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Abstract. We show that corner polyhedra and 3-connected Schnyder labelings can be
set in exact correspondance with (weighted) bi-modal models of quadrant walks via a
bijection due to Kenyon, Miller, Sheffield and Wilson.

Our approach leads to polynomial time enumeration algorithms, and to the deter-
mination of their exact asymptotic growth constants, which are rational. We use a
heuristic argument to compute explicit but conjectural polynomial corrections to these
exponential behaviors, that suggest that the corresponding generating series are not
D-finite.
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1 Introduction

This article is concerned with the enumerative properties of two fascinating families of
discrete geometric structures, corner polyhedra and rigid orthogonal surfaces. Corner
polyhedra, see Figure 2(a), were introduced by Eppstein and Mumford [8] who were
interested in the possibility to give an elegant characterization à la Steinitz of the graphs
that can be realized as 1-skeleton for certain classes of orthogonal polyhedra, while rigid
orthogonal surfaces, see Figure 3(a), were considered by Felsner [11] in relation with the
order dimension of 3-polytopes.

It turns out that these geometric structures can be described in a very similar way by
certain underlying combinatorial structures, polyhedral orientations for corner polyhedra,
see Figure 2(b), and (3-connected) Schnyder labelings for rigid orthogonal surfaces, see
Figure 3(b). As illustrated by Figure 1, and as already partially observed by several
authors, e.g. [9], these combinatorial counterparts are similar to those that were already
observed for horizontal/vertical contact segments and rectangular tilings.

After recalling in Section 2 the definition of polyhedral orientations and Schnyder la-
belings, and how to recast them in terms of bipolar orientations, we move on in Section 3
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horizontal/vertical rectangular tilings corner polyhedra rigid orthogonal
contact segments ([18]) ([16]) ([8], Sec 1) surfaces ([11], Sec 1)

separating decompositions transversal structures polyhedral orientations Schnyder labelings
([5]) ([16, 12]) ([8], Sec 2.1) ([10], Sec 2.1)

plane bipolar T-transverse bipolar P-admissible bipolar S-transverse bipolar
orientations ([5]) orientations ([14]) orientations (Sec 2.2) orientations (Sec 2.2)

tandem walks T-admissible tandem P-admissible tandem S-admissible tandem
([14]) walks ([14]) walks (Sec 3.2) walks (Sec 3.2)

free bicolored rigid bicolored free tricolored rigid tricolored
contact-systems ([13]) contact-systems ([13]) contact-systems ([13]) contact-systems ([13])

≍ 8n ([1]) ≍ (27/2)n ([14]) ≍ (9/2)n (Sec 4.2) ≍ (16/3)n (Sec 4.2)

Figure 1: Four parallel families of structures.

to set up exact correspondences with certain weighted bi-modal models of so-called tan-
dem quadrant walks via a bijection due to Kenyon, Miller, Sheffield and Wilson [17]. The
resulting correspondences, stated as Claim 1 and Claim 2, allow us to describe in Sec-
tion 4 polynomial time algorithms to count these structures, and moreover to determine
in Theorem 2 their exact asymptotic growth constants, see also Figure 1.

As can be observed in Figure 1, these results parallel those for the number of plane
bipolar orientations, and for the number of transversal structures. However the analysis
is made more difficult by the fact that the tandem walks that we have to deal with have
a bimodal behavior: the step set available at a current point depends on the parity of
the ordinate of this point. This puts the complete analysis of the asymptotic behavior
out of reach of our current understanding of these models, based on Denisov–Wachtel
approach [6]. Resorting to a plausible but conjectural version of their argument we are
able to state Conjecture 1 on the polynomial corrections, which would imply that the
associated series are not D-finite.

As mentioned in Figure 1, a nice final touch on the emerging global picture is the
possibility to recast these results in terms of colored pseudoline contact systems (details
on this, and complete proofs, will be provided in the forthcoming extended version [13]).

2 Presentation of the two models

2.1 Definitions

A planar map is a connected multigraph embedded on the oriented sphere up to orienta-
tion-preserving homeomorphism. It is rooted by marking a corner, whose incident face is
taken as the outer face in planar representations. Vertices and edges are called inner or
outer depending on whether they are incident to the outer face or not. A map is called
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Figure 2: From a corner polyhedron to an Eulerian triangulation endowed with a
polyhedral orientation (extremal corners are indicated in violet, there are two such
corners at each inner vertex and at each light inner face).

Eulerian if its vertices have even degree, then the faces can be uniquely bicolored in light
and dark faces so that the outer face is light (any edge has a dark face on one side and a
light face on the other side). Dually, a map is bipartite if and only if all faces have even
degree, then the vertex bicoloration is unique, up to choosing the color of a given vertex.

A triangulation is a map where all faces have degree 3. It is known that a triangu-
lation is 3-colorable if and only if it is Eulerian. In that case, the coloration of vertices
(say in blue, green, red) is unique once the colors around a given triangle are fixed. If
the triangulation is rooted, we take the convention that the root-vertex is red, and the
outer vertices are colored red, green, blue in clockwise order around the outer face (i.e.,
walking along the outer contour with the outer face on the left). Note that every edge is
also canonically colored red, green, or blue: it receives the color it misses (e.g., an edge
connecting a green vertex and a blue vertex is colored red). In an orientation of a planar
map, a corner c = (v, e1, e2) is called lateral if exactly one of e1, e2 is ingoing at v (the
other one being outgoing), it is called extremal otherwise (either e1, e2 are both ingoing
or both outgoing at v). For T a rooted Eulerian triangulation, a polyhedral orientation of T
is an orientation of T such that (see Figure 2(c) for an example):

(PO1) There is no extremal corner at the outer vertices, and the outer contour is a cw
cycle.

(PO2) Every inner vertex is incident to exactly two extremal corners, and all the extremal
corners are incident to light faces (hence dark face contours are either cw or ccw).

Remark 1. Based on a counting argument, it can be checked that there must be exactly
two extremal corners in every inner light face.
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Figure 3: From a rigid orthogonal surface to a (6, 4)-dissection endowed with a Schny-
der labeling.

Remark 2. Not every Eulerian triangulation admits a polyhedral orientation: in fact it is
the case if and only if all its red/blue/green ccw triangles are facial, as first shown in [8].
These so-called corner triangulations are enumerated in [7].

From now on, we call polyhedral orientation a (corner) triangulation endowed with a
polyhedral orientation.

A (6, 4)-dissection is a planar map D whose outer face is a simple cycle of length 6,
and whose inner faces have degree 4. Such a map is bipartite, and if rooted (which is
assumed here) the vertex-bicoloration (in black and white vertices) is the unique one
such that the root-vertex is white. The outer vertices are labeled R, G, B, R, G, B in ccw
order around the outer face, starting with the root-vertex. An outer vertex is called
isolated if it has degree 2 (i.e., is not incident to an inner edge). A Schnyder labeling of D
is a coloration of the inner edges of D in blue, green, red, such that (see Figure 3(c)):

(SL1) The two outer vertices labeled R (resp. B, G) have their incident inner edges red
(resp. blue, green).

(SL2) The edges at each inner vertex form, in cw order, 3 non-empty groups of red, green
and blue edges, respectively.

Remark 3. It is known [10, 15] that a (6, 4)-dissection admits a Schnyder labeling if and
only if it has no multiple edge and every 4-cycle delimits a face. These dissections are
counted bijectively in [15].

Remark 4. One can classically associate to D a planar (essentially 3-connected) map M,
which is obtained from D by adding in each inner face an edge that connects the two
opposite white vertices, and then erasing all edges and black vertices of D. Via this
mapping, our definition of Schnyder labelings matches the one of Felsner [10].
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Figure 4: Local rules for plane bipolar orientation, (B) on the left and (B’) on the right,
and their translation in terms of lateral and extremal corners.

From now on, we call Schnyder labeling a (6, 4)-dissection endowed with a Schnyder
labeling.

2.2 Encoding by (constrained, decorated) plane bipolar orientations

A plane bipolar orientation is a rooted planar map endowed with an acyclic orientation
with a unique source S at the root-vertex, and a unique sink N incident to the outer face.
It is known [5] that a plane bipolar orientation is characterized by the following local
properties (for orientations with S as a source and N as a sink), illustrated in Figure 4:

(B): Apart from {S, N}, each vertex has two lateral corners (so the incident edges form
two groups: ingoing and outgoing edges).

(B’): Each face (including the outer one) has two extremal corners, so that the contour
is partitioned into a left lateral path and a right lateral path that share their origins
and ends, which are called the bottom vertex and top vertex of the face.

The type of a face is the integer pair (i, j) such that the left (resp. right) lateral path of the
face has length i + 1 (resp. j + 1). The outer type of the orientation is the type of the outer
face. If the underlying map of the orientation is bipartite, i.e., the type (i, j) of every
inner face is such that i + j is even, then the vertex bicoloration is chosen such that N is
white. An inner face is called a blacktip face (resp. whitetip face) if its top vertex is black
(resp. white).

A plane bipolar orientation is called P-admissible if it is bipartite, it has outer type
(0, k) for some even k ≥ 2, and the type (i, j) of every blacktip (resp. whitetip) inner face
is such that i ≥ 1 (resp. j ≥ 1).

Claim 1. Polyhedral orientations with n inner vertices, among which i are red, j are blue, and
k are green, are in bijection with P-admissible plane bipolar orientations with n + 1 edges, i + 1
white vertices, j + 1 black vertices, and k inner faces.

From polyhedral orientations the bijection consist in removing all green vertices, see
Figure 5 for an example.
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Figure 5: On the left a polyhedral orientation (with dots at lateral corners), and on the
right the corresponding P-admissible plane bipolar orientation.

An S-transverse plane bipolar orientation is a bipartite planar map M with outer de-
gree 6, inner faces of degree 4, and two types of edges: plain edges that are directed,
span all vertices of M, and form a plane bipolar orientation X of outer type (2, 2); and
transversal edges that are undirected edges within the inner faces of X, such that each
transversal edge within an inner face f connects a black vertex (strictly) in the left lateral
path of f and a white vertex (strictly) in the right lateral path of f ; we also ask X to have
at least one inner face, and for all its inner faces to have (even) degree at least 6.

Claim 2. Schnyder labelings with n inner faces, i + 1 white vertices and j + 1 black vertices,
and whose two G outer vertices are non-isolated, are in bijection with S-transverse plane bipolar
orientations with n + 4 vertices, among which i + 1 are white and j + 1 are black.

The bijection from Schnyder labelings is defined as follows: orient the red edges
(resp. the blue edges) from black to white (resp. from white to black), these become the
plain edges, while the green edges become the transversal edges (see Figure 6).

Remark 5. For enumerative purposes, the constraint that the two outer vertices labeled
G are non-isolated is mild. Indeed, if sn denotes the number of Schnyder labelings with
n inner faces (with n ≥ 2), and s′n denotes the number of those where the two outer
vertices labeled G are non-isolated, then sn = s′n + 2s′n−1 + s′n−2 for n ≥ 4 (the three
terms correspond to having 0, 1, or 2 isolated vertices among the two outer G).

Remark 6. Let X be an S-transverse bipolar orientation and let f be an inner face of X,
with q0, . . . , qm+1 the quadrangular faces within f , ordered from bottom to top. Let γ be
the path from the first to the last black vertex on the strict left boundary of f , and let
2ℓ be its length. Let γ′ be the path from the first to the last white vertex on the strict
right boundary of f , and let 2r be its length. It is easy to see that for h ∈ [1, m], qh either
has two edges on γ and none on γ′, or the opposite. We can thus attach to f a word in
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Figure 6: On the left a Schnyder labeling (with non-isolated outer G vertices), and on
the right the corresponding S-transverse plane bipolar orientation.

S(oℓor) giving the types of q1, . . . , qm (o if the face has two edges on γ, o otherwise). It
completely encodes the configuration of transversal edges within f , and any such word
is a valid encoding. Hence the configuration can be encoded by an integer in [1, (ℓ+r

r )].

3 Bijections with walks in the quadrant

Similarly as in [14], once our models have been set in bijection to certain models of
plane bipolar orientations, they can be set in bijection to specific quadrant walks by
specializing a bijection due to Kenyon, Miller, Sheffield and Wilson (shortly called the
KMSW bijection), which we use as a bijective black box.

3.1 KMSW bijection

A tandem walk is a walk on the lattice Z2, with steps in {(1,−1)} ∪ {(−i, j)| i, j ≥ 0}. A
step that is not a SE step (i.e., a step of the form (−i, j)) is called a face-step.

Theorem 1 ([17]). There is a bijection between plane bipolar orientations of outer type (d, d′)
and tandem walks from (0, d) to (d′, 0) staying in the quadrant N2. For X a plane bipolar
orientations and π the corresponding tandem walk, the number of edges of X corresponds to one
plus the length of π, each inner face of type (i, j) in X corresponds to a face-step (−i, j) in π,
and each non-pole vertex corresponds to a SE step of π.

Remark 7. The bijection is easy to specialize to the bipartite setting (we will use the bijec-
tion in this setting only). A plane bipolar orientation X is bipartite if and only if in the
corresponding walk, each face-step (−i, j) is such that i + j is even; such a tandem walk
is called even. Moreover, the non-pole white and black vertices of X correspond to the
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Figure 7: A bipartite plane bipolar orientation, and the corresponding even tandem
walk through the KMSW bijection.

SE steps that start at even y and odd y, respectively (this is due to the property that the y
where the step starts indicates a path-length in X between N and the vertex correspond-
ing to the step). Similarly, whitetip inner faces and blacktip inner faces correspond to
face-steps that start at even y and at odd y, respectively, see Figure 7 for an example.

3.2 Application to the two models

We first specialize the KMSW bijection (in the bipartite setting) to the P-admissible bipo-
lar orientations. A P-admissible tandem walk is an even tandem walk where every face-step
(−i, j) starting at even (resp. odd) y has j ≥ 1 (resp. i ≥ 1). Via Claim 1 we obtain:

Proposition 1. Polyhedral orientations are in bijection with P-admissible quadrant tandem walks
starting at the origin and ending on the x-axis. If the polyhedral orientation has n inner vertices,
among which a are red, b are blue, and c are green, then the corresponding P-admissible tandem
walk has length n, with a SE steps starting at even y, b SE steps starting at odd y, and c
face-steps.

We then specialize the KMSW bijection to the S-transverse plane bipolar orientations.
For this (given Remark 6), we need a weighted terminology: a step s in a tandem walk is
said to be weighted by w ∈ N if s comes with an integer in [1, w] (for the enumeration, the
weights of the steps composing the walk have to be multiplied, those where no weight
is indicated are implicitly assumed to have weight 1). An S-admissible tandem walk is
defined as an even tandem walk such that every face-step (−i, j) with even entries is of
the form i = 2ℓ+ 2, j = 2r + 2 and is weighted by (ℓ+r

r ), every face-step (−i, j) with odd
entries and starting at even y is of the form i = 2ℓ+ 1, j = 2r + 3 and is weighted by
(ℓ+r

r ), and every face-step (−i, j) with odd entries and starting at odd y is of the form
i = 2ℓ+ 3, j = 2r + 1 and is weighted by (ℓ+r

r ). Via Claim 2 and Remark 6, we obtain:

Proposition 2. Schnyder labelings whose two outer G vertices are non-isolated are in bijection
with S-admissible tandem walks in the quadrant that start at (0, 2) and end at (2, 0), and have
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length at least 3 (i.e., have at least one face-step). If the Schnyder labeling has n inner faces, with
a + 1 white vertices and b + 1 black vertices, then the corresponding S-admissible tandem walk
has n + 2 SE steps, among which a start at even y, and b start at odd y.

4 Enumerative results

4.1 Exact enumeration

A system of two equations with two catalytic variables x, y can easily be written for the
series Qe(t, x, y) and Qo(t, x, y) of P-admissible tandem walks with even or odd final y
positions, along the lines for instance of [2, Theorem 3], and the same can be done for S-
admissible tandem walks. The resulting equations are however somewhat cumbersome
to manipulate and it turns out to be more efficient to reduce the problem to small step
walk problems, in the spirit of [14, Proposition 4], but taking into account the final y
parity.

We start with Schnyder labelings, which lead to simpler recurrences due to the
weights on face-steps:

Proposition 3. Let sn denote the number of Schnyder labelings with n inner faces. Let moreover
s↘n (i, j), and s↖n (i, j) be given by the following recurrences:

s↘n (i, j) = s↘n−1(i − 1, j + 1) + s↖n−1(i − 1, j + 1) (4.1)

s↖n (i, j) = (s↘n (i + 2, j − 2) + s↖n (i + 2, j − 2)) + (s↘n (i + 1, j − 3) + s↖n (i + 1, j − 3))

+ (s↖n (i + 2, j) + s↖n (i, j − 2)) if j is odd, (4.2)

= (s↘n (i + 2, j − 2) + s↖n (i + 2, j − 2)) + (s↘n (i + 3, j − 1) + s↖n (i + 3, j − 1))

+ (s↖n (i + 2, j) + s↖n (i, j − 2)) if j is even, (4.3)

with null boundary conditions for all coefficients s∗n(i, j) with n ≤ 0 or i < 0 or i > n or j < 0
except s↘0 (0, 2) = 1. Then, for n ≥ 4, sn = s′n + 2s′n−1 + s′n−2 where s′n = s↘n+2(2, 0).

The recurrence allows us (thanks to the boundary conditions) to compute s2, . . . , sn
using O(n3) additions on integers of size O(n). The first terms are

∑
n≥2

sntn = 3t2 + 2t3 + 3t4 + 6t5 + 14 t6 + 36 t7 + 102 t8 + 306 t9 + 972 t10 + 3216 t11 +O(t12).

The proposition can be refined to take into account the number of black and white ver-
tices, since these quantities respectively correspond to the numbers of iterations through
Equation (4.1) at even or odd values of j. Let si,j be the number of Schnyder labelings
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with i + 1 white and j + 1 black vertices (and n = i + j − 2 inner faces). The first terms
are

∑
a,b≥2

sa,bxaybta+b−2=3x2y2t2+(x3y2 + x2y3)t3+3t4x3y3+(3x4y3 + 3x3y4)t5

+(x5y3+12y4x4+x3y5)t6+(18y4x5+18x4y5)t7+(12x6y4 + 78x5y5+12x4y6)t8+O(t9).

In particular, the coefficient of xa+1y2a+1t3a gives the number of Schnyder woods on
triangulations with a + 2 vertices, obtained in [3]. The sequence starts as 1, 1, 3, 14, 84,
594 [19, A005700].

Proof. According to Proposition 2, s′n is the number of (weighted) S-admissible tandem
walk from (0, 2) to (2, 0) with n + 2 SE steps.

Observe now that a weighted S-admissible tandem walk identifies with an unweight-
ed tandem walk with step set Σ = {(1,−1), (−2, 2), (−3, 1), (−1, 3), (−2, 0), (0, 2)} such
that (−1, 3) steps (resp. (−3, 1) steps) always start from an even (resp. odd) y position,
and {(−2, 0), (0, 2)}-steps never follow (1,−1) steps. Indeed the weight on (−i, j)-steps
of S-admissible walks exactly corresponds to the number of ways to convert such a
step into a sequence of steps of Σ starting with a step in {(−2, 2), (−3, 1), (−1, 3)} and
followed with a sequence of steps in {(−2, 0), (0, 2)}. Upon distinguishing the various
small step walks according to the origin and type of their last steps, one can then directly
write the above last step removal recurrences.

A similar recurrence can be obtained for polyhedral orientations, although 3 series
are necessary due to a further restriction on the set of admissible walks with small steps
to consider. Letting pn be the number of polyhedral orientations with n inner vertices,
the resulting first terms are

∑
n≥4

pntn = t3 + 3t5 + 4t6 + 15t7 + 39 t8 + 122 t9 + 375 t10 + 1212 t11 + 3980 t12 + O(t13).

Again, the enumeration can be refined to take into account the number of red vertices,
blue vertices and green vertices. Letting pa,b,c be the number of polyhedral orientations
with a, b, c inner red, blue and green vertices, the first terms are

∑
a,b,c≥1

pa,b,cxaybzcta+b+c = xyzt3 + (x2y2z + xy2z2 + x2yz2)t5 + 4x2y2z2t6

+ (x3y3z + 4x3y2z2 + 4x2y3z2 + x3yz3 + 4x2y2z3 + xy3z3)t7 + O(t8).

4.2 Asymptotic enumeration

Our main result regarding the asymptotic enumeration is to show that the growth rates
of the coefficients pn and sn are respectively 9/2 and 16/3. We also conjecture in each
case the exponent of the polynomial correction.
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Proposition 4 (upper bounds). The coefficients pn and sn satisfy the bounds pn ≤ (9/2)n+1

and sn ≤ 2 · (16/3)n.

The proof method (e.g., for pn) consists in defining a well chosen biased random walk
starting at the origin and remaining P-admissible all the way (but not restricted to the
quadrant). Letting Pn denote this walk for its first n steps, we show that the probability
that Pn ends at (1, 1) is at least (2/9)n pn−1. Hence pn−1 ≤ (9/2)n.

Theorem 2 (Growth rates). We have limn→∞ p1/n
n = 9/2 and limn→∞ s1/n

n = 16/3.

The proof (for pn) again relies on studying the random walk Pn. We show that it
has (asymptotically) zero drift and remains a.a.s. in the box βn = [−⌈n2/3⌉, ⌈n2/3⌉]2,
and we derive from this that the number of P-admissible tandem walks of length n
remaining in βn is (9/2)n+o(n). Hence, letting such a walk γ start at (⌈n2/3⌉, ⌈n2/3⌉),
it stays in the quadrant. In addition, we can prepend (resp. append) to γ a canonical
walk of length O(n2/3) to obtain (injectively) a P-admissible quadrant walk starting at
the origin and ending on the x-axis. This ensures that pn ≥ (9/2)n+o(n), which together
with pn ≤ (9/2)n implies that limn→∞ p1/n

n = 9/2.
Furthermore, we can establish a central limit theorem for the endpoint (Xn, Yn) of

Pn (rescaled by
√

n), with a covariance matrix of the form
(a b

b a

)
, where a = 72/5, b =

−81/10. Results by Denisov and Wachtel [6, Theorem 6] (to be extended to a bimodal
setting in order to be applicable here) then indicate that the probability that Pn stays
in the quadrant and ends at (1, 1) should behave as κ n−1−π/ arccos(ξ), with κ a positive
constant, and ξ = −b/a = 9/16. A very similar approach can be developed for Schnyder
labelings, where this time the covariance matrix for the associated random walk has
a = 192/7, b = −1408/63, giving ξ = −b/a = 22/27. Based on this, we conjecture:

Conjecture 1. We have pn ∼ κ · (9/2)n · n−α, where α = 1 + π/arccos(9/16) ≈ 4.23 and κ

is a positive constant; and sn ∼ κ′ · (16/3)n · n−α′ , where α′ = 1 + π/arccos(22/27) ≈ 6.08
and κ′ is a positive constant.

Remark 8. Using the method in [4] one can easily verify that the constants α and α′ in
Conjecture 1 are irrational (e.g., for α, we have to check that X(z) := 16z − 9 is such
that X(1

2(z + z−1)) = (8z2 − 9z + 8)/z has no cyclotomic factor in its numerator, which
is indeed the case since the numerator is irreducible of degree 2 and has coefficients
of absolute value larger than 2). Hence, a corollary to Conjecture 1 would be that the
generating functions of the sequences pn and sn are not D-finite.
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