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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to advocate for the development of high-level tools such as
object-oriented features and constraint programming inside and outside VRML, in order
to facilitate the description of complex object behaviours in virtual worlds.

1 Introduction

VRML! has been quite successful in simplifying the description of 3D animated objects
because the author does not have to care about low-level computer graphics problems
such as rendering. But it is not high enough a level to easily describe “active” objects?:
VRML should evolve from a 3D animated scenes to a 3D virtual worlds description
language with high-level features such as object-orientation and constraint processing.

Constraint programming has proved to be very successful for problem solving and
combinatorial optimization. It combines the expressiveness of a high-level language
with the efficiency of specialized algorithms for constraint solving, sometimes borrowing
techniques from operations research and numerical analysis. Other types of applications
might benefit from this duality; in this paper, we will focus on constraint programming
applied to Virtual Reality.

Constraints have already been successfully used in 2D authoring systems for some
time [Gleicher94, Gleicher94b] in order to maintain basic object geometric properties
while drawing, and more recently in 3D animation [Gleicher97, Gobbetti95] for motion
and kinematics control. These notions have been very recently introduced in VRML
[Diehl97]: the proposed system extends VRML++3 [Diehl97b] by adding “one-way”
constraints. This system already enables the author to describe some interesting com-
plex behaviours, but we propose to implement true multi-directional constraints as in
classical constraint solvers.

The main idea is that constraints can be used to enforce hidden relationships be-
tween 3D objects and further describe the behaviour of “animated virtual agents” in

'In this paper, VRML (Virtual Reality Modeling Language) stands for VRML97, the current VRML ISO
standard.

24Active objects” designates autonomous agents living in a dynamic and unpredictable virtual universe.

3VRML++ introduces object-oriented features to VRML, such as classes and inheritance.



VRML worlds. Interesting examples could be positional constraints such as minimal
and maximal distances or non-collision, or general integrity rules such as gravity. The
simulated world should not depart too much from the one imagined by the VRML de-
signer: the world must be as coherent and realistic as possible but the constraint solver
must slightly interfere with real-time animation.

2 Constraint Processing

Constraints are a simple way to describe strong logical relationships between variables.
Those constraints must be respected as much as possible, in order to keep the system
in a coherent state. Each variable is bound to a “value domain” that contains all the
possible values this variable can take. When a constrained variable is modified, its new
value is propagated in the constraint network in order to ensure the system consistency.

In classical constraint solvers, the system is said to be “consistent” when all the
constraints are satisfied. Some solvers may also relax selected constraints so that the
most important ones keep satisfied, usually the ones with the biggest priority. When
some variables cannot be modified anymore and the constraint network is still incon-
sistent, the system must explore another path to solve the problem using for example
backtracking techniques.

The whole idea of constraint solving is to start reasoning and computing with
partial information, ensuring the overall consistency and reducing the variable do-
mains as much as possible. The most classical and successful techniques used to
process and solve constraints are called consistency or local propagation techniques.
Such techniques stem from constraint satisfaction problems in Artificial Intelligence

[Montanari74, MacWorth77, Nadel88].

Constraints are powerful tools for describing high-level relationships between enti-
ties. When integrated in a programming language such as Prolog or Java, constraints
can be manipulated as any other variable, and thus be used in lists or control struc-
tures; the constraint solver is in charge of the global system consistency during the
whole program execution. Constraints are truly an interesting extension for any kind
of programming or description language.

3 Constraints in VRML

The VRML designer may want to set specific constraints on some of the objects com-
posing a virtual world and let the constraint solver keep the scene coherent. Constraints
may also be used to describe planning methods, triggers and actions for autonomous
agents in a 3D virtual world: the designer gives some rules to active objects that must
cope with an unpredictable environment.

3.1 The basic ideas

In VRML, 3D objects are described as nodes that can be hierarchically combined. Each
node is made of read-only fields and in/out events. Animations are obtained by rout-
ing eventOuts of some nodes to eventlns of the same type, in order to propagate the
modified values. Script nodes have been introduced in VRML to perform more complex
animations by calling external programs, which are usually written in Java or Javascript.



In particular, such programs may check the consistency of the constraints applied
to VRML objects. There are two different approaches to introduce constraint solving
in VRML, both needing the use of Java Script nodes:

e A VRML-based constraint solver: each constraint is implemented as a Script
node, which is in charge of checking the constraint consistency. Value propagation
is based on the VRML event routing mechanism. The backtrack manager is also
a separated Script node. The solver is composed of all those Script nodes.

e A Java-based constraint solver: the VRML scene communicates with an unique
Script node representing the constraint solver. Backtracking, constraints and con-
strained variables are managed by a single Java program that embodies the solver.

3.2 A general architecture for the two approaches

Constraint programming systems are usually designed to find an ideal solution, which
is a consistent state for an entire constraint set. Even with highly optimized solvers,
it generally takes seconds or minutes to get a result for a complicated problem: in a
Virtual Reality system, we need to keep an approximative coherence while preserving
the quality of the real-time animation.

Therefore we chose a classical but simplified architecture for the constraint solver.
There are different types of constraints (applied to floats, integers, strings, etc.) but we
focused on binary positional constraints, that is constraints between two 3D vectors:
then we can solve typical 3D animation problems like collision and proximity detection
between any two objects in the scene*, but also classical constraint solving problems
such as the well-known n-Queens challenge.

Our system consists of 3D objects, binary constraints and a backtrack manager. An
object is compound of fields that may be constrained; it must define a “normal” and
a “special” behaviour: the normal behaviour describes the default animation planned
in the general case, while the special behaviour is activated only when one of the con-
straints becomes unsatisfied. Constrained variables have also two value domains (a
normal and a special one) to handle conflictual situations.

There are two different kinds of priorities in this system: wariable priorities and
constraint priorities. The priorities applied to the constraints are managed by the
backtrack manager and indicate which constraints are the most important for the world
coherence. The priorities given to the constrained variables allow the constraint to
choose which one of the two fields must be modified first when there is a conflict: it can
be a value (the field with the lowest priority will be chosen) or a rule (random choice,
“the last modified variable must change” or “the other variable must change”).

3.3 A classical example : the Queens as Agents

Here is a well-known example: the n-Queens problem consists of placing n Queens on a
n X n chessboard while never having two Queens on the same line, column or diagonal.
Considering that there should be only one Queen on each line, we will note @; the
Queen on the i*? line. Lines are represented on the Y axis of the VRML scene. We
shall thus have for each couple of Queens Q; and Q); :
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*This is possible in Java3D (according to the specification [Java3D]) but not in VRMLI7.



We chose to process the 3 disequations at the same time using a unique binary con-
straint called NoAttack. This constraint guaranties for each couple of Queens that they
are not on the same column or diagonal. Each Queen has a small domain, that is the
n possible positions on the X axis.

Booknak  Optiors  Help

Fig. 1: The J Queens before launching the constraint solving.

When the user clicks on @ (the first cylinder from the right), the Queen will try to
find a place to go on the chessboard: it will stop at the first place because there are no
other Queen on the board and therefore no conflict to solve. Then the user clicks on
()2, which cannot choose the first or the second position on the board, because there
is already a Queen on the first column and the first diagonal: the NoAttack constraint
between @ and @, in association with the appropriate priority (“the last who has
been modified must change”), makes Q@2 choose the third position. After several clicks,
the solver finds a first solution:
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Fig. 2: The J Queens are now correctly on the board.

We consider that those Queens are similar to autonomous agents as far as they can
modify their position depending on the situation, and they may possibly ask the back-
track manager to rearrange the problem when there is an unsolvable conflict.



This problem has been implemented with the VRML-oriented solution for only four
Queens, because of the problems encountered with the VRML browsers available at this
time which were unable to load larger files or a Java-based constraint solver®.

4 Conclusion

We had many problems with the VRML 2.0 browsers that were available in summer 97.
Therefore, we could not validate the complete results of our project but we can already
say that, from a virtual world designer point of view, an authoring system with high-
level features is more efficient and comfortable than a system based only on VRML
current functionnalities.

VRML would certainly benefit from some extensions in order to evolve towards
a high-level description language including object-oriented features such as inheritance
and encapsulation, and optimized specific both one-way and multi-way constraint solvers.
But even then, we would need a programming language to describe more complex object
behaviours. Thus, it could be interesting to discuss about what is needed at the VRML
level and what has to be programmed separately.
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