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Distributed multimedia systems are potentially subject to frequent and ongoing evolution of
application structures. In such systems it is often unacceptable for reconfigurations to fail or to
only partially succeed. This paper describes the reconfiguration architecture of the DJINN
multimedia programming framework. We introduce the concept of multimedia transactions for
structuring changes into atomic units that preserve application consistency and extend these with
the smoothness condition to maintain temporal as well as data integrity across reconfigurations.
We present a technique for scheduling configuration changes that trades off the perceived level
of smoothness against the available resources and the desired timeliness of the reconfiguration.

1. Introduction
The applications of distributed multimedia systems include complex and mission-critical domains such as digital
television production, security and medical systems. These applications are potentially long-lived and are subject
to frequent reconfiguration and long-term evolution of application structure. There is a clear requirement for
support frameworks to manage the complexity of building and maintaining such systems.
This paper describes the DJINN multimedia programming framework [MNCK97], which is designed to support the
construction and dynamic reconfiguration of distributed multimedia applications. DJINN applications have the
novel property that they consist, seamlessly, of not only the components that perform media processing for the
application itself, but also a model of these components. The model facilitates the construction of complex
component structures; it allows us to perform QoS calculations conveniently; and it provides a vehicle for
reconfiguring the application at run-time without breaking the application’s integrity.
DJINN uses a split-level component architecture to model the structural and QoS configuration of distributed
applications. High-level application structuring is based around hierarchic composition of components.
Composite components use class-specific reconfiguration programs to modify the structural and QoS
configurations of applications within constraints set by the component programmer. Configuration changes are
performed on the application model, then passed through admission control and consistency checks before the
changes are mapped onto the active peer component layer. This paper is primarily concerned with our techniques
for achieving ‘smoothness’: maintaining the temporal consistency of media streams during reconfiguration by
placing bounds on timing “glitches” that users may experience when an application is reconfigured. For example,
consider a “tele-medicine” system where surgeons remotely conduct and observe a surgical procedure—it is
clearly unacceptable for the video stream to break up when another observer joins the system. Smoothness is
realised by imposing a schedule on component updates during reconfigurations, taking into account applicationand system-imposed constraints on resource usage and trading these off against the desire to achieve a timely and
glitch-free reconfiguration.
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: Section 2 introduces the fundamental concepts of DJINN;
Section 3 expands upon these and describes the basic mechanisms of reconfiguration in DJINN. Our algorithm for
smooth reconfiguration is presented in Section 4 and discussed in Section 5. Section 6 briefly reviews related
work and Section 7 contains our conclusions and plans for further research.

2. Building Distributed Multimedia Applications with DJINN
DJINN applications are constructed from networks of active components consuming, producing and transforming
media data streams and interconnected via their ports, in a similar fashion to other distributed multimedia
programming frameworks such as [Gib95, Bar96, FoSl96]. However, DJINN components come in two different
flavours: model and peer components. Peer components are the familiar active objects that produce, process and
consume media data streams. They are distributed according to the media-flow requirements of the application
and generally have temporal constraints on their operation. Model components, on the other hand, are located
wherever convenient for the application programmer or configuration management system. Their purpose is to
model the configuration and QoS characteristics of the underlying peer components whilst hiding the details of
1

{scott,hanin,george,timk}@dcs.qmw.ac.uk

media processing (transport protocols, media codecs,
device drivers, etc.) from application programmers and
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users. Every peer component has a corresponding
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model component that knows about its configuration,
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QoS and media-handling behaviour. Additionally,
Mixer
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composite components encapsulate sets of
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sub-components, for reasons of abstraction, modularity
2
and reusability, and to provide high-level behaviours to
applications.
It is important to understand that all application-level
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programming in DJINN takes place at the model layer;
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that is, application programmers interact only with the
model components of an application. Peer components
are created, configured and destroyed as required under
Figure 1. Model Components.
the control of the application model. Figures 1 and 2
respectively show the model and peer components of an
example “news studio” system that is part of a larger
Camera
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“TV studio” application. Note that while the peer
components are distributed across several hosts
Camera
Mixer
Switch
according to the location of the necessary resources, the
Camera
application model is located entirely on another host.
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Although the usual situation is for the complete model
to be held on a single host our architecture does allow it
to be distributed. This allows situations where parts of
Graphics
Switch
Gen.
the system are controlled by different organisations; it
also allows model components to be located close to
their peers, for the sake of efficiency.
Figure 2. Peer Components.
Our primary motivation for the use of an application
model is to clearly separate the design of an application from its realisation at run-time [MNCK97]. The model is
largely independent of location, hardware platform, operating system and the various technologies used to process
and transport media data; it enables programmers to build and evolve applications at a high level of abstraction.
Peer components, on the other hand, have no notion of their place in the larger application—they simply carry out
their tasks of producing, processing, transporting and consuming multimedia data.
Components are controlled through a combination of remote invocations and inter-component events. Events can
be transferred between components across the model-peer boundary and additionally may flow along the same
paths as media streams, interleaved with media data elements.
MultiCamera

NewsStudio

3. Reconfiguring DJINN Applications
Composite components are the principal structuring mechanism for DJINN applications. These components
encapsulate groups of sub-components that perform some higher level activity; this allows such groups to be
replicated and instantiated elsewhere, even in a completely different hardware or network environment. The
“MultiCamera” and “NewsStudio” components in Figure 1 are examples of composite components. As well as
their encapsulation function, composite components can define their own class-specific behaviours on top of the
basic “components and connections” model, permitting the creation of complex reconfigurations independent of
the physical realisation of the model. Each composite component provides methods for managing its structural
and QoS configuration, i.e. for manipulating the connectivity and per-component state of its subcomponent graph.
Application configuration—and reconfiguration—is expressed in terms of paths: end-to-end management
constructs describing the media data flow between a pair of endpoints chosen by the application2. A path
encapsulates an arbitrary sequence of ports and intervening components that carry its data; it also declares the
end-to-end QoS properties of that sequence, including latency, jitter and error rate. It is up to each individual
application to identify the end-to-end flows that are of interest to it and specify paths accordingly. Flows that are
not part of a path do not receive any end-to-end guarantees either for their normal operation or during
reconfiguration.
We have identified a set of requirements for configuring distributed multimedia systems, of which the following
are the most important in the context of this paper:
2

To represent 1-N configurations, a “bundle” of paths with a common source endpoint is used.

Atomicity. Often multiple related configuration changes must be carried out as a single operation, for
example when adding a participant to a video conference. Atomic reconfiguration ensures that either all
of the changes occur, or none of them do.
Consistency. Every reconfiguration should take the application from one consistent state to another. The
properties of a consistent state are component- and application-specific—for example, the news studio
system might specify that at least one input to the mixer must always be active.

3.1. Multimedia Transactions
The requirements for atomic and consistent reconfiguration have led us to the development of a
transaction-oriented model of reconfiguration in DJINN. However, conventional database-oriented transaction
mechanisms supporting the ‘ACID’ properties [HaRe83] have some shortcomings in the context of multimedia
applications. Specifically, traditional transactions do not take account of the real-time, interactive nature of
multimedia systems and the need to maintain temporal constraints on data—an important aspect of keeping the
application in a consistent state.
Therefore, we introduce the notion of the multimedia transaction [Mit98] for managing the reconfiguration of
multimedia applications. Multimedia transactions are an extension of the traditional transaction semantics. They
continue to maintain the ACID properties, except for ‘D’ (durability) which is largely orthogonal to the aims of our
current work3. To address the time-sensitive nature of multimedia, our transactions extend the usual notion of the
‘C’ property to include the temporal as well as data consistency of media streams. We have informally named this
requirement to maintain temporal constraints across reconfiguration boundaries the smoothness condition:
“The execution of a multimedia transaction on a live system must not break any temporal
constraint of any active path.”
Temporal constraints are application-dependent, but an application might specify, for example, that a new stream
must have started to play out within 200ms of the old stream being stopped. We must be careful to distinguish
between failures of temporal integrity and failures of data integrity. For instance, if the input of an MPEG decoder
is switched to a new stream at the wrong time, a sequence of garbled frames may be output. This is obviously a
failure of data integrity since the application has generated corrupt data. If, however, the badly-timed switch
caused the decoder to pause for longer than an application-defined bound, then the smoothness property has been
broken. Smoothness violations may also occur when an existing stream is stopped before its replacement has been
started, or if two streams briefly run simultaneously when resources have been reserved for one stream only.
Although the smoothness condition specifies that no temporal constraints should be broken, we believe that users
will be prepared to accept a certain amount of degradation in service quality—equivalent to a temporary relaxation
of constraints—around the time of a reconfiguration. For example, it is generally acceptable when switching
between two video streams, for the interval between the last frame of the old stream and the first frame of the new
to be longer than the inter-frame interval of either stream individually (that is, the jitter bound can be relaxed
across the reconfiguration). The exact amount of degradation that can be tolerated—and for how long—will
depend on the application and the preferences of the user.
Like all configuration-related activity in DJINN, transactions are carried out at the model component level, with
their effects made visible at the peer layer when a transaction successfully commits. For a transaction to commit
involves checking the consistency of the new configuration; admission control, with possible re-negotiation of QoS
parameters; resource reservation; and updating of the affected peer components. Meeting the smoothness
condition requires computing a schedule for the update operations on peer components; the derivation and
execution of this schedule is described in detail in Section 4.

3.2. The Anatomy of a Reconfiguration
The actions needed to complete a reconfiguration can be quite time-consuming, especially if new components
must be deployed and activated (this may involve setting up hardware devices as well as a considerable amount of
remote invocation). However, in many reconfigurations there is a requirement that the transition between old and
new configurations takes place either at an absolute real time or within some interval of someone “pushing the
button”—both are difficult to achieve if there is an indeterminate amount of setup activity to perform before the
switch can take place. Our solution to this problem is to divide the peer component updates performed by a
multimedia transaction into two phases:
“Setup” phase. This phase is begins immediately when the transaction program is started. It encompasses
all changes to the application model; structural and QoS checks on the new configuration; plus creation
of new peer components and reservation of any resources they might require. The new peer components
3
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are not connected into the running application and no existing components are stopped or deleted.
Depending upon the smoothness requirements of the reconfiguration, some new components may be
started running during the setup phase.
“Integrate” phase. This phase runs at some point after the setup phase has completed, in response to an
event which may be generated at a particular time, by a user interacting with the application’s UI, or by a
peer component. The integrate phase completes the peer component update by “starting up” (instructing
a component to begin processing, causing it to actually use the resources reserved for it) new components,
connecting the new configuration into the running system and removing any components that are no
longer needed, while ensuring that smoothness bounds are met. The event that activates the integrate
phase of a transaction is specified when the transaction is started, along with a timeout value. If this
timeout expires before the transaction has been integrated the effects of the transaction will be undone
and the integrate event will be ignored if it ever does arrive.
This is obviously not a perfect solution, as applications still need to know approximately when reconfigurations
will be occurring. In the fairly common case when this information is known, however, the technique greatly
reduces the apparent time required to complete the reconfiguration.
Figure 3 below graphs an abstract “quality” metric for a single path against time, during a reconfiguration of that
path. The value of the quality metric is an aggregation of the end-to-end properties of the path: latency, jitter and
error rate. Obviously, in an actual reconfiguration the transitions between the different phases are unlikely to be
as clearly defined. However, we believe that this graph is a good first approximation to the generalised behaviour
of a path under reconfiguration.
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Figure 3. The anatomy of a reconfiguration.
We make several observations about the shape of the quality vs. time graph, which will lead us to a useful
parameterisation of the reconfiguration in terms of smoothness, timeliness and maintenance of guaranteed service
levels:
y The reduction in quality across the integrate phase of the reconfiguration, Qnormal - Qintegrate, determines the
perceived smoothness of the transition between the old and new configurations. We define this quantity
as ∆smoothness. Note that the service level delivered by the path is also potentially lowered during the setup
phase, but the difference reaches a maximum during the integrate phase.
y

y

The total time to complete the reconfiguration is given by τreconf = tdone - tsetup. This corresponds to the
total period of potentially reduced quality for the existing path. If the reconfiguration is being set up
ahead of time, for integration at some point in the future, the setup phase may be of arbitrary duration.
The elapsed time between requesting the integration of the reconfiguration and the path reaching its new
final state (i.e., the length of the integrate phase) is given by τlead = tdone - tintegrate .

For a given reconfiguration, a range of different schedules for the setup and integrate phases can be computed.
These schedules trade off the three “reconfiguration quality” parameters τreconf, τlead and ∆smoothness, as well as
resource availability, to determine the schedule that comes closest to meeting the applications’ requirements with
the least disruption to the rest of the system. In general, schedules providing ‘better’ smoothness (shorter lead
time, or greater quality during the reconfiguration) will require more free resources to achieve. Given a particular
set of available resources, there are also “internal” tradeoffs amongst the smoothness parameters; for example, a
shorter lead time will almost invariably result in an increased value of ∆smoothness over the integration period.

4. Achieving Smoothness
Consider the generalised two-switch-point reconfiguration shown in Figure 4, where an arbitrary path segment Ik
…Oj in the middle of the path is replaced by another arbitrary path segment Ik’…Oj’. The remainder of the path is
completely unchanged by the reconfiguration. We will assume that none of the components in the new path
segment exist before the reconfiguration begins. For this example we will define the path quality measure in
terms of latency and jitter such that the latency between input port i and output port j or the path is given by Lij =
λij + δij, where λ is the average latency and δ is the jitter. For a given pair of ports in either the old or new
configuration, Lij is the latency value guaranteed by the path (Qnormal in Figure 3) whereas L’ij is the latency
achieved whilst the other configuration is running simultaneously (Qintegrate in Figure 3). We do not believe that it
is feasible to calculate the effect over time of starting up some arbitrary set of components on the performance of
the rest of the system. However, as a first approximation we can make the following two assumptions:
y In the case where the quantity of unallocated resources available is sufficient to meet the needs of the
component being started, there will be no effect on already running components.
y In the case where there are insufficient unallocated resources available, we can determine a worst-case
upper bound for the effect on already running components.
Therefore, L’ij represents the worst-case latency on the path segment when the other configuration is running.
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Figure 4. Generalised two-switch-point reconfiguration.
Components participating in the reconfiguration are ‘primed’ during the setup phase with a set of actions that
each must perform during the integrate phase. Each component will carry out these actions upon receipt of an
integrate event—either from an external source or on one of its input port—and optionally propagate the event
downstream through one or more of its output ports. Integration is thus performed by scheduled delivery of
integrate events to the farthest upstream points of the reconfiguration; the events will move ahead of the first
new—or behind the last old—media data, triggering reconfiguration of downstream components as they go. The
advantage of this approach is that we do not have to schedule the integration of each component individually,
whilst still ensuring that the new configuration is integrated in time to deliver data to the rest of the application.
In the reconfiguration of Figure 4, we have to schedule the starting of the new path segment, the stopping of the
old, and switching to the new segment at Ok and Ij. Ok will be switched when the old path segment is stopped and
Ij will be switched when the first new data arrives from Oj’. Thus, the schedule will consist of two events, e1 (stop
old segment) and e2 (start new segment), delivered to Ok at times t1 and t2 respectively.
We now present a typical schedule for this reconfiguration, that attempts to strike a compromise between resource
usage and improved smoothness and lead time. We assume that the new path segment is created at the start of the
setup phase and that its post-integration resources reservations have succeeded.

4.1. A Typical Reconfiguration Schedule.
In this schedule we overlap the shutting down of the old path segment and the starting up of the new segment
according to the difference between their latencies, as follows:
| (t2 + L’2) - (t1 + L’1) | ≤ ∆smoothness
Whether e1 or e2 is delivered first will depend on whether L1 is larger than L2. In any case, the interval between
the two events will be:
| t1 - t2 | = | L’1 - L’2 | ± ∆smoothness
and the lead time will be:
tlead = max(L’1, L’2)

Note that we have used L’1 and L’2 in the equations above to reflect the fact that both path segments are running
simultaneously for time | t1 - t2 |. L’1 and L’2 are worst-case values so we may in fact achieve better smoothness
and lead time than is implied by the equations. The graph below shows the quality vs. time trace for this
reconfiguration in the style of Figure 3.
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Figure 5. Quality vs. time graph for a typical reconfiguration schedule.

4.2. Alternative Schedules.
A variety of alternative schedules are possible. For instance, the TV studio or a security monitoring system
probably requires near-instantaneous switching between camera inputs (τlead ≈ 0). This requirement can be met, at
the expense of a large over-allocation of resources and potentially reduced smoothness if those resources are not
available. To reduce the lead time, the new path segment is created and started during the setup phase. This
means that the new data is being delivered almost to its destination even before the integration phase begins; the
only action remaining is to switch from the old to the new path at port Ij. The schedule equations are similar to
the previous schedule, except that the L’2 term reduces to zero:
| t2 - (t1 + L’1) | ≤ ∆smoothness
The lead time in this case is effectively zero.
In an environment where resources are scarce and perhaps expensive—such as the Internet—we might wish to
minimise resource usage by starting the new path segment only after the old segment has been completely shut
down. This means that there is no simultaneous operation of the two configurations and thus no possibility of
resource clashes. The disadvantage is, of course, that the reconfiguration will probably have very poor
smoothness; all of treconf, tlead and ∆smoothness are likely to be large. The schedule is as follows:
t 2 = t 1 + L1
That is, t1 is unconstrained other than having to occur before the transaction timeout expires. The first new data
will be delivered at:
tdone = t1 + L1 + L2
The lead time will therefore be:
tlead = L1 + L2
and the perceived smoothness at Ij will be:

∆smoothness ≈ L1 + L2, assuming that λ1 >> δ1 and λ2 >> δ2.
5. Discussion
The reconfiguration schedules outlined in the previous section deal only with the reconfiguration of a single path.
Obviously, most real-world applications will consist of many interdependent paths and most reconfigurations will
affect more than one of these paths. We believe that our techniques can be extended to work with multiple-path
reconfigurations—this is a subject of ongoing research. The two most important issues to be considered in
performing a multiple-path reconfiguration are:
1. Dependencies or constraints between the affected paths.
2. Sharing available resources amongst the paths during reconfiguration.

A common inter-path dependency is synchronisation, such as lip-syncing of audio and video paths. We assume
that a conventional end-to-end jitter control and inter-stream synchronisation algorithm [Refs.] is in operation.
We must ensure that the reconfiguration does not allow the paths to drift out of sync with each other by an amount
greater than the synchronisation mechanism can handle. This implies scheduling the changes to each path so that
the reconfigurations complete at the same time. For instance, if path P1 has tlead = x and path P2 has tlead = y < x
we would inject the integrate event for P1 at time t and that for P2 at time t + (x - y). This calculation can be
extended to an arbitrary number of paths needing to be synchronised.
When resources are scarce the effects of a multiple-path reconfiguration on existing media flows are likely to be
even more severe than in the single-path case described above. Given that there is a limited quantity of resources
available for maintaining smoothness, we must decide how to distribute these amongst the paths that are being
reconfigured. This is a decision that should ideally be made by the individual application, since only it is in a
position to say which paths are more “important” than others and should be given a higher priority in terms of
resource allocation. For instance, in a conferencing application it is more important to have glitch-free audio
switching at the expense of a few dropped video frames; the opposite may be true for a security camera monitoring
system. Therefore, in addition to specifying their desired smoothness and lead time for a reconfiguration,
applications should be able to specify a “resource priority” for each of the paths involved. Further experimentation
is necessary to determine whether this prioritisation should be performed on a per-resource basis or globally per
path and to develop an appropriate algorithm relating priority to eventual resource allocation.
A potential difficulty that was ignored in the previous section arises from the fact that some media data streams
cannot be switched at completely arbitrary points. The frames of an MPEG video stream, for example, are only
meaningful in the context of the preceding I-frame; thus such a stream should only be switched to a new
destination if an I-frame is the next element to be produced [BBH97]. This obviously affects our scheduling
equations, since a path’s response to the receipt of an integration event may have to be delayed until an
appropriate point in the media stream is reached. The effect will be an increased lead time for the reconfiguration
and a possible loss of synchronisation if more than one stream is involved.
Our examples so far have dealt with live rather than pre-recorded media streams. In general, achieving glitch-free
reconfiguration for live streams is often considerably more difficult, because the length of the stream is not known
in advance or because the latency requirements for an interactive application limit the amount of buffering that
can be used to “smooth over” potential glitches. If, however, we are switching between stored streams we can start
the new configuration running during the setup phase, at a reduced rate—requiring very few resources—and
draining into a buffer close to its eventual destination. At integration time, the new stream can start playing
immediately from the buffer, while we reconfigure according to the minimum resource usage schedule described
earlier. The only constraint is that the buffer hold sufficient data to completely mask the lead time of the
reconfiguration. Similar optimisations are possible in most situations utilising stored streams.

6. Related Work
The component-based approach to application construction is used by a variety of multimedia programming
frameworks, such as G&T [Gib95], Medusa [WGH94] and CINEMA [Hel94]. CINEMA is in many ways quite
similar to DJINN, as it makes use of composite components and a separate ‘model’ of the application—quite
separate from the media handling components—that is used for control and reconfiguration [Bar96]. CINEMA’s
idea of what constitutes a reconfiguration is quite limited and certainly not transactional. It has no equivalent of
the ‘smoothness’ property for ensuring clean transitions between consistent states. The need for smoothness
support in the real-world domain of digital television production—where there is a requirement to “splice”
together MPEG streams within the resource constraints of hardware decoders whilst still meeting QoS
guarantees— is illustrated by [BBH97].
In [SKB98], Sztipanovitz, Karsai and Bapty present a similar two-level approach to component-based application
composition in the context of a signal-processing system whose applications share many of the real-time
requirements of multimedia. Their system performs adaptive reconfiguration by having several alternative
configurations embedded in the model, which is also associated with a finite state machine whose states are
assigned to the different structural alternatives.
Reconfigurable distributed systems have been an active area of research for more than a decade, with the
Distributed Systems Engineering group at Imperial College London at the forefront of this field. Work produced
by members of this group [KrMa90, FoSl96] has tackled many of the issues relevant to DJINN: consistency
maintenance via transactional reconfiguration; dynamic reconfiguration; configuration of large-scale, long-lived
systems; and the tradeoffs between programmed and interactive reconfiguration. However, the DSE group’s
research has primarily dealt with general-purpose distributed applications and does not explicitly address the
real-time requirements of multimedia systems. Non real-time systems can afford to temporarily shut down the

parts of an application undergoing reconfiguration—by moving them to a quiescent or passive state [GoCr96,
Kin93]—without breaking any integrity constraints. Central to the Imperial College work is the notion of a
configuration language for specifying the allowable configurations and reconfigurations for an application.
Configuration languages are also an important aspect of other research, such as that conducted by the SIRAC
project [BeRi95, BABR96].

7. Conclusions and Future Research
This paper has concentrated on the calculation of schedules for updating peer components in order to achieve a
glitch-free and timely reconfiguration of multimedia applications within the resource constraints of the underlying
system. Our main contribution is the addition to the DJINN framework of multimedia transactions, which take
applications from one configuration to another while maintaining their temporal consistency as well as their
structural and data consistency. DJINN’s use of model components is crucial to the success of multimedia
transactions—beyond its existing benefits [MNCK97] a model allows the system to validate proposed
reconfigurations without affecting running components and to integrate changes in a principled way that trades off
QoS guarantees, resource availability and time constraints according to application preferences.
We have implemented the DJINN model framework in Java, and are targeting a real-time distributed system
running the Chorus kernel and supporting peer components written in C++. We are currently engaged in
instrumenting the peers to track their resource usage and real-time performance as a means of validating our
approaches to QoS management and reconfiguration. Future research planned with respect to smoothness
includes extending and validating the approach described here for multiple paths with inter-path constraints, and
further exploration of the tradeoffs between resource usage and reconfiguration quality in larger, real-world
applications.
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