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IMAGE AND MESSAGE INTEGRATION SYSTEM AND METHOD

Related Application

[0001] This application is related to U.S. Patent Application No.

14/179,602, filed on February 13, 2014, and U.S. Patent Application No.

14/043,385, filed on October 1, 2013, both of which are hereby incorporated by

reference in their entireties. This application is also related to the content found

in U.S. Patent Application Nos. 13/832,177; 13/832,744; 13/834,347; all filed on

March 15, 2013, and U.S. Patent Application No. 13/947,016, filed on July 19,

2013, all of which are hereby incorporated by reference in their entireties.

Field of the Invention

[0002] The present application relates to the field of image-centered

communication between users. More particularly, the described embodiments

relate to a system and method for bi-directional, text-based communications

centered on a visual element.

Summary

[0003] The described embodiments disclose a text messaging

communication system centered around a visual element. Text messages

between two or more parties are displayed on a mobile device overlaid on the

visual element that is the topic of the conversation. The originator of the

message sends the text message and, for example, a photograph from the

originator's mobile device to the recipient mobile device. In one embodiment, the

message text and photographic image are sent over a standard MMS messaging

protocol via an existing MMS message app operating on the mobile devices. In

other embodiments, lower-level operating system APIs are used to send and

receive MMS messages.



[0004] When the recipient views the message, it is overlaid over the

transmitted image. The recipient may choose to remove the overlaid message,

such as by tapping on the image or using a swiping gesture on the touchscreen.

Another tap or an opposite swipe on the image would return the message

stream. The recipient can respond to the message by sending text back to the

originator. When the originator views the response, the original and responsive

messages will both be overlaid over the image.

[0005] In one embodiment, a recipient may choose to augment the

image as part of their responsive message. For instance, the recipient may

choose to draw on the image using their finger, to create an arrow, to add a label,

or to crop the image to a defined area. These augmentations are then associated

with the responsive text message.

[0006] Because the originator may also choose to respond to the

responsive message by including their own augmentation of the image, a

message stream may include numerous message texts sent between the

originator and recipient, with each message text having a different image

augmentation. The image-message app running on the mobile device is able to

alter the background image behind the message texts to reflect these

augmentations. In one embodiment, the user may manually select a particular

message text, such as by pressing on the message bubble displaying the text on

the user's touchscreen. A particular message can also be selected by scrolling

through a message stream so that the selected message appears at particular

position on the touchscreen. For example, the message that appears on the top,

middle, or bottom portion of the touchscreen can automatically become the

selected message text. When a particular message text is selected, it is

highlighted so that the user can immediately identify the selected message. In

addition, the visual element that is associated with that message will be

displayed behind the message stream. In another embodiment, the user must

manually select a link embedded in the message text to display the image

associated with that text.



[0007] In yet another embodiment, the recipient may elect a new

image in place of augmenting the existing image. This new image is then

associated with that message text and displayed whenever that text is selected

by the messaging app. Additional messages in the message stream may then

augment this new image.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0008] Figure 1 is a schematic view of a system implemented audio-

image data as described in the parent application.

[0009] Figure 2 is a schematic view of a system implemented image

messaging.

[0010] Figure 3 is a plan view of a mobile device displaying a user

interface provided by an app with a message stream overlaid on visual element.

[0011] Figure 4 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 3

displaying the image with the message stream removed.

[0012] Figure 5 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 3

displaying an image augmentation menu.

[0013] Figure 6 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 3

displaying a gesture input interface.

[0014] Figure 7 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 6

displaying an additional message text with a gesture image augmentation.

[0015] Figure 8 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 3 showing

an alternative embodiment for displaying an additional message text with image

augmentation using a link.

[0016] Figure 9 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 8

displaying the image augmentation after selecting the link.

[0017] Figure 10 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 3

displaying a box input interface.

[0018] Figure 11 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 10

displaying an additional message text with a box-based image augmentation.



[0019] Figure 12 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 11

showing a selection of a previous text message.

[0020] Figure 13 is a flow chart showing a method of creating,

responding to, and displaying an image-message.

[0021] Figure 14 is a flow chart showing a method having alternate

steps for changing a background image of an image-message stream.

[0022] Figure 1 is a schematic view showing metadata sent in an

image-message and its relationship to data found in a database.

[0023] Figure 16 is a plan view of the mobile device of Figure 12

utilizing an alternative message stream interface.

Detailed Description

Audio-Image System 100

[0024] Figure 1 shows a system 100 in which a mobile device 110 can

create and transmit audio-image files to other users. The incorporated parent US

patent applications, numbers 14/180,484 and 14/043,385, describe this system

in some detail. Not all of the details from these applications will be repeated in

this disclosure. The system 100 allows the sharing of audio-image messages,

enabling users to have a bi-directional, queued, audio communication about a

particular visual image or presentation. Two mobile devices 110, 140 can

communicate audio-image files over a wide area data network 150 (such as the

Internet) and an MMS Network 152.

[0025] Communications over network 150 utilize an audio-image

server 160 to send audio-image data 162 to mobile device 140. The audio-image

server 160 stores data about the audio-image data 162 that is transmitted

between the devices 110, 140 in its database 164. The server 160 is a

programmed computing device operating a processor under control of server

programming that is stored on tangible, non-transitory memory in the audio-

image server 160. The processor is preferably a general purpose CPU of the type



provided by Intel Corporation or Advanced Micro Devices, Inc., operating under

the control of a general purpose operating system such as Mac OS by Apple, Inc.,

Windows by Microsoft Corporation (Redmond, WA), or Linux (available from a

variety of sources under open source licensing restrictions). The server is in

further communication with a database that contains information on audio-

image users, the audio-image addresses of the users, and audio-image files.

Although the server 160 is described above as a single computer with a single

processor, it would be straightforward to implement server 160 as a plurality of

separate physical computers operating under common or cooperative

programming. Consequently, the terms server, server computer, or server

computers should all be viewed as covering situations utilizing one, or more than

one, physical computer.

[0026] The mobile device 110 is also able to communicate through a

multimedia messaging service center ("MMS center") 180 over MMS network

152 in order to send an audio-image within an MMS message to mobile device

140. The mobile devices 110, 140 can take the form of a smart phone or tablet

computer. As such, the devices 110, 140 will have a variety of input/output

interfaces 112, including a microphone, a camera, and a touch screen user

interface. The touch screen is able to present visual information to the user and

receive touch-based input from the user.

[0027] The mobile device 110 communicates over the data network

150 through a data network interface 114. Similarly, the mobile device 110

communicates over the MMS network 152 via a cellular network interface 116.

In the preferred embodiment, the mobile device 110 sends multi-media

messaging service ("MMS") messages via the standards provided by a cellular

network 152, meaning that the MMS network 152 used for data messages is the

same network 152 that is used by the mobile device 110 to make cellular voice

calls. In some embodiments, the provider of the cellular data network also

provides an interface to the wide area data network 150, meaning that the MMS

or cellular network 152 could be utilized to send proprietary audio-image data

messages 162 as well as MMS messages 182. This means that the actual physical



network interface 118, 120 used by the mobile device 110 is relatively

unimportant, and the use of particular interfaces 118, 120 and networks 150,

152 in this description is, for the most part, merely exemplary.

[0028] The mobile devices 110, 140 also include a processor 120 and a

memory 130. The processor 120 can be a general purpose CPU, such as those

provided by Intel Corporation (Mountain View, CA) or Advanced Micro Devices,

Inc. (Sunnyvale, CA), or a mobile specific processor, such as those designed by

ARM Holdings (Cambridge, UK). Mobile devices such as device 110, 140

generally use specific operating systems designed for such devices, such as iOS

from Apple Inc. (Cupertino, CA) or ANDROID OS from Google Inc. (Menlo Park,

CA). The operating system is stored on memory 130 and is used by the processor

120 to provide a user interface for the touch screen display, handle

communications for the device 110, and to manage and provide services to

applications (or apps) that are stored in the memory 130. In Figure 1, memory

130 is shown containing an audio-image app 132 and an instant messaging app

136. These two apps 132, 136 communicate with one another through an instant

messaging API 134 that provides a method for the apps 132, 136 to

communicate data and instructions to one another.

[0029] The audio-image app 132 is responsible for the creation of

audio-image files, the management of multiple audio-image files, and the sending

and receiving of audio-image files. This app 132 instructs the processor 120 how

to combine recorded audio data with images into an audio-image file. In some

embodiments, the audio-image file will take the form of a standard video file.

Once the audio-image file is created and the user has selected one or more

recipients, the audio-image app 132 determines whether the audio-image file

should be sent to the recipient using the audio-image server 160 and its

proprietary communications channel, or should be sent via the MMS network

152. This determination may be based on whether or not the recipient mobile

device 140 is utilizing the audio-image app 132. A mobile device is considered to

be using the audio-image app 132 if the app 132 is installed on the device and

the user has registered themselves as a user of the app 132 with the audio-image



server 160. The parent applications explain how this determination is made in

greater detail.

[0030] If the audio-image file 162 is to be transmitted to the recipient

mobile device 140 via the audio-image server 160, the mobile device 110 will

transmit to the server 160 the audio-image video file along with metadata that

identifies the sender and recipient of the file 162. The server 160 stores this

information in database 164, and informs the recipient mobile device 140 that it

has received an audio-image file 162. When the user of the recipient mobile

device 140 selects an audio-image file through app 132, the app 132 presents the

image and plays the most recently added audio commentary. The app 132 would

also give the user of device 140 the ability to record an audio reply commentary

to the image, and then send that reply back to mobile device 110 in the form of a

new audio-image file.

[0031] If the audio-image file is to be sent from device 110 via the

MMS network 152, the audio-image app 132 will create an MMS message 182

and attach the audio-image file. This message 182 will be delivered to an MMS

center 180 that receives MMS messages for mobile device 184. As explained in

the parent applications, the audio-image files 162, 182 can be delivered as a

video file if the recipient mobile device 140 does not use the audio-image app

132, and as separate data elements if the mobile device 140 does use the app

132. In still further embodiments, the MMS message 182 only delivers data to the

recipient's app 132 identifying information about the audio-image data that is

stored in the database 164. The recipient mobile device 140 will then download

the audio-image file from the audio-image server using that identifying

information. In an alternative embodiment, SMS is used (rather than MMS) to

send the identifying information about the audio-image data to the recipient

mobile device 140. In still other embodiments, other proprietary messaging

formats could be used, such as iMessage from Apple, and WhatsApp from

WhatsApp Inc. (Mountain View, CA .



Image-message System 200

[0032] Figure 2 shows an image-message system 200 that is similar to

the audio-image system 100. Although the two systems 100, 200 can easily be

merged together, it is contemplated that the image-message system 200 will

sometimes be implemented without the ability to handle audio-image

messaging. The elements of the image-message system 200 are, however, very

similar to the elements of the audio-image system 100 in that a mobile device

110 communicates with a second mobile device 140 over a data network 150

and an instant messaging network 282 (such as MMS). So that the similarities are

made clear, identical elements in Figures 1 and 2 share the same reference

numerals.

[0033] The transmitting mobile device 110 contains an image-

message app 232 in its memory 130. When this app 232 operates on processor

120, the mobile device 110 is capable of creating, responding to, and displaying

image-messages. In the present application, an "image-message" is a text-based

message concerning a visual element that is displayed with the text

superimposed over the visual element. In one embodiment, the image-message is

sent as part of an instant message 282 (such as an MMS, iMessage, or WhatsApp

message) utilizing the instant message app 136 on the device 110. The image-

message app 232 interfaces with this app 136 utilizing an instant message API

134, as described in more detail in the parent applications. The recipient mobile

device 232 receives the instant message 282 via its instant messaging app 136.

[0034] The manner in which the image-message file can be included in

the instant message 282 can vary, similar to the way in which an audio-image file

can be embedded in MMS message 182 as described in the parent applications.

For example, the image-message data can be attached directly to the instant

message. For instance, MMS messages contain multiple parts defined according

to the MIME protocol. An image-message could comprise one or more MIME

parts in an MMS message, or could be embedded in a single part having newly

created MIME type. When the mobile device 140 receives a message 282 having

a part with this custom MIME type, the receiving instant messaging app 136 uses



the audio-image app 132 as a helper app, or sends the message 282 directly to

the image-message app 232 via API 134.

[0035] Alternatively, the image-message app 132 can be used as the

default messaging app on the recipient device 140, with the user turning to the

image-message app 132 to handle both image-messages and normal instant

messages. The normal instant messages are handed by the app 132 much like

they are handled by standard instant message app 136. Image-message files

attached to the instant message 182 are recognized by the audio-image app 132

and handled as described below. The two message types can co-mingle in the

interface, with normal instant message streams being handled side-by-side with

image-message streams as described herein.

[0036] In other embodiments, the attachment of image-message data

to an instant message 282 does not prevent these messages 282 from being

received, organized, and partially displayed by the standard instant message app

136. This scenario would be helpful in situations where the recipient mobile

device 140 did not have the image-message app 262 installed. As explained

below, the normal instant message app 136 may be able to identify the text

portion of the image-message communication, and perhaps even the visual

element that is sent as part of the image-message file. However, the standard

instant message app 136 would not be able to overlay the text messages over the

image file, nor would the instant message app understand any metadata that

defines image augmentations. These aspects of the image-message app 232 are

described in more detail below.

[0037] In other embodiments, the image-message app 232 on the

transmitting device 110 sends image-message data 262 to the recipient mobile

device 140 via the data network 150 and the image-message server 260. The

image-message data 262 is received by the server 260 and stored in its database

264. The image-message server 260 then communicates to the image-message

app 232 on the recipient mobile device 140 that it has received an image-

message. The app 232 then requests the image-message data from the database

264 and displays the message stream to the user.



[0038] These embodiments could also be combined, with the image-

message data being transmitted via data network 150 and the image-message

server 260, but with the notification being handled via the instant messaging

network 252. For instance, the image-message app 232 could send the image-

message data 262 to the image-message server 260, and then send an SMS

message via the instant messaging network 252 informing the recipient image-

message app 232 that the image-message data 262 is available for download.

Image-Message Stream Interface

[0039] Figure 3 shows an example interface 320 produced by the

image-message app 232 on a mobile device 300. The mobile device 300 includes

a touchscreen 310 that displays the interface 320 to the user. The interface

includes a visual element 330; in this case a photograph of a canyon. On top of

the visual element 330 is superimposed a message stream 340 comprised of

three message "bubbles" 342, 344, 346. Each message bubble 342-346 is pushed

to the left or right side of the interface 340 to indicate message texts sent by the

remote participant (on the left) and message texts sent by the user of the device

300 (on the right). By placing the message texts over the visual element 330, the

interface 320 emphasizes that these communications directly concern

photograph 330.

[0040] The interface 320 on display 310 also includes various reply

tools 350-356. Text area 352 allows a user to input a text reply to the latest

message 346 from the remote sender. After the user selects text location 352, the

image-message app 232 will allow text entry into this location 352. In one

embodiment, text entry is made via a slide-up keyboard, as is standard for apps

operating in the iOS and ANDROID environments. In another embodiment, a

microphone icon (not shown) within the text area 352 will allow a user to speak

their response. Their spoken response will be heard by the microphone 112

within the mobile device 300 and get converted into text. When the user has

finished their textual response, they would press the send 356 area of interface

320. At that point, their message will be sent to the remote device, and interface



320 would be altered to add their sent message to a new text bubble on the right

hand of the displayed message stream 340. The reply tools also includes a

camera icon 350, which allows the user to select a different image for the visual

element 330 associated with their reply, and an image options button 354, which

allows the user to alter or augment the existing image 330 as part of their reply.

The use of these elements 350, 352 is describe in greater detail below.

[0041] Although the overlay of the message stream 340 over the visual

element 330 adds impact to the individual messages 342-346 and directly ties

these messages 342-346 to the image 330, the message stream 340 can also

impede a full appreciation for the image 330. To overcome this difficulty, the

interface 320 allows the user to remove the message stream from the display

310 by simply tapping on the image 330. A single tap with a finger will remove

the message stream 340 and the reply tools 350-356, leaving only the visual

element 330, as shown in interface 400 on Figure 4 . Another tap on the screen

310 will return the user to interface 320 and the message stream 340.

Alternatively, the user could remove the message stream 340 by "swiping" the

screen 310 (dragging a finger over the screen in a particular direction). An

opposite swipe back could return the message stream 340.

[0042] The image-message app 232 is designed to allow the user to

make alterations to the visual element 330 as part of their reply to the current

message stream 340. To alter or augment the image 330, the user presses the

image options button 354. In response, the image-message app 232 presents

menu 500 to the user, as shown in Figure 5 . In other embodiments, the image

options menu 500 will be displayed whenever the user makes a certain gesture

on the touchscreen 310, such as sliding a finger across the screen from left to

right.

[0043] The options in the image options menu 500 are very similar to

the options described for augmenting an audio-image message in the parent

applications. The techniques described in those applications are equally

applicable to alterations/augmentations of image-messages. In particular, the

menu 500 allows the user to add a gesture 510, arrow 520, or label 530 to the



image 330. The menu 500 also allows a user to define a box 540 for cropping or

zooming the image 330, or to select an entirely new image 550.

[0044] If the user selects to add a gesture by choosing selection 510

from menu 500, the gesture creation interface 600 is displayed. In this context,

creating a gesture is similar to "drawing" on the image 330. The interface

includes a title 610 to instruct the user on what to do. The title 610 may include

detailed instructions, such as "Create a dot by pressing a location on the image;

Create a line by dragging your finger across the image." Alternatively, the label

610 may just provide an indication of the current interface, such as the "Create

Gesture" title 610 shown in Figure 6 . In Figure 6, the user has created a line

across the image 330 by dragging their finger over the image 330 in interface

600. This results in the creation of an augmented image 630, which modifies the

original image 330 with whatever augmentations 620 or other changes are

desired by the user. If the user is unhappy with their augmentation 620, the undo

button 640 allows them to take back the last addition to the augmented image

630.

[0045] The revert button 650 is similar to the undo button 340, in that

it can remove all augmentations 620 made during use of the interface 600. In the

preferred embodiment, the revert button 650 can also allow the user to select an

even earlier version of the image 330 to augment. Since each party to a message

stream 340 is allowed to augment the visual element 330, a particular stream

340 may contain numerous different versions of the visual element 330. By

default, a user that is augmenting the image 330 will be presented with the latest

version of the image 330 in interface 600. If the user wishes to revert to an

earlier version of the image, the revert button can be used to select among all of

the alternative versions found in the message stream 340.

[0046] The power of creating an augmented image 630 is the image-

message app's ability to combine this new image version 630 with a textual

response as part of the message stream 340. After the user has finished adding

their gesture or gestures 620 to the image 330, the user will press the "Done,

Add Text" button 630. This opens the text input location 352, allowing the user



to type or speak a textual response that will be sent to the other parties in the

message stream 340. This textual response will be forever linked to the

augmented image 630. For example, Figure 7 shows a new text bubble 700 in the

message stream associated with the augmented image 630. Note that this new

text bubble 700 includes a broader highlight surrounding it, which indicates that

this text bubble 700 is the active text message (as opposed to text messages 342,

344, 346). The background visual element 630 is therefore the augmented image

630 that is associated with this text message 700.

[0047] In one embodiment, a user could select any other message

bubble 342-346 in the message stream 340, such as by pressing on that message

bubble 342-346. This would remove the highlight around message test 700 and

instead highlight the selected message. The background shown behind the

message stream 340 would then show the visual element associated with that

message text. In the above example, only message text 700 altered the original

image 330. Consequently, all of the earlier message texts 342-346 would be

associated with the original image 330. Pressing any of these text bubbles 342-

346 would therefor highlight that bubble and update the background to image

330.

[0048] In an alternative embodiment, the selected message text is

determined automatically by its position on the mobile device screen 310. In this

embodiment, the visual element 360 that is displayed behind the message

stream 340 is that image which is identified with the text message shown at the

bottom (or top) of the user's screen. By dragging a finger on the screen, the user

can show different portions of a message stream, with the background image

reflecting the message located at the selected-message position. If a user wishes

to override this display, the user can select a different message to see the visual

element associated with that message.

[0049] Figure 8 shows an alternative embodiment where the

background shown behind the message stream remains unchanged regardless of

the augmentations made in later text messages. Consequently, the background

would remain the original image 330 regardless of which message was currently



"active." Instead, message texts that are associated with augmentations to this

image include a link, such as shown in message text 800 in Figure 8 . The link in

this case is a brief underlined phrase, such as "see augmentation." The phrase

could be any standard phrase, such as "see altered image" or "see new image."

Alternatively, the phrase could automatically reflect the actual augmentation

created by the user (such as "see drawn path", "see gesture", "see label", "see

cropped portion", etc.). It is also possible to allow users to input the language of

the link. In other embodiments, the link is not a readable phrase, but an icon that

represents the new augmented image. For example, a message bubble 342-346

could contain a thumbnail image showing the new augmented image. Regardless

of the form of the link, a user viewing the message stream 340 can select the link

810 and see the augmented image. Figure 9 shows the augmented image 630

standing alone, as would be displayed upon selection of link 810. The user can

return to the message stream 340 and background image 330 (as shown in

Figure 8) by simply pressing the augmented image 630 in Figure 9 .

[0050] In other embodiments, pressing the link will play an animation

that implements the augmentation, such as "zooming" into a zoom box or playing

the recorded gestures in the same manner in which the gesture was created. This

animation can take place in a stand-alone screen with the message stream 340

removed, such as shown in Figure 9 . Alternatively, the animation can occur in the

background with the message stream 340 still present, such as shown in Figure

8 . Where the message bubble 800 remains on the screen, user controls for the

animation effects can be inserted into the message bubble 800. For example, a

pause/play button and a video scrubber control can be placed within the same

bubble 800 as the text message, allowing the viewer to control the playback of

the animation and to replay the effect as desired.

[0051] As explained above, each recipient of an image-message is able

to compose a reply and add their own augmentation to the image. These

augmentations may build on the latest augmented image, or may be built off of

an earlier image version. For example, the other party to the message stream 340

in Figure 7 may elect to compose their own response using an image



augmentation. As shown in Figure 10, this user selected to create a crop box

(using menu element 540), and decided to base their augmentation on the

original image 330 and not the augmented image 630. To get to this interface

1000 shown in Figure 10, the user would have selected the image options button

354, selected menu element 540 from the image options menu 500), and then

clicked the revert button 650 to select the original image 330.

[0052] As explained in the parent application, a user can select a box

for cropping or zooming an image 330 either by manipulating corners of a

rectangle or by drawing a freehand rectangle on the screen 310. In Figure 10, the

user has drawn a freehand rectangle 1020 to select a portion of the original

image 330. To crop the image 330 to this area, the user could select a crop button

(not shown in Figure 10), or could simply press inside their freehand rectangle

1020. Next, the user would push the Done, Add Text button 660, and then add a

text message to be associated with this augmented image. The new message and

altered image would then be sent to the other members of the message stream

340. Figure 11 shows the new augmented image 1110, formed by cropping

around a box generally defined by the freehand rectangle 1020, with the user's

new text message in box 1100. Figure 11 shows that message bubble 1100 is

highlighted, which again informs the user that the background image 1110 is

associated with this message. As explained above, the user can manually select a

different message bubble in the message stream 340, and the background image

will change to reflect the image associated with that message. For example,

Figure 12 shows that augmented image 630 is displayed behind the message

stream 340 when the user selects (presses) message bubble 700.

[0053] As explained in the parent applications, a user can also alter a

visual element in an image-message by selecting the arrow 520 or label 530

option from menu 500. When creating an arrow, the user selects the beginning

and end point of the arrow, as well as other relevant features (such as width and

color of the arrow, the size of the arrow head, etc.). The image-message app 232

will then add the desired arrow to the image. When creating a label, the user can

select the location of the label, define any lead lines, and choose other



parameters for the label (such as the width and color of the lead line, and the

font, size, and color of the label text, background color, etc.). The desired label

will then be added to the image as a new augmented image. Some embodiments

further allow the user to create an audio tag for a particular location on the

image. When creating an audio tag, the user selects the area of the image to be

tagged and then records an audio description of this image element. The

recipient will see an indication of the audio tag when they view the image. The

tag may be, for example, a "play" triangle icon located at the tagged location in

the image. When this icon is pressed, the audio tag is played back to the user.

[0054] In one embodiment, a responding user may elect to use an

entirely new image via menu element 550. If the user selects this option 550, the

image-message app 32 will present an interface for a user to select (or acquire

through a camera 112) a new image. The new image then becomes associated

with the reply message text input by the user in the same manner in which the

augmented images 630, 1100 became associated with message texts 700, 1110,

respectively. In one embodiment, the camera icon 350 shown in Figure 3 allows

the user to immediately take a new image using the on-board camera 112

without having to go through the image options menu 500.

Method

[0055] Figure 13 shows a method 1300 that can be implemented on

the processor 120 of mobile device 110. The process 1300 starts with the user

selecting a visual element or image at step 1305 using the image-message app

232. The app 232 may recall this image from among the images already stored

on the memory 130 of the mobile device. Alternatively, the image may be

acquired by the user using a camera 112 embedded in the mobile device 110. In

yet another embodiment, the image could be acquired from a remote photo

storage server accessed by the mobile device 110 across the data network 150.

As is explained in more detail in the parent applications, it is possible that the

selected visual element could also be a video file or a collection of multiple still

images. It is even possible that the user can select and merge multiple still



images into a single collage image. After the image is acquired, the user will

select the recipient or recipients of the image-message in step 1310.

[0056] At step 1315, the sender must determine whether they wish to

augment the selected photo before sending the message. This augmentation,

performed in step 1320, can take the form of any of the augmentations shown in

image options menu 500 and described in the parent applications. Other types of

augmentations are also possible and are well known in the prior art, including

color correction, white balance, tilt correction, desaturation, distortion, etc.

[0057] Whether the image has been altered or not, step 1325 has the

user enter a text message to be transmitted along with the image. As explained in

the parent applications, the user is also allowed to add an audio message to the

image. If the user desires this, the audio message is recorded at step 1330. At

step 1335, the text message, any audio commentary, and the image (with any

desired augmentation) are associated with one another. This can be

accomplished in a variety of ways, as described in more detail in connection with

Figure 15 below.

[0058] At step 1340, the image-message is sent to the recipient mobile

device. In the preferred embodiment, the image-message is sent with a unique

message identifier. This message identifier can be generated locally by the

image-message app 232, or can be generated by the server 260 and

communicated with the image-message app 232 over the data network 150. The

sending of the image-message to the recipient mobile device in step 1340 can be

accompanied by a message sent to the server 260 informing the server 260 that

the image-message corresponding to the message identifier has been sent. This

server message may also include the entire content of the image-message. In

other embodiments, the image-message sent to the recipient mobile device may

contain a different version of the augmented image than the server message sent

to the server 260. For example, the text message sent to the recipient mobile

device can include the rendered image as altered by the user's augmentation

instructions (received in step 1320), while the server message may instead

contain the original image and the actual instructions input by the user.



[0059] At step 1345, the recipient device receives the image-message.

The "receipt" of the image-message may itself be a multi-step process. For

example, the instant message transmitting the image-message may itself only

contain an identifier for the image-message data 262 stored in the database 264.

The identifier may be a simple reference number that is understand by the

image-message server 260 to refer to a particular image-message in database

264. In this case, the image-message app 232 would need to already know how

to locate the image-message server 260 over network 150 in order to request

the appropriate data. Alternatively, the identifier may take the form of a network

address for the data, in which the address identifies both the network location of

the server 260 and the particular data to be requested from the server 260. In

either case, the image-message app 232 on the recipient device will use this

identifier to request the content of the image-message from the image-message

server 260. The image-message server 260 will respond to this request by

transmitting the image-message data 262 to the recipient mobile device.

Alternatively, the image-message data may be fully contained within the MMS

communication 282.

[0060] After the image-message has been received, the image-

message app 232 will display the received image with the message stream

overlaid on top of the image. If this is the first message in the message stream,

then the image-message obtained in step 1345 will contain the entire image. In

most cases, this image will be stored in a file that has been compressed using a

well-known compression standard, such as a JPG, GIF, or PNG image file. With

the first message in a stream, the only the text that will be displayed on top of

this image will be the text from this first message.

[0061] If this is not the first message in the message stream, then all of

the messages within the stream will be displayed. In addition, it is possible that

the image-message data acquired in step 1345 for this non-first message will not

contain the image to be displayed behind the message stream in a standard

image file format. If the most recent message did not alter the image, then the

image to be displayed will be an image that was associated with an earlier



message in the message stream. Step 1350 may need to go backwards

chronologically through the message stream to find the most recently

transmitted image in the message stream. In some cases, even messages that

transmit an alteration of an image will not contain a rendered image file

containing the alteration. Instead, these messages may contain metadata

explaining how the alteration/augmentation is to be made. It will then be up to

the image-message app 232 to render a new version of the image based upon

this metadata and the last image file actually sent in the message stream.

[0062] After the message stream has been displayed in step 1350, step

1355 then determines whether the user has asked to toggle the display between

showing and hiding the message stream 340 (i.e., changing between the displays

shown in Figures 8 and 9). This request to toggle the display can be made in a

variety of ways, but in a preferred embodiment the request is made either by

tapping on the image displayed on the touchscreen of the mobile device or by

swiping the display with a finger. If this request is detected at step 1355, the

display will toggle at step 1360 between hiding and showing the message stream

340. When the message stream 340 is hidden, the user sees the current image as

shown in Figure 9 . If the message stream 340 contains multiple images, it is

possible to let the user scroll between these images when in the image-only view

of Figure 9 . This allows the user to quickly review all the images in the message

stream 340 without having to traverse between individual messages.

[0063] As the user is viewing the message stream 340, the user may

change which message is currently active. This can occur by touching a different

message bubble on the touchscreen or by scrolling through the message stream.

As explained above, in some embodiments this will cause the background image

to switch so as to show the image appropriate for the active message text.

Alternatively, the user may select a link 810 to see the altered image for a

particular image-message. In either case, step 1365 recognizes the need to

change the image, and step 1370 then updates the touchscreen with the new

image.



[0064] Additional details about steps 1365 and 1370 are shown in

Figure 14, which describes a method 1400 for updating a background image. The

method 1400 starts by determining the particular mode by which the displayed

image is changed at step 1405. Figure 14 shows three modes:

• a first mode 1410 where a user manually selects a message bubble

(step 1412), which causes the background visual element

associated with the selected image-message to be displayed;

• a second mode 1420 where a user scrolls through a message

stream 340 (step 1422), and the visual element associated with a

message text at a particular location on the screen is displayed;

and

• a third mode 1430 where the user follows a link 810 (step 1432)

to select an image associated with a particular image-message.

Although Figure 14 shows these modes operating in parallel, it is likely that a

particular implementation of the image-message app 232 would use only one or

two of these modes 1410, 1420, 1430.

[0065] Regardless of which mode 1410, 1420, 1430 is used, the

method 1400 continues so as to alter the background visual element. To do this,

step 1440 first determines whether the image-message app 232 needs to create

the image augmentation by manipulating an image based on metadata, or

whether the new visual element is found within a rendered image file associated

with the selected image-message. As explained above, the image-message app

232 can choose to store image alterations as metadata rather than regenerate a

new image incorporating the alteration. This minimizes the amount of data that

must be sent between mobile devices. When it comes time to display the

altered/augmented image, the app 232 will generate a new image based on the

previous image using the metadata associated with the selected image. In Figure

14, this occurs at step 1445. In other embodiments, every alteration of an image

generates a new image that is transmitted along with the text of the image-

message. In those embodiments, step 1445 can be skipped as it is not necessary



to generate the image upon display if it was sent with the original message text.

At step 1450, the new image is then presented on the touchscreen.

[0066] In Figure 8, an image was shown with the message stream 340

superimposed on top of the image. As explained above, the user can toggle

between this display and the display of Figure 9, which does not contain the

message stream 340. Method 1400 determines at step 1455 whether the

message stream 340 is to be displayed. If not the method 1400 ends at step 1465.

If so, the appropriate message text is superimposed over the image at step 1460

before the method 1400 ends. In several embodiments, the selected message in

the message stream will be highlighted on the display to indicate which message

text is currently determining the background image.

[0067] Returning to Figure 13, after the correct background image is

displayed as part of steps 1356 and 1370 (through method 1400), the image-

message app 232 determines if the recipient wishes to respond to the received

image-message. This takes place in step 1375. If so, the method 1300 returns to

step 1315, where the user can augment the image (steps 1315 and 1320) and

enter text (step 1325) for the reply message. As explained above, the reply

message can alter the original image at step 1320 or replace the image altogether

with a new image. If no reply is desired, the method 1300 ends at step 1380. In

actuality, the method may loop back to step 1355 instead of ending at step 1380,

allowing the user to toggle the display mode 1355, 1360 and change the

displayed image 1365 numerous times as they peruse a message stream 340.

Metadata Constructions

[0068] Figure 15 shows one embodiment of the components that

make up an image-message 1500. In this example, the image-message 1500

includes a text message component 1510, an image component 1520, and an

audio commentary comment 1530. In the preferred embodiment, these elements

1510-1530 are sent to the recipient using MMS messaging. The various elements

1510-1530 may be sent within a single message, or, more frequently, may each



be sent in a separate message to the recipient. In addition, metadata 1540 is sent

along with each element 1510-1530 of the image-message 1500.

[0069] The sending of metadata 1540 along with text 1510, images

1520, and audio commentary 1530 is a standard part of the transmission of

multimedia components in MMS messaging. For example, image compression

protocols such as JPG, GIF, and PNG routinely incorporate text-based metadata

into the file structure used by that protocol. In contexts where a text message

1510 is not allowed to be transmitted with hidden metadata 1540, the metadata

1540 can be attached to the end of the text message 1510, such as in a closing

parenthetical similar to "(W3h9a)". The image-messaging app 232 uses the

metadata 1540 to help track the components of an image-message and also to

link the image-message 1500 to particular data stored in the database 264

maintained by the image-message server 260. The preferred embodiment, for

example, associates each component 1510-1530 of the image-message 1500

with metadata 1542 that identifies a particular message in a particular message

stream. This allows the recipient mobile device app 232 to group the various

elements 1510-1530 together into a single message, which in turn allows the

components to be displayed as part of a single message bubble (such as message

bubbles 342-346).

[0070] Metadata 1542 also allows the recipient app 232 to identify a

particular message stream for the message. Although message streams are

typically organized based on the participants, as is standard with most

messaging applications, image-message streams are generally grouped around

one or more images that are being discussed by the participants. For example,

the participants of a first message stream may be discussing a canyon hiking trip.

Several days later, the same participants may wish to discuss a shopping trip to a

local mall. By assigning messages to a message stream through metadata 1542,

the image-message app 232 can separate these various message streams. This

prevents a canyon picture from being used as the background image 330 for the

unrelated shopping mall message stream.



[0071] In addition to the message and stream identifier 1542, the

system can include image specific metadata 1544 and audio specific metadata

1546. In one embodiment, the image metadata 1544 allows the recipient device

to control the playback of any image augmentation in the manner selected by the

user. For instance, zooming into a boxed area of an image can be coordinated

with the playback of an audio commentary, or gesture augmentations over an

image can be presented in the same order in which they were entered by the

sender. The information necessary to render the image augmentations in this

manner can be included in the image metadata 1544.

[0072] In some embodiments, an image-message 1500 that contains

an image augmentation will contain an unaltered version of the image 1520. This

allows the recipient image-message app 232 to uses the augmentation data 1544

to augment the original image file 1522 as desired. In other embodiments, the

image 1520 being sent is the augmented image (e.g., what the image looks like

after the augmentation has been applied). In order to present augmentations in

an animated/video fashion, the receiving image-message app will need to

download the unaltered image from the database 264 controlled by the image-

message server 260. In this case, the message components 1510, 1520, 1530 can

be found on the database 264 because the sending image-message app 232

transmits data relating to the image-message to the server 260 and database 264

every time the image-message 1500 is sent to a recipient (via MMS). The

recipient app 232 will use the message and stream identifier 1542 from the

metadata received via MMS to request the raw data for that message from the

database 264. The server will use this message and stream identifier 1542 to

recall the text message 1510, the original raw image 1522, instructions to

accomplish the augmentation 1544, the audio commentary 1530, and the related

audio metadata 1546. All of this information is then transmitted to the recipient

app 232 for playback and animation of the image-message.

[0073] The use of the remote database 264 in this manner also allows

the sending image-message app 232 to combine an image, an image

augmentation, an audio commentary, and a text message into a video file for



viewing by a recipient that is not using the app 232, as is explained in the parent

applications. Recipients using the app 232 would need to receive only the

message and stream identifier information 1542 (found in the video file

metadata) to retrieve the data stored in database 264. The recipient app 232

would then ignore the received video file, and instead use the downloaded

components 1510-1530 to render the image-message and grant the user full

access and control over the received image-message.

Alternative Interface

[0074] Figure 16 shows an alternative embodiment of the message

stream interfaces described above. In this interface 1600, each message bubble

1610, 1620 that changes the image being discussed is presented with a

thumbnail 1612, 1622 of the changed image within the message bubble 1610,

1620. In this way, the user can view the thumbnail images 1612, 1622 to

determine which image is being discussed. Because the user can use the

thumbnails to determine whether the message is discussing the image that is

shown in the background 630 of the interface 1600, it is not necessary to

highlight the selected message bubble 1610.

[0075] In this interface 1600, a play button icon 1630 is added to each

message bubble 1610 containing a thumbnail 1612, 1622. A similar icon 1630

can be presented when the user has attached an audio commentary, even if the

user has not altered the image. When a user wishes to view the new image or

image augmentation, or to hear the audio associated with a particular message

1610, 1620, the user simply presses the play button icon 1630 associated with

message 1610, 1620. In the interface shown in Figure 1600, a scrubber tool 1640

is displayed while the animation or audio commentary is being presented to

allow the user full control over the animation/audio commentary. Although not

shown in Figure 16, many embodiments would automatically change the play

button icon 1630 into a "pause" or "stop" icon during playback to indicate that

pressing the icon 1630 will stop the playback process.



[0076] The many features and advantages of the invention are

apparent from the above description. Numerous modifications and variations

will readily occur to those skilled in the art. It would be well within the scope of

the present invention to implement these methods with only one or two of these

three options available in that implementation. Since such modifications are

possible, the invention is not to be limited to the exact construction and

operation illustrated and described. Rather, the present invention should be

limited only by the following claims.



What Is Claimed Is:

1. Amethod of communication between mobile devices comprising:

a) at a first mobile device, receiving a first textual message from a

second mobile device;

b at the first mobile device, identifying a first visual element related

to the first textual message;

c at the first mobile device, presenting the first visual element on a

touchscreen display; and

d at the first mobile device, presenting the first textual message over

the first visual element.

2 . The method of claim 1, wherein the first textual message was received in

a first instant message.

3 . The method of claim 2, wherein the first visual element was received in

the first instant message.

4 . The method of claim 2, further comprising:

e at the first mobile device, receiving a second textual message from

the second mobile device; and

f at the first mobile device, presenting the first and second textual

messages together on the touchscreen display as a message

stream.

5 . The method of claim 4, wherein the first and second textual messages are

both presented over the first visual element.

6 . The method of claim 5, further comprising:

g at the first mobile device, upon receiving an instruction to clear the

message stream from the first visual element, removing the

message stream and thereby displaying the first visual element on

the touchscreen display without presenting the first and second

textual messages.



7 . The method of claim 6, wherein the instruction to clear the message

stream is a swiping gesture received on the touchscreen display.

8 . The method of claim 4, further comprising, at the first mobile device,

identifying a second visual element related to the second textual message;

further wherein the message stream is presented over the second visual

element.

9 . The method of claim 8, wherein the first textual message is displayed in a

first message bubble that also includes a first thumbnail depiction of the

first visual element and the second textual message is displayed in a

second message bubble that also includes a second thumbnail depiction of

the second visual element.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the second visual element includes a non-

static component chosen from a set comprising an animation or video

content; further wherein the second message bubble further includes

control interface elements to control a presentation of the non-static

component of the second visual element.

11. The method of claim 4, further comprising:

g identifying a second visual element related to the second textual

message; and

h at the first mobile device, receiving selection input from the

touchscreen display selecting one of the first textual message and

the second textual message, wherein when the first textual

message is selected the message stream is displayed over the first

visual element, and further wherein when the second textual

message is selected the message stream is displayed over the

second visual element.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the selection input is a scrolling of the

message stream, wherein textual messages are selected based on their

location on the touchscreen display during the scrolling.

13. The method of claim 1, further comprising:



e at the first mobile device, after receiving the first textual message,

receiving user text input for a response textual message;

f at the first mobile device, receiving image alteration input to alter

the first visual element into an altered visual element;

g at the first mobile device, transmitting the response textual

message and data sufficient to render the altered visual element to

the second mobile device.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the data sufficient to render the altered

visual element is metadata describing the image alteration input.

15. The method of claim 13, wherein the data sufficient to render the altered

visual element is a rendered image file.

16. The method of claim 1, wherein the first textual message includes a

message identifier, and wherein the step of identifying the first visual

element related to the first textual message comprises:

i at the first mobile device, submitting a query to a remote

server requesting data relating to the message identifier,

and

ii at the first mobile device, receiving the first visual element

related to the first textual message from the remote server

in response to the query.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein the first visual element received from

the remote server comprises a visual image and instructions for

modifying the visual image, wherein the step of presenting the first visual

element further comprises modifying the visual image according to the

instructions for modifying.

18. A method of communication between mobile devices comprising:

a) at a first mobile device, receiving a selection of a first visual

element through user input on a touchscreen display;

b at the first mobile device, receiving a first textual message through

the touchscreen display;

c at the first mobile device, determining a first message identifier;



d at the first mobile device, transmitting a first instant message to a

second mobile device, the first instant message comprising the

first visual element and the first textual message; wherein the first

instant message further comprises the first message identifier; and

e at the first mobile device, transmitting a first server message to a

remote server, the first server message comprising the first

message identifier, the first textual message, and the first visual

element.

The method of claim 18, wherein the step of receiving the selection of the

first visual element further comprises:

i receiving a selection of a first image,

ii receiving first augmentation instructions to augment the

first image, and

iii creating a first rendered image by applying the first

augmentation instructions to the first image.

The method of claim 19, wherein the first visual element transmitted in

the first instant message comprises the first rendered image, further

wherein the first visual element in the first server message comprises the

first image and the first augmentation instructions, thereby allowing

remote creation of the first rendered image using the data in the first

server message.

The method of claim 20, further comprising:

f at the first mobile device, receiving a second instant message from

the second mobile device, the second instant message comprising

a second message identifier and a second textual message.

The method of claim 21, further comprising:

g at the first mobile device, displaying the first textual message and

the second textual message on the touchscreen display as a

message stream presented over the first visual element.

The method of claim 21, further comprising:



g at the first mobile device, submitting a query to the remote server

requesting data relating to the second message identifier;

h at the first mobile device, receiving from the remote server a

second visual element relating to the second textual message; and

i at the first mobile device, displaying the first textual message and

the second textual message on the touchscreen display as a

message stream presented over the second visual element.

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the second visual element received from

the remote server comprises second augmentation instructions to

augment the first image, further comprising, at the first mobile device,

applying the second augmentation instructions to the first image to create

the second visual element displayed on the touchscreen display.

25. A mobile device comprising:

a) a touchscreen display;

b a processor;

c a network interface;

d non-transitory, physical memory;

e a cellular interface for communicating cellular messages with a

remote mobile device; and

f programming on the non-transitory, physical memory providing

instructions that program the processor to:

i receive over the cellular interface a first instant message

from the remote mobile device, the first instant message

containing a first textual message and a message identifier;

ii submit a query over the network interface to a remote

server requesting visual image data relating to the message

identifier;

iii receive a first visual element from the remote server in

response to the query; and

iv present on the touchscreen display the first textual message

over the first visual element.



26. The mobile device of claim 25, wherein the first visual element received

from the remote server is a first image and instructions to augment the

first image, wherein the programming instructs the processor to render

the first visual element by applying the instructions to augment to the

first image.

27. The mobile device of claim 25, wherein the programming further

comprises instructions that program the processor to:

v receive a response textual message via a user interface

presented over the touchscreen display;

vi identify a response message identifier for the response

textual message; and

vii transmit over the cellular interface a response instant

message to the remote mobile device, the response instant

message containing the response textual message and the

response message identifier.

28. The mobile device of claim 27, wherein the programming further

comprises instructions that program the processor to:

viii) receive augmentation instructions via the user interface for

augmenting the first visual element;

ix transmit over the network interface a server message to the

remote server, the server message comprising the

augmentation instructions and the response message

identifier.
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