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Abstract

The Chimera Methodology is a new sofiware engineering par-
adigm which addresses the problem of developing dynami-
cally reconfigurable and reusable real-time software. The
Joundation of the Chimera methodology is the port-based
object model of a reusable software component. The model is
obiained by applying the port-automaton formal computa-
tional model to object-based design. Global state variable
table real-time communication is used to integrate port-based
objects, which eliminates the need for writing and debugging
glue code. The Chimera real-time operating system provides
tools to support the sofiware models defined by the Chimera
methodology, so that real-time software can be executed pre-
dictably using common real-time scheduling algorithms. 4
hypermedia user interfuce hus been designed to allow users fo
easily assemble the real-time software components that are
designed based on the Chimera methodology. Use of the
methodology can result in a significant decrease the develap-
ment time and cost of real-time applications.

1: Intreduction

The Chimera Methodology is a new software engineering
paradigm for designing and implementing real-time software
for multi-sensor systems. The Chimera name was used since
this methodology was a direct result of our work on the Chi-
mera real-time operating system project [28].

The methodology addresses the problem of developing
dynamically reconfigurable component-based real-time soft-
ware. Transfer and reuse of real-time software is difficult and
often seemmgly 1mposs:ble due to the incompatibility
between hardware and systems software at different sites.
This has meant that new technology developed at one site
must be reinvented at other sites, if in fact it can be incorpo-
rated at all. Technology transfer, therefore, has been a very
expensive endeavor, and the reuse of software from previous
applications has been virtually non-existent,

The use of component-based software has been proposed
to improve software development time by addressing the soft-
ware reuse and technology transfer issues [26]. For example,
a user developing a real-time application may need a specific
sofiware algorithm developed at some other site. Currently,
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users may go to the library or search through the network for
keywords, then find a book or journal article describing the
mathematical theory or computer science algorithm. After
they have printed a copy of the paper, they read the article
closely, then spend significant time writing, testing, and
debugging code to implement the algorithm. Once that is
done, they write more code to integrate the new algorithm into
their existing system, and perform further testing and debug-
ging. This process can easily take days or weeks of the per-
son’s time for each algorithm needed for their application, and
thus take many months to complete the programming of an
entire appiication.

The ultimate application programming environment
should allow for complete software reuse and the ability to
quickly transfer technology from remote sites. Users who
need a specific algorithm would search through a global dis-
tributed software library based on the hypermedia information
system curently available with the World-Wide Web [32].
When they find a suitable book or article, they not only get the
written theory, but they can also follow a link to a reusable
software module created by the authors. The algorithm would
already be programmed, fully tested, and debugged. With an
action as simple as a2 mouse-click, that software algorithm is
copied into the user’s personal library, and is ready to be used
in their application. This process would take a few minutes at
maost. The user could then create their application by puiting
together these software building-blocks through the use of a
graphical vser interface. Within hours, a complete application
could be assembled, as compared to the months that it would
take to do so using conventional methods.

This process of assembling an application without writing
or automatically generating any new glue code is called soff-
ware assembly [26]. In this paper, we describe the Chimera
methodology, which defines new software models, comumuni-
cation protocols, and interfaces for supporting sofiware
assembly.

2: Related work

There has been significant research in the area of software
reuse, with three major directions emerging: software synthe-
sis, interface adaptation, and object design.

Software synthesis, also known as automatic code genera-
tion, generally employs artificial intelligence techniques such
as knowledge bases [1] [3] [24] and expert systems [12] {20]
to generate the “glue” code for automatically integrating reus-
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able modules. As input, they receive information about the
software modules, the interface specifications and the target
application, and as output produce code using both formal
computation and heuristics. For a truly generic framework,
however, it is desirable that the integration of software be
based on the interfaces alone, and not on the semantics of the
modules or application, as the latter results in the need for
large knowledge bases. Furthermore, software synthesis only
allows for statically configuring an application, and usually
does not support dynamic reconfiguration.

Interface adaptation involves modifying the interfaces of
software modules based on the other software modules with
which they must communicate in order to obtain the required
software integration. In these systems, an interface specifica-
tion language is used to provide a general wrapper interface
and to ailow meaningful data to be interchanged between the
modules [11] [14] [16]. This method has led to the notion of 2
software bus, where an underlying server or transport mecha-
nism adapts to the software module, rather than having the
software modules adapt to the transport mechanism [4] [197].
None of these methods have been adapted to real-fime sys-
tems, and there arec no clear extensions which would ensure
that interface adaptation and communication between mod-
ules can be performed in real-time.

The Chimera methodology differs from interface adapta-
tion and software synthesis methods of integrating software,
in that it addresses the actual design of software components,
rather than just addressing their interfaces.

Object design is a popular software modelling technique
which can form the basis for softwarc reuse. An cbject is a
software entity which encapsulates data and provides methods
as the only access to that data. Wegner distinguishes between
two types of object design methodologies: object-based
design (OBD) and  object-oriented design (O0D) [7].
Whereas OBD only defines the encapsulation of data and
access to that data, QOD is an extension which aiso defines
the interrelation and interaction between objects. The interre-
lation of objects in OOD is defined through inheritance using
the notions of classes, superclasses, and meta-classes [34]. An
object-oriented programming language generally performs
run-time dynamic binding to suppert this inheritance, and
objects of different classes communicate with each other
through messages, where the message invokes the method of
another object. Such dynamic binding and message passing
creates unpredictable execution delays, especially ina distrib-
uted environment, and as a result is not suitable for the design
of real-time systems [5]. For exampie, The Chaos Real-Time
Operating System [22] was designed to use object-oriented
design with real-time systems. Chaos addresses the dynamic
binding issue by performing static binding during the compi-
lation and linking stages, thus allowing for predictable exccu-
tion of the real-time application. The Chaos system addresses
the real-time message passing issue by creating a variety of
specialized messages which are tailored to the target applica-
tion. As stated by the authors of Chaes in [3]. this. to some
extent, ruins the object model’s uniformity and partially
defeats the purpose of using the object-oriented methodology
for developing real-time systems,
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The work presented in this paper is an alternate approach
which avoids the real-time problems associated with object-
oriented design, while maintaining the advantages of using
objects to obtain modular encapsulation, a necessary basis for
software reusability. It combines object-based design with the
port-automaton computational model, as described next, to
model dynamically reconfigurable real-time software compo-
nents.

Streenstrup and Arbib [30] formaily defined a concurrent
process as a port automaton, where an output response is
computed as a function of an input response. The automaton
executes asynchronously and independently, and whenever
input is needed, the most recent data available is obtained.
The automaton may have internal states; however ali commu-
nication with other concurrent processes are through the ports.
The port-automaton theory was first applied to robotics by
Lyons and Arbib [15], who constructed a special model of
computation based on it, which was called Robot Schemas.
The schema used the port-automaton theory to formalize the
key computational characteristics of robot programming into
a single mathematical model.

Arbib and Ehrig extended the work on robot schemas for
atgebraically specifying modular software for distributed sys-
tems by using porf specifications to link modules [2]. The
specification presented requires that there be exactly one input
for every output tink, and vice versa. The specification does
not inciude any notion of objects nor any method to obtain
reusability of the modules and reconfigurability of a sub-
system, and they do not specify the mechanisms required to
implement their model.

In our research, these port specifications have been com-
bined with object-based design in order to create a model for
reconfigurable real-time software components, The port spec-
ifications are also extended so that an output port can be
spanned info multiple inputs and muitiple outputs can be
joined into a single input. In addition, operating system ser-
vices are provided such that the communication through these
ports can be performed in real-time and a set of port-based
objects can be reconfigured dynamically. The next section
presents the details of the model.

3: Port-Based Objects

A new abstraction for real-time software components that
applies the port automaton theory to object-based design is the
port-based object. A port-based object has all the properties
associated with standard objects. including internal state, code
and data encapsulation, and characterization by its methods. It
also has input. oufput, and resource ports for real-time com-
munication. Input and output ports are used for integrating
objects in the same subsystem, while resource ports are used
for communication external to the subsystem, such as with the
physical envirenment, a user interface, or other subsystems.

A link between two objects is created by connecting an
output port of one module to a corresponding input port of
another module, using port names to perform the binding. A
configuration can be legal only if every input port in the
system 1s connected to exactly one output port. A single
output may be used as input by multiple tasks. In our dia-
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grams, we represent such fanning of the cutput with just 2 dot
at the intersection between two links, as shown in Figure 2.
Both modules 4 and B require the same input p, and therefore
the module C fans the single output p into two identical out-
puts, one for each 4 and B.

If two modules have the same output ports, then a join con-
nector is required to merge the data into a single unambiguous
oufput port, as shown in Figure 3. The join connector’s output
is based on soine kind of combining operation, such as a
weighted average. In this example modules 4 and B are both
generating a common output p. In order for any other module
to use p as an input, it must only connect to a single output p.
The user or software assembly tool (such as Onika [9]) can
modify the output port names of modules with the same out-
puts using the aliasing features provided by the RTOS, such
that they are two separate, intermediate variables. In ocur
example, the output of module 4 becomes p’, and the output
of module B becomes p ”. The join connector takes p and p
as inputs, and produces a single nrambiguous output p.

A task is not required to have both input and output ports.
Some tasks instead receive input from or send output to the
external environment or to other subsystems, through the
resource ports. Other tasks may generate data internally or
receive data from an external subsystem (e.g. trajectory gen-
erator and vision subsystem interface) and hence not have any
input ports, or just gather data (e.g. data logger and graphical
display interface), and hence have no output ports. Any com-
munication protocol can be used for the resource ports. This
allows the hardware dependencies of an application fo be
encapsulated within a single port-based object.

3.1: Object Integration using State Variables

A task set is formed by linking multiple objects together to
form either an open-loop or closed-loop subsystem. Each
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Figure 1: Simplified model of a port-based ohject

Figure 2: Fanning an output into multiple inputs
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Figure 3: Joining multipfe outputs into a single input
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object in the subsysiern executes as a separate task on one of
the processors in & multiprocessor environment. An example
of a fairly simple closed-loop subsystem is the PID joint con-
trol of a robot, as shown in Figure 4. It uses three modules: the
Joint position trajectory generator, the PID joint position con-
troller, and the forque-mode robot inferface.

The port-automaton computational model states that every
task executes autonomously. At the beginning of every cycle,
the task obtains the most recent data available from its input
ports. At the end of the cycle, after performing any necessary
computations, the task places new data onto its owiput ports.
The task is completely unaware of the source and destination
of the input and output data respectively.

Autonomous execution is desirable because it allows a task
to execute independently of other tasks, and therefore does
not block because another task is using a shared resource.
Without blocking terms, the analysis and implementation
complexity of real-time scheduling algorithms such as maxi-
mum-urgency-first [27] and rate monotonic [23] is minimized.

The port-automaton model assumes that the most recent
data is always present at the input ports, which implies that the
ports are not message queues. With message queues, it is pos-
sible that no messages are waiting, which occurs when a task
producing an output is slower than the task requiring the data
as input. On the other hand, if the task preducing output is
faster, then there is the possibility of multiple messages wait-
ing at the port, and the next message to be received is not the
most recent data. Messages create further problems if an
output must be fanned into multiple inputs. In such cases, a
message must be replicated, thus making the time to output
data a function of the number of external tasks. This contra-
dicts the automaton model where an object is not aware of its
external environment.

State variables provide an alternative to messages. A sub-
system state can be implemented by defining each port as a
state variable. Writing to an output port then translates into
updating the state variable, while reading from an input port
translates into reading the state variable. This method guaran-
tees that the most recent data is always available as a state
variable. However, this also introduces a problem of integrity.

Since a state variable is shared, proper synchronization is
required to ensure that only complete sets of data are read and
written. A state variable can be a vector or other complex data
structure, thus the entire transfer must be performed as a crit-
ical section. Using semaphores or similar types of synchroni-
zation violates the port-automaton model because they create
dependencies between tasks. They introduce blocking terms
to the real-time scheduling analysis and create the possibility
of priority inversion and deadlocks. We now present our solu-
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Figure 4: Example of PID joint control.
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tions for obtaining the required synchronization while main-
taining an autonomeus execution model.

For single-processor environments, the synchronization
can be obtained by locking the CPU, asswming that the size of
a state variable transfer is small. Some may argue that locking
the CPU may lead to possible missed deadlines or priority
inversion. This would be true in the ideal case where a CPU
has no operating system overhead. However, considering the
practical aspects of real-time computers, it is not unusual that
a real-time microkernel locks the CPU for up to 100 psec in
order to perform a systemn call such as a full context switch
[31], If the total time that a CPU is locked in order to transfer
a state variable is less than the worst-case locking of the
microkeme! due to operating system functions, then there is
no additional effect on the predictability of the system. Only
the worst-case execution time of that task must be increased
by the transfer time, and that can be accounted for in the
scheduling analysis.

In most sensor-based controf applications, the volume of
data is small. For example, for the PID controller in Figure 4,
gach state variable requires ndof transfers, where ndof is the
number of degrees-of-freedom for the robot. A typical value
for ndofis less than 10, and therefore the longest CPU locking
for a state variable would be the time to perform 10 transfers,
This would typically take less than 5 ysec on a CPU with a
100 pusec context switch time, considering that a context
switch may contain as many as 200 operations for saving and
restoring registers and updating & process control table.

One notable exception in which the small volume of data
assumption does not hold is for images, Vision applications
can casily require several megabytes of data per second. In
our model, such applications are implemented as a separate
subsystem using special image processing hardware, and
interfaced to the port-based objects using one of the resource
ports [23]. For a vision subsystem, configurable inter-object
communication can be implemented using kigh-volume data
streams and synchronized tasks [10], instead of states and
asynchronous tasks as described in this paper. Synchronous
systems arg much more limiting because afl tasks must exe-
cute at the same frequency and dynamic reconfigurability of
more than one task at a time is usually not possible. However,
synchronous systems do have an advantage for vision systems
where a synchronized software pipeline is desired. The output
of such a pipeline is a list of features or specific data points
within an image. This low-volume output ¢an then be sent to
a control subsystermn which uses the Chimera methodology for
applications such as active vision [18].

For multiprocessor environments. we have designed o
global state variable table mechanism for the inter-gbject
communication {297, since locking only one of the CPUs will
not provide the necessary atomic execution, and locking all
the CPUs is not feasible. The mechanism is based on the com-
bined use of global shared memory and local memory for the
exchange of data between modules, as shown in Figure 5. The
global state variabie table is stored in the shared memory. The
variables in this table are a union of the input port and output
port variables of all the modules that can be configured into
the system. Tasks corresponding to each control module
cannot access this table directly. Instead, every task has its
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own local copy of the table, called the local state variable
table. Only the variables used by the task are kept up-to-date
in the local table. Since each task has its own copy of the local
table, mutually exclusive access to it is not required. There-
fore, a task can execute autonomously since it never has to
lock the local table. The key is then to ensure that the local and
global tables are updated to always contain the most recent
data, and that the local table is never updated while a task is
using the tabie. Details of the global state variable table mech-
anism are given in [29].

3.2: Configuration Verification

In order to ensure that the data required by a port-based
object is always available, a configuration analysis is
required.

A legal configuration exists when there is exactly one
outpui port for every input port in the fask set, and there are
ne two modules which produce the same output. The comrect-
ness of a configuration can be verified analytically using set
equations, where the elements of the sets arc the state vari-
ables. A configuration is legal only if

(Y,n YJ.) = @, forallijsuchthat I £ ij<kaiz] (1)
and

k k
((vx)=(r)) @
. I , J
i=1 j=1

where &; s a set representing the input variables of module
/> ¥;is a set representing the output variables of module j, and
k is the number of modules in the configuration.

As an cxample, consider the configuration shown in
Figure 4. Assume that module 1 is the trajectory generator
Joint position, module 2 is the PID joint position controller,
and module 3 is the forque-mode robot interface. Therefore
X, =@, Yoo= {0,085, Xy = 19,0,0,.6,) .
Yo ={g}.X; = {t,},and¥; = {8,.08,}.

From these sets we can easily see that ¥, Y5, and ¥; do not
intersect, and hence (1) is satisfied.

Te satisfy (2), the union of the input sets and output sets
must be taken and compared. We got

UX=X;UXpUXy=16,0,0,9,.1} (3)
and
Y =Y UY, Yy =1{0,0,0 0,11 (4)
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Figure 5: Structure of state variable table mechartism
for pori-based object integration
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Since WX = WY, Equation (2) is also satisfied and thus the
configuration shown in Figure 4 is legal.

A task set consisting of port-based objects provides a good
model for real-time scheduling analysis, because each task
executes autonomousty and independently of other tasks,
Such characteristics are desirable, as they allow for real-time
scheduling using algorithms such as maximmun-urgency-first
[27] or rate menotonic [23], without the complexity involved
in task sets with inter-task dependencies which can result in
significant blocking, pricrify-inversion, or deadlock. The
maximum-urgency-first algerithm is preferred, since it has
both a performance improvement over rate monotonic, and it
accounts for the fact that not all tasks have to be hard real-
time. For example, many sensor tasks are soft real-time, in
that they can tolerate the occasional missed deadline as long
as the object can extrapolate the data to account for the missed
cycle.

Details of the maximum-urgency-first real-time schedul-
ing algorithm used by the Chimera RTOS, including support
for hard and soft real-time tasks, aperiodic servers, timing
failure detection and handling, and automatic task execution
profiling are given in {25].

3.3: Detailed Port-Based Object Model

In order to ensure autonomous execution of a port-based
object, the local and global state variable tables must be
updated regularly, in such a way that the updates never oceur
while a task is executing. To address this issue, we first dis-
cuss a new programming paradigm for implementing soft-
ware, then provide a detailed model of a port-based object in
support of that paradigm.

Traditionally, software modules are implemented as com-
plete enfities, which can invoke RTOS services through the
use of system calls. Such an implementation model, however,
forces each module to be responsible for its own communica-
tion, syrnchronization, and integration with other modules.

Chimera uses an “inside-out” method of programming as
compared to the traditional methods of developing software.
Rather than the software modules invoking the RTOS when-
ever an operating system service is required, the RTOS ser-
vices are always executing, and they invoke methods of the
pori-based object as needed. Programmers who create sofi-
ware modules only have to define the methods of the port-
based object; they do not have to write any kind of synchroni-
zation, communication, or other glue code. As a result, the
creation of a rensable software component using the Chimera
methodology is simpler than creating a traditional software
module. The new programming paradigm is also highly desir-
able because the operating system is in total control of every
task, and as a result enables aufomatic execution time profil-
ing for tasks, and allows the operating system to detect iming
failures and handle them accordingly [25].

In order to demonstrate the principles of the new program-
ming paradigm, a detailed diagram of the port-based object
model is presented. Every port-based object in a configuration
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is a real-time task on one of the processors, and has the struc-
ture shown in Figure 7.

The ellipses show the possible states of the task, which can
be NOT-CREATED, OFF, ON, or ERROR. A task that is in the OFF
state has been created, meaning that a context for the task
exists, but that the task is in a suspended state waiting for a
signal. The O state represents a task that is ready to execute
its next cycle, either in response to a timer wakeup signal for
a periodic task, or the arrival of an event in the case of an ape-
riodic task. The ERROR state is for tasks that have encountered
unrecoverable errors during their execution.

The transition between states occurs as a result of signals
sent by a subsystem interface to the RTOS. The subsystem
interface signals can come from a user through a command-
line or graplical interface, from an external subsystem, or
from another task in the same subsystem in the case of an
embedded system. These signals are shown in Figure 7 as
solid bars.

The methods of an object are invoked by the RTOS in
response to the signals from the subsystem interface, and form
part of the state transitions. The methods are shown as rectan-
gular boxes. Each object has each of the following special
methods: init, on, cycle, off, kill, ervor, clear, reinit and syrc.
The inif and or components are for a two-step initialization.
The cycle component executes once for each cycle of a peri-
odic task, or once for each event to be processed by an aperi-
odic server. The ojf and kil components are for a two-step
termination. The error and clear components are for auto-
matic and manual recovery from ervors respectively. The
reinit component is used for dynamic reconfiguration. The
sync component is used by aperiodic servers to receive events
through a port-based object’s resource ports. More details on
each of these methods is given below.

Before and after each method of a port-based object is exe-
cuted, a transfer is made between the local and global tables.
This ensures that a method always uses the most up-to-date
data, and that new data is immediately placed into the global
table. These state variable table transfers are shown in
Figure 7 as oval boxes.
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