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ABSTRACT

This paper describes the design of a hypertext environ-
ment for UNIX. The main thesis is that a powerful hyper-
text system can be simply created by adding a few programs
to a typical UNIX environment with a window management
system.

RESUME

Dans cet article nous présentons un environnement
hypertexte congu pour UNIX. La these principale est qu’un
tel environnement peut &tre construit en ajoutant quelques
programmes trés simples au systtme d’exploitation UNIX
doté d’un systtme de gestion de fendtres.

1. INTRODUCTION

What is a hypertext system? An old definition [Nelson
1967, see also Conklin 1987] describes it as "a combination
of natural language text with the computer’s capacity for
interactive branching, or dynamic display, of a nonlinear text
which cannot be conveniently printed on a conventional
page.” Newer systems complement this definition by
emphasizing the multimedia aspect of hypertext; the combi-
nation of text with images, animated scenes, and audio syn-
thesis [see, for example, Feiner, Nagy and Van Dam 1982,
Yankelovich, Meyrowitz and Van Dam 1985, Halasz, Moran
and Trigg 1987, Atkinson et al. 1987, Goodman 1987,
Yankelovich et al. 1988]. The images can be prestored ras-
ter files, or they can be created in real time by programs
which are automatically called when the corresponding text
segment is selected for viewing. In this case, the system
runs various programs implicitly selected by the user who
browses through the database. This assistance in selecting
programs is a function of hypertext known as task switching
[Card and Henderson 1987].

to a typical UNIX environment with a window management
system. We will illustrate this concept with the example of a
hypertext system called metatext, which was implemented
on a Silicon Graphics IRIS 3130 workstation running UNIX
System V and the mex window management system [Silicon
Graphics 1987a). The same approach could be applied to
other versions of UNIX and other window management sys-
tems.

The idea of building a hypertext system on top of a
standard UNIX environment draws on some concepts
already present in the literature. Specifically, Witten and
Bramwell {1985] developed a UNIX-based system for view-
ing documents in a nonlinear way. However, they did not
exploit the possibility of automatically calling arbitrary
UNIX programs from the documents. On the other hand,
the idea of considering an interactive document as a script
which may refer to any program available on the system was
implemented in the UNIX educational program learn [Ker-
nighan and Lesk 1979]. To some extent metatext is a des-
cendant of these two approaches.

The paper is organized as follows. After a general
description of the metatext structure (Section 2), we specify
two essential components of the system: the frame (Section
3) and the browse program (Section 4). Next, (Section 5)
we present three example applications of metatext. We
conclude (Section 6) by summarizing our experience with
metatext and outlining some problems for future research.



