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Summary


The motivation behind Perlin and Goldburg’s paper was to develop a simple, yet robust method of scripting interactive, animated computer generated characters. The idea of simplicity is a key concept here because the scripting language is meant to be targeted toward “creative experts”, who are primarily not programmers. Much of this paper is dedicated to explaining this highly verbose, proprietary scripting language that is described as having an “English-style”. An animator can use this scripting language to define simple actions and reactions and then composite them to make an interactive character. The language is actually very intuitive, and allows for the construction of deeply interactive characters without extensive prior programming knowledge. This first part of the paper reads like a simplified manual for the Improv scripting system, and shows examples of how to build simple scripts and apply them to character models.


The latter part of the paper addresses the more technical issue involved in this animation system. Since one of the potential uses of this system is for online role-playing games, or as a graphical front end to chat programs, the Improv system was designed run as a set of distributed programs over TCP/IP. The discussion of the distributed interface is fairly light, but the paper does address some interesting problems such as how to handle network latency problems when to characters are interacting over a wide area network such as the internet. 


The future of this type of system looks bright, and the paper suggests a few ideas that could not only make Improv more widely used, but could also add some very interesting elements. The authors discuss porting Improv to a client-based Java application, which would make it run through a web-based interface. This could possibly redefine what an interactive web page is. They also plan to add voice recognition to the system so characters could react to voice commands.

Style Critique


Anyone who has read other papers in this field could probably glance at this paper and immediately notice the absence of mathematical equations, complex diagrams, and other such things that are usually sprinkled throughout computer animation papers. This whole paper is in fact relatively easy reading, and anyone with basic knowledge of computers and computer programming could probably read it and understand most or all of it. The ideas are clearly expressed, and although the discussion of the system elements never explores  their low-level implementation, the topics presented give enough information to give someone a general understanding of the topic. The reason why the paper is written this way is perhaps because it is primarily a shortened instruction manual describing what the Improv system can do. Where other papers give explicit instructions of how various elements are implemented, this paper simply describes the end product and how it can be used. The Improv system is commercial software, and this paper could give someone a good overview of what it does without delving into the complex details.


One topic that could have been discussed a bit more in depth is the use of noise in the animation. An interesting aspect of this system is that an animator can use coherent noise to create lifelike animation. Some examples are given but the idea is really only discussed in one paragraph.

Recommendation (4.5 out of 5)


The uses of the Improv system are very exciting, and to my knowledge there are not any other systems like it. Since the scripting language is designed for use by non-programmers, Improv could possibly open up a whole new venue allowing artistic animators to create rich, organic, interactive characters quickly and easily. As the online game industry grows (Electronics Arts’ “Ultima Online” now revenues over $1,000,000 a month) and other graphical based interactive programs are developed, the need for a system like Improv will only grow.


The .5 missing from my score is really only because of the limited discussion of noise enhanced animation. Since one of the authors of the paper is the illustrious Ken Perlin, father of Perlin noise, I guess I expected a more in-depth discussion of this facet of Improv. In his defense, “Real time responsive animation with personality”, a paper Perlin also wrote, does addresses some of the details pertaining to this subject. 

