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Coher ity’s take on the XML 
Database  
Sign up to receive t his and ot her  net work ing newslet t ers in your inbox.  

By Dave  Kearns  
Network Wor ld Director ies Newslet ter , 08/ 07/ 02   

The term  "XML Database" can conjure up num erous 
im ages. I t  could be an SQL-enabled relat ional 

database system  used t o t rack XML elem ents. Or it  
could be a database system  whose schem a consist s of XML statem ents.  

When Network Wor ld’s John Cox wrote about  them  last  January, he 
m ent ioned t hat  "There's no form al, standard definit ion of an XML 

database,"  but  in general it  m eans a database system  designed for  
query ing via XML statem ents. As Cox put  it ,  "The key point  is the 
database 'thinks and acts' based on XML -  XML goes in, and XML com es 

out ."  

"Work ing out  the bugs in XML Databases"  

ht t p: / / www.nwfusion.com / news/ 2002/ 0107specialfocus.htm l 

With those thoughts in m ind, I  sat  down t o chat  wit h Coherity  founder 
and CTO Joe Ellsworth,  along wit h Ken Tsai,  t he com pany ’s director  of 
product  m arket ing. We were supposed to be talking about  t he 

com pany's XML Database product ,  but  I  opened by asking Ellsworth t o 
give m e a brief bit  of background.  

The project  that  gave r ise t o the product  and com pany, he said, was an 
outgrowth of a problem  Hewlet t -Packard was facing. I t  seem s HP had 30 

separate program s designed t o int eract  with clients, vendors and 
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custom ers through var ious Web sit es.  Users were com plaining about  the 

need t o log on t o each sit e, even when jum ping from  site to sit e.  They 
also couldn ’t  understand why they needed t o keep enter ing inform at ion 

(addresses, phone num bers, preferences, etc.)  to each of t he HP sites 
they v isited.  

You ’ll recognize, of course, that  what  was needed was a good vir tual 
directory system  wit h single sign-on opt ions.  

Unfor t unately  ( from  the directory perspect ive) , Ellsworth and his team  
were Python program m ers. "Python is an int erpreted, interact ive, 

object -or iented program m ing language.  I t  is often com pared to Tcl, Perl,  
Schem e or  Java,"  according t o ht t p: / / www.python.org. More 
im portant ly , it's t ight ly  int ertwined with XML ( for  no apparent  reason 

except  happenstance, as far  as I  can tell) .  

So, Joe and his crew set  out  t o solve t he problem  and effect ively created 

a v ir tual directory  system .  But  t hey called it  an XML Database.  They 
knew that  they were storing data for  use by t he var ious applicat ions, so 

it  m ust  be a database t hat  t hey created. They also knew that  all 
com m unicat ion wit h the database would be in XML -  m ost ly  because it ’s 
easier  to ret rofit  an applicat ion with XML than it  is to rewr it e t he 

applicat ion.  

Ellsworth,  without  knowing t he f irst  t hing about  v ir tual directory  servers, 
descr ibed an ent it y  rem arkably  sim ilar  to Radiant  Logic’s Vir tual 
Directory  Engine -  the XML connectors, the "stored t r iggers"  of SQL for  

the non-XML-enabled databases, t he relat ional back end for  robust  
st orage with an adaptable front  end for  ease of use.  Michel Prom pt  and 
his team  at  Radiant  Logic are m uch far ther  ahead, but  t hey ’ve also been 

at  it  longer t han t he folks at  Coherity .  

I  never did get  to talk  t o Ken Tsai very m uch -  we skipped a lot  of t he 
m arket ing dialog. But  I  did learn t hat  m ost  folks in our  indust ry  spend 
too m uch t im e in t heir  own t ight  lit t le wor ld. Ellsworth in Palo Alto and 

Michel Prom pt  in Novato are less t han 50 m iles away from  each other . 
Each invented a sim ilar  system , for dif ferent  reasons and wit h different  
tools, but  wit h alm ost  ident ical outcom es.  Yet  neit her  knew of the 

other ’s work. 

We need to change t hat .  We need t o see what  t he other guy is doing. 
Not  the other  guy work ing on a directory,  but  the other  guy work ing in 
an ent irely dif ferent  field. Maybe, just  m aybe, he can help us solve the 

problem  we’re facing. 
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