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Soft Lattice Modules That Behave Independently
and Collectively

Luyang Zhao

Abstract—Natural systems integrate the work of many sub-units
(cells) toward a large-scale unified goal (morphological and behav-
ioral), which can counteract the effects of unexpected experiences,
damage, or simply changes in tasks demands. In this letter, we
exploit the opportunities presented by soft, modular, and tensegrity
robots to introduce soft lattice modules that parallel the sub-units
seen in biological systems. The soft lattice modules are comprised
of 3D printed plastic ‘“skeletons,” linear contracting shape mem-
ory alloy spring actuators, and permanent magnets that enable
adhesion between modules. The soft lattice modules are capable
of independent locomotion, and can also join with other modules
to achieve collective, self-assembled, larger scale tasks such as
collective locomotion and moving an object across the surface
of the lattice assembly. This work represents a preliminary step
toward soft modular systems capable of independent and collective
behaviors, and provide a platform for future studies on distributed
control.

Index Terms—Cellular and modular robots, soft robot materials
and design, biologically-inspired robots.

I. INTRODUCTION

HIS letter presents soft modules that can attach to one
T another to form larger, more capable lattices. Different
shapes of lattice assemblies support different tasks, and we
demonstrate configurations performing locomotion, peristaltic
surface manipulation and prehensile gripping.

We are particularly interested in exploring the intersection
of work on soft and modular robots. While modular robot sys-
tems collectively reconfigure themselves to allow manipulation
or locomotion, flexible lattices allow deformation as well as
reconfiguration, motivating the exploration of new behaviors; in
this letter, we explore whole-body manipulation of a ball along
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the surface of the lattice. Eventually, we imagine that such a
system could be used as a rapidly deployable, flexible structure
with applications in disaster relief and construction, capable of
serving as a 2D conveyance for materials or as active scaffolding
for construction in hostile environments.

Soft robots constructed of flexible materials offer the possibil-
ity of simple mechanical designs, safe operation in the presence
of humans and delicate objects, excellent resistance to mechani-
cal impact, and compliance to adapt to uneven terrain [1]. Owing
to high force-to-mass ratio, high work density, and the capability
of being actuated by light on-board electronics [2], many soft
robots are actuated using spring-memory alloy (SMA) variable
length tendons [1], which can be combined with a flexible body
to enable limb-like bending.

Collective behavior to perform complex tasks has garnered
interest in recent years [3]. One thrust of prior research has been
on rigid-bodied units capable of rearranging into various chains
or circular configurations in order to achieve novel locomotive
capabilities [4]-[6]. Another thrust has been self-assembly and
reconfiguration of lattice-based systems, in which robot modules
are connected in a grid-like pattern [6].

The modules in this letter are composed of 3D printed skeleton
using a flexible Thermoplastic Polyurethane (TPU) material,
shaped like a pair of stacked tetrahedrons (Fig. 1(a)), and SMA
coils which are tethered to an Arduino located externally. SMAs
are selected as actuators of this modular system due to their high
force-to-mass ratio and high work density. The modules attach
together via specially arranged magnets located at the end of the
module arms.

We designed two methods of locomotion for the individual
module based off the principle of shifting the center of mass
to change the relative friction of the bottom three feet as they
slide along a surface. Once individual modules approach each
other, they engage in an attachment protocol that helps ensure all
four contact points are connected (Fig. 1(b)). We also developed
a walking gait for locomotion of three-module units that is
used to assemble a larger lattice (Fig. 1(c)). Once the lattice
is assembled, a peristaltic control algorithm is used to roll one
or more balls along the lattice surface. (Fig. 1(d)).

Peristaltic motion has been used in the robotics field as a
method of locomotion [7], [8], but little information is available
about the use of peristalsis (whole-body flexing) by robots
for object manipulation. We explore such manipulation using
the flexible surface in a way that resembles contact juggling
performed by humans. To further explore the capabilities of
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Fig. 1. System overview

these lattice modules we also tested prehensile module-based
gripper capable of grasping various objects. (Fig. 1(e)).

Ourprimary contribution is the instantiation of semi-soft lat-
tice modules capable of attachment and detachment on-demand,
enabling arich application space including self-assembled struc-
tures and multi-functional robots. Taking inspiration and bene-
fits from soft robotics, modular robotics, and tensegrity robotics,
our proposed soft lattice modules locomote independently and
collectively. Collections of modules achieve faster locomotion,
and permit various manipulation strategies.

This letter is organized as follows. First, we discuss related
work, andthe design of our system, starting with a description of
the single module locomotion, followed by attachment into 3-
module, followed by multi-module locomotion and attachment
into a lattice, and then by peristaltic manipulation and module-
base gripper.We also discuss limitations of the current system,
and propose future work.

II. RELATED WORK

Our work lies at the intersection of soft robots and modular
robots and relates to much other work in these fields. Another
field of related work is tensegrity robots, in which the robot
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structure is held intact through a combination of compressive
and tensional elements. Although our modules and system do
not rely on tensional forces when static, they behave much like
tensegrities when an SMA spring is activated.

A. Modular Soft Robots

Lee et al. [1] provide a review of soft robot research, including
an overview of fabrication methods (ours is 3D printed), actu-
ation methods (ours uses SMA wire), and control techniques.
Several modular soft robots are composed of repeating sections,
often arranged in caterpillar-inspired shapes and commanded
with traveling peristaltic waves. For example, the Zou catepillar
robot [9] used modular segments with pneumatic feet connected
in series and the Wormbot [10] featured custom audio speaker
assemblies embedded in sections. Both locomoted using peri-
staltic control strategies.

The use of magnetic attachment is also fairly common among
modular rigidand soft robots. Tosun ef al. designed a connec-
tor embedded in planar face for rigid modular robots using
electro-permanent magnets where power is needed for changing
magnets state [11].The Kwok self-assembling finger robot [12]
demonstrated magnetic self assembly of robotic fingers to form
hexapods and grippers manually and remotely. The CBalls
modules [13] are soft robots composed of pairs or trios of
inflatable spherical bodies magnetically attached together and
driven through a rolling motion between bodies.

There are other soft robots described as modular, but which
use the word differently than we are using in this work. The
“Click-e-bricks” components [14] and The Limpet II [15] are
both described as modular, but this term is used to describe
interchangeable components, such as sensors or actuators, and
not that the individual robots work together as a collective.
The Omniskins Prior “robotic skins” (or omniskins) [16] are
reconfigurable components that afford new shapes rather than
collective robot swarms that can link together.

Another major distinction between this work and prior is that,
exceptKwok finger robots, none of these robots demonstrated
self-assembly, including self-locomotion and attachment. Jel-
locube is a soft robot that can jump individually [17]. Use-
vitch et al. [18] designed a modular shape soft robot allowing for
shape-changing, punctuated rolling and manipulation, but none
of them show attachment functionality.

Although rolling or jumping locomotion might be faster [13],
[17], [18], in this letter, we focus on walking and sliding motions
as they provide the needed precision for docking, as well as
multi-module locomotion.

B. Self-Reconfiguring Robots

Yim et al. [3] and more recently Parker er al. [6] pro-
vide reviews of re-configurable and self-assembling robots,
and points out important challenges of self-configuring robot
systems [19].These robots often assemble into a chain or lattice
arrangement. Yim et al. first presented locomotion gaits table of
rigid modular re-configurable robots [20].

SMORES [21] andSambot [22] modules are un-tethered and
fully autonomous reconfigurable robot (our system is teth-
ered), but are rigid-bodied and requires additional part for
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manipulation capability. ShapeBots [23] are shape-changing
robots capable of working together to perform object manip-
ulation, but cannot fully deform because the robots are rigid.
Motion planning is a significant challenge for a large amount
of modular robot and reconfigurable robot.Kilobots [24] collec-
tively make up a 1024-robot system capable of self-assembly.
Liu and Yim proposed a motion planning algorithm for self-
reconfiguration ability of variable topology truss [25].

C. Tensegrity Robots

The module design draws some inspiration from tensegrity
structures [26]. There is much prior research surrounding tenseg-
rity robots and their applications, following on seminal work
at NASA on the lightweight SUPERbDall, which is especially
well-adapted to maneuvering over hazardous terrain [27]-[29].
Soft tensegrity robots have also been explored for different
purposes. Rieffel and Mourel accomplished fast locomotion
using soft tensegrity robot actuated with 3 motors [30]. Lee et al.
fabricated soft tensegrity robots with 3D printing materials to
avoid additional pose-assembly process for single robot [31].
Zappetti et al. proposed a soft modular robot inspired by cy-
toskeleton of living cell based on tensegrity [32].

Soft biologically-inspired tensegrity robots, built with rods,
tension springs and motorized cables, lend themselves to many
different modes of motion [33]—[35]. These tensegrity structures
are known as “bio-tensegrity robots,” and take inspiration from
a variety of animals. Mirletzl et al. used NASA Tensegrity
Robotics Toolkit (NTRT) to simulate morphology and control
of modular spine-like tensegrity robots [36], where they tested
on Octahedral and Tetrahedal complexes, which looks similar
to our module, but their module cannot locomote individually
or do self-assembly. Moreover, the connection between their
modules are strings, and ours are magnets, which means our
single module is more flexible and separable.

There is also much prior work on the coordination of non-
tensegrity multi-robot systems and usingthese systems for ob-
ject manipulation. There are many advantages to multi-robot
systems [37], and they are particularly well suited for the trans-
portation of large objects in hazardous environments. There are
a variety of approaches to coordinate the motions of robots in
these systems. For example, cluster space control [38] relies on
a pilot to use a joystick and manually coordinate four robots.
These robots can be used together for object transportation.
Decentralized control methods have also been studied that allow
robots to identify and approach a target object and move around
to transport it together [39]. The majority of such approaches rely
on the robots themselves to travel distances and move around
the surface, but there is less existing work on static robots to
pass objects between them.

III. MODULE DESIGN
A. Hardware Design and Assembly

An individual module is composed of a skeleton, SMAs
and spherical magnets. The shape of the skeleton is a pair of
symmetric stacked tetrahedrons, inspired by the geometry of a
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Fig.2. Top view of 2 pairs and 1 pair magnetic connectors

tetrahedral molecule (Fig. 1(a)). Each tetrahedron is composed
of four equal-length bars. The angle between each two neigh-
boring bars is cos™!(—1/3) ~ 109.5°, which is the same as the
bond angle of the tetrahedron molecule. The diameter of each
bar is smaller near the connection point for better flexibility,
with grooves for mounting SMAs. The skeleton is printed with
flexible TPU material with an infill density of 90% to achieve a
stronger adversarial bending force that helps restore a module’s
original shape after SMA contraction.

Given the small size of each module and the need for nine
actuators in order to achieve our target locomotive gaits and ma-
nipulation capabilities, we used one-way SMA (shape memory
alloy) coils (coil diameter, 3.45 mm; wire diameter, 0.51 mm,
Dynalloy) to actuate the robots. The end of each spring SMAs
is crimped with fishing wire and electric wire in a ferrule and
mounted to the grooves in the skeleton with the fishing wire.
The detwinned Martensite rest length of each SMA is longer
than the distance between two grooves to make sure that they
can be extended when the skeleton deforms because of SMA
actuation.The Austenitic (actuated) rest length of the actuators is
1.52 cm/1.42 cm/0.91 cm (vertical/diagonal/horizontal). When
installed, the detwinned Martensite rest length is set to be
8.0 cm/7.6 cm/4.4 cm, though this exact length changes with
actuation cycles due to variance in antagonistic forces applied
by other SMA actuators and the elastic energy stored in the
deformed soft skeleton.

Spherical magnets are affixed at the end of each tetrahedral
limb to enable the modules to connect together. We oriented the
polarity of the magnets in a circle as described in [40], where
each magnet in the loop is aligned head-to-tail and the magnetic
field inside the loop is either clockwise or counterclockwise.
Therefore, once all the magnetic balls are glued on the modules
with the same magnetic field direction, any modules can then be
attached together from all directions.

B. Choice of Spherical Magnets

The pull force of the spherical magnet has a strongly in-
fluences on the attachment property. We tested four sizes of
spherical magnets: 3/16,” 1/4,” 5/16,” and 3/8”. Six experiments
were done to evaluate their attachment properties including
the maximum distance that two modules can be attached by
magnetic force only and the minimum length that SMAs are
allowed to be contracted to avoid detachment of magnetic
connectors. The maximum distances were tested in two cases:
four feet facing each other (8 magnets) and two feet facing
each other (4 magnets). The minimum contraction length were
tested in four cases: two feet connected (Fig. 2(a)) and four
feet connected (Fig. 2(b)) while only SMAs in one module
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TABLE I
ATTACHMENT AND DETACHMENT EVALUATION
Diameter Pull Max attach Max attach Min length Min length Min length Min length
(inch) Forclel (Ib) distance for distance for for 2 SMAs for 1 SMA for 4 SMAs for 2 SMAs
8-magnets (cm) | 4-magnets (cm) | in Fig. 2b (cm) | in Fig. 2b (cm) | in Fig. 2a (ecm) | in Fig. 2a (cm)
3/16 1.04 1.5 1 1.52 4 5.5 5.5
1/4 1.86 2 1.5 1.52 1.52 4 4
5/16 2.52 3 2 1.52 1.52 2 2
3/8 3.69 5 3 1.52 1.52 1.52 1.52
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Fig. 3. Physical analysis of Shuffling pattern locomotion (top-down view of bottom legs).
contracted and SMAs in two modules contracted. Experimental 4 R ®  'Planted” feet
. . . Moving direction ® "Sliding" feet
results are shown in Table. I, where 1.52 cm is the Austenitic rest - == ActuaedSMA & Gonterof mass

length of the vertical SMA. Results indicate that the magnetic
connection does not break even with maximum SMA actuation.
Based on the results, we chose the 1/4” diameter for locomotion
and peristaltic manipulation because of its low cost, and chose
the 5/16” magnets for gripper experiments that required larger
deformation while keeping modules connected.

IV. SINGLE MODULE LOCOMOTION & ATTACHMENT

A. Analysis of Locomotive Gaits

We have chosen two gaits (and a combination of them) for
single-module locomotion. The purpose of locomotion for single
module is to move towards other modules to assemble into a 3-
module unit for locomotion, where 3-module units are utilized to
assemble into a larger structure for manipulation. While there are
gaits that roll modules end-over-end to achieve fast locomotion,
the need for precise control during attachment motivated us to
instead explore gaits that cause the robot to slide along the floor
in an upright configuration.

Both gaits operate on the same principle: the module is
controlled in order to move the center of mass to reduce the
friction at contacts that are sliding forwards, while increasing
friction at contacts that are planted.

1) Single-Module Gait#1: Grab-and-Pull: Inthis grab-and-
pull gait (akin to breaststroke), the first step shifts the center of
mass backwards to plant the back leg while contracting the front
SMA to slide the front legs forward ( Fig. 4 a). Similarly, during
release of the front SMA, the robot rocks so that the center of
mass lies over the front two feet (Fig. 4 b). Therefore, after
switching the center of mass from back to front, the distance
moving forward hg (Fig. 4 b) is equal to h; — ho, where hy and
ho are the same when the center of mass is not switched and
kept in the center.

2) Single-Module Gait #2: Shuffling: In this pattern,the robot
walks by dragging left and right feet alternately without lifting
the feet from the ground. The physical analysis behind it is
similar to the grab-and-pull pattern. Fig. 3 shows the whole

Fig.4. Physical analysis of Grab-and-pull pattern locomotion (top-down view
of bottom legs).

5V
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2 5V )
g‘ J_ left horizontal SMA (Hab)
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<
< | ov
2 ) 5V
front horizontal SMA (Hbc)
ov
0 5 10 15 20 25
Time (s)
Fig. 5. Control signal for single module locomotion.

process, where the center of mass is switched to front during
contraction of left SMA and switched backward during recovery
process to intensify the impact of forward friction and weaken
the impact of backward friction. Then the right SMA works in
the same way symmetrically.

Importantly, if the contraction time of left and right SMAs
are different, the robot can rotate to the direction that is less
contracted, which means with this pattern, the upright robot can
move to arbitrary locations and orientations in the plane.

3) Single-Module Gait #3: Combined: We used the property
that motion of the center of mass is opposite in the two patters to
create a combined pattern with faster locomotion. Specifically,
the combined gaitis “left — front — right — front”. Fig. 6 shows
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TABLE II
RUNNING TIME COMPARISON BETWEEN DIFFERENT PATTERNS (MOVING 2 CM)

Combined Combined Combined 3-module
Pattern Grab-and-pull | Shuffling | Combined + Vibration + Vibration + Vibration Locomotion
+ Cooling Fan | with Thinner SMAs
Time (mins) 8.30 5.02 3.15 2.76 2.58 2.51 2.35
Fl
(©) (d) (e) (H) (a) Move forward (b) Attach bottom (c) Fully attached

Fig. 6. Combining Grab-and-pull and shuffling patterns

an example where the center of mass switches from front to back
when left foot is contracted & released and then the front bottom
SMA is contracted — the corresponding control signal is shown
in Fig. 5 (SMAs are labeled in Fig. 1(a); The labels Vx, Dx, Hxx
represent vertical, diagonal and horizontal SMAs respectively,
where x/xx is determined by the limb label). We ultimately
selected combined gait for the single-module locomotion and
attachment task.

B. Experiments

1) Locomotion Performance: To control the SMAs, we used
Arduino and 12 V DC power supply. 120 grit sandpaper supplies
a coarse locomotionsurface . To reduce drag, we used light,
flexible silicone insulated stranded wires for the tether.

We conducted some experiments to validate the effective-
ness of the two locomotion patterns. The grab-and-pull gait
took 8.3 min to travel 2 cm, or 0.00095body lengths per sec-
ond (BL/s), where 1.38 min was used to actuate and the rest
was used to cool the SMA actuators. The shuffling pattern
took 5.02 min to travel 2 cm, or 0.00157 BL/s,where 0.84 min
was used to actuate. For the combined gait, the time cost of
moving forward 2 cm is 3.15 min (median of 10 trials), or
0.00252 BL/s,where the actuation time is 0.75 min.

2) Strategies to Increase the Speed: Given the slow speeds
observed with the gaits mentioned above, we experimented with
several methods of expediting the locomotion (Table II).

Vibration: Since legs are unable to be lifted off the ground,
backward friction between the sliding legs and the ground in-
hibits movement speed. To reduce this friction, we alternately
actuate and relax the back vertical SMAs on a 50 ms : 1000 ms
(actuation : cooling) interval.

Cooling Fan: We tested putting a fan opposite to the direction
of motion to simulate locomotion in outdoor conditions.

Multiple Thinner SMAs: We tested replacing single SMAs
with multiple thinner SMAS to increase the surface area and
speed cooling, similar to the “stacked-ribbon” design [41].

C. Attachment Between Single Modules

Once two modules are in close proximity they enter an attach-
ment protocol to ensure a fully connected four-magnet bond

Fig. 7. Attachment between single modules

(Fig. 7). During this protocol, one module actively moves to-
wards the other one while the other module waits and cooperates
with the active module. Once two modules are close enough, the
head of the passive module leans outward to prevent the upper
magnets from attaching together, since an initial attachment of
the top magnetic balls can prevent successful attachment of the
bottom two balls because the modules are unable to shift their
center of gravity sufficiently to slide the bottom feet. When at
least one pair of bottom feet has been attached (Fig. 7(b)), all the
SMA actuators on the two modules are commanded to release
until returning to initial states. During this process, other pairs
of magnetic balls will be attached automatically as shown in
Fig. 7(c). For those exceptional cases where not allthe remaining
magnetic balls are attached automatically, the strategy we used is
to contract the four neighboring vertical SMAs simultaneously
and then contract the two front horizontal SMAs at the same
time.

D. Attachment Test

To test this attachment strategy we conducted an experiment
where we attached one of the bottom magnets and varied the
alignment angle between the modules. Fig. 7(b) is an example
with an approximately 10° alignment angle. We tested 5 trials
for each angle (0°, 30°, 60°, 90°, 120°). The success rate was
100% for angles less than or equal to 90 degrees, while 4 out of 5
trials with 120° succeeded. Furthermore, for trials with angle 0°,
30°, and 60°, the remaining pair of magnetic balls automatically
attached during recovery process. For trials with angle 90°, 2
trials out of 5 required an additional approach after recovery to
help with attachment.

V. 3-MODULE LOCOMOTION & ATTACHMENT

The locomotion pattern of 3-module is like a three-legged
race, where the feet in between are strapped by magnetic balls
and only the left most and right most feet can move freely.

A. Physical Analysis of “three-Legged Race” Pattern

The principle of moving forward for 3-module unit is similar
to the combined Shuffling and Grab-and-pull pattern of single
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@ Foot on ground, not actuated
@ Foot on ground, actuated

@ Foot in air, actuated

® Foot in air, not actuated

<— Actuated horizontal SMA

(©) (d) (e

Fig. 8. Physical analysis of three-module locomotion (left-leg step, top-down
view of bottom legs)
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Fig. 9. Control signal of three-module locomotion.

module locomotion, where left foot and right foot are alternately
moving forward, and the front SMA is actuated to speed up
the forward movements. The main difference and advantage of
three-module locomotion is that given the greater number of
ground contact points, feet can be lifted and advanced in the air
while maintaining stability, thereby eliminating sliding friction
and enabling significantly faster locomotion as compared to a
single module.

Take the left foot as an example. The first step is to raise the left
foot and move it forward in the air (Fig. 8(b)).The second step
(Fig. 8(c)) plants the outside back feet (nodes 3 & 5) by switching
the center of gravity backward while lifting and advancing the
center-back leg (node 4). The last step is to raise the front left
foot (node 1) and actuate the front horizontal SMA to reduce
the friction that influences the movement. As shown in Fig. 8(d)
only three feet remain on the ground. Finally, the three-module
can move the left side of the body forward (Fig. 8(e)). The
sequence will then be mirrored for the right side. Photos of the
gait sequence shownin Fig. 10 and Fig. 9 shows the control
signal for moving the left foot forward (Lx, Mx, Rx represent
the SMAs on the left, middle and right modules separately, with
x labelled in the same way as in Fig. 1(a), with limb labels (A,
B, C) for each module shown in Fig. 10(a)).
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(@)

Fig. 10.  Asequence of actions the 3-module takes to move the left feet forward

B. Experiments

To move forward for 2 cm, the running time of 3-module unit
was 2.35 min (median of 5 trials) and the cooling time for each
cyclewas 12 soutof 22.6 s, or 0.0335 BL/s. This motion is faster
than a single module as each foot can be lifted and then moved
forward in air, allowing more forward displacement during each
cycle. A sequence of actions to move the left feet forward shown
in Fig. 10,

C. Attachment Between 3-Module Units

Fig. 1(c) shows an example of attaching four three-module
groups together. Unlike single-module attachment, the passive
module unit waits motionlessly instead of leaning backward
to cooperate, due to the complexity that would be required
for the leaning motion. Moreover, since the unit will not lean
forward as the single module does during locomotion, either the
bottom magnetic balls will be attached first when unit is leaning
backward or all balls (top and bottom) will attach simultaneously
when the unit is upright.

When a 3-module unit approaches the lattice it is common for
all magnetic connection points to snap together nearly simulta-
neously, but this is not always the case. Fig. 1 ¢3 shows a case
where only a partial connection is made between the orange unit
and the lattice. In this case, we used a rotation motion to pivot
the unit around the connected points until a full connection was
reached. Closing the loop with sensing and fully automating this
process is a next step in future work.

VI. NON-PREHENSILE MANIPULATION

In this section, we describe strategies to roll a single ball or
multiple balls along the surface of the structure. Ultimately, we
imagine transporting other objects or even modules themselves
along the surface, using lattice deformation as a whole-body
manipulation strategy.

A. Bi-Directional Linear Manipulation With SMAs in 3D

Vertical SMAs are actuated to change the shape of the top
surface to make the ball roll. Fig. 14(b) shows an example of
bi-direction linear manipulation.

An example of moving a ball from the left node to the right
node is shown in Fig. 12. The first step is to drag the left
node down vertically by actuating six connected vertical SMAs
(shown in Fig. 12(b)). During release of these SMAs, the height
of left node increases gradually. When the left node rises, the
ball might drop either left and right; to avoid this, before the
left node becomes flat, the first node connector SMAs (marked
in red in Fig. 12(c)) is actuated to give the ball velocity in the

Authorized licensed use limited to: Yale University. Downloaded on June 14,2022 at 20:00:26 UTC from IEEE Xplore. Restrictions apply.



5948
(a) Top view (b) Front view
Fig. 11. Top and front view of lattice with 10 modules.
(a) Initial state (b) Actuate left node SMAs
(c) Actuate left connector (d) Actuate right connector
Fig. 12.  Manipulation process
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Fig. 13.  Control signal of manipulation (1st node — 2nd node).

Fig. 14.  (a) Path control of a ball (b) Bi-direction manipulation (c) Parallelo-
gram manipulation

desired direction. After 5 seconds, the second node connector
SMAs (marked in blue in Fig. 12(d)) is actuated to give the ball
a rightwards velocity towards a stable position on top of the
middle module. The corresponding control signal is shown in
Fig. 13 (vertical actuated SMAs are labeled in Fig. 11(a)).

B. Path Control of a Ball

Using the same principle, adding additional modules to the
lattice allows us to do path control of a ball along the top surface.
Fig. 14(a) shows an example of a 3x3 grid, where white edges
are the allowed paths to move through. Except bi-directional
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TABLE III
GRIPPING CONFIGURATION SUCCESS RATES

Fig. 1el Fig. 1e2 Fig. 1e3 Fig. le4 Fig. 1e5 Fig. 1e6
5/5 5/5 5/5 4/5 4/5 3/5

manipulation, we alsotested parallelogram manipulation on this
surface (Fig. 14(c)) andmanipulating two balls on the top sur-
face, where as Fig. 1(d) shows, two balls move in opposite
directions without touching each other.

VII. GRIPPER FORMED FROM MODULES

We have also tested using a module-based gripper to grasp
various objects, as shown in Fig. 1(e). Top horizontal SMAs are
added for each module such that the object can be grasped when
both top and bottom horizontal SMAs on the inside boundary
are actuated. To grasp larger objects, top and bottom horizontal
SMAss on the outside boundary are actuated to open the gripper
at first. To avoid detachments between modules easily when
grasping heavy objects, we used larger ball magnets with 5/16”
diameter and 2.52 1bs pull force.

Objects with different weight/shape/size/surface as shown in
Fig. 1(e) were tested, and the results are shown in Table III.
The gripper appears capable of gripping a variety of objects
with a success rate that varies depending on the roughness of
the gripper and the weight/shape/size/surface of the object. To
increase the success rate, future work could test increasing the
roughness of the gripper, using magnets with higher pulling
force, using softer skeletons to allow more deformation, or trying
new arrangements of modules to grasp different objects.

VIII. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

In this letter, we instantiated soft lattice modules that be-
have both independently and collectively. Using these lattice
modules, we demonstrated preliminary steps toward the self-
assembly of robotic lattice structures and employed several
behaviors to perform collective and coordinated tasks.

Our system has several limitations and opportunities for fur-
ther development. At present, all the modules are tethered to an
Arduino which controls the lattice as a whole. To allow modules
be self-contained and autonomous, on-board computing, power,
and sensing would be required. The modules would need com-
munication through a contact-based mesh scheme or a wireless
scheme. Methods of realizing distributed control of the lattice
would need to be implemented.

Our single module locomotion strategy relies on friction, so
the speed is limited even on rough surfaces. However, for 3-
module locomotion, since the feet can be lifted, the speed is
much faster. We plan to explore moving more modules together
for centipede-type locomotion, and improve module design to
make it walk individually instead of sliding.

Our system is capable of self-assembly, but the magnets
present a challenge for self-disassembly. One potential approach
is to use the principle of “tug of war” to generate sufficient
detachment force, but detaching multiple connection points
simultaneously may be difficult and a hardware modification
is perhaps necessary for this purpose.
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Yet another direction for further development lies in simula-
tion. We have built a simple simulation using an energy-based
quasi-static model that estimates the configuration with the
minimal potential energy using Lagrange multipliers. Our model
assumes a pseudo-rigid bodied skeleton and requires further
development to better reflect the system dynamics.
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