7. Nelson, Amelia, and Traci E.

Timmons. The New Art Museum

Library. Rowman & Littlefield,

2021, p. 94.
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Under the umbrella-concept ‘legacy data’ are all the records created before

2018, those that do not follow cataloguing rules to the desired international

standards. These records have varied provenance:

• Digitisation of the card catalogue (circa 2009-2010). Bibliographical records

were created with MARC 21 in mind but in practice, accuracy was poor.

Records are often incomplete and may include typographical errors as data

was taken from a handwritten source.

• Export of records from Mimsy XG (2011). Mapping across systems was done

as systematically as this was possible, but the original source did not follow

bibliographic cataloguing standards to begin with. These records lack, for

instance, subject headings.

• Copy cataloguing (2011-2018). Normal practice among small libraries, copying

bibliographic details from larger institutions or consortia’s online catalogues.

Museum librarian and author Joan M. Benedetti described this approach as

‘pragmatic [ : : : ] even if less than ideal in the long term.’8 Often the data is

incomplete or non-compliant, lacking the conventions that should make it

machine-readable.

Legacy data is thus upgraded, applying MARC 21 and RDA cataloguing rules one

record at a time. Library of Congress Authorities are also sourced and applied,

creating See and See also cross-references if needed. By improving the controlled

vocabulary index within the ILS, I am refining the browsability of the library

catalogue, which then can redirect the reader when non-authorised terminology is

used in a search (Pictures 2 & 3).

Pictures 2. Editing view of the index entry for Oliver Cromwell in the library

management system.

Pictures 3. Standard view of the index entry for Oliver Cromwell in the library

management system.

8. Benedetti, Joan M. 2003. “A

survey of small art museum

libraries.” Art Documentation:

Journal of the Art Libraries Society

of North America, 22.2: 31–39.

Available from https://www.jstor.o

rg/stable/27949263 (accessed 19/

10/2025).
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Realistically, one could argue that the time invested in the recataloguing workflow

slows down the overall audit project. The opportunity however allows for the proper

recordingofnotonlybibliographicaldata,butalsouniquecopydetailssuchasprevious

ownership, binding typologies ormarginalia present in the volumes. As explained by

Beth Morris, ‘each of these distinctive properties can add greater value and scholarly

potential to the object and to the collection as a whole’,9 and the time invested has

already returned results. For example, research into provenance led me into the

discovery of previously unrecorded songs in the Library’s Emma Hamilton music

books, resulting in interest from the press, academic visits, and a public event. The

recording of bookplates found in volumes inspired a blog article,10 and has offered a

better understanding of former ownership within our collection. Both examples have

been a direct consequence of the opportunity to comb through volumes looking for

thoseaspectsthatcouldmakethemdistinctive,perhapseveninterestingtotheexternal

public. The contextual histories contained in museum library books have a potential

audience much broader than the institutions’ research community.11

When the library catalogue is not the right place

Although EOS.Web is themain repository of bibliographical data, Mimsy XG takes

the lead in three areas: movement management/locations, curatorial and

conservation input, and object recognition photography.

Location and movement control is one of Spectrum’s primary procedures.

Therefore, accessioned collections in the Library (namely rare books, maps and

manuscripts) have their permanent and current locations recorded on Mimsy XG

only. As this and EOS.Web do not communicate (so location updates would not

happen automatically) records for accessioned collections on the library catalogue

have a location code of ‘See Mimsy’. Consequently, the Librarian relies on both

systems when retrieving accessioned items (although permanent location can be

recorded on the ILS under a non-displaying Staff Note field).

Researchwork on collections items is also only stored onMimsyXG, as this would

not have a natural place in a bibliographical record. Mimsy XG allows for several

levels of item description: physical; content description or interpretation; online

caption; object history; historical context and association. Due to the time pressures

of the project, most items are only given a physical description. This text will feature

on the object’s Collections Online page (Mimsy XG’s public interface).12 When

available, further information may be displayed too, often research undertaken for

items displayed in permanent galleries or temporary exhibitions. Conservation

reports on library items are equally only kept on Mimsy XG.

Regardingdigitisation, auditedmuseumcollections are normally given recognition

photographyduringCIUP. Imagesareoftenuseful for internalprojectsbut canhavean

external audience ifuploaded toCollectionsOnline.With the libraryvolumeshowever,

it was decided against this practice: binding is fairly frequently quite standard, and the

fast-paced auditing would not allow for the photography of title pages. In the end,

photography has only been organised for those items with ornamented bindings or

unique features such as bookplates or interesting marginalia.

Dual recording of collections: the opportunities and advantages

The audit has brought an opportunity to solve documentation issues that seemed too

complex to tackle during the decade-long coexistence of the twomanagement

systems. The work towards its methodology helped unpick problems such as the

need for:

• different legal statuses for non-core items recorded onMimsy XG, fromwhen

the library lacked an ILS and new acquisitions were recorded there;

• a policy on how to treat non-core items that fall under the special collections

designation (i.e. published before 1850) that may require secure storage as

per practice with core items;

• barcodes on volumes, to facilitate and record movement. Barcoding has

simplified lending to patrons and will be key when moving the library

collections across sites. An added complexity has been how to barcode items

with multiple part records on Mimsy XG, such as extra-illustrated volumes

where plates were given individual entries to aid discovery;

• a plan to tackle duplication of bibliographical records as part of the

recataloguing of the collection, merging data when records were created

for copies rather than works;

9. Nelson, Amelia, and Traci E.

Timmons. The New Art Museum

Library. Rowman & Littlefield,

2021, p. 68.

10. See https://www.londonmus

eum.org.uk/blog/what-is-

bookplate-meaning/.

11. For an example of another

recataloguing exercise as part of

the response to the changing role

of libraries in museums, see:

Franklin, Jonathan. 2017.

“Cataloguing the Library of Sir

Charles Eastlake (1793-1865) at the

Library of the National Gallery,

London”, Art Libraries Journal,

42.4: 189–194. Available from

https://doi.org/10.1017/alj.2017.34

(accessed 19/10/2025).

12. See https://www.londonmu

seum.org.uk/collections/.
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• the disposal of superfluous volumes, which is managed as part of the

rationalisation of the collection and follows the Library’s collecting policy.

The exercise is also uncovering issues to be resolved alongside other collection store

audits, or thatmay require furthermethodologyworkbeforea solutioncanbe inplace:

• the presence of comparable items in other museum stores, such as maps and

plans in the Prints, Paintings and Drawings collection, or almanacs and pocket

books in the Printed Ephemera collection. With the latter, the main concern is

the collection not being represented in full in the library catalogue;

• the presence of accessioned items within the general collection, exposed to

the vulnerabilities of being on the open shelves;

• the existence of uncatalogued accessioned collections that, due to their

volume, may require a different auditing approach (for instance, ‘box-level’

cataloguing on Mimsy XG only, as per practice in other stores).

Probably the main advantage of having library items in the two abovementioned

databases is the incidental doubling of the library collection’s exposure. Our

holdings have essentially two very different ‘points of entry’: a researcher (being

museum staff or external academia) may first approach the museum’s library

collection locating and browsing the OPAC; the general public may discover that

books can also be museum items by serendipitously finding them while

navigating Collections Online.

Whilst cross-searches across databases are not (yet?) a possibly, signposting and

linking is. For instance, searches on Collections Online allow the user to filter by

category (‘Library’). And entries for objects always include links to other related

items or further content on the museum’s website, such as Blogs and Stories.

These are short pieces aimed at the general reader and may themselves be about

or feature library items. When present, mentions of library books are hyperlinked

to the OPAC (Pictures 4 & 5).

As a more recent development towards discovery, in July 2025 the museum’s

website launched Clio 1.0,13 a ‘conversational search agent’ powered by artificial

intelligence. Clio only uses data fromwithin the museum’s website to answer

questions, and this evidently includesCollectionsOnline. In aquestion suchas ‘doyou

have original accounts of the Great Fire?’ Clio shares information about books and

letters in the Library, recommends readingablogpost about apamphlet, andexplains

how to contact the museum for further information. It is worth underlining that the

Library collection would be instantly excluded from all this extremely valuable

exposure if its special collectionswere not on themuseum’s collectionsmanagement

system.

Last but not least, while improving the Library presence on our local databases,

the audit and recataloguing workflow also includes the recording of volumes on

the English Short Title Catalogue (ESTC), and the quarterly upload of upgraded

records on the National Bibliographic Knowledgebase’s Library Hub Discover.

Progress of the audit so far

The audit of the general reference collection (on the open shelves) started in April

2021. I dedicate an average of four days a week to the project, which progresses

alongside the day-to-day running of the library service. My work is supported by a

team of volunteers that very generously assist with tasks such as barcoding,

labelling or data processing. As of January 2026, over 15,000 volumes have been

fully audited and recatalogued.

The audit of the special collections started in September 2023, with a first stage

dedicated to the over 1,000maps and architectural plans stored in the Library. This

part of the project was led by the CIUP team: as the historical maps and plans had

never been added to EOS.Web, it was decided that Mimsy XG would be the best

repository for that collection.14 The audit exercise also improved the storing of the

collection, for example, by moving items from map chests to new vertical storage

units, reducing therefore both the number of locations to eventually pack and

move, and the floor space they occupy. The digitisation of the cartographic

collections is still ongoing; this is organised by CIUP project assistants but is

delivered by the museum’s Photography Studio.

13. See https://www.londonmu

seum.org.uk/blog/introducing-our-

conversational-search-agent/.

14. The Library still holds an

extensive collection of folded

modern maps, usually printed as

part of London travel guides or

directories. These can be browsed

via the OPAC.
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Picture 4. Example of a general search for the term ‘bookplates’ in the museum’s

website; see suggestions for library collection items and blog posts.

Picture 5. Related blogs and stories suggested when looking at Great Fire of

London primary sources.
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With the maps and plans completed in September 2024, the CIUP project

assistants and myself began the audit of the rare books and historical

manuscripts. This took place in both systems, an average of two days a week

depending on the project assistants’ availability. By its completion in early

September 2025, we had audited 2,500 rare books and 100manuscripts (Picture 6).

Work will now continue with what remains of the general collection, circa 5,000

volumes.

CONCLUSION

Although the complete audit and recataloguing of a library may sound like a

dauting project, it can be a very transformative exercise, an opportunity to draw a

line in the sand and establish, revisit and update local collections management

policies and practices. For museum libraries, this ought to be a chance to improve

how our collections are perceived, especially by the institution we are part of.

Having our most special items in the museum’s collections management system

will boost discoverability and help confirm something us librarians already knew:

that our sometimes silenced, undervalued collections contain treasures worth

shouting about.

Lluís Tembleque Terés

Librarian

London Museum

UK

ltembleque@londonmuseum.org.uk

Picture 6. Audited rare books in the library collection.
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