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Slack Canvas In The Streets, Quip In The Sheets

Date: Thursday, July 06, 2023 Labels: Quip

| finally got access to the recently-launched Slack canvas feature. This project was the last thing | worked on before | left
Quip/Slack/Salesforce in April of 2022, and | was curious how it had evolved since then.

Canvas started as a prototype in mid-2021 to reuse Quip technology to power a collaborative editing surface inside of Slack. The
initial phase involved Michael Hahn and | doing unspeakable things with iframes? to get the two large codebases to work

together2 with minimal changes. This allowed a relatively rich feature set to be explored quickly, but it was not something that was
designed to be generally available. At the time of my departure the work on productionizing (the second 90% of the project) had
just begun.

The first thing that becomes apparent is that the roots of canvas in Quip are entirely hidden from the user — no Quip references
in the announcement or anywhere in the Ul. This makes sense from a “don’t ship your org chart” perspective — no user should
care how a feature is implemented. However, if you peek under the hood, you can start to see the some Quip tidbits. The most
obvious place to start is to look for network requests with quip in them — a couple of which happen when loading a Slack
canvas:
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[ controller-resources?version-name=quipbuild_2023_0... v {module_loader_url: "//a.slack-edge.com/canvas_blob/XbJFlzPafEWzlywWtYB2Dg—module-loader",..}

[ quip.lookupThreadlds?_x_id=137a979d-1688515013.7... controller_entry_module_url: "//a.slack—edge.com/canvas_blob/2mK8s0SG6CZP2phkwIgx1g"

css_url: "//a.slack-edge.com/canvas_blob/M4p2Nozip7_Ka5vH4fhiWg"

» import_map: {imports: {,..}}
module_loader_url: "//a.slack-edge.com/canvas_blob/XbJFlzPafEWzlyWwtYB2Dg—module-loader"
resources_version: "quipbuild_2023_07_02T20_28_18b17fc"

The “controller” is the core logic of Slack canvas editor, and we if load one of those URLS, we see even more Quip references:
& > (C & https:/fa.slack-edge.com/canvas_blob/2mK8s0SG6CZP2phkWIgxlg

// Copyright 2023 Quip

System.register(["./collab controller-ancillary.js"],(function(e,n){"use stric
{t=e. ,i=e.a,r=e.b,u=e.c,o0=e.d,a=e.e,s=e.f,l=e.qg,c=e.R,f=e.h,d=e.i,h=e.j,p=e.}
{oie(),e({$:Ku,F: u,J:du,L:wu,Q:xi,R:Ui,V:uqg,X:function(e){var n=[];for(var t
e)nt++;return n},Z:rqg, :x1,a0: R,al:function(){return pR},a2:Te,a3:Ke,ad:kF,ab:
0:e.includes(":temp"))},aG:function(e,n,i){"http://quip.com"==e||"https://qui
e="https://quip.com/":"http://staging.quip.com"==e| | "https://staging.quip.com'
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The DOM also resembles Quip’s, down to the same CSS class names being used. The need to scope/namespace them to avoid
colliding with Slack’s was one of the open questions when | left, but | guess Slack has a BEM-like structure which ensures that
Quip’s simpler class names don't collide (as long as they don't integrate another similar un-prefixed codebase). There are also no
iframes in sight, which is great.
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V¥ <dlv class="p—qulp_embed p—qulp_embed—-toolbar-visible"  data—-canvas="true" data—-channel-
canvas="false">
v<div class="collab-root" data-embed-mode="editor" style="visibility: visible;"> Filter :hov .cls +‘ g [
v<div class="document parts—screen" style="position: absolute; inset: @px; z-index: 0;
"> == $0
> <div class="parts-screen-toolbar" style="height: @px; background-color: rgb(var(--qui
pBackground)) ;"> </div>
v<div class="parts—screen-body scrollable" style="position: absolute; inset: @px; back }
ground-color: rgb(var(-—-quipBackground)); padding-top: 6@px;"> . —
v<div class="parts-screen-children-wrapper theme-1" style="margin: auto; max-width: -i:j\({ciﬁrgfggzt, M4p2Nozip7_..5vHafhiwg: 2
97@px; padding-left: 85px; padding-right: 85px; padding-bottom: 12@px; position: re  foigder-document—thumbnail-body,

Styles Computed Layout >>

element.style {
position: absolute;
inset: » @px;
z-index: 0;

lative;"> div.document {
»<div class="editor-drag-overlay"> . </div> font-size: 15px;
> <article class="document-content normal-h3 accessible-caret contenteditable-contr color: rgb(var(—
ols document—padding-fixed document-text-color-default" contenteditable="true" quipUserTextPrimary));

tabindex="0" data-gramm="false" aria-multiline="true" role="textbox" aria-label= -webkit-font-smoothing: antialiased;

"Frontend Tidbits; editing enabled" data-is-loading-text="Loading.." data-pending-

incremental-render-text="Loading.." data-focus—key="quip_embed"> - </article> .parts—screen {  M4p2Nozip7 ..5vH4fhiWg:z
<div class="miniapp" data-is-loading-text="Loading.."></div> posttiom—retativer
</div> overflow: » hidden;
¥
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Quip also had extensive in-product debugging tools, and | was curious if they also made the transition to Slack canvas. They're
normally only enabled for employee accounts, but as hinted there is a way to enable them as a “civilian” user too. A couple of
commands in the dev tools, and | was greeted by the green Ul that | had spent so many years in:

Editor [ Sections ] [Tweaks ] [ Load/Save] [ WebSocket] [ Elements ]

History

O #random v o4 Canvas O X

User: EFDY9EAL8QP2 Model Browser
[ Add a bookmark
Thread: caC9AAbsHwWO Document: caC9BAY4eFT Sections: Section/caC9BAY4eFT Phrases

#random _
To-do list

You created this channel on April 10th, e

L. L. Sequence: 11000
2022. This is the very beginning of the Position: aac

L. . Style: TEXT_H1_STYLE

# random channel. Description: This Attributes: vertical_margin=false, text_alignment=1, vertical_alignment=5

: B ) Content PB:
channel is for... well, everything else. It's a e 1

text: "To-do list"

place for team jokes, spur-of-the-moment 3

ideas, and funny GIFs. Go wild! (edit)
A O Something that needs to get done @Mihai Parparita

& Add people temp:C:caCc999d6ece2e649d7afab40712

Sequence: 91000
Position: aae

Messages and files older than 90 days are Style: TEXT_PLAIN_STYLE
. Locked for: 56551 ms
hidden Is editing: true
Start a free, 30-day trial to unlock your team’s Attributes: vertical_margin=false, text_alignment=1, vertical_alignment=5
. Parents: temp:C:caC929a106ffbc347488c702e239
full message and file history, plus all the Content PB:
premium features of the Pro plan. text {

text: "Something that needs to get done <control

id=\"temp:C:caC372e6e9e7d0d464a8622c@@ab\"></control> "
Learn More 3

Control ID: temp:C:ca(C372e6e9e7d0d464a8622c00ab
Sequence: 92000
Position path: aad-aad:temp
Type: CONTROL_SLACK_USER_TYPE
Yesterday v ALt RTML: <a data-stringify-type="mention" data-stringify-label="@Mihai Parparita"

data-stringify-id="U@3BLFXMX2L"
Mihai Parparita 5.36 PM href='https://par‘paritaville.slack.com/team/U03BLFXMX2L‘>@Mihai

Parparita</a>
Here's a message, can you embed it in a Content PB: slack_user {
slack_user_id: "su:U@3BLFXMX2L"

canvas? display_name: "Mihai Parparita"
Message[drandom e :
temp:C:caC8844c6b15a0104b6c96a14d64b
+ Aa ©@ @ - Sequence: 13000

Position: aaf
Style: TEXT_PLAIN_STYLE
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| was also hoping that copying/pasting content from Quip into Slack canvas was a backdoor way to get some of features that
have not (yet?) made the transition (spreadsheets, date mentions, etc.), but it does not appear to work.

On the mobile side, | had explored reusing Quip’s hybrid editing approach in the Slack iOS app, including the core Syncer library.
Hooking up Console.app to an iOS device shows that the Syncer (and thus Quip) are still involved whenever a canvas is loaded.
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'Y ) Console [ Q) b ® © e O Q. ANY v syncer

7 messages

Pause Now Activities Clear Reload Info Share

0 Mango Pro  All Messages  Errors and Faults Save
Type Time Process Message
.182445-0700 —-[CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] SYNCER Opened DB at /var/mobile/Conta
17:26:27.190298-0700 Slack —[CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] SYNCER Initialized database in 1.858m
17:26:27.191188-0700 Slack —[CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] SYNCER Initialized indexes in ©.127ms
17:26:28.788074-0700 Slack () [WARN][CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] Requested object caC9AAbsHWO \
17:26:28.788239-0700 Slack —[CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] LoadThread: caC9AAbsHwO completed in
17:26:29.509202-0700 Slack () [WARN][CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] Requested object EFD9iAjEfah v
17:26:29.509336-0700 Slack ) [WARN][CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] Requested object GCMAEAt9nat
Slack Volatile
Subsystem: -- Category: <Missing Description> Details 2023-07-04 17:26:27.182445-0700

—[CANVAS]: [CanvasServicelLoggingDelegate.swift:25] SYNCER Opened DB at /var/mobile/Containers/Data/Application/40848321-EA4F-4C2E—
ABEC—-7ECAE5CD3F75/Library/Application Support/Quip/EFD9EAL8QP2.2.0 [database.cc:253]

One of the open questions on mobile at the time of my departure was how to render Slack content that's embedded in a
document. Quip’s mobile editor is a (heavily customized) web view, so that we can reuse the same rendering logic on all
platforms. It's possible to see that the canvas rendering is still web-based by inspecting the Slack app bundle (Emerge Tools
provides a nice online tree view) — there is a mobile collab. js file which implements document rendering:

CollabSdk.framework
Thread CollabSdk

collabDoc... | coll...

allowViewCollaborators

CollabDo... | Colla...

CollabDocWebView

Resourc...

collabur | €0 | ©

collabSlackimageUrISchemeHandler:getSla...

Collab... Col Col

mobile_collab.js
Install size: 3.8 MB
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Slack on the other hand is an entirely native app. Porting Quip’s editor to native components didn’t seem feasible on any sort of

reasonable timeframe. It was also not appealing to reuse Slack’s web components on mobile, since they weren't designed for that

(either from a Ul or data loading perspective). | had speculated that we could leave a “placeholder” element in the web view for

Slack-provided Ul (like a message card), and then overlay the native component on top of it. But | wasn'’t sure if it would be

feasible, especially when the document is scrolled (and the native view overlay would have to be repositioned continuously).

It's not as easy to inspect the view hierarchy of an iOS app (without jailbreaking), so | can't verify this directly, but it would appear
that this placeholder/overlay approach was indeed chosen. Most of the time, the native Slack Ul is positioned perfectly over the
document. However, in some edge cases (e.g when a scroll is triggered because the keyboard is being brought up), things end

up slightly out of sync, and the placeholder is visible:

5:43

< Canvas

To-do list

() Something that needs to get done

= Thi i
() Assign todos! @Mihai Parparita

#random

Mihai Parparita
Here's a message, can you embed it
in a canvas?

Some text after the Slack message embed.

To-do list

() Something that needs to get done

= Thi .
() Assign todos! @Mihai Parparita

#random

Mihai Parparita
=@ Here's a message, can you embed it

in a canvas?

Some text after the Slack message embed.
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This is my first time being on the outside of a project while significant work on it continued (unlike other times), and it's been

fascinating to observe. | congratulate all the people involved in shipping Slack canvas, and will cheer them on®.

1. | later realized | had done the same thing 15 years earlier, getting Reader iframed into Gmail as another proof-of-concept.

2. At one point we had slack.com iframing quip.com which in turn was iframing slack.com again (so that we could show Slack
Ul components inside documents), an architecture we took to calling “turducken.”

3. Especially if they bring back syntax highlighting for code blocks.

Post a Comment

’ Enter Comment

« Older Post

Blog Archive Labels About Me

2023 (10) Bookmarklets (7)

2022 (7) Chrome (8) | am Mihai Parparita and can be reached at mihai@persistent.info.

2021 (5) clipz (39) Things I've done/had a hand in that you might have heard of: Tailscale, Quip, Chrome Apps, Google Reader,
2020 (2) Greasemonkey (19) Iconographer, Overplot and Gmail Greasemonkey Scripts. A more complete projects list is being back-filled. | also
2019 (1) Grendel (6) have a resume with a few more details.

2018 (4) Hammers (71)

2017 (2) Iconographer (106) | exist on Blogger, LinkedIn, Twitter, Mastodon, GitHub, Facebook and Foursquare (update frequency/abandonment
2016 (4) Infinite Mac (5) rate varies).

2015 (3) Meshroom (6)

2014 (13) Meta (84) All code on this is licensed under a Apache 2.0 License unless otherwise specified. All content is licensed under a
2013 (10) Proto-Projects (5) Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 License.

2012 (13) pTunes (25)

2011 (12) Quip (26)

2010 (11) Reader (21)

2009 (7) Retro (10)

2008 (6) Tailscale (8)

2007 (17) Thor (36)

2006 (22) WebKit (16)

2005 (33) WebMedia (7)

2004 (91) Widgets (6)

2003 (55)

2002 (1)

1999 (61)

1998 (91)



https://blog.persistent.info/2023/07/10th-anniversary-of-google-reader.html
https://twitter.com/mihai/status/1007099329226539008
https://blog.persistent.info/2006/10/google-reader-redux.html
http://slack.com/
https://quip.com/
http://slack.com/
https://blog.persistent.info/2023/07/10th-anniversary-of-google-reader.html
https://blog.persistent.info/2023/
https://blog.persistent.info/2022/
https://blog.persistent.info/2021/
https://blog.persistent.info/2020/
https://blog.persistent.info/2019/
https://blog.persistent.info/2018/
https://blog.persistent.info/2017/
https://blog.persistent.info/2016/
https://blog.persistent.info/2015/
https://blog.persistent.info/2014/
https://blog.persistent.info/2013/
https://blog.persistent.info/2012/
https://blog.persistent.info/2011/
https://blog.persistent.info/2010/
https://blog.persistent.info/2009/
https://blog.persistent.info/2008/
https://blog.persistent.info/2007/
https://blog.persistent.info/2006/
https://blog.persistent.info/2005/
https://blog.persistent.info/2004/
https://blog.persistent.info/2003/
https://blog.persistent.info/2002/
https://blog.persistent.info/1999/
https://blog.persistent.info/1998/
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Bookmarklets
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Chrome
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/clip2
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Greasemonkey
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Grendel
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Hammers
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Iconographer
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Infinite%20Mac
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Meshroom
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Meta
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Proto-Projects
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/pTunes
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Quip
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Reader
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Retro
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Tailscale
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Thor
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/WebKit
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/WebMedia
https://blog.persistent.info/search/label/Widgets
mailto:mihai@persistent.info
https://tailscale.com/
https://quip.com/
https://developer.chrome.com/apps
https://www.google.com/reader
http://www.mscape.com/products/iconographer.html
https://persistent.info/overplot/
https://github.com/mihaip/gmail-greasemonkey
https://blog.persistent.info/p/projects.html
https://persistent.info/about/resume.pdf
https://www.blogger.com/profile/12343650264888591427
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mihai-parparita/
https://twitter.com/mihai
https://hachyderm.io/@mihaip
https://github.com/mihaip
https://www.facebook.com/mihai.parparita
https://foursquare.com/mihai
https://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

