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Blogging from Word 2007, crossing the chasm


The other day I wrote:
...as someone who is composing this blog entry as XHTML, in emacs, using a semantic CSS tag that will enable me to search for quotes by Mike Linksvayer and find the above fragment, I’m obviously all about metadata coexisting with human-readable HTML.
Operating in that mode for years has given me a deep understanding of how documents, and collections of documents, are also databases. It has led me to imagine and prototype a way of working with documents that's deeply informed by that duality.  But none of this is apparent to most people and, if it requires them to write semantic CSS tags in XHTML using emacs, it  never will become apparent. 
So it's time to cross the chasm and find out how to make these effects happen for people in editors that they actually use. Here's how I'm writing this entry:
[image: ]
This is the display you get when you connect Word 2007 to a blog publishing system, in my case WordPress, and when you use the technique shown in this screencast to minimize the ribbon.
Here's a summary of the tradeoffs between my homegrown approach and the Word-to-WordPress system I'm using here:
	method
	pros
	cons

	My homegrown approach
	· Can use any text editor
· Source is inherently web-ready
· Easy to add create and use new semantic features
· Low barrier to XML processing
	· Only for geeks

	Word 2007
	· A powerful editor that anyone can use
	· Source is not inherently web-ready
· Harder to create and use new semantic features
· Higher barrier to XML processing 


These are two extreme ends of a continuum, to be sure, but there aren't many points in between. For example, I claim that if I substitute OpenOffice Writer for Word 2007 in the above chart, nothing changes. So I'm going to try to find a middle ground between the extremes.
To that end, I'm developing some Python code to help me wrangle Word's default .docx format, which is a zip file containing the document in WordML and a bunch of other stuff. At the end of this entry you can see what I've got so far. I'm using this code to explore what kind of XML I can inject programmatically into a Word 2007 document, what kind comes back after a round trip through the application, how that XML relates to the HTML that gets published to WordPress, and which of these representations will be the canonical one that I'll want to store and process.
So far my conclusion is that none of these representations will be the canonical one, and that I'll need to find (or more likely create) a transform to and from the canonical representation where I'll store and process all my stuff. We'll see how it goes.
Meanwhile here's one immediately useful result. The tagDocx method shown below parallels the picture-tagging example I showed last week. Here, the truth is also in the file. When you use the Vista explorer to tag a Word 2007 file, the tag gets shoved into one of XML subdocuments stored inside the document.  But any application can read and write the tag. Watch.
Before:
[image: ]
Run this code:
$ python
import wordxml
wordxml.tagDocx('Blogging from Word2007.docx','word2007 blogging tagging')

After:
[image: ]
Here's why this might matter to me. In my current workflow, I manage my blog entries in an XML database (really just a file). I extract the tags from that XML and inject them into del.icio.us. That enables great things to happen. I can explore my own stuff in a tag-oriented way. And I can exploit the social dimension of del.icio.us to see how my stuff relates to other people's stuff. 
But in del.icio.us the truth is not in the file, it's in a database that asserts things about the file -- its location on the web, its tags. If I revise my tag vocabulary in del.icio.us, the new vocabulary will be out of synch with what's in my XML archive. So I have to do those revisions in my archive. I can, and I do, but it's all programmatic work, there's no user interface to assist me.
What I'm discovering about Vista and the Office apps is that they offer a nice combination of programmatic and user interfaces for doing these kinds of things. This blog entry uses three photos, for example. It's easy for me to assign them the same tags I'm assigning this entry. If I do, I can interactively search for both the entry and the photos in the Vista shell. And I can build an alternate interface that runs that same search on the web and correlates results to published blog entries.
That's still not the endgame. At heart I'm a citizen of the cloud, and I don't want any dependencies on local applications or local storage. Clearly Vista and Office entail such dependencies. But they can also cooperate with the cloud and, over time, will do so in deeper and more sophisticated ways. It's my ambition to do everything I can to improve that cooperation.
Note: There will be formatting problems in this HTML rendering which, for now, painful though it is, I am not going to try to fix by hacking around in the WordPress editor. There are a lot of moving parts here: Word, WordPress, the editor embedded in WordPress (which itself has a raw mode, a visual mode, and a secret/advanced visual mode). I haven't sorted all this out yet, and I'm not sure I can.  (Formatting source code. Why is that always the toothache?)
Anyway, if you want to follow along, I've posted the original .docx version of this file here. 

Here's wordxml.py which was imported in the above example. Note that this is CPython, not IronPython. That's because I'm relying here on CPython's zipfile module, which in turn relies on a compiled DLL. 
import zipfile, re

def readDocx(docx):
  inarc = zipfile.ZipFile(docx,'r')
  names = inarc.namelist()
  dict = {}
  for name in names:
    dict[name] = inarc.read(name)
  inarc.close
  print dict.keys()  
  return dict

def readDocumentFromDocx(docx):
  arc = zipfile.ZipFile(docx,'r')
  s = arc.read('word/document.xml')
  f = open('document.xml','w')
  f.write(s)
  f.close()
  return s

def updateDocumentInDocx(docx,doc):
  dict = readDocx(docx)
  archive = zipfile.ZipFile(docx,'w')
  for name in dict.keys():
    if (name == 'word/document.xml'):
      dict[name] = doc
    archive.writestr(name,dict[name])
  archive.close()

def tagDocx(docx,tags):
  dict = readDocx(docx)
  archive = zipfile.ZipFile(docx,'w')
  for name in dict.keys():
    if (name == 'docProps/core.xml'):
      dict[name] = re.sub('<cp:keywords>(.*)</cp:keywords>','<cp:keywords>%s</cp:keywords>' % 
        tags, dict[name])
    archive.writestr(name,dict[name])
  archive.close()
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Blogging from Word 2007, crossing the chasm

The other day | wrote:

..as someone who is composing this blog entry as XHTML, in
emacs, using a semantic CSS tag that will enable me to search for
quotes by Mike Linksvayer and find the above fragment, I'm
obviously all about metadata coexisting with human-readable
HTML.

Operating in that mode for years has given me a deep understanding of how
documents, and collections of documents, are also databases. It has led me to
imagine and prototype away of working with documents that's deeply informed
by that duality. But none of thisis apparent to most people and, f it requires them
to write semantic CSS tags in XHTML using emacs, it will never become apparent.

Soit's time to cross the chasm and find out how to make these effects happen for
people in editors that they actually use. Here's how I'm writing this entry:
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