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Introduction 1

1.0 Introduction

The Information Age, thus far, has resulted in people feeling overloaded with the flood of avail-
able information while at the same time feeling insufficiently informed. The Information Tapestry,
built at the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center, was designed to solve both of these problems. The
system meets its goals by processing information in two steps. First, it filters a large continuous
stream of electronic documents into a smaller stream of documents satisfying a user’s personal
interests. Second, the Tapestry system organizes and prioritizes selected documents such that the
user can quickly deal with the high-priority items and read the low-priority, or less interesting,
documents as time permits. This paper presents the facilities available to Tapestry users by way of
a scenario depicting a day in the life of an active user, namely me.

The next section starts with a description of the information, specifically the electronic mail mes-
sages, that awaited me one morning (March 22, 1993). It describes why I got these messages as
well as the steps taken to read and process them, including adding new filters to select other inter-
esting messages, saving messages for later reference, and running ad-hoc queries over the Tapes-
try information database to find related articles. Section 3.0 discusses the status of the Tapestry
system. Section 4.0 concludes by summarizing the novel functions supported in the Information
Tapestry and relating some experience with the system to date.

2.0 One Morning’s Activity

When I arrive at my office in the morning, I am presented with a bounty of new information that
has been selected by the Tapestry system. The system has been working through the night search-
ing for interesting articles. I use a single tool for reading this information: an electronic mail
reader called “WallTapestry.”

Figure 1. shows what the “Active” message folder of my mail reader looks like this morning. It
contains over 80 documents (or messages) that have been sent to me for one of three reasons.
First, I receive messages sent to me personally by friends and colleagues. Second, I receive mes-
sages that have been sent to some distribution list to which I belong. Distribution lists are used
heavily within the Xerox Corporation for delivering messages to members of organizations, such
as the Computer Science Laboratory with Xerox PARC, or to employees with similar interests,
such as those interested in distributed systems. The third reason that I receive messages is because
the Tapestry system mails documents to me.

The Tapestry clipping service maintains a database containing articles from the NetNews bulletin
board system, the UPI news wire, and other sorts of discussion groups and news feeds. Each day,
new articles are added to the database (and old articles deleted). Each Tapestry user has a user
profile describing the user’s personal interests as a set of queries or filters over the information
database. Articles that match a user’s filter profile are mailed to the user as electronic mail mes-
sages. The mail waiting for me this particular morning, as with most mornings, includes 40-50
messages selected by the Tapestry clipping service.

The messages shown in Figure 1. are presented as the one-line summaries common in most mail
reading programs. Each message summary includes the message’s date, sender, and subject. Each
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2 A Tour Through Tapestry

oveTo Display Delete AddTo NewMail Places Levels MsgOps SortBy
99> 18 Mar 93 Maria<Eblin... Re: marked-up thesis proposal
99> 18 Mar 93 elibi®eclipse... Elib Response
99> 19 Mar 93 Dan Swineh.. Here's a topic for a future meetihg
94> 18 Mar 93 To: elib%cs....  Test of Stanford 3DI Service
85> 13 Mar 93 tapestry®@pa.. ICDCE'13 program
70> 12 Mar 93 weiser:PAR.., here is a new service being offered by
the stanford CS library
see? $85 22 Mlar 57 weiser'PAR.. Riring meeting sfter dezier
s2? #9» 22 Mar 97 Bellowi@eur.. [Re: UbiCore meeung on Securlly
sz? 998 22 Mar 97 chauseriFA.. Reguest for more help in 3pbrowssr
s2? 94 22 Mlar $F  Nancy Frel..  HIRING MTYS, SCHEDULED..
e 80> 22 Mar 87 welser'PAR.. Re: IMPORTANT AGAIN! VEY
s Riring meeting after Dealer...
ce? 85 22 Mar 97 saraswar@pa..  farjun@csstanford.edu: Two talks in
vie Concurrency Theory]
en? &5 2f Mar 33 pesuy@pa. Briels California (Mar 7 I am PST}
27 &0r ZZ Moor 87 Gory Eman..  Bguipment Shipping crates and boxes in
27 warehouse
2?88y 32 Mar 97 Andrea Spi.. Ery's Blecwronics Blanker Order (FPARC
g Only}
p2? P3N 2F Mar 937 tapesuwy@pa.. Y"YOnline Bookstore Offers -Electronic
s LIt over Internet 03/ 13,338

Figure 1. My Active folder showing old messages followed by prioritized new mail.

summary line optionally starts with a “?” to indicate the messages that have not yet been read
(these are also in italic font). A unique aspect of the presentation in Figure 1. is the number in
each message summary preceding “>”. These are priorities that have been assigned to messages
by my appraisers.

An appraiser is a predicate or query that is applied to each new message that I receive. Associated
with each appraiser is a priority (and optionally other properties such as a category). If a message
matches the appraiser’s predicate then the message is assigned the associated priority. You’ll note
that the messages presented in Figure 1. are not ordered by date as in most mail readers. Rather,
the previously read messages come first followed by the new messages. Within the group of old or
new messages, the messages are sorted in order of their assigned priority.

The most important messages, the ones with the highest priorities, appear at the top of my mail
list so I can read and deal with them first. I often do not get around to reading the lower priority
messages until many days later, or sometimes not at all. To me, the highest priority messages are
those that have been sent to me personally. One of my most valuable appraisers looks for mes-
sages with this characteristic and assigns them priority 99. This morning I have three messages in
this category, including one from my boss, Mark Weiser. I read and respond to these immediately,
and then either delete them (using the “Delete” button at the top of the window in Figure 1.) or
move them to another folder for long-term storage (using the “MoveTo” button).

Now I find several messages with priorities in the range 80-90. One of these with priority 85
appears to be a message sent to me by the Tapestry server with the subject “Briefs California.” I
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3 Sender
12 Mar 93 +weiser'PAR UrudnLastDelete
Size Of MsgSet
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Figure 2. Requesting an explanation for a message’s priority.

Annotations for message § XNS-SMTP-Gateway Parc:Xerox
appraiser terry $text:Bakersfield => priority 83
appraiser terry §Subject:Briefs«California => priority 335
appraiser terry §sender:itapestry =» priority 10

Figure 3. An explanation of priorities assigned to a message by various appraisers.

am curious as to why this particular message was assigned priority 85. So I select the message by
left-clicking on its summary, and then I click the “MsgOps” button at the top of the window. This
produces a pop-up menu from which I select the “Explain Msg’s Priority” option (see Figure 2.).
The resulting textual explanation is shown in Figure 3.

The message in question was actually matched by several appraisers. One detected that it was sent
by Tapestry and gave it a low priority of 10. Another determined that this message was about
“Bakersfield” and assigned it a priority of 85. A third appraiser gave it priority 55 because it is a
news report, judging from the message’s subject. My mail reader uses the highest priority
assigned by any appraiser. One could imagine other functions, such as weighted voting, that com-
bine the priorities assigned by various appraisers into a single number. Taking the maximum
seems to work quite well in most cases.

I now decide to look at this message by middle-clicking on its one-line summary. This brings up
the window shown in Figure 4. While the message has a very long header, only the most interest-
ing (as decided by me) header fields are displayed. One of these header fields, the “X-Filters-
Matched” field, was added by the Tapestry clipping service to indicate which of my filters running
on the server selected this message. Each of my filters has a unique name so that I can identify
them. In this case, the message was selected by my “HometownNews” filter. In other words, I
should be interested in this message because it is a news article that mentions my home town
(which is a fairly rare occurrence).
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4 A Tour Through Tapestry

esend MsgOps Split Places Lewvels Likelt Hatelt

Sender: tapestry @parc. xerox:com:Xerox
. Subject: Briefs California (Mar 17 11 am PST)
¢ To: terry:PARC

zzz From: clarinews®@clarinet.com:Xerox

szz X-Filters-Matched: HometownNews

«zz Newsgroups: clari.local.california.briefs

27z Date: Sun, 21 Mar 1993 15:48:11 PRT

2 -1
s (LO3 ANGELES)- Los Angeles police officer Susan Clemmer backed up
/% the

s=- defense in the Rodhney King beating case yesterday, saying one of the

+=z four officers who beat the black parolee told her he was scared during

722 the incident. Clemmer also told jurors that King was “laughing,

2o spitting and blowing blood' as she rode with him in an ambulance,

P -17-

e (MISSION VIEJO)- Four people were arrested in two separate car chases
22 through Southern California yesterday. One of the incidents ended when a
27z man's battered truck broke down and the driver was dragged out in front

Figure 4. A message selected by my “HometownNews” filter.

The message displayed in Figure 4. is a moderately-long series of short news briefs taken from the
UPI newswire and distributed via ClariNet. I know, based on the appraisers that matched this
message, that one of the reports mentions my home town, Bakersfield, but I don’t know which
one. I could scroll through the whole message looking for the report of interest, or I could bring
up a search tool and type in my home town’s name. Both of these are fairly time-consuming alter-
natives. Instead, I click on the “MsgOps” menu at the top of the window displaying the message,
which once again presents a pop-up menu of operations. I choose the “Highlight Msg’s Priority”
operation (see Figure 5.). This causes the word “Bakersfield” to be highlighted and the message to
automatically scroll to the section containing this word (see Figure 6.; on a color display, the
word’s background color would be changed to yellow so that it appears as though the word was
marked with a yellow highlighter, but in Figure 6. it is simply shown in reverse video). Well, it
turns out that this news story, about Pistacio growers in Bakersfield, is not all that interesting.

Further down my list of new mail, I find a message with priority 75 discussing something called
the “Online Bookstore” (displayed in Figure 7.). Although this message was sent to me by the
Tapestry clipping service, it was not selected based on its contents or subject or any other header
field of the message. Rather, it was selected by my “SomeLikelt” filter, an example of collabora-
tive filtering in the Tapestry system [3]. It is not uncommon for someone to read a message or arti-
cle that they find interesting and want to recommend it to others. This particular message, the one
shown in Figure 7., was recommended by my fellow Tapestry user, David Nichols. This is indi-
cated by the message’s “X-Annotation-likeit” header, which was added by the clipping service at
the same time as the “X-Filters-Matched” header.

The Tapestry system permits and encourages users to provide feedback on the messages they
read. This feedback is stored in Tapestry’s information database and can be accessed in users’ fil-
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Subject: B{AddTo

To: terry:}Remove From ..
From: clag size0f

Z-Filters- 3
Newrsgrou msglD .
Date: Sud 109gle Header Pruning T
Interpress2.0Print

-17-  linterpress3.0Print

he (LO5 dn1akeEditable olice officer Susan Clemmer backed up
defense i Explain Msg’s Priority |s case yesterday, saying one of the
four officy gEIIEHAMGIER=dIataN Irolee told her he was scared during

15 that King was “laughing,

the incidqHighlight Keywords , , W
rode with him in an ambulance.

spitting

Figure 5. Requesting that interesting portions of a message be highlighted.

I -17-

NNV - California pistachio producers are working on an
aggressive marketing campaign to exploit a rising worldwide demand for
i the nut, The Pistachio Producers of California hawve joined with

iy Paramount Farms in SRxGRil to pursue export sales in new markets
Wi quickly surfacing in Germany and other European countries. Producers
Wi report skyrocketing sales last fall... mostly to the Pacific Rim.

2\\ "1 -

(SAERAMENTO)- The California Avocado Commission says members last

i

Figure 6. “HometownNews” message with the word “Bakersfield”” highlighted.

ter queries. For example, my “SomeLikelt” filter query says “show me any articles posted to any
newsgroup on any topic that have been recommended by anyone.” As the number of Tapestry
users increases over time, this filter is starting to select more and more articles. So, in the near
future, I will likely replace this overly general filter with more specific filters like “show me arti-
cles recommend by David Nichols on the topic of information management” or “show me articles
from the comp.os.research newsgroup that have been recommended.” The important point is that
I decide which articles I see by creating filters based on my particular interests and the people
whose judgements I trust.

One of the goals of the Tapestry system was to make it easy for people to recommend articles. My
mail reader provides “Likelt” and “Hatelt” buttons that I click to indicate messages that I find par-
ticularly interesting or particularly annoying. These are at the top right of each message display
window (as in Figure 7. for instance). I probably recommend one or two messages per day on
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xnsanswer Forward Redend MsgOps Split Places Lewels Likelt Hatelt

ender: tapestry @parc.xerox:com:Xerox
Sthect ***k*Online Bookstore Offers "Electronic Lit* over Internet 03/19/93
To terry:PARC

2z ? From: newsbytes@clarinet.com:Xerox

$5$ X-Filters-Matched: SomeLikelt

#ﬁ X-Annotation-likeit: nichols

oot Newsgroups: clarinb.trends,clarinb.top

A

22z Date: Sun, 21 Mar 1993 07:50:53 PRT

e BROOKLINE, MASSACHUSETTS, US.A,, 1993 MAR 19 (NB) -- A new
7o2 service

2z called the OnLine Bookstore {OBS) is letting literary-minded end

so users download fiction and nonfiction, complete with sound or

co: scanned-in photos, right off the Internet,

Figure 7. Message recommended by a fellow Tapestry user.

xhsAnswer Forward Refend MsgOps Split Places Levels Likelt Hatelt

misubject: [Apple unveils new techology]
:2z To: ilailPARC, tdbPARC, gaiailPARC

53’ From: cumng@parc Xerox:com:Xerox

i:; Date: Mon, 22 Mar 1993 11:36:36 PRT

2 FYI

,,; From: clarinews@clarinet.com {UPI)
2. Newsgroups: clari.tw.computers

22z Subject: Apple unveils new techology
222 Date: Mon, 22 Mar 93 10:35:52 PRT

i’é CUPERTINO, Calif, (UPI) -- Apple Computer Inc, announced

Figure 8. Message forwarded by a colleague.

average. Many other Tapestry users read my recommendations. At least one user has a filter that
says “show me any articles recommended by Doug Terry.”

Continuing to read my mail I find a message with priority “60” that was sent by a colleague (see
the message displayed in Figure 8.). This colleague read the message on a NetNews newsgroup
and forwarded it to various PARC people by pasting it into a message that he addressed to a few
local distribution lists. Forwarding the article, as was done is this case, is the traditional method
for recommending things. However, this technique is less than optimal in that it requires a fair
amount of work by the forwarder, particularly in deciding who to send the message to, and it
forces the recipients to deal with the message, even if they find the message uninteresting. If the
colleague were a Tapestry user, then he could have simply clicked “Likelt”. (Of course, the mes-
sage may have been seen by a different audience depending on who uses Tapestry filters and what
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Done. 7 messages Indexer active!

Misc | et | Dot | anst | Add filter.. | | Help P

Type query below

+ H mwords = "AppleSearch*

Previous | Next | Saveas.. | Mailto.. | Likeltt | Hate ! | Annotations |

7 messages

H HMar 19 1397 diesse/@martpe.imbrmalik 4 new: apple workgroup server 60, 80, 95
Mar 19 199‘ Zaphod @vaxs.winona.msi: re: new: apple workgroup server 60, 80, 95
Ll B E e oour e apmle unveils e techology
Mar 22 199. clannews @ciannel.com (tp apple unveils new techology
Mar 22 199: cfannews @clarinel.com (L apple unveils new techology
Mar 22 1991 im@iaguboxgsit nasagov re: new: apple workgroup server 60, 80, 95

Mar 22 199 newstyles @clannelcom 3 hew apple servers, new appleshare, appley

Message body
4 H From: clarinews@clarinet.com (UP)

Newsgroups:
claritw.computers,clari.biz.products,clarilocal.sthay,clari.local.california,clari.biz top

Subject: Apple unveils new techology
Date: Mon, 22 Mar 93 10:22:15 PST

CUPERTINO, Calif. (UPl) ~- Apple Computer Inc. announced revolutionary
new file-search technology for Macintosh computer workgroups Monday,

along with a new line of workgroup server computers and improved

networking software.

AppleSearch, which will be unveiled officially at the CeBIT Computer

Fair in Hannover, Germany, Thursday, was designed to give Macintosh

Figure 9. Using the Tapestry browser to find “AppleSearch’” messages.

these filters select. Even with Tapestry, there are times when one might want to forward a message
to ensure that it is received by a particular group of people.)

Reading the forwarded message, 1 discover that it discusses some new information retrieval tech-
nology from Apple Computer called “AppleSearch”, something that could very well be relevant
to my own work. So, in fact, I am grateful for the recommended message. Moreover, I decide to
search for other messages in the Tapestry information database that mentions this technology. To
do this, I start up the Tapestry browser (see Figure 9.). This tool only queries Tapestry’s public
information; a separate browser is available for searching my private mail database [4]. Into the
top portion of the Tapestry browser I type in the query: m.words = “AppleSearch”. This query,
written in the Tapestry Query Language (TQL), looks for all articles in the database that contain
the word “AppleSearch” anywhere in their body of text. When I click on the “Do It” button, 7
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8 A Tour Through Tapestry

Ic Add Tapestry filter §.|

Filter name: | AppleSearch

Description
]:' articles that mention Apple’s file search technology §'
Query
B m.words = "AppleSearch" ﬁ §

| Add | | Cancel |

Figure 10. Dialog box for adding a filter from the Tapestry browser.

articles are retrieved and summarized in the middle portion of the browser (as shown in Figure
9.). Some of these articles, such as the one that was previously forwarded, are from the ClariNet
news service, while a few others are part of ongoing discussions on the “comp.mac.hardware”
newsgroup. Clicking on one of the summaries displays the article in the lower portion of the
browser.

Note that the browser also provides “Like It!” and “Hate It!” buttons (in the middle-to-top right of
Figure 9.). I click “Like It!” for the article that I had previously seen in order to recommend it to
other Tapestry users. With collaborative filtering, I am motivated to recommend interesting arti-
cles so that others will recommend articles to me.

I decide that I would like to track articles about “AppleSearch” on a regular basis. Using the Tap-
estry browser has convinced me that the articles on this topic are informative and the number is
not likely to be overwhelming. So, I click on the “Add filter...” button provided by the browser (at
the top of Figure 9.) to install this query as a regular filter. This produces a dialog box into which
I type a name for the filter and a short one-line description (see Figure 10.). I also have the option
of changing the query. I click “Add”, and the new filter is installed. From now on, any message
selected by this query will automatically be sent to me.

I now return to reading the middle priority messages. Several messages have been assigned prior-
ity “50” as shown in Figure 11. These are actually messages that were not selected by any of my
appraisers. Such messages are given a default priority of 50, a priority in the middle of the range
1-99. Some of my appraisers raise the priority of messages above the default while others lower
the priority of selected messages below the default. When I first started using this new mail reader
that supports appraisers, most of my mail had the default priority. Over time, I have gradually
added appraisers to assign real priorities to the bulk of my messages. Messages that receive the
default priority are typically ones sent to a rarely used distribution list to which I belong.
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MowveTo Display Delete AddTo NewMail Places Levels MsgOps SortBy

%:;? Jg» 22 Mlar 83 richgold@pa.. Reminder: Mike Naimark, 5:30FPM in
e O8SL Commens

cor S8 22 Mar 93 Asicympldips.,. new Tversion of ravi

e? o 38 32 Mar 937 boul@npyrps.. location of lastings, week of March

LA
rLL Lr?l‘-' hb

ﬁéi? S8 22 Blar 937 puiz@parcx.. using “xch” for copv/paste belwsen
Sis oolkits

Yiz $0> 32 Mar 83 Kristel The..  Re: NEED FURNITURE
ceep o 3oy A% Mar 87 jcobiPARC.. Ee: using “xoh” for copy/naste betwesh

Figure 11. Messages with default priority 50.

You hawe new mail at March List Appralsr-_.\rs
Soe Delowea Show Appraiser
ctive Dele .

Berkeley CACM CallsForp|D@lete Appraiser DocMan
LoganBerry Mail ModulasjFe-read Appralser Databasekosp stanford
§vdney Tapestry UbiCom o = e

ppralser wheare query is based on current s
Msg: REVIEW: GROUNDHOmmmLuW
Msg: REVIEW: RODAN, THE FL ..: has been Deleted from: Active
Msg: REVIEW: BABYLDN S-R . has been Deleted from: Active
Msg: REVIEW: ARMY OF DARKN ... has beenn Deleted from: Active

Freeze xnsAnswer Forward ERelend MsgOps 8plit Places Lewvels Likelt

gender: dalrympl@parc.xerox:.com:Xerox
Subject: new wversion of xdvi

To: texusers:PARC

From: dalrympl@parc.xerox:.com . Xerox
Date: Mon, 22 Mar 1993 09:02:37 PST

I hawve installed a new wversion of the dvi previewer xdvi, version

Figure 12. Adding a new appraiser.

One of the “50” messages I received this morning, the one with the subject “new version of xdvi”
in Figure 11., was sent to the “texusers” distribution list announcing a software upgrade. I have
switched from using TeX to using a multimedia document editor, so I am no longer interested in
TeX announcements. I should really remove myself from this list, but that requires remembering
how. I vow to do this later. In the meanwhile, I’ll simply add a new appraiser to give a really low
priority to TeX messages. To do this, I select the header field of the displayed message that says
“To: texusers”, and then click on the “Appraisers” button in my mail reader’s main control panel.
This produces a pop-up menu from which I select “Add Appraiser” (see Figure 12.). This, in turn
produces another pop-up menu of priorities. I choose priority “5”. That should drop any future
TeX messages to the very bottom of my message folder.
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85> 13 Mar 93 tapestry @pa.. ICDCSE'13 program

70> 12 Mar 93 weiser:'PAR.., here is a new service being offered by
the stanford C8§ library

41} 22 Mar 93 sheahréNngp, .. Tnsabscrite

41} 22 MSEr 93 hoemasend¥m.,. TOP/ID For ATM

421} 22 Mar 3% greldendips,, . Tnsabscribde

43> 22 Mar 9% Ifabe@ma. inte.,, APIte FTP

41} 22 Mar 93 bdpreend@marn,., Tnsadscride

48> 21 Mar ?¥ ELENISINGIn.. ReX Jelhingr ap hesders to deal with
rarfous mailers

48> 21 Mar 9?3 FLENSINGIa, . ReXB Selting ap hesders o desl wilth
rarfous matlers

Foooger 25 Nar 37 Malcolm Be.. Invitation o Jlst BEWOW Workshop

ey Tmy "ay Tay "ay "my

')

Figure 13. Deleting a block of messages without even reading them.

Although the “Add Appraiser” menu operation only permits me to create simple appraisers, those
that do exact pattern matching on individual header fields, my mail reader supports more compli-
cated appraisers. Appraisers may be any boolean function consisting of pattern-matching predi-
cates connected by “AND”, “OR”, and “NOT.” The set of built-in predicate functions include
exact match, regular expressions, and soundex matching for user names, and can be extended by
registering user-provided procedures that are called on demand. These predicates operate on par-
ticular header fields or on the textual body of a message. Appraisers can also assign arbitrary
properties to messages, not just priorities, though a message’s priority is the only property cur-
rently used by my mail reader. A shell command allows me to add these complex appraisers.

Now that I have read and deleted or saved my most interesting (or urgent) messages, I am left
with the remaining lower priority messages. Several of these, the messages with priorities “41”
and “40” were sent to the “TCP-IP” internet distribution list. This list has a high volume of traffic
that is mostly of marginal interest. Today, I am feeling rushed so I simply select the whole group
of messages as a block (this is easy to do since they occur contiguously in my Active message
folder as illustrated in Figure 13.), and I click “Delete” to get rid of them without even reading
them.

You might ask why I even remain on this “noisy” list. There are two answers to this question.
First, a small portion of the messages are, in fact. on topics that interest me or are sent by people
who usually have something interesting to say. I have appraisers that select these messages and
give them higher priority. Therefore, I know that what is left in the 40-41 priority range are the
“dregs.” Since messages from this distribution list are added to Tapestry’s database, I could
remove myself altogether from the list and simply receive the most interesting articles via the
clipping service. In this case, my appraisers would be replaced with equivalent filters.

The second reason that I remain on some distribution lists is that some days I have more free time
than others. On these days I may decide to read some of the less interesting traffic just to see
what’s happening. The nice thing about having my mail automatically appraised and sorted by
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priority is that I can decide on any given day “where to draw the line”, that is, when to stop read-
ing messages.

As I said before, today I am feeling rushed, as is too often the case, so I quickly dispose of my
remaining low priority messages. Many of these I delete without reading them. Some that have
interesting subjects I quickly glance at. Others that look interesting, but are not urgent, I squirrel
away for another day.

3.0 Discussion and Status

The scenario just presented illustrates the various facilities available to Tapestry users. Although
this scenario is specific to the new messages that I received on this particular day (included with
the permission of the correspondents involved), it is not atypical of the actions I take while read-
ing my mail in the morning. Thus, it also provides insights into how the Tapestry facilities are
used in practice. A more scientific study of the overall Tapestry user community, such as that done
for the Information Lens [5], remains to be undertaken. ‘

Reading and processing 80 or more messages, as in this scenario, might take me between 30 and
60 minutes on a typical day. Before the existence of Tapestry’s appraisers and highlighting capa-
bilities, the time to handle this much mail was at least twice this long. Other Tapestry users have
reported similar improvements in their mail reading productivity.

The Tapestry system consists of five main components: the database, clipping service, browser,
shell, and mail reader. The Tapestry information database is stored in a relational database man-
agement system purchased from Sybase. Over 5000 new messages per day are added to this data-
base, and an equal number of the oldest messages deleted. The current database, containing
approximately three weeks worth of articles from NetNews, the UPI newswire, and other infor-
mation feeds, occupies over a GByte of storage space. The Tapestry clipping service, imple-
mented in the Modula-3 programming language, runs filter queries continuously over this
changing database and mails the results to users. The Tapestry browser for running ad-hoc queries
is also written in Modula-3. The Tapestry shell, which was not discussed in Section 2, provides
commands for manipulating a user’s set of filters, including commands for adding, deleting, mod-
ifying, and listing filters. Finally, there’s the WallTapestry mail reader, which is written in Cedar
and runs in the Cedar experimental programming environment. All of the figures in this paper are
actual screen snapshots of either WallTapestry or the Tapestry browser in use.

The Tapestry clipping service and WallTapestry mail reader are separate tools that were built to
_explore different aspects of recipient-based message delivery [8]. As of March, the time of this
writing, the Tapestry clipping service had been in use by its small group of designers and imple-
mentors for well over a year. In the past 6 months, the user community has gradually grown to
over 30 people within PARC and other Xerox organizations. Because the clipping service distrib-
utes results via regular electronic mail, users are free to stick with their favorite mail reader, and
most users have chosen to do so. Consequently, WallTapestry is used by only a handful of clip-
ping service users. Similarly, many researchers at PARC use WallTapestry as their mail reader of
choice, without using the clipping service. These people either switched to WallTapestry so they
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could run appraisers over their flood of regular electronic mail, or else were familiar with the Wal-
nut mail reader [4] from which WallTapestry evolved.

The intent of this paper is to demonstrate what it is like to be a user of both the Tapestry clipping
service and WallTapestry mail reader and to show how these tools work together to provide a per-
sonalized information system. Thus, it focuses on the Tapestry functionality and interfaces, rather
than on the algorithms and implementation techniques underlying these facilities. Additional
details on the Tapestry architecture, query language (TQL), support for collaborative filtering, and
the efficient execution of continuous queries can be found in previously published papers [3][9].

4.0 Conclusions

The Information Tapestry was designed and built to help users avoid information overload while
keeping them abreast of information that is important to their daily work, technological develop-
ment or even personal hobbies. The key to success is making the system aware of a user’s individ-
ual interests and needs so that it can provide the right information in the right order to satisfy
those needs. The Tapestry system is based on three key pleces of technology that serve to succes-
sively refine a stream of information:

Filtering selects articles based on per-user interest profiles. Information filtering has been an
active area of study for some time and has been incorporated into several systems [1][2][6][7].
The main technical innovation in the Tapestry system is the exploration of collaborative filtering
[3]. This permits user participation in the filtering process. Users are willing to supply evaluations
of the articles they read if this can be done with little effort, such as one or two mouse clicks, and
there is a perceived benefit to the user community. Initial experience with the Tapestry clipping
service indicates that filtering information based on user-supplied evaluations yields dramatic
improvements over text-based filtering alone.

Appraising automatically prioritizes and categorizes messages. Appraisers, similar to the rule-
based agents popularized in the Information Lens [6], analyze each message received by a user.
While filters help a user identify what to read, appraisers help the user decide when to read the
selected messages. Or, to put it another way, filters select messages that are potentially of interest
to a user, while appraisers further quantify how interesting each message is likely to be. Apprais-
ers can do a more in-depth analysis of each message since they examine a much smaller set of
messages than do filters. Like filters, a user’s set of appraisers is strongly a function of his or her
personal values. For example, a user might specify that “Messages sent directly to me are of top
priority” or “Messages on distributed systems are more interesting than talk announcements.”

Highlighting indicates portions of a message that are interesting. Highlighting one or more header
fields provides users with a visual answer to questions like “Why did I get this message?” or
“What is interesting about this message?” For instance, the “from” field of a message might be
highlighted to indicate that the message is from the boss. Highlighting words or phrase within the
body of a message allows the user to quickly see the passages of interest. It provides a visual
answer to questions like “Where does it discuss distributed systems?” This is particularly valuable
for long messages that are often a collection of shorter discussions on various topics.
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These three functions are essential to information-based systems, such as the Information Tapes-
try. The user interfaces discussed in this paper are one, but certainly not the only, way of packag-
ing this functionality and presenting it to users. Experience gained through continued use of the
Tapestry system will likely suggest additional tools to aid in the filtering and management of large
information streams, as well as more effective user interfaces to these tools.
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