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summary
A 2009 edition of a rare 1909 
ethnographic study of 
Vietnamese industry included a 
supplemental DVD with 
interactive software for browsing 
4000+ sketches from the original 
publication. The researcher 
wanted to extract text data 
embedded in the application.



plan b
The application developer 
didn’t respond to the 
researcher’s request to 
share their data. Sought 
help from the Library Data 
Lab to programmatically 
extract the text.













objective
Researcher wanted to compare 
the Vietnamese artist’s 
descriptive inscription with the 
words of the French Historian. 
Reading the raw html was too 
difficult. Problem compounded 
by absence of any explicit 
linkage between the sections of 
text. 



solution
Make a best guess based 
on the measured distance 
between the two “boxes”. 
Save matched text in 
spreadsheet to allow easy 
proofing and analysis.





why python?
• easy to process large numbers of files and large amounts of data 

• great tools for parsing html into more manageable formats 

• powerful methods for pattern matching and text extraction 

• easy to implement math expressions 

• inherently readable and reusable 

• open source with an enormous user and developer community, 
across many disciplines. Easy to find help. 

• code runs on Linux, Windows, Mac


