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Abstract

The presentation discusses how to harness the potential of generative Al to support exploration
and discovery in archival records. The talk leverages an IMLS-funded project called GenAlI-4-
Arch where we partner with the Maryland State Archives (MSA), and focus on a subset of the
Legacy of Slavery “Domestic Traffic Ads” (DTA) collection. The DTA collection encompasses
newspaper advertisements from 1824 to 1864, which shed light on the abhorrent practices of
chattel slavery—where buyers and sellers engaged in transactions involving human beings.

We use Large Language Model (LLM) interfaces to interact with records conversationally. The
use of LLMs may carry significant disadvantages: (1) the potential to transmit sensitive and
potentially offensive content back to the models with the risk of it being incorporated into their
training data, and (2) the potential for falsehoods and distortions (aka hallucinations) to be
generated.

To mitigate these shortcomings, our project actively engages with collection content experts at
the MSA in Annapolis, Maryland, and a focus group of local cultural and historical experts and
community members at the Kennard African American Cultural Heritage Center in Centreville,
Queen Anne’s County, Maryland (located on the Eastern Shore, where many of the DTA
Collection ads originate).

In this talk, we demonstrate: (1) how to make archival records Al-ready, (2) how to tune LLMs
to incorporate community feedback, and (3) how to evaluate the resulting outputs based on the
propensity of LLMs to hallucinate.
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