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[57] ABSTRACT

A method and system for providing access to resources at a
host computer to a remote user, without requiring the remote
user to have detailed knowledge of the host computer. The
system includes a host virtual operating system, resident on
a host computer and having a set of resources including
process control, a file system, interprocess communications,
and a set of device interfaces, overlaid on and distinguished
from the host computer’s actual resources. The virtual host
is capable of executing programs in a standardized program-
ming language, to provide the ability to run programs that
are host-independent. The virtual host is capable of limiting
access to the host computer’s actual resources. The system
also includes a front-end invoked by the remote user. A
server program at the host computer receives requests from
a client program run by the remote user, and provides the
virtual host operating system at the host computer. The
server program includes an interpreter for the (interpreted)
programming language, a process control subsystem, and a
virtual file subsystem. The programming language includes
a set of primitive commands for invoking the primitive
operations of the process control subsystem, including inter-
process communication primitive operations, and a set of
primitive commands for invoking the primitive operations of
the virtual file subsystem. The process control subsystem
and the virtual file subsystem translate those primitive
operations into a set of primitive operations provided by the
host computer, and call upon those primitive operations
provided by the host computer.

7 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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DISTRIBUTED AND PORTABLE
EXECUTION ENVIRONMENT

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to a distributed and portable execu-
tion environment.

2. Description of Related Art

A first aspect of the invention relates to using a host
computer from a remote computer.

It has become common to couple computers together in
networks, so that resources at a host computer on the
network is accessible by a user remote to the host computer
but with access to another computer on the network. It has
further become common for networks of computers to be
coupled together into a common network of networks,
sometimes called an “internet”. Computers coupled to an
internet may also have a variety of differing hardware or
software architectures, such as processor types or operating
systems. Remote users with access to a computer would
generally like to access resources on host computers without
having to issue explicit commands for communication
between computers or for translation between software
constructs used on different computers.

One method of the prior art has been to provide explicit
protocols for communication between computers and for
accessing resources between computers. These protocols
have included “Telnet”, for providing a communication path
and login session at a host computer to a remote user, “FTP”
(file transfer protocol), for providing transfer of file objects
to or from a remote computer, and electronic mail, for
transferring messages between users at different computers.

While this method achieves the general goal of making
resources available between computers, it has the drawback
that the narrow scope of operation of these protocols has
made sharing resources between computers more unwieldy
than desirable. This method also has the further drawback
that users attempting to access resources at a remote com-
puter must generally have a good idea of the nature and
structure of those resources, such as having detailed knowl-
edge about the operating system of the remote computer.

Another method of the prior art has been to provide an
electronic mail protocol, sometimes called “active mail” or
“MIME”, that allows the mail itself to execute a program
when read by the recipient. While this method of the prior
art achieves the general goal of executing a program at a host
computer from a remote computer, it has the drawback that
execution of the program (including when the program is
executed and what resources it is allowed to access) is not
under control of the sender. Moreover, the concept of active
mail provides for only a very few types of operations that
may be executed at a host computer, and only those that
might be appropriate for electronic mail messages.

Another method of the prior art has been to provide
software for remote access to specific data structures on host
computers, such as menus or hypertext documents. These
documents have included “Gopher” menus, for directing
users to documents and to further gopher menus, and
“HTML” (hypertext markup language) documents, for
directing users to other documents in a variety of formats,
generally available by means of programs such as “Mosaic”.
One version of this method, implemented for the “Prospero”
system, has been to provide a virtual file system, overlaid on
the actual file system of the host computer, that a remote user
may access using software provided for that purpose. The
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Prospero system is further described in B. Clifford Newman,
“Prospero: A Tool for Organizing Internet Resources™, Elec-
tronic Networking: Research, Applications, and Policy, 2(1)
(Spring 1992), hereby incorporated by reference, and is
available by inquiry from the authors of that article, or on the
Internet. While this method appears to achieve the general
goal of making remote access to resources more convenient,
it has the drawback that access is generally limited to
specific data structures or specific types of data structures,
and primarily to those data structures that have been set up
in the necessary format for remote access.

The prior art has been particularly unsuccessful at pro-
viding convenient access to the processing power of a host
computer by remote users. For example, the “Telnet” pro-
tocol achieves the purpose of providing a method for remote
users to create, transfer and run programs, but has the
drawback that those remote users must generally alter the
programs to account for differences between computers.
Documents in the “Gopher” and “HTML” format do not
provide remote access to programs or programming
capability, except sometimes in the limited sense of viewing
picture files or performing text searches on a preselected
database, and then only if the recipient has preset the
document for that purpose. Moreover, any protocol for
providing the processing power of a host computer should
also provide for control at the host computer of the amount
of resources and the activities permitted to a remote user.

Another method of the prior art has been to provide a
“network” operating system that makes a network of com-
puters appear to a user as a single computer system. Such
network operating systems have included the “National
Software Works” project, and many local network operating
system products. While this method appears to achieve the
general goal of making remote access to resources more
convenient, it has the drawback that access is generally
limited to data structures, rather than to the processing
capability or other resources of the host computer. Where
access has been provided to processing capability or other
resources, it has been on a very limited basis, such as the
ability to run specific programs that have been predeter-
mined by the network operating system.

Accordingly, it would be advantageous to provide a
method by which remote users having access to a computer
could access the full set of resources at a host computer,
without having to have a good idea of the nature and
structure of those resources, such as having detailed knowl-
edge about the operating system of the host computer. Such
a full set of resources should advantageously include the
processing power of the host computer, as applied to new
computer programs selected or created by the remote user.

A second aspect of the invention relates to providing a
portable virtual operating system.

It has become common for computers to be provided with
a set of disparate hardware and software, with the result that
different computers often have widely varying execution
environments. Programs written for one execution environ-
ment often are unable to execute in a different execution
environment, or may execute with only reduced functional-
ity. It has therefore become common for distributors of
programs to provide several variations on essentially the
same program, with each variation tailored for a different
execution environment.

One method of the prior art has been to provide higher
level programming languages for programming. Thus,
instead of programming in the machine language of a target
set of hardware, the programmer may program in a language
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that is translated into that machine language for execution.
The “machine language” comprises actual binary instruc-
tions that are executed by the hardware, and is sometimes
referred to today as a “binary executable”.

According to this method, assembly languages were
developed, that provided a symbolic representation of the
machine language and were transliterated into machine
language. A translator from the assembly language to the
machine language was then required. Some assembly lan-
guages also provided extensive macro capabilities. Assem-
bly languages had the advantage that they could be pro-
grammed symbolically, and without reference to the actual
time or location the program was loaded into memory.
However, assembly languages have the drawback that they
are directed at only a single target set of hardware.

Compiled languages were developed after assembly lan-
guages. Examples include “FORTRAN”, “COBOL”, and
“PL/I”. A compiler from the compiled language was then
required, sometimes from the compiled language into an
assembly language, and sometimes from the compiled lan-
guage directly into the machine language. Some compiled
languages also provided extensive preprocessor capabilities.
Compiled languages had the advantage that they could be
programmed in a syntax other than the machine language, in
constructs more natural the human programmer, and without
reference to the actual machine instructions the program
would execute. However, it quickly developed that any
program other than a very simple one would depend upon
aspects of the operating system and thus would be directed
at only a few target operating systems.

In contrast, interpreted languages provide an environment
in which the program may execute. An interpreter of the
interpreted language was then required, the interpreter being
a program that is executed by the hardware and controlled by
the operating system software of the host computer. The
interpreter analyses the statements of the program to be
interpreted and simulates their execution in the environment
provided by the interpreter.

Interpreted languages have an advantage over compiled
languages, in that the interpreter scrutinize the actions of the
program being interpreted, and may make runtime checks on
those actions to assure they meet criteria of acceptability.
For example, if the program attempts to violate security
requirements, or to use too much memory space or processor
time, or to use prohibited features of the hardware, the
interpreter may refuse to perform those actions and may
issue an error. However, it was found that interpreted
languages had the drawback of being generally slower than
compiled languages, and so interpreted languages have
generally been eschewed for operating system software.

Another method of the prior art has been to provide a
“virtual machine” for execution of the program. The virtual
machine provides a layer of software, typically part of the
operating system software, that simulates a computer that
has been reserved for execution of the specific program.
Sometimes the virtual machine is augmented by calls to
services provided by the operating system, such as memory
management. However, the virtual machines provided in the
prior art generally were directly mapped onto the hardware
of the real machine on which the program was executing.
Thus, the program to be executed on the virtual machine was
still required to be tailored for that particular hardware and
the services provided by the particular operating system
software.

Accordingly, it would be advantageous to provide a
virtual execution environment for which programs could be
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written that are capable of execution on different computer
hardware and with different operating systems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention provides a method and system for provid-
ing access to a set of resources at a host computer to a remote
user, without requiring the remote user to have detailed
knowledge of the host computer. In a preferred embodiment,
the system includes a host virtual operating system, resident
on a host computer and having a set of resources including
process control, a file system, interprocess communications,
and a set of device interfaces, overlaid on and distinguished
from the host computer’s actual resources. The virtual
operating system is capable of executing programs in a
standardized programming language, which may be either
an interpreted or compiled language, to provide th remote
user with the ability to run programs that are host-
independent. The virtual operating system is capable of
limitin access to the host computer’s actual resources, such
as processor time, files, and devices. The system also
includes a user interface invoked by the remote user, pref-
erably having a graphical user interface.

In a preferred embodiment, a server program at the host
computer receives requests from a client program run by the
remote user, and provides the virtual host operating system
at the host computer. The server program includes an
interpreter for the (interpreted) programming language, a
process control subsystem, and a virtual file subsystem. The
programming language includes a set of primitive com-
mands for invoking the primitive operations of the process
control subsystem, including interprocess communication
primitive operations, and a set of primitive commands for
invoking the primitive operations of the virtual file sub-
system. The process control subsystem and the virtual file
subsystem translate those primitive operations into a set of
primitive operations provided by the host computer, and call
upon those primitive operations provided by the host com-
puter after checking that they do not violate any security
constraints.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing a host virtual operating
system with a host computer.

FIG. 2A is a block diagram showing use of a virtual
application by a user remote from the host computer.

FIG. 2B is a flow diagram showing use of a virtual
application by a user remote from the host computer.

FIG. 3A is a block diagram showing an execution envi-
ronment with multiple host computers.

FIG. 3B is a flow diagram showing use of an execution
environment with multiple host computers by a user at one
such host computer.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

In the following description, a preferred embodiment of
the invention is described with regard to preferred process
steps and data structures. However, those skilled in the art
would recognize, after perusal of this application, that
embodiments of the invention may be implemented using
one or more general purpose computers operating under
program control, and that modification of such general
purpose computers to implement the process steps and data
structures described herein would not require undue inven-
tion.
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THE HOST VIRTUAL OPERATING SYSTEM

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing a host virtual operating
system with a host computer.

As shown herein, the host virtual operating system com-
prises software that is layered between a program to be
executed and the operating system software of the computer
on which the program is to be executed. For example, the
host computer may comprise an IBM-compatible PC, a DEC
Alpha, a Sun Workstation, an Apple Macintosh, or some
other computer system. The operating system that executes
on that host computer may comprise a variant of UNIX,
DOS (from Microsoft, IBM, and others), VMS (from Digital
Equipment Corp.), MVS (from IBM), or System 7 (from
Apple Computer). The host virtual operating system may be
programmed for any of these hardware and operating system
software, and provides a relatively uniform environment in
which the program executes.

As shown herein, the host virtual operating system may
provide its services to compiled programs and to interpreted
programs. The host virtual operating system provides a safe
environment for program execution, in that the owner or
administrator of the host computer may use the virtual
operating system to assure that the program to be executed
is constrained. The program is not allowed to make
unchecked requests to read, write, or modify real files
provided by the host computer’s operating system software,
to use critical hardware of the host computer, or to use
arbitrary amounts of memory space or processor time.

An element of the host virtual operating system is the
provision of a virtual file system, preferably using the
Prospero file system. A hierarchical file system is provided,
but which is not necessarily mapped one-to-one onto the file
system of the host computer. For example, where the host
computer’s operating system provides a hierarchical “real”
file system with directories and files, a virtual file system
may be provided dependent from a selected directory in that
real file system.

A host computer 101 comprises a set of computer hard-
ware 102, controlled by an operating system 103. The
computer hardware 102 comprises at least one processor 104
including processor memory, a file system 105 comprising a
storage medium 106 having a set of files or other file system
objects 107 thereon organized in a file system 105 name
space, and may comprise one or more devices 108 coupled
to the processor, such as a keyboard or mouse or another
input device 109 and a monitor or printer or another output
device 110. The operating system 103 comprises software
executing on at least one processor 104 for controlling the
resources of the host computer 101. The operating system
103 includes an application interface 111, and typically
includes a set of device drivers 112 for controlling the
devices 108.

The host computer 101 executes one or more application
programs 121, which have been created or programmed by
users and which call upon the application interface 111 for
services from the operating system 103. The operating
system 103 controls a set of resources 122 of the host
computer 101 that it presents to the application program 121
by means of the application interface 111, possibly including
access to drivers 112 and their devices 108. The application
interface 111 comprises a set of entry points 123 that the
application program 121 invokes to cause the application
interface 111 and the operating system 103 to be executed.

Typically, these resources 122 include a set of processes
124, access to the file system 105 or a part thereof, and
access to one or more devices 108. Each process 124 has its
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6

own protected address space 125 and its own allotment of
processor time 126, and processes 124 have access to a
means for interprocess communication for communicating
with each other. Each process 124 may also be assigned a set
of access capabilities or permissions 127 which may be
required by the operating system 103 for access to the file
system 105 or to devices 108.

When the host computer 101 is coupled to a network 131,
at least one device 108 comprises a network interface 132
for communication with the network 131, and the operating
system comprises at least one device driver 112 for control-
ling the network interface 132 and exchanging messages 133
thereto and therefrom. The host computer 101 may imple-
ment one or more network protocols using these messages
133. Typically these protocols include a protocol such as the
“Telnet” protocol for communication with another computer
101 including sending and receiving messages 133 between
two computers 101, and a protocol such as the “FTP”
protocol for transferring blocks of data between two com-
puters 101 including sending or receiving files or other file
system objects 107.

A host virtual operating system 141 comprises an appli-
cation program 121 for controlling a set of virtual resources
142 of the host computer 101. The virtual operating system
103 acts for the virtual resources 142 and a set of virtual
applications 143 similarly to the way the operating system
103 acts for the actual resources 122 of the host computer
101 and the set of application programs 121. The virtual
operating system 141 includes a virtual application interface
144, having its own set of entry points 145, for the virtual
applications 143 to call upon for services from the virtual
operating system 141. The virtual application interface 144
comprises a set of resource filters 146 for requesting access
to the resources of host computer 101 from the application
interface 111 of the operating system 103.

The resource filters 146 scrutinize each request for virtual
resources 142 from virtual applications 143 for any violation
of a set of virtual permissions 147 enforced by the virtual
operating system 141, and for any attempted violation of the
actual permissions 127 for the virtual operating system 141
enforced by the operating system 103. The resource filters
146 also translate each request (by means of the virtual
application interface 144) for virtual resources 142 into one
or more requests (by means of the application interface 111)
for actual resources 122.

The resource filters 146 include a process control filter
151 for controlling access to the resources 122 of the host
computer 101 for process control, including the set of
processes 124 and the set of actions the operating system
103 permits with regard to processes 124. Typically, these
actions include creating and destroying processes 124,
modifying the address space 125, the allotment of processor
time 126, or the permissions 127 assigned to a process 124,
and interprocess communication.

The process control filter 151 implements a virtual pro-
cess model 152 comprising a set of virtual processes 153
organized in a virtual process model 152 name space. The
virtual process model 152 includes a set of actual processes
124 that the virtual operating system 141 has permissions
127 to access. The process control filter 151 uses actual
processes 124 to model and present the virtual processes 153
in the virtual process model 152. For example, the process
control filter 151 might request the operation system 103 to
create or allocate processes 124 when the virtual application
143 requests the virtual operating system 141 to create a
virtual process 153.
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The process control filter 151 scrutinizes a request for
service to determine if the virtual application 143 requesting
service has virtual permissions 147 to access to affect the
virtual process 153 it seeks to access. After determining that
access should be allowed, the process control filter 151
translates the request for service into one or more direct calls
on the application interface 111, requesting a like service
from the operating system 103. If the requested service
attempts to violate the permissions 127 held by the virtual
operating system 141 itself, the process control filter 151
may refuse to perform the service, or may rely on the
operating system 103 to refuse to perform the service and to
generate an error that the process control filter 151 returns to
the virtual application 143.

In a preferred embodiment, the process control filter 151
provides interprocess communication between any two vir-
tual applications 143, whether they are executing on the
same host computer 101 or on different host computers 101.
To perform interprocess communication between a virtual
application 143 on a first host computer 101 and on a second
host computer 101, the process control filter 151 may
transmit a virtual application 143 to execute on the second
host computer 101 (as shown herein with regard to FIGS. 2
and 3), and perform interprocess communication between
the two virtual applications 143 on the second host computer
101. In a preferred embodiment, the process control filter
151 also provides interprocess communication between a
virtual application 143 and a real application 121, or
between two virtual applications 143 executing under con-
trol of separate instances of the virtual operating system 141.

The resource filters 146 include a file system filter 161 for
controlling access to the resources 122 of the host computer
101 relating to the file system 105, including the set of
actions the actions the operating system 103 permits with
regard to the file system 105 (such as manipulating files,
directories, and other file system objects 107 such as i-nodes
or links). Typically, these actions include creating and
destroying files or other file system objects 107 and modi-
fying files or other file system objects 107 to affect the
organization of the file system 105. In a preferred
embodiment, the file system filter 161 has functionality
similar to the Prospero file system.

In a preferred embodiment, the file system filter 161
implements a virtual file system 162 comprising a set of
virtual files (or virtual file system objects) 163 organized in
a virtual file system 162 name space. The virtual file system
162 includes a part of the file system 105 including a set of
files or file system objects 107 that the virtual operating
system 141 has permissions 127 to access. The file system
filter 161 uses at least part of the file system 105 it has
permissions 127 to access to model and present the virtual
files 163 in the virtual file system 162.

Some of the virtual files 163 may correspond to actual
files or file system objects 107; requests for services that
affect these virtual files 163 are implemented by direct
changes to the actual files or file system objects 107. The file
system filter 161 scrutinizes a request for service requiring
access to one of these virtual files 163 to determine if the
virtual application 143 requesting service has virtual per-
missions 147 to access the virtual file 163. After determining
that access should be allowed, the file system filter 161
translates the request for service into one or more direct calls
on the application interface 111, requesting a like service
from the operating system 103. If the requested service
attempts to violate the permissions 127 held by the virtual
operating system 141 itself, the file system filter 161 may
refuse to perform the service, or may rely on the operating
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system 103 to refuse to perform the service and to generate
an error that the file system filter 161 returns to the virtual
application 143.

Some of the virtual files 163 do not correspond to actual
files or file system objects 107, but are instead modeled
using actual files or file system objects 107 that the virtual
application 143 is not otherwise allowed to access. The file
system filter 161 scrutinizes a request for service requiring
access to one of these virtual files 163 to determine if the
virtual application 143 requesting access has virtual permis-
sions 147 to access the virtual file 163, but need not
determine if the requested access would attempt to violate
the permissions 127 held by the virtual operating system
141. After determining that access should be allowed, the
file system filter 161 translates the request for service into a
set of requests for service from the operating system 103, the
net effect of which is to implement the model of the virtual
file system 162 presented to the virtual application 143.

Typically, the host computer 101 comprises a hierarchical
file system 105, with files or other file system objects 107
organized in a tree-structured name space. Hierarchical file
systems are known in the art of operating systems. The file
system filter 161 may mirror a part of the name space and
thereby allow access by virtual applications 143 to that part
of the file system 105. The file system filter 161 reserves a
part of the name space, such as a selected directory and its
subdirectories, or even a single actual file, for modeling and
implementing the virtual file system 162. Each virtual file
163 (such as a data file or a directory) created by a virtual
application 143 may be implemented using one or more
actual files or file system objects 107.

The virtual resources 142 need not correspond directly to
the actual resources 122 of the host computer 101, and may
be composed of more complex structures of actual resources
122. The resource filter 146 for these complex virtual
resources 142 translates requests for services from the
virtual operating system 141 (by means of the virtual
application interface 144) into one or more requests for
services from the operating system 103 (by means of the
application interface 111) for the simpler actual resources
122 of the host computer 101.

The resource filters 146 include a GUI filter 171 for
controlling access to a graphical user interface. The GUI filte
171 translates requests to input from a virtual input device
172, such as a keyboard or mouse or another input device,
and output to a virtual output device 173, such as a monitor
or printer or another output device.

In a preferred embodiment, the GUI filter 171 provides a
set of services for input from the virtual input device 172 and
services for output to the virtual output device 173 that
mirror those services generally available on graphical user
interfaces for known operating systems. The GUI filter 171
provides services for creating a window for output, for
overlapping that window in back of or in front of other
windows, and for moving that window to selected locations
on a display screen. The GUI filter 171 also provides
services for reading characters typed by a user, for locating
spots pointed to by a pointing device. For example, the GUI
filter 171 may provide support for output display Postscript,
possibly modified so that display Postscript programs are
constrained in the same manner as virtual applications 143.
The virtual application 143 may thus provide a graphical
interface that users are familiar with, without the program-
ming having to take account of a wide variety of methods for
providing such an interface used by different operating
systems.
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The resource filters 146 include a database filter 181 for
controlling access to a database 182 (such as an SQL
database) accessible by the host computer 101. The database
182 may be located on the storage medium 106 in the file
system 105, or may be accessible by the host computer 101
by means of the network interface 132. The database filter
181 receives requests for access to the database 182 in the
form of a set of database commands 183 in a database access
language (such as SQL language statements in the SQL
language). The language SQL is known in the art of database
access. The database filter 181 scrutinizes the database
commands 183 for validity, and having determined they are
valid, translates the database commands 183 into a set of
requests to the application interface 111 of the operating
system 103 to accomplish their semantics. Typically, the
requests to the application interface 111 will involve
requests for access to the file system 10S5.

The database filter 181 similarly allows access to a
database schema 184 for the database 182, in the case of a
relational database comprising a set of names for tables and
for columns within tables, and to a data dictionary 185 for
the database 182, in the case of a relational database
comprising a set of detailed information about elements of
the database 182. In a preferred embodiment, the database
filter 181 restricts access to views of the database 182 by
restricting access to parts of the database schema 184 and
data dictionary 185. For example, the database filter 181
may provide a mapping between virtual table names and the
actual table names of the underlying database 182. In a
preferred embodiment, the database filter 181 may also
restrict access to only a subset of the database 182. For
example, a database 182 at a university may include per-
sonal information about faculty, students, and staff, but the
database filter 181 may restrict access merely to names,
addresses, and telephone numbers.

The virtual operating system 141 also comprises a lan-
guage engine 191 that receives statements in a selected
programming language and translates those statements into
executable actions on the host computer 101. In a preferred
embodiment, the language engine 191 comprises an inter-
preter for the programming language; in an alternative
embodiment, the language engine 191 may comprise a
compiler, or the interpreter may comprise means for com-
piling all or part of a program in the selected programming
language.

In a preferred embodiment, the selected programming
language is a modified version of one of the following
languages: Perl, Python, Rexx, Tcl, Visual Basic, or other
programming languages that are suited for interpreters or
compilers. These programming languages are known in the
art of computer science and are generally available.

These particular programming languages combine tradi-
tional programming language constructs with additional
capabilities such as found in command shells. However, this
is not specifically required for the programming language,
which may generally be any programming language, such as
a Lisp environment.

The modified version of the selected programming lan-
guage has any operations that could violate access permis-
sions (such as direct operation on the file system 105 of the
host computer 101) replaced with calls for service from the
virtual operating system 141, such as calls on the virtual
application interface 145. The language engine 191 thus
directs such requests to the virtual operating system 141,
which enforces any constraints the owner or administrator of
the host computer 101 imposes.
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In a preferred embodiment, the programming language
interpreted by the language engine 191 is Python or Tcl, and
is integrated with Prospero as the virtual file system 162 and
with the Tk graphical interface. In a preferred embodiment,
the virtual operating system 141 and executes under control
of the HPUX or Sun OS operating systems 103. A preferred
embodiment integrates the PVM environment as well.

USING THE HOST VIRTUAL OPERATING
SYSTEM FROM A REMOTE COMPUTER

FIG. 2A is a block diagram showing use of a virtual
application by a user remote from the host computer. FIG.
2B is a flow diagram showing use of a virtual application by
a user remote from the host computer.

At a step 251, a user 201, remote from the host computer
101 but having access to a remote computer 202, directs the
remote computer 202 to execute a user interface 203. In a
preferred embodiment, the user interface 203 comprises a
graphical interface 204 that reads inputs from an input
device 205 proximate to the user 201, and writes outputs to
an output device 206 proximate to the user 201, for inter-
action with the user 201. The graphical interface 204 may
also be configured to receive its inputs from and transmit its
outputs to an application program 121 at the remote com-
puter 202, for interaction with the user 201 by means of an
intermediary application program 121.

At a step 252, the user 201 directs the user interface 203
to execute a selected set of program code 207 at a selected
host computer 101.

At a step 253, the user interface 203 directs the remote
computer 202 to make a connection 208, by means of the
network 131 and a condign communication protocol, to the
host computer 101.

At a step 254, the remote computer 202 and the host
computer 101 cooperate to make the connection 208, by
means of the network 131 and the communication protocol,
between the remote computer 202 and the host computer
101. A receiving interface 206 at the host computer 101
waits for the connection 208 to be made, and responds to
creation of the connection by listening for requests for
service from the remote computer 202. The receiving inter-
face 206 may be part of the virtual operating system 141, or
may be a virtual application 143 executing under control of
the virtual operating system 141.

At a step 255, the user 201 directs the remote computer
202 to send a set of program code 207 for a virtual
application 143 to the host computer 101. The remote
computer 202 sends the program code 207 to the host
computer 101.

At a step 256, the receiving interface 206 at the host
computer 101 receives the program code 207 and creates a
virtual application 143. The language engine 191 interprets
the program code 207 and executes the virtual application
143.

At a step 257, the virtual application 143 communicates
with the user 201 by means of the GUI filter 171. The virtual
application 143 makes requests to input from a virtual input
device 172 and output to a virtual output device 173. The
GUI filter 171 translates these requests into requests to input
from and output to the connection 208.

At a step 258, the remote computer 202 responds to
requests to input from and output to the connection 208. In
general, the remote computer 202 responds to a request to
input from the connection 208 by attempting to input from
an input device 205 proximate to the user 201, and responds
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to a request to output to the connection 208 by attempting to
output to an output device 206 proximate to the user 201.

As noted with regard to FIG. 1, the virtual application 143
may make other requests for service to the virtual applica-
tion interface 144. The virtual application interface 144
transfers those requests to an associated resource filter 146,
which duly scrutinizes them to determine if the virtual
application 143 has virtual permissions 147 to satisfy the
request. If so, the resource filter 146 translates the request for
service into one or more requests for service from the
operating system 103, by means of the application interface
111.

At a step 259, the language engine 191 reaches the end of
the program code 207 and the virtual application 143
completes its operations. The virtual operating system 141
terminates any resources (virtual and real) given to the
virtual application 143 and reports the termination of the
virtual application 143 to the user 201.

Each copy of the virtual operating system 141 has a
unique identifier 209 that may be used to determine whether
the program code 207 (and virtual application 143) has
virtual permissions 147 to be executed, and if so, what
virtual resources 142 that virtual application 143 holds.

In a preferred embodiment, the virtual operating system
141 implements restricted proxies and capabilities of the
Kerberos environment for authentication and reliable com-
munication. The Kerberos environment is further described
in B. Clifford Newman & Theodore Ts’o, “Kerberos: An
Authentication Service for Computer Networks”, IEEE
Communications Magazine (September 1994), hereby
incorporated by reference, and is available by inquiry from
the authors of that article, or on the Internet.

Each copy of the virtual operating system 141 is self-
verifying. The virtual operating system 141 comprises a
verification code 210, comprising a checksum of the pro-
gram code for the virtual operating system 141 itself. When
verification is required, the virtual operating system 141
determines an actual checksum for itself and compares that
value against the verification code 210. A virtual operating
system 141 that fails to self-verify should preferably indicate
so, to any user 201 requesting service.

The virtual operating system 141 maintains a record 211
of charges to be imposed on users 201 who request service,
such as by requesting execution of a virtual application 143.
The record 211 is determined in response to actual resources
122 and virtual resources 142 requested by the virtual
application 143, and thus ultimately by the user 201. The
record 211 may also reflect charges imposed by the host
computer 201 or by the virtual application 143 itself for
performing a selected service for the user 201, such as an
advertising service, a banking service, a brokerage service,
a financial service, or some other service. The virtual oper-
ating system 141 verifies the user 201 when a virtual
application 143 is created. Verification of users 201 com-
prises requesting a password, or may comprise using an
authentication method described in the paper on the Ker-
beros environment cited herein, and in papers cited therein.

In a preferred embodiment, the user interface 203 is
integrated with the “Mosaic” program, and provides users
201 with a capability to execute programs by means of
Mosaic. In a preferred embodiment, the user interface 203 is
also integrated with other programs for accessing the World
Wide Web, and provides users 201 with a capability to
execute programs by means of access to documents in
HTML format or a similar format.

Alternatively, the user interface 203 is provided by mak-
ing a connection 208 to a selected communication port on
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the host computer 101, such as a selected socket of the
“telnet” protocol. Thus, the user 201 makes a connection 208
by means of a “telnet” program to a selected socket at the
host computer 101 (such as socket 9999 or some other
selected socket). The operating system 103 at the host
computer 101 couples that connection 208 either to an input
to the language engine 191 or to a virtual application 143
executing under control of the virtual operating system 141
and programmed to operate as a server.

Although the user 201 is shown herein as being remote
from the host computer 101, there is no requirement that
“remote” means physically remote. In fact, the user 201
might be using a remote computer 202 that is nearby or
collocated with the host computer 101. Alternatively, the
user 201 may be using the host computer 101 itself as the
remote computer 202, i.e., using a program on the host
computer 101 to make a connection 208 to the host computer
101 to use the virtual operating system 141 on the host
computer 101. In this case, the connection 208 may com-
prise a logical connection (such as an interprocess message)
and need not be a physical connection (such as a network
connection).

There is also no specific requirement for a user 201 to
initiate action to execute the virtual application 143. The
host computer 101 may execute virtual applications 143
under control of the virtual operating system 141, that have
been scheduled by the virtual operating system 141 to be
executed at selected times or in response to selected condi-
tions.

For a first example, the host computer 101 may execute a
virtual application 143 every day at a selected time, for
gathering statistics on usage by other virtual applications
143 at the host computer 101. This virtual application 143
also requires no GUI filter 171 and no virtual input device
172 or virtual output device 173.

For a second example, the host computer 101 may execute
a virtual application 143 that responds to requests at a
selected telnet socket or requests that are transmitted by
interprocess communication, either by other virtual appli-
cations 143 using the interprocess communication features
of the virtual operating system 141 or by other applications
121 using the interprocess communication features of the
operating system 103.

For a third example, the host computer 101 may execute
a virtual application 143 that responds to selected conditions
at the host computer 101, such as a virtual application 143
that deletes older virtual files 163 when the virtual file
system 162 is suffering from excess use.

THE DISTRIBUTED EXECUTION
ENVIRONMENT

FIG. 3A is a block diagram showing an execution envi-
ronment with multiple host computers. FIG. 3B is a flow
diagram showing use of an execution environment with
multiple host computers by a user at one such host computer.

An execution environment 301 comprises a set of host
computers 101 coupled to a network 131. As described with
regard to FIG. 1, each host computer 101 has a set of
computer hardware 102 controlled by an operating system
103. In general, each set of computer hardware 102 may
differ from each other, and each operating system 103 may
also differ from each other. As described with regard to FIG.
1, each host computer 101 comprises a network interface
132 coupled to the network 131 and controlled by the
operating system 103 for that host computer 101.

Although the execution environment 301 is shown to have
a set of host computers 101, there is no particular require-
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ment that the execution environment 301 is limited to host
computers 101 executing the virtual operating system 141.
A program (such as a transferable program 302 described
herein) may be invoked by a user 201 either at a host
computer 101 having a virtual operating system 141, at a
host computer 101 without a virtual operating system 141,
or at a host computer 101 which has a virtual operating
system 141 but which refuses to execute transferable pro-
grams 302 for users 201.

The execution environment 301 comprises a virtual oper-
ating system 141 associated with each host computer 101.
As described with regard to FIG. 1, each virtual operating
system 141 comprises a virtual application interface 144 and
a language engine 191. In general, each virtual application
interface 144 must be substantially uniform, except possibly
for differences imposed by resource limitations, such as a
maximum number of virtual processes 153 or a maximum
size of virtual files 163. Each selected language must be
uniform for all language engines 191 that interpret that
selected language. This may require that the implementation
of each virtual operating system 141 is tailored to its own
particular host computer 101.

At a step 351, similar to the steps 251 and 252, a user 201,
having access to a client host computer 101, directs the
client host computer 101 to execute the user interface 203
and execute a transferable program 302 (comprising selected
program code 207) at a server host computer 101. In a
preferred embodiment, the user interface 203 may be
executed at the behest of an application program 121 at the
user’s host computer 101, such as an application program
121 executed by the user 201 at a scheduled time.

At a step 352, similar to the steps 253, 254, 255, and 256,
the user interface 203 at the client host computer 101 directs
the virtual operating system 141 at the server host computer
101 to execute the transferable program 302, and the virtual
operating system 141 at the server host computer 101
complies (to the extent of virtual permissions 147 held by
the transferable program 302).

The transferable program 302 comprises either an actual
program that is interpretable by a language engine 191, or a
name in a name space at the server host computer 101 that
designates an actual program that is interpretable by its
language engine 191. It is not necessary that the transferable
program 302 must be actually transferred each time, such as
if there is a copy of that transferable program 302 already at
the server host computer 101.

The server host computer 101 can be assured that the
transferable program 302 will not violate constraints set by
the server host computer 101 (such as by its owner or
administrator), because the language engine 191 directs all
requests for service to the virtual operating system 141. The
owner or administrator of the server host computer 101
details the constraints on resources the server host computer
101 will make available to virtual applications 143, such as
limits on processor time or processor loading, processor
memory space, or file system space. The virtual operating
system 141 provides a method of administrative access to set
these constraints, such as a set of permissions for setting
constraints which are available only to a selected set of users
201 (who are not necessarily local to the server host com-
puter 101).

In a preferred embodiment, the user interface 203 selects
the server host computer 101 in response to a set of
preferences selected by the user 201 and in response to a
database 303 of server host computers 101 available at the
client host computer 101. The database 303 is periodically
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updated by the user interface 203 (or another application
program 121 at the client host computer 101) in response to
information from a set of server host computers 101.
Typically, the user interface 203 maintains a database of
information about server host computers 101 such as con-
nection bandwidth, expense, and processor loading, and
dynamically selects a server host computer 101 to execute
the transferable program 302 at the time that execution is
requested.

The user interface 203 is integrated with other network
protocols available at the host computer 101, so that for
example, documents in Gopher or HTML format may com-
prise entries that, when selected, cause one or more trans-
ferable programs 302 to be executed.

In a preferred embodiment, the transferable program 302
comprises elements of the user interface 203 (or is able to
access a user interface 203 on the server host computer 101),
and is thus able to direct the execution of further transferable
programs 302 at further host computers 101, using the server
host computer 101 as a new client host computer 101.

At a step 353, similar to the step 351, the transferable
program 302, executing at a first server host computer 101,
directs the first server host computer 101 to execute the user
interface 203 and execute the transferable program 302 itself
(or another transferable program 302) at a second server host
computer 101.

At a step 354, similar to the step 352, the user interface
203 at first server host computer 101 directs the virtual
operating system 141 at the second server host computer 101
to execute the transferable program 302, and the virtual
operating system 141 at the server host computer 101
complies (to the extent of virtual permissions 147 held by
the transferable program 302).

In a first example, the transferable program 302 executes
on a first server host computer 101 and searches for a
selected resource 122 at that server host computer 101, such
as a file or file system object 107 with a selected name. If the
file or file system object 107 is found at that server host
computer 101, the transferable program 302 reports the
location of the file or file system object 107 to the user 201
and terminates; if the file or file system object 107 is not
found at that server host computer 101, the transferable
program 302 selects another server host computer 101 and
transfers itself thereto, where it continues the search.

In a second example, the transferable program 302
executes on a first server host computer 101 and gathers data
for statistical compilation, such as a set of usage data. After
gathering the data at one server host computer 101, the
transferable program 302 selects another server host com-
puter 101 and transfers itself thereto, where it continues to
gather data. This transferable program 302 is well suited to
constructing and using multihost databases and multihost
database servers.

It would be apparent to those skilled in the art, after
perusal of this application, that implementation of other and
further transferable programs 302, with other and further
functions, would not require undue invention, and would be
within the scope and spirit of the invention. For example, a
distributed application may comprise more than one trans-
ferable program 302, or more than one copy of a single
transferable program 302, that executes on more than one
host computer 101 and operates on more than one file system
105, to achieve a result in the distributed execution
environment, possibly for a plurality of users 201.

Although a multihost distributed environment is shown in
which virtual operating systems 141 cooperate, there is no
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particular requirement that there is any one virtual operating
system 141, or any one other program, that directs virtual
operating systems 141 throughout the execution environ-
ment 301 or some subset of the execution environment 301.
Each virtual operating system 141 remains independent and
need not accept direction from others.

Alternative embodiments

Although preferred embodiments are disclosed herein,
many variations are possible which remain within the
concept, scope, and spirit of the invention, and these varia-
tions would become clear to those skilled in the art after
perusal of this application.

I claim:

1. A system including

a first operating system disposed for controlling a set of
first computer hardware, said first operating system
including a first application interface disposed for
receiving first requests for first services from a plurality
of first application programs and being disposed for
maintaining independent first state information for each
one of said plurality of first application programs, said
first state information including a locus of execution
and an address space, said first operating system dis-
posed for operating on a set of first operating system
resources in response to said first requests for services;

a second operating system disposed for controlling a set
of second computer hardware, said second operating
system including a second application interface dis-
posed for receiving second requests for second services
from a plurality of second application programs and
being disposed for maintaining independent first state
information for each one of said plurality of second
application programs, said second state information
including a locus of execution and an address space,
said second operating system disposed for operating on
a set of second operating system resources in response
to said second requests for services;

wherein said first computer hardware, first application
interface, and first operating system resources substan-
tially differ from said second computer hardware, sec-
ond application interface, and second operating system
resources;

a third operating system disposed for controlling a set of
said first operating system resources, said third oper-
ating system including a third application interface
disposed for receiving requests for third services from
a plurality of third application programs and being
disposed for maintaining independent third state infor-
mation for each one of said plurality of third applica-
tion programs, said third operating system disposed for
operating on a set of third operating system resources
in response to said requests for third services; and
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a fourth operating system disposed for controlling a set of
said second operating system resources, said fourth
operating system including a fourth application inter-
face disposed for receiving requests for fourth services
from a plurality of fourth application programs and
being disposed for maintaining independent fourth
state information for each one of said plurality of fourth
application programs, said fourth operating system
disposed for operating on a set of fourth operating
system resources in response to said requests for fourth
services;

wherein said third application interface substantially

equates to said fourth application interface.

2. A system as in claim 1, wherein said first operating
system includes a file system having a set of data persisting
beyond termination of said first operating system, said
second operating system, or said first application programs.

3. A system as in claim 1, wherein said second operating
system includes a file system having a set of data persisting
beyond termination of said first operating system, said
second operating system, or said second application pro-
grams.

4. A system as in claim 1, wherein said first operating
system includes a first file system, second operating system
each includes a second file system, and said first and second
file systems are substantially different.

5. A system as in claim 1, wherein said first operating
system includes a first protection domain, said second oper-
ating system includes a second protection domain, and said
first and second protection domains are substantially differ-
ent.

6. A system as in claim 1, including

a third application program including instructions for
making requests for third services from said third
operating system;

a communication path disposed for coupling said third
application program to said second computer hardware
to dispose a fourth application program thereon;

whereby said third application program substantially
equates to said fourth application program.

7. A system as in claim 1, including

a third application program including instructions for
making requests for third services from said third
operating system;

a fourth application program including instructions for
making requests for fourth services from said fourth
operating system;

wherein said third application program substantially
equates to said fourth application program.

#* #* #* #* #*
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