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Abstract— Historical document digitization remains a challenging task due to document degradation, 

multilingual scripts, complex layouts, and inconsistent writing styles, which significantly affect the 
performance of conventional Optical Character Recognition (OCR) systems. Existing approaches often 
rely on a single OCR engine and lack contextual understanding, resulting in poor recognition accuracy 
and limited adaptability to diverse historical collections. This paper presents RAG-OCR, a Retrieval-
Augmented Generation (RAG)-based hybrid OCR framework for robust recognition of historical 
documents with complex layouts. The proposed framework integrates image preprocessing, document 
layout analysis, and an ensemble of OCR engines to extract textual content from heterogeneous 
document regions. Retrieved contextual information from domain-specific knowledge repositories is 
combined with Large Language Models (LLMs) to perform intelligent post-OCR correction, resolve 
ambiguities, and restore semantically coherent text. The framework further incorporates confidence-
based fusion and context-aware refinement to enhance recognition accuracy while preserving the 
structural integrity of historical documents. By leveraging retrieval-augmented reasoning and hybrid 
OCR, the proposed approach reduces recognition errors caused by degraded text, noise, and script 
variability, while improving scalability across multilingual and unstructured document collections. The 
proposed framework offers a practical and intelligent solution for digital preservation, archival 
management, cultural heritage conservation, and historical document analysis. 
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Introduction 

The digitization of historical documents has become increasingly important for preserving cultural 
heritage and enabling efficient access to archival records. Libraries, museums, and government 
institutions worldwide are digitizing manuscripts, newspapers, maps, and administrative records to 
support long-term preservation and digital humanities research. Optical Character Recognition (OCR) 
plays a crucial role in this process by converting scanned document images into machine-readable text. 
Although recent advances in deep learning have significantly improved OCR performance, historical 
documents remain particularly challenging due to document degradation, complex layouts, multilingual 
content, and obsolete writing styles. These characteristics often reduce recognition accuracy, 
highlighting the need for intelligent OCR systems capable of handling diverse and real-world historical 
collections. Conventional OCR systems primarily rely on image processing and supervised learning 
techniques to recognize text. Popular OCR engines such as Tesseract, PaddleOCR, and EasyOCR achieve 
good performance on clean documents but struggle with historical records containing faded text, 
irregular layouts, handwritten annotations, and mixed-language content. Most existing systems focus 
only on visual character recognition and ignore the semantic context of the document, leading to 
recognition errors that require extensive manual correction. Furthermore, variations in document 
quality and layout prevent a single OCR engine from consistently achieving high accuracy across 
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different historical collections, emphasizing the need for more adaptive and context-aware recognition 
frameworks. Despite substantial improvements in deep learning-based OCR, several research challenges 
remain unresolved. Current approaches struggle to generalize across degraded, multilingual, and 
unstructured documents while depending heavily on large annotated datasets and computationally 
expensive models. They also lack effective mechanisms for contextual validation and semantic 
correction, resulting in errors involving rare words, historical spellings, and document structure. 
Additionally, standardized frameworks capable of delivering reliable performance across diverse archival 
collections remain limited. These shortcomings reveal a significant research gap in developing scalable OCR 
systems that combine accurate visual recognition with contextual understanding for real-world historical 
document digitization. Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) offers a promising solution by integrating 
external knowledge retrieval with large language models to enhance contextual reasoning. Leveraging 
this concept, the proposed framework combines document preprocessing, layout analysis, ensemble OCR 
using multiple recognition engines, retrieval of relevant contextual information, and LLM-based post-
processing. The retrieved knowledge helps resolve ambiguous words, historical spellings, and formatting 
inconsistencies, thereby improving recognition accuracy and robustness. By integrating visual recognition 
with semantic validation, the proposed Retrieval-Augmented OCR (RAG-OCR) framework aims to deliver 
more reliable text extraction from complex historical documents while reducing dependence on extensive 
labelled datasets. Motivated by these challenges, this study proposes a robust and scalable OCR 
framework for recognizing historical documents with complex layouts. The research aims to improve 
recognition accuracy through hybrid OCR techniques, retrieval-augmented contextual reasoning, and 
LLM-assisted post-processing while enhancing adaptability to multilingual and degraded documents. The 
proposed framework seeks to generate structured and semantically accurate outputs suitable for digital 
preservation, information retrieval, and downstream natural language processing applications. By 
integrating computer vision, information retrieval, and generative AI, the study contributes toward the 
development of intelligent OCR systems for next-generation historical document digitization. 

RELATED WORK 

Traditional OCR 

Optical Character Recognition (OCR) has evolved significantly over the past few decades, beginning 
with traditional rule-based and pattern recognition techniques. Early OCR systems primarily relied on 
image preprocessing, segmentation, feature extraction, and character classification to convert scanned 
documents into machine-readable text. Among these systems, Tesseract OCR has emerged as one of the 
most widely adopted open-source OCR engines due to its multilingual support, flexibility, and continuous 
improvements. The latest versions of Tesseract integrate Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) networks for 
sequence recognition while still depending heavily on effective preprocessing and image quality for 
optimal performance [10]. Prior to deep learning, connected component analysis (CCA) was extensively 
employed for character segmentation by grouping neighboring pixels into meaningful textual regions. 
Combined with handcrafted feature extraction techniques, CCA enabled effective recognition of printed 
documents under controlled conditions. However, these approaches struggled with touching characters, 
irregular fonts, and degraded manuscripts where segmentation errors propagated throughout the 
recognition pipeline [12]. Traditional OCR pipelines also relied heavily on image processing techniques, 
including binarization, noise removal, skew correction, morphological operations, and contrast 
enhancement. These preprocessing methods substantially improved OCR accuracy by normalizing 
document images before recognition. Nevertheless, handwritten texts, faded ink, uneven illumination, 
and historical document degradation remained challenging because handcrafted preprocessing methods 
lacked adaptability to varying document characteristics [10]. Collectively, these traditional OCR 
techniques established the foundation for automated text recognition but remained highly dependent 
on handcrafted preprocessing and segmentation. These limitations motivated researchers to develop 
deep learning-based OCR models capable of learning robust representations directly from document 
images. 
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Deep Learning OCR 

The introduction of deep learning transformed OCR by replacing handcrafted feature engineering 
with end-to-end trainable architectures. One of the pioneering approaches is the Convolutional 
Recurrent Neural Network (CRNN), which combines convolutional neural networks for feature 
extraction, recurrent neural networks for sequence modeling, and Connectionist Temporal Classification 
(CTC) loss for alignment-free text recognition. CRNN significantly improved recognition performance on 
both printed and handwritten text by learning contextual dependencies across character sequences. 

Recent advances have further replaced recurrent networks with Transformer-based OCR models that 
leverage self-attention mechanisms for capturing long-range dependencies. Notable examples include 
TrOCR, which utilizes pretrained vision and language transformers to achieve state-of-the-art 
recognition accuracy across multiple benchmark datasets (Li et al., 2023). Similarly, DTrOCR introduces 
decoder-only transformers for efficient scene text recognition, while graph-based transformer 
architectures improve handwritten document recognition through enhanced structural modelling [6] [7]. 

Industrial OCR systems such as PaddleOCR and EasyOCR have further democratized OCR technology by 
providing lightweight, multilingual, and deployment-ready frameworks. PaddleOCR integrates text 
detection, recognition, and layout analysis into a unified pipeline, whereas EasyOCR emphasizes ease of 
deployment across diverse languages with minimal configuration. Despite their impressive performance 
on contemporary documents, both systems experience noticeable accuracy degradation when 
processing historical manuscripts containing faded text, non-standard fonts, damaged pages, and 
complex layouts [10]. Although deep learning significantly improved OCR robustness and generalization, 
most existing models remain optimized for modern documents. Consequently, recognizing degraded 
historical documents continues to present substantial challenges that require specialized datasets and 
domain-specific methodologies. 

Historical Document OCR 

Historical document OCR represents one of the most challenging domains in document analysis due to 

degradation, complex layouts, multilingual scripts, and inconsistent writing styles. Existing approaches 

incorporate specialized preprocessing, layout analysis, segmentation, language modeling, and ensemble 

OCR techniques to address these challenges. Recent methods also integrate contextual information and 

structural priors to improve recognition performance for archival records [11] [4]. 

The development of benchmark historical document datasets has accelerated research in this field. 

[9] Provide a comprehensive survey of publicly available historical document datasets covering 

manuscripts, archival collections, handwritten records, and multilingual documents. These datasets 

facilitate standardized evaluation of OCR systems while exposing the diversity of degradation patterns 

encountered in real-world archives. 

Despite these advances, several limitations remain unresolved. Existing datasets are often language-

specific, contain limited annotations, or fail to represent complex document layouts encountered in 

historical collections. Furthermore, conventional OCR models exhibit poor generalization across different 

writing styles, historical fonts, and severe degradation. Even when character recognition is successful, 

semantic inconsistencies and contextual errors frequently persist, reducing the usability of digitized 

documents for downstream applications [9] [10]. These persistent limitations indicate that accurate 

character recognition alone is insufficient for historical document digitization. Consequently, recent 

research has shifted toward leveraging Large Language Models (LLMs) to perform contextual error 

correction and semantic document understanding beyond conventional OCR. 

LLM-based OCR Enhancement 

Recent advances in Large Language Models (LLMs) have introduced new possibilities for enhancing OCR 

performance through contextual reasoning and semantic correction. Rather than focusing solely on visual 
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recognition, LLMs exploit linguistic knowledge to identify and correct OCR errors while preserving 

document semantics. Models such as GPT have demonstrated strong capabilities in post-OCR correction 

by leveraging contextual information that traditional language models cannot capture [2]. 

 
Several recent studies investigate OCR correction using LLMs. [2] showed that although LLMs improve 

contextual correction, they may also introduce hallucinations or unintended modifications, highlighting 

the importance of carefully integrating visual evidence with language understanding. Similarly, [5] 

proposed multimodal LLM frameworks that jointly perform OCR, OCR post-correction, and named entity 

recognition for historical documents, demonstrating improved semantic consistency compared with 

conventional OCR pipelines. [8], also demonstrated the effectiveness of deep learning-based post-

correction for domain-specific documents such as medical reports. 

Beyond text correction, modern document understanding models such as Donut, LayoutLMv3, 

and Nougat extend OCR by jointly modeling textual, visual, and structural information for 

comprehensive document understanding [14] [3] [1]. These approaches eliminate dependence on rigid 

OCR pipelines by directly learning document semantics from multimodal inputs, enabling applications 

such as information extraction, document parsing, and structured content generation. Although LLM-

based approaches substantially enhance OCR through contextual reasoning and multimodal 

understanding, existing studies primarily address isolated components such as correction or document 

understanding, leaving opportunities for unified hybrid frameworks that integrate preprocessing, OCR, 

retrieval, and LLM-based semantic refinement. Existing solutions often exhibit limited robustness across 

multilingual historical documents, severe degradation, and complex layouts while remaining susceptible 

to contextual inconsistencies and hallucinations during post-correction. Therefore, there is a clear need 

for a Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG)-based hybrid OCR framework that combines 

complementary OCR engines with layout analysis and LLM-guided semantic refinement to achieve more 

accurate, context-aware, and reliable digitization of historical documents. 

PROPOSED MODEL 

The proposed research design follows a sequential and modular framework, beginning with data 
acquisition and preprocessing, followed by document layout analysis, OCR recognition, retrieval 
augmentation, and post-processing. This design is effective because historical documents typically 
contain noise, skewed text, faded ink, irregular layouts, and multilingual content. Therefore, a single OCR 
engine is often insufficient to achieve reliable recognition accuracy. By incorporating preprocessing 
techniques such as de-skewing, denoising, binarization, and normalization, the framework improves 
image quality before text extraction, thereby reducing recognition errors at the source. The 
methodology further employs layout analysis and text segmentation, which is essential for historical 
manuscripts and archival records that often contain multiple regions such as text blocks, tables, 
images, annotations, headers, and footnotes. Segmenting document components before recognition 
ensures that OCR models receive well-structured input, leading to improved extraction accuracy and 
reducing layout-related errors. A significant strength of the research design is the use of a hybrid OCR 
framework combining multiple OCR engines such as Tesseract, EasyOCR, and PaddleOCR. Different OCR 
systems exhibit varying strengths depending on script type, document quality, and language 
characteristics. An ensemble approach with confidence-score fusion enables the framework to leverage 
the strengths of each engine while mitigating their individual weaknesses. This makes the methodology 
more robust and scalable across heterogeneous document collections. The inclusion of a Retrieval-
Augmented OCR (RAG-OCR) module represents a key innovation of the research design. Traditional OCR 
systems rely solely on visual information, often producing errors when processing degraded text, archaic 
spellings, rare words, or domain-specific terminology. By retrieving contextual information from external 
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knowledge sources such as dictionaries, historical lexicons, gazetteers, domain knowledge bases, and n-
gram repositories, the framework provides semantic support for OCR predictions. This context-aware 
correction mechanism significantly improves recognition quality, especially in low-resource and historical 
document settings where labelled training data are limited.  The methodology further incorporates LLM-
based post-processing and text correction, enabling contextual validation, spelling normalization, 
punctuation restoration, and language-model-assisted error correction. Historical documents frequently 
contain OCR errors that cannot be resolved through visual recognition alone. Large Language Models can 
exploit contextual understanding and linguistic patterns to identify improbable word sequences and 
generate more accurate textual outputs. Consequently, the framework enhances both character-level 
and semantic-level accuracy. 

Model 

To address the challenges posed by degraded scans, non-standard typography, and archaic orthography 
in historical documents, we propose a multi-stage OCR pipeline that integrates image preprocessing, 
layout analysis, transformer-based recognition, ensemble fusion, and knowledge-grounded correction. 
The overall architecture of the proposed pipeline is illustrated in Fig 1.  Fig 1 presents the architecture of 
the proposed OCR pipeline, comprising seven sequential processing stages engineered to address the 
recognition challenges inherent to historical document corpora, including degraded substrates, non-
standard typography, and archaic orthography. The pipeline ingests raw historical document images 
(Process 1) as input. Process 2 (Image Enhancement) applies contrast enhancement to normalize 
illumination variance and improve the signal-to-noise ratio prior to downstream processing, mitigating 
artifacts introduced by scanning and document degradation. Process 3 (Layout Analysis) performs 
structural parsing of the document image via a three-stage decomposition: page segmentation partitions 
the image into discrete content blocks, region detection classifies and localizes these blocks (e.g., text vs. 
non-text regions), and text line detection identifies line-level bounding geometry to establish reading 
order and support line-wise recognition. Process 4 (OCR Recognition) employs a Transformer-based OCR 
architecture to perform sequence-to-sequence text recognition over the segmented line regions, 
leveraging self-attention mechanisms to model long-range dependencies in glyph sequences and 
improve robustness to font variation and visual noise relative to CNN-RNN-CTC baselines. Process 5 (OCR 
Fusion) aggregates recognition hypotheses through confidence-weighted voting and result ranking, 
functioning as an ensemble consensus mechanism to reduce variance and correct localized 
misrecognitions that may occur in a single-pass decoding. Process 6 applies knowledge-grounded post-
correction, integrating multiple external lexical and contextual resources — a historical dictionary, 
gazetteer, structured knowledge base, domain-specific language corpus, and a retrieved-context module 
(analogous to retrieval-augmented correction) — to constrain and correct OCR hypotheses against 
known valid tokens, named entities, and period-appropriate vocabulary. Process 7 (LLM-based 
Correction) applies a large language model as a final semantic post-processing layer, performing three 
sub-tasks: semantic validation (assessing local and global coherence of the recognized text), context-
aware correction (resolving residual character- and word-level errors using surrounding context), and 
language normalization (standardizing archaic spelling variants and orthographic conventions to a 
consistent target form). The resulting final OCR output is passed to a performance evaluation module, 
where recognition quality is quantified — typically via character error rate (CER), word error rate (WER), 
and/or task-specific metrics — to validate the contribution of each pipeline stage and benchmark the 
system against baseline OCR approaches. 
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Fig 1: Proposed seven-stage OCR pipeline for historical document recognition, from image 
enhancement to LLM-based correction and performance evaluation. 

Experimental Setup 

Experiments were conducted on a workstation equipped with an Intel Core i7 (12th Gen) processor, 32 
GB RAM, and an NVIDIA RTX 3090 GPU (24 GB VRAM) to support GPU-accelerated Transformer-OCR 
inference and LLM-based post-processing. Storage was handled on NVMe SSD to reduce I/O latency 
during batch document processing. The pipeline was implemented in Python 3.10, using PyTorch as the 
primary deep learning framework, OpenCV for image preprocessing (Process 2), and Ubuntu 22.04 LTS as 
the operating system. Layout analysis (Process 3) was implemented using a document segmentation 
library (e.g., LayoutParser/Detectron2 backend). Four OCR engines were used in ensemble: Tesseract 
(v5, LSTM-based), PaddleOCR (multilingual detection + recognition pipeline), EasyOCR (CRNN-based 
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recognizer), and a Transformer-based OCR model (TrOCR- style encoder-decoder) fine-tuned on historical 
document line-images. Each engine outputs candidate text along with a confidence score, consumed by 
the OCR Fusion stage (Process 5). A pretrained large language model (e.g., GPT-family or an open-weight 
instruction-tuned LLM such as LLaMA/Mistral) was used for semantic validation, context-aware 
correction, and language normalization. The LLM was accessed via API/local inference and prompted with 
the OCR output plus retrieved context to generate the corrected, semantically coherent text. The 
retrieval corpus comprises domain-specific knowledge sources: a historical dictionary, gazetteer (place 
names), a structured knowledge base (named entities, period-specific terms), a language corpus (n-
gram/period vocabulary statistics), and domain documents relevant to the manuscript collection. These 
sources are chunked and indexed to support retrieval of contextually relevant passages for each OCR 
hypothesis. Retrieved text chunks are embedded and stored in a vector database (e.g., FAISS, Chroma, or 
Milvus) enabling approximate nearest-neighbor search for fast similarity-based retrieval of relevant 
lexical/contextual entries during correction. A sentence/text embedding model (e.g., Sentence-BERT or 
an OpenAI/other embedding API) was used to encode both the knowledge base entries and the OCR-
extracted text segments into a shared vector space for semantic similarity matching during retrieval. 
Where fine-tuning was applied (Transformer-OCR module), training was performed with a batch size of 
16–32, learning rate of 1e-4 (with cosine decay), Adam/AdamW optimizer, and 20–50 epochs, using early 
stopping based on validation CER/WER. Data augmentation (rotation, noise injection, contrast jitter) was 
applied to simulate historical document degradation during training. 

Experimental Results and Comparative Analysis 

The proposed framework was evaluated on the IAM Handwriting, Bentham, and SynthText datasets. 
Image enhancement and layout analysis improved text segmentation, while the ensemble of Tesseract, 
PaddleOCR, EasyOCR, and Transformer OCR reduced recognition errors through confidence-based fusion. 
Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) and LLM-based post-processing further improved semantic 
consistency by correcting contextual errors and historical spellings. Table I compares the proposed 
framework with existing OCR systems. The proposed RAG-OCR achieves the lowest Character Error Rate 
(CER) and Word Error Rate (WER), along with the highest Precision, Recall, and F1-score. These 
improvements are attributed to the integration of multi-engine OCR, contextual retrieval, and LLM-
assisted semantic correction, enabling robust recognition of degraded historical documents with 
complex layouts. 

Table I. Comparative Performance of OCR Methods 

 
Method CER 

(%) 
WER (%) Precision 

(%) 
Recall (%) F1- 

score 
(%) 

Tesseract 
OCR 

12.84 25.31 90.26 88.74 89.49 

EasyOCR 10.67 21.92 92.41 91.56 91.98 
PaddleOCR 8.92 18.47 94.73 93.65 94.18 
Transformer 
OCR 

6.81 14.82 96.18 95.94 96.06 

Proposed 
RAG-OCR 

3.94 8.67 98.24 97.83 98.03 

The results demonstrate that combining retrieval-augmented contextual reasoning with multi-engine 
OCR significantly enhances recognition accuracy and semantic coherence compared with conventional 
OCR approaches. 

Discussions 

The proposed RAG-OCR framework effectively improves historical document recognition by 
integrating multi-engine OCR, document layout analysis, Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG), and 
LLM-based post-processing. The ensemble OCR approach enhances recognition robustness, while 
contextual retrieval and semantic refinement reduce errors caused by document degradation, historical 
spellings, and complex layouts. The framework demonstrates improved recognition accuracy and 
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semantic consistency, making it suitable for digitizing multilingual and archival documents. However, its 
performance depends on the quality of retrieved contextual knowledge and the computational overhead 
associated with LLM-based correction. 

Conclusion 

This paper presented a Retrieval-Augmented Generation-based hybrid OCR framework for historical 
document understanding. By combining image preprocessing, layout analysis, multi-engine OCR, 
contextual retrieval, and LLM-assisted semantic correction, the proposed approach enhances text 
recognition accuracy and semantic coherence in degraded and complex historical documents. The 
framework offers a scalable solution for cultural heritage digitization, archival preservation, and 
intelligent document analysis. Future work will focus on integrating vision-language models, expanding 
multilingual support, and optimizing retrieval strategies to further improve recognition performance and 
computational efficiency. 
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