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Abstract: We propose a method to achieve autonomous gait transition according to speed for a
quadruped robot pacing at medium speeds. We verified its effectiveness through experiments with
the simulation model and the robot we developed. In our proposed method, a central pattern
generator (CPG) is applied to each leg. Each leg is controlled by a PD controller based on output from
the CPG. The four CPGs are coupled, and a hard-wired CPG network generates a pace pattern by
default. In addition, we feed the body tilt back to the CPGs in order to adapt to the body oscillation
that changes according to the speed. As a result, our model and robot achieve stable changes in speed
while autonomously generating a walk at low speeds and a rotary gallop at high speeds, despite the
fact that the walk and rotary gallop are not preprogramed. The body tilt angle feedback is the only
factor involved in the autonomous generation of gaits, so it can be easily used for various quadruped
robots. Therefore, it is expected that the proposed method will be an effective control method for
quadruped robots.

Keywords: quadruped robot; gait transition; central pattern generator; vestibular sensory feedback

1. Introduction

Quadruped mammals choose a gait according to their speed [1]. Most quadruped
mammals choose a walk at low speeds, while at medium and high speeds the chosen
gait varies depending on species. A chosen gait may be a trot or pace at medium speeds
and a transverse gallop or rotary gallop at high speeds. Specifically, cats change their gait
from walk to trot to transverse gallop according to speed [1], whereas greyhounds change
their gait from walk to pace to rotary gallop according to speed [2,3]. Furthermore, the
locomotion of quadruped robots and quadruped simulation models has been achieved by
using mammals’ gaits as a basis [4–19].

It has been reported that quadruped mammals such as cats can change their gait even
without a brain, even though the principle of gait transition is not clear. Grillner [20] and
Golubitsky et al. [21] reported that gait transition occurs as a result of each leg swing-
ing reflexively with a central pattern generator (CPG), which is a neural circuit existing
in the spinal cord. Based on this, there are quadruped simulation models [22–26] and
quadruped robots [23,24,27–30] that autonomously produce gaits not defined by CPG.
These autonomously modify the phase differences between the four legs by using external
factors such as sensory feedback and, as a result, some gaits emerge. However, the range of
speeds of these studies is limited.

The first study that achieved autonomous gait transition from low to high speed was
our simulation study [31]. We achieved autonomous gait transition from walk to trot to
transverse gallop using a quadruped simulation model. The basic gait is set to trot by the
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CPG network with mutual inhibitory coupling between the CPGs of each leg. Despite
this setting, the quadruped simulation model generated the walk at low speeds and the
transverse gallop at high speeds, even though it was not defined in the program by feeding
the body tilt back to the CPG. In this paper, this feedback is called vestibular modulation.
In addition, the quadruped robot “Spinalbot” achieved gait transition from walk to trot
to transverse gallop similar to the simulation result by applying a similar method [32].
Moreover, based on the same concept, a quadruped simulation model feeding the leg load
back to the CPG achieved gait transition [33]. Owaki et al. achieved gait transition from
walk to trot to transverse gallop using a quadruped robot with CPG and feeding the leg
load back to the CPG [34].

As mentioned above, mainly only quadruped robots that achieve gait transition with
the basic gait set to trot have been developed. Although not as common, quadruped robots
with the basic gait set to pace have also been developed [35–38]. However, it has been
reported that the pace is an effective gait [2] and that trot and pace at medium speeds are
selected according to the differences in body structure. In particular, pace is an effective
gait on long-legged quadruped robots because interference between fore and hind legs
rarely occurs as the ipsilateral legs swing simultaneously. Therefore, the purpose of this
study is to propose a gait transition method for a quadruped robot pacing at medium
speeds. We applied the gait transition method with the basic gait set to trot to Spinalbot
with pace as the basic gait. Specifically, each leg of Spinalbot was equipped with a CPG, and
the CPG network was set to a pace pattern through mutual excitatory coupling between
the CPGs of the fore and hind legs and mutual inhibitory coupling between the CPGs
of the left and right legs. As a result, Spinalbot locomoted at a pace without vestibular
modulation. However, running with a flight phase at a pace was unstable. One of the
issues is that body oscillation and leg oscillation are not coordinated. Therefore, we applied
vestibular modulation to Spinalbot to coordinate the two oscillations. As a result, the gait
autonomously transitioned from walk to pace to rotary gallop according to the speed, and
it was found from the results that stable locomotion is possible even at high speeds.

It has been reported that rotary gallop, as appearing in this paper, and transverse
gallop, as appearing in our previous studies [31,32], have different roles as follows. The
advantages of transverse gallop are high stability and reduced energy consumption. The
disadvantage of transverse gallop is that the leading legs are the same between the fore legs
and the hind legs, therefore the leading legs must be changed when turning, the start of
turning is delayed, and there is a lack of agility. By contrast, the advantage of rotary gallop
is that the leading legs are different between the fore legs and the hind legs, respectively,
so it is unnecessary to change the leading legs, regardless of the turning direction, and
there is high maneuverability. Therefore, it is assumed that rotary gallop is preferred for
quadruped robots that are required to turn. In addition, the maximum running speed
by rotary gallop tends to increase; hence, it is assumed that rotary gallop is preferred for
quadruped robots that are required to locomote at high speed. Although rotary gallop has
many advantages, only a few quadruped robots using rotary gallop have been developed,
such as Scout II, which was developed by Smith et al. [39].

As mentioned above, it is expected that our motion generation method would be
effective not only as a method for enabling a gait transition from walk to trot to transverse
gallop but also as a simple general-purpose method enabling gait transition from walk to
pace to rotary gallop similar to a greyhound for a quadruped robot. As these gait transitions
can be achieved by applying an inexpensive inclination sensor, the method is considered to
be applicable to various quadruped robots.

The structures of both the simulation model and robot are presented in Section 2.
Section 3 describes the control method, including the configuration of the CPG and sensory
feedback. The achievement of gait transition by the simulation model is shown in Section 4.2
and the experimental results of the robot are shown in Section 4.3. The principle by which
walk and rotary gallop appear is explained in Section 5. Finally, in Section 6, we present
our conclusions and future work.
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2. Spinalbot Quadruped Robot and Simulated Model

Figure 1 shows the “Spinalbot” quadruped robot and model that we developed.
Spinalbot is a simple structure with a rigid torso. All legs have the same structure and two
joints: a rotary joint around the pitch axis (shoulder/hip) and a linear joint (elbow/knee).
The model weighs 7.8 kg, the body weighs 7.0 kg, and each leg weighs 0.2 kg. The robot
weighs 11.8 kg, the body weighs 9.7 kg, and each leg weighs 0.51 kg. The rotation joints are
driven by DC motors (150 W, RE40, Maxon Co., Sachseln, Switzerland) with a reduction
ratio of 19.3:1. The linear joints are driven by pneumatic actuators (CG3BN25-50, SMC
Co., Tokyo, Japan) and used as a variable elastic mechanism. The amount of air supplied
from the air compressor (0.4 MPa at walking, 0.6 MPa at running) in the cylinder of the
pneumatic actuator is modified by the solenoid valve (VZ212-5MZ-M5, SMC Co., Tokyo,
Japan), therefore the air pressure in the cylinder is adjusted to be low at low speeds and
high at high speeds. Each leg is designed based on a spring-loaded inverted pendulum
(SLIP) model [40]. The SLIP model is a simple model of the body of an animal during
locomotion.
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Figure 1. Robot (a) and simulated (b) model of Spinalbot.

Spinalbot is equipped with an encoder combined with a DC motor for acquiring
the rotary joint angle. It is possible to measure the body tilt by using an inclination
sensor combined with a gyro sensor (ENC-03R C/D, Murata Co., Kyoto, Japan) and an
accelerometer (SCA61T-FA1H1G, VTI Technologies Co., Vantaa, Finland). The pressure
sensors (FlexiForce A201-25, Nitta Co., Osaka, Japan) are equipped on the feet and are used
as a binary sensor for acquiring the touch information.

Spinalbot is controlled by a robot controller network connecting with a sampling time
of 2 ms and connected power supplies, motor drivers, and the air compressor installed
outside. Experiments are carried out with both the simulation and the robot constrained in
the sagittal plane. The pitch vibration of the torso when running at a gallop is large, while
the roll vibration is small. Therefore, it is considered that the experiment in the sagittal
plane has little effect on the emergence of gait. Robot experiments are performed on a
treadmill with the speed controlled by the experimenter.

3. Motion Generation Control

The CPG neural circuit of quadruped mammals generates the locomotion rhythm
according to the locomotion state. As shown in Figure 2, Spinalbot achieves walking and
running by using a control method combining a CPG generating a rhythm pattern and
a PD controller. The method is the same as in the previous studies [31,32] except for the
coupling between the CPGs.
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1 

 

 Figure 2. Neural configuration.

3.1. Rhythm Generation
3.1.1. CPG Model and CPG Network

The CPG models proposed by Matsuoka [41] generate the rhythm of each leg. The
CPG model is represented by the following equations:

Tr
.
uei + uei = −

4

∑
j=1

(
pij·
[
uej
]+

+ qij·
[
u f j

]+)
+ s− bvei + f 1ei + f 2ei, (1)

Ta
.
vei + vei = yei, (2)

yei = [uei]
+ = max(uei, 0), (3)

Tr
.
u f i + u f i = −

4

∑
j=1

(
pij·
[
u f j

]+
+ qij·

[
uej
]+)

+ s− bv f i + f 1 f i + f 2 f i, (4)

Ta
.
v f i + v f i = y f i, (5)

y f i =
[
u f i

]+
= max

(
u f i, 0

)
, (6)

P =


0 β α 0
β 0 0 α
α 0 0 β
0 α β 0

, Q =


γ 0 0 0
0 γ 0 0
0 0 γ 0
0 0 0 γ

. (7)

The subscripts e and f denote the extensor and flexor, respectively, i is the number of
the leg (1: left fore; 2: left hind; 3: right fore; and 4: right hind). The variables ve· f i and
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ue· f i are the fatigue state and inner state of each neuron of each leg, respectively; ye· f i is
the output of the neuron; yi is the output of the CPG of each leg; s is a driving input; b is a
fatigue coefficient; γ is the connection strength between the extensor neuron and the flexor
neuron; α and β are the connection strengths between the neurons of each leg; and Tr and
Ta are time constants.

The CPG output of each leg is represented by:

yi = y f i − yei (8)

In order to synchronize the CPG oscillations of each leg and the leg oscillation based
on the biological findings [42], the rotary angles are fed back to the CPGs of each leg as
shown below:

f 1ei = k1(θi − θ0), and
f 1 f i = −k1(θi − θ0),

(9)

where k1 is gain, θi is the present angle of the rotary joint of each leg, and θ0 is the origin
angle of each leg. The rotational direction of the rotary joint is shown in Figure 3.

1 

 

 
Figure 3. Diagram of leg motion and body tilt.

As shown in Figure 2, the CPG network is constructed by coupling the CPGs of each
leg with coupling coefficients α and β. As a result, the CPG network generates a pace
pattern that swings the ipsilateral legs simultaneously so as not to couple the diagonal
legs [43]. As the values of α and β are not changed, the coupling state is unchanged and
the basic gait is a pace.

3.1.2. Vestibular Modulation

Based on the finding by Roberts [44], the body tilt around the pitch axis is fed back to
the CPGs for vestibular modulation, as shown below:

f 2ei = σ(leg)k2φ,
f 2 f i = −σ(leg)k2φ, and

σ(leg) =
{

1, i f leg is a f oreleg (i = 1 or 3)
−1, i f leg is a hindleg (i = 2 or 4)

,
(10)

where k2 is gain and φ is the present body tilt angle around pitch axis. Therefore, the stance
phases of the leg on the side toward which the body is inclined are extended and the swing
phases of the leg on the side toward which the body is not inclined are extended.
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3.2. Leg Motion Generation

Each leg is controlled on the basis of the CPG outputs. As shown in the lower side of
Figure 2, the phase (stance phase or swing phase) of each leg is determined on the basis of
the CPG outputs. When the flexor neuron of the CPG is activated (yi > 0), the phase is the
swing phase. By contrast, when the extensor neuron of the CPG is activated (yi < 0), the
phase is the stance phase. The rotary joint (shoulder/hip) of each leg is controlled to the
desired angle according to the phase by the PD controller with:

τi = Kτ
pi sw,st(θdi sw,st − θi)− Kτ

vi sw,st

.
θi (11)

where τi is the torque output; Kτ
pi sw,st and Kτ

vi sw,st are the proportional and derivative gains
in the swing and stance phases, respectively; θdi sw,st is the desired angle of the rotary joint;
and θi is the present angle of the rotary joint. Specifically, the rotary joint is swung forward
with θdi·sw as the desired angle during the swing phase and backward with θdi·st as the
desired angle during the stance phase.

Regarding the elbow/knee joint of each leg, the linear joint of the simulated model is
PD-controlled with:

Fi = KF
pi sw,st(Ldi sw,st − Li)− KF

vi sw,st
.
Li (12)

where Fi is the force output; KF
pi sw,st and KF

vi sw,st are the proportional and derivative gains
in the swing and stance phases, respectively; Ldi sw,st is the desired length of the linear joint;
and Li is the present length of the linear joint. Specifically, each leg is shortened to Ld·sw
as the desired length during the swing phase and extended to Ld·st as the desired length
during the stance phase.

The length and stiffness of the linear joint of the robot are modified by controlling
inflow and discharge of air using a solenoid valve. Figure 4a shows the structure of the
pneumatic actuator. There are two inflow/outflow ports on the top and on the bottom, and
the pneumatic actuator is driven by putting compressed air in the chambers. As shown in
Figure 4b, the chamber at the top of the cylinder is opened and the compressed air is put in
the chamber at the bottom of the cylinder, and the leg is retracted to Ldi·sw = 175 mm in the
swing phase. As shown in Figure 4c, the compressed air is put in the chamber at the top of
the cylinder for T seconds and the chamber at the bottom of the cylinder is opened. Despite
the value of T, the leg is extended to Ldi·st = 225 mm. After T seconds, the chamber at the
top of the cylinder is closed, as shown in Figure 4d, and the air quantity in the cylinder is
kept constant. Therefore, the leg in the stance phase functions as an air spring. The elastic
force of this air spring is modified by the value of T. To change the stiffness of each leg, the
elastic force is modified by increasing T according to the speed. Figure 5 shows the elastic
forces of the leg when T = 54 ms, which was used when Spinalbot galloped at a speed of
1.2 m/s. Figure 4c shows this experimental state. Figure 5 indicates that sufficient elastic
force can be obtained for running.

1 

 

 
Figure 4. Diagram of the linear join: (a) a general diagram, (b) a state in the swing phase, (c) a state
in the stance phase, and (d) a setting to measure the stiffness for Figure 5.
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1 

 

 Figure 5. Stiffness of the linear joint in the stance phase when T = 54 ms.

4. Results

The Spinalbot quadruped robot achieved autonomous gait transition with the pro-
posed method. In addition, the simulation model under the ideal environment where the
joint frictions of each leg are the same and rolling does not occur achieved the same gait
transition, and the reliability of the experimental results was demonstrated. Video records
are available in the Supplementary Materials (Video S1).

4.1. Speed Parameter

The values of each control parameter, as shown in Table 1, were the same in all
legs and were unchanged during the experiment. The CPG network parameters were
experimentally determined. Although it is possible to use an optimization algorithm [45],
the CPG parameters had high robustness, as shown in Section 4.4, and it was possible
to easily determine the parameters that achieved gait transition even by manual tuning.
The values of α and β were set to generate a pace. The propulsive force was modified by
changing the values of the parameters—the parameter for determining the leg cycle, Tr; the
desired angle of the rotary joint, θdi sw, st; the proportional gain of the rotary joint, Kτ

pi sw,st;

the parameter for determining the stiffness, T (KF
pi st in the simulation)—other than those

parameters shown in Table 1, and the speed was changed. In this paper, these parameters
were called “speed parameters”. As the speed parameters were also the same in all legs,
in the experiment without vestibular modulation (Equation (10)), the phase differences
between the four legs were not modified by changing the values of the speed parameters.
The procedures for changing the values of the speed parameters in the simulation and in the
experiment with Spinalbot are shown in Figures 6 and 7, respectively. The speed parameters
were modified for each of the low- to medium-speed experiments ((a) of Figures 6 and 7)
and the medium- to high-speed experiments ((b) of Figures 6 and 7). The speed parameter
contributes not only to speed change but also to posture stability. There were differences in
mechanical features (e.g., size, weight, and viscous friction) between the simulation model
and the robot. The sizes could not be matched due to mechanical constraints caused by the
size of the devices and actuators. Moreover, in the simulation, it was difficult to model the
viscous friction of the rotary joint and the pneumatic characteristics of the linear joint of the
robot. For these reasons, the mechanical parameters differed between the simulation model
and the robot. Therefore, there was a difference in the speed parameter. Furthermore,
because it was modified according to the speed parameter, there was a difference in the



Robotics 2022, 11, 3 8 of 22

CPG parameter. The reason each parameter changes stepwise is that the speed can be
increased almost smoothly, even when changing the parameters step by step at an arbitrary
time. The values of each parameter were experimentally determined so that stable walking
and running were possible in each speed range.

Table 1. Parameters.

Parameter Value
(Simulation)

Value
(Robot

Experiment)
Parameter Value

(Simulation)

Value
(Robot

Experiment)

Ta 0.6 0.16 θ0 −0.26 rad −1.05 rad
α −0.54 −0.69 Kτ

vi sw 1.0 Nms/rad 0.24 Nms/rad
β 0.1 0.29 Kτ

vi st 1.0 Nms/rad 0.34 Nms/rad
γ −2.0 −2.0 Ldi sw 65 mm 175 mm
s 3.4 5.5 Ldi st 120 mm 225 mm
b 3.0 4.0 k1 3.0 1.2
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pi sw: orange; Kτ
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θdi sw: purple; and θdi st: magenta.

In general, although it is known that the change in the walking and running cycles
is caused by the adjustment of the driving input to the CPGs (s in Equations (1) and (4)),
in this paper, Tr was modified to adjust the leg oscillation cycle because the influence
of s in Equations (1) and (4) on the cycle is larger than that of Tr in the CPG model of
Matsuoka [41].
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The value of k2 is divided into low to medium speed and medium to high speed,
but gait transition is possible even with the same value. In this paper, as shown in
Sections 4.2 and 4.3, the value of k2 was set separately so that the phase difference be-
tween the legs was the largest to clarify the differences between the emergent gaits. The
effect of the value of k2 on locomotion, including emergent gaits, is described in Section 4.4.

4.2. Simulated Results

We observed the emergence of different gaits by changing the speed. LF, LH, RF, and
RH represent left foreleg, left hind leg, right foreleg, and right hind leg, respectively.

4.2.1. Gait Transition from Walking to Pacing with Vestibular Modulation in Simulation

In the walking experiment in the simulation, the same results as in the experiment
with the robot were obtained. Table 1 shows the parameters at 0.8 m/s. By changing the
speed parameters as shown in Figure 6a, we allowed the quadruped model to locomote at
low to medium speeds. Regardless of the value of each parameter, the speed parameters
were the same for the four legs, and the connection strength between CPGs (α, β) was set so
that no gait other than pace appeared when vestibular modulation was not applied (k2 = 0)
at all speeds. It was confirmed by experiments that no gait other than pacing appeared in
walking without vestibular modulation, and that changes in the values of speed parameters
had no effect on gait transition.

By contrast, only k2 was changed and we allowed the quadruped model to locomote
with vestibular modulation (k2 = 9.6) from low to medium speeds, as shown in Figure 8.
In this case, different gaits appeared at low speeds. The gait at medium speeds was a pace,
but at low speeds walking emerged. As the speed increased, the gait shifted from walking
to pacing. At low speeds (0.08 to 0.4 m/s of Figure 8), walking in which the leg moves in
the order LF−RH−RF−LH, as shown in Figure 9a, emerged. At medium speeds (0.4 to
0.58 m/s of Figure 8), as shown in Figure 9b, the gait shifted to pacing in which the leg
moves simultaneously with the pair of LF and LH and with the pair of RF and RH, and the
pairs moved in reverse. As shown in Figure 9a,b, the body tilt angle during walking was
larger than that during pacing. This phenomenon is an important factor in the emergence
of walking and the transition to pacing.

1 

 

 Figure 8. Speeds during gait transition from walking to pacing in the simulation.

4.2.2. Gait Transition from Pacing to Galloping with Vestibular Modulation in Simulation

In the running experiment in the simulation, the same results as achieved in the
experiment with the robot were obtained. By changing the speed parameters as shown in
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Figure 6b, we allowed the quadruped model to locomote at medium to high speeds. As in
Section 4.2.1, it was confirmed by experiments that no gait other than pacing appeared in
running without vestibular modulation. By contrast, when only k2 was changed and we
allowed the quadruped model to locomote with vestibular modulation from medium to
high speeds, as shown Figure 10, galloping appeared at high speeds. This means that a gait
transition from a pace at medium speeds to a rotary gallop at high speeds was achieved.
At medium speeds (0.8 to 1.0 m/s of Figure 10), as shown in Figure 11a, the gait shifted
to pacing in which the leg moved simultaneously with the pair of LF and LH and with
the pair of RF and RH, respectively, and the pairs moved in reverse. At high speeds (1.0
to 1.65 m/s of Figure 10), the gait shifted to a rotary gallop in which the leg moved in the
order LF−RF−RH−LH, as shown Figure 11b. As shown in Figure 11a,b, the body tilt angle
during galloping was larger than that during pacing. As shown in Figure 11 and Figure 15,
the same phenomenon as in the robot experiment appeared, indicating that the change in
the vibration of the trunk according to the speed is the factor of gait emergence even in the
ideal state of simulation.
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represents body tilt (positive when facing down).
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Figure 11. Simulated results for pacing and galloping at medium and high speeds, respectively: (a) a
pace at 0.9 m/s and (b) a rotary gallop at 1.6 m/s. LF, LH, RF, and RH represent left foreleg, left hind
leg, right foreleg, and right hind leg, respectively. CPG outputs are colored as follows: LF: blue; LH:
red; RF: green; and RH: purple. The footfalls are indicated by thick line segments. The black wavy
line represents body tilt (positive when facing down).

4.3. Experimental Results
4.3.1. Gait Transition from Walking to Pacing with Vestibular Modulation

By changing the speed parameters as shown in Figure 7a, we allowed Spinalbot to
locomote at low to medium speeds. It was possible to increase the speed even when using
values other than those shown in Figure 7a. Regardless of the value of each parameter, the
speed parameters were the same for the four legs, and the connection strength between
CPGs (α, β) was set so that no gait other than pace appeared when vestibular modulation
was not applied (k2 = 0) at all speeds. For this reason, it was confirmed through experi-
mentation that the change in the speed parameter does not affect the gait transition without
vestibular modulation.

By contrast, only k2 was changed, and we allowed Spinalbot with vestibular mod-
ulation (k2 = 15.0) to locomote from low to medium speeds, as shown in Figure 12. In
this case, different gaits appeared according to the speed. Walking emerged at low speeds,
and the gait shifted to pacing as the speed increased. At low speeds (0.15 to 0.23 m/s
of Figure 12), walking in which the leg moved in the order LF−RH−RF−LH, as shown
in Figure 13a, emerged. At medium speeds (0.23 to 0.35 m/s of Figure 12), as shown in
Figure 13b, the gait shifted to pacing in which the leg moved simultaneously with the pair
of LF and LH and with the pair of RF and RH, respectively, and the pairs moving in reverse.
As in Section 4.2.1, and as shown in Figure 13a,b, the body tilt angle during walking was
larger than that during pacing.
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 Figure 12. Speeds during gait transition from walking to pacing.
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Figure 13. Experimental results for walking and pacing at low and medium speeds, respectively:
(a) a walk at 0.17 m/s and (b) a pace at 0.29 m/s. LF, LH, RF, and RH represent left foreleg, left hind
leg, right foreleg, and right hind leg, respectively. CPG outputs are colored as follows: LF: blue; LH:
red; RF: green; and RH: purple. The footfalls are indicated by thick line segments. The black wavy
line represents body tilt (positive when facing down).

4.3.2. Gait Transition from Pacing to Galloping with Vestibular Modulation

By changing the speed parameter as shown in Figure 7b, we allowed Spinalbot to
locomote at medium to high speeds. As in Section 4.3.1, it was confirmed by experiments
that no gait other than pacing appeared in running without vestibular modulation, and
that changes in the values of speed parameters had no effect on gait transition.

When locomoting Spinalbot without vestibular modulation using the speed param-
eters shown in Figure 7b, the gait was a pace at all speeds, but running with a flight
phase became unstable. By contrast, only k2 was changed, and we allowed Spinalbot with
vestibular modulation (k2 = 17.5) from medium to high speeds as shown in Figure 14. In
this case, different gaits appeared at high speeds. Although the value of k2 is different from
that in Section 4.3.1, gait transition is possible with the same value; however, the value was
changed so that the phase difference between legs become more prominent. The gait at
medium speeds was a pace, but at high speeds, when a flight phase is generated, a gait
transition to rotary gallop occurred and stable running became possible. At medium speeds
(0.5 to 0.7 m/s of Figure 14), the gait is a pace, as shown in Figure 15a. At high speeds (0.7



Robotics 2022, 11, 3 13 of 22

to 1.2 m/s of Figure 14), the gait shifts to a rotary gallop in which the leg moves in the
order LF−LH−RH−RF, as shown in Figure 15b. As shown in Figure 15a,b, the body tilt
angle during galloping was larger than that during pacing. As shown in Figures 11 and 15,
the same phenomenon as in the simulation appeared, indicating that the change in the
vibration of the trunk according to the speed is the factor of gait emergence.

1 

 

 Figure 14. Speeds during gait transition from pacing to galloping.
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Figure 15. Experimental results for pacing and galloping at medium and high speeds, respectively:
(a) a pace at 0.5 m/s and (b) a rotary gallop at 1.0 m/s. LF, LH, RF, and RH represent left foreleg, left
hind leg, right foreleg, and right hind leg, respectively. CPG outputs are colored as follows: LF: blue;
LH: red; RF: green; and RH: purple. The footfalls are indicated by thick line segments. The black
wavy line represents body tilt (positive when facing down).

4.4. Vestibular Modulation Level

We investigated the effect of vestibular modulation (k2 = 0 or k2 6= 0) in simulation.
Figure 16 shows the relationship between the proportional gain of the rotary joint and
the maximum speed. First, the orange plots show the maximum speed when only Kτ

pi st
was changed in various parameters that achieve locomotion at 12 s while galloping in
Figure 10. Rotary gallop emerged in all cases where Kτ

pi st was between 16 and 30 Nm/rad
without changing k2, and stable running was possible. In addition, the maximum speed
increased according to the value of Kτ

pi st. The blue plots show the results of a similar
simulation without vestibular modulation. In the section where Kτ

pi st = 23 Nm/rad or
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less, the maximum speed increased according to Kτ
pi st, but it did not increase after that.

The leg swing speed increased according to the proportional gain, but it is considered that
the effective propulsive force decreased because the body vibration and the leg vibration
did not synchronize without vestibular modulation. Furthermore, regardless of Kτ

pi st, the
maximum speed was higher with vestibular modulation than without. From these results,
k2 is robust to the proportional gain, which is one of the speed parameters, in terms of
achieving gait transition.

1 

 

 
Figure 16. Relationship between the speed parameter and maximum speed. The plot shows the
maximum speed at each proportional gain. The plot colors are as follows: with vestibular modulation:
orange; without vestibular modulation: blue.

Furthermore, we investigated the relationship between k2 and the phase difference
between the legs. Figure 17 shows the results when only k2 was changed in various
parameters that achieved locomotion at 12 s while galloping in Figure 10. The red plots
show the phase difference between the left foreleg and the right foreleg, and the blue plots
show the phase difference between the left foreleg and the left hind leg. When the value is
low (k2 ≤ 5), the influence of vestibular feedback is small and a pace is kept. On the other
hand, if the value is high (k2 ≥ 17), the influence of vestibular feedback becomes very large
and, instead of a rotary gallop, a bound appears in which the phase of the foreleg and the
phase of the hind leg are opposite and the phase of the left leg and the phase of the right
leg are in phase. However, Figure 17 shows that the value of k2 was robust in the wide
range. At 0.4 m/s or less, walking appeared in the range of k2 from 1 to 19, but at less than
1, only a pace appeared.
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Figure 17. Relationship between the vestibular modulation level and phase difference. The plot
shows the phase difference at each vestibular modulation level k2. The red plot shows the phase
difference between the left foreleg and the right foreleg (LF−RF). The blue plot shows the phase
difference between the left foreleg and the left hind leg (LF−LH).

5. Discussion

The ipsilateral pairs should have been in phase because the CPGs were coupled
to produce a pace. However, due to the effect of the body tilt angle feedback, a phase
difference occurred between the two legs and, consequently, walking and galloping, which
are different gaits from pace, appeared. The results of both the simulation experiments and
the robot experiments show that the appearance of either walking or galloping depends on
the difference in the ratio of the vibration frequency of each leg to the vibration frequency
of the body. The details are described below.

5.1. Principle Emergence of Walking

Figure 18a shows the CPG outputs, the footfalls, and the body tilt when locomoting in
a pace immediately before the transition to walk. In addition, Figure 18b shows the data for
walking. As shown in (A) of Figure 18a, the torso is tilted forward during the support phase
of the left foreleg and the left hind leg. As shown in (A’) of Figure 18b, the extensor neuron
of the left foreleg is activated by the effect of vestibular feedback and, consequently, the
support phase of the left foreleg is extended (C). By contrast, the left hind leg is switched
to the swing phase because the flexor neuron is activated (E). As a result, in Figure 18a,
the left foreleg and the left hind leg touch the ground at the same time, but in Figure 18b,
the left hind leg and the left foreleg touch in this order. As shown in (B) of Figure 18a, the
torso is tilted forward in the support phase of the right foreleg and the right hind leg, as in
(A). As shown in (B’) of Figure 18b, the extensor neuron of the right foreleg is activated by
the effect of vestibular feedback and, consequently, the support phase of the right foreleg
is extended (D). However, the right hind leg is switched to the swing phase because the
flexor neuron is activated (F). As a result, in Figure 18a, the right foreleg and right hind
leg touch the ground at the same time, but in Figure 18b, the right hind leg and the right
foreleg touch in this order. As described above, as a result of autonomously modifying the
CPG outputs according to the body tilt angle, a walk appeared as shown in Figure 18b.
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Figure 18. Experimental results for (a) a pace at a speed of 0.1 m/s and (b) a walk at a speed of
0.17 m/s. CPG outputs are colored as follows: LF: blue; LH: red; RF: green; and RH: purple. The
footfalls are indicated by the thick line segments. The black trajectory represents the body tilt. A,
A’, B, and B’ indicate periods while tilting forward. C and D indicate that the extensor neurons are
activated. E and F indicate that the flexor neurons are activated.

5.2. Principle Emergence of Galloping

Figure 19a shows the CPG outputs, the footfalls, and the body tilt when locomoting
in a pace immediately before the transition to a gallop. In addition, Figure 19b shows the
data for galloping. As shown in (H) of Figure 19a, the torso is tilted forward during the
support phase of the right foreleg and the right hind leg. As shown in (H’) of Figure 19b,
the extensor neuron of the right foreleg is activated by the effect of vestibular feedback
and, as a result, the support phase of the right foreleg is extended (J). By contrast, the
right hind leg is switched to the swing phase because the flexor neuron is activated (L). As
shown in (G) of Figure 19a, when traveling at a pace, the center of vibration of the torso
tends to be biased forward; therefore, the torso does not tilt backward, but, as a result, it
transitions to a rotary gallop. This is because the torso tilts greatly forward when the right
fore and hind legs are supported, and the left foreleg and right foreleg approach the same
phase by modifying with vestibular feedback. Therefore, a strong recoil occurs because
of the kicking of the two forelegs. As a result, the torso also tilts backward. Therefore, as
shown in (G’) of Figure 19b, the flexor neuron of the left foreleg is activated by the effect
of vestibular feedback and, as a result, the left foreleg is switched to the swing phase (K).
Finally, regarding the left hind leg, the extensor neuron is activated, and the support phase
of the left hind leg is extended (I). As described above, a rotary gallop that tilts backward
appears, as shown in Figure 19b.

5.3. Difference between Factors behind Emergence of Walking and Galloping

A walk and a rotary gallop emerge in the same way, using vestibular feedback. As
shown Figure 20, it was found that the two types of gaits were derived from the fact that
the ratio of the vibration frequency of the torso to the vibration frequency of each leg
differed between walking and running. At low speeds, the leg elasticity is set to be low to
avoid chattering when the leg touches the ground; therefore, the ratio was 2:1, as shown in
Figures 9a and 13a. This means that the torso vibrates twice in one cycle of leg vibration
with the same tendency, as shown in (A) and (B) of Figure 18a, and in (A’) and (B’) of
Figure 18b. Specifically, as shown in Figure 20I, when the pair of the left foreleg and left
hind leg (1st lateral pair) is in the stance phase, the body tilts down. Therefore, the leg
phase switches from the stance phase to the swing phase in the order of the left hind leg
and the left foreleg. Similar to the 1st lateral pair, the body tilts down when the pair of the
right foreleg and the right hind leg (2nd lateral pair) is in the stance phase. Therefore, the
leg phase switches from the stance phase to the swing phase in the order of the right hind
leg and the right foreleg. The result is a walk.
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Figure 19. Experimental results for (a) a pace at a speed of 0.6 m/s and (b) a rotary gallop at a speed
of 0.7 m/s. CPG outputs are colored as follows: LF: blue; LH: red; RF: green; and RH: purple. The
footfalls are indicated by the thick line segments. The black trajectory represents the body tilt. G
and G’ indicate periods while tilting backward. H and H’ indicate periods while tilting forward. I
and J indicate that the extensor neurons are activated. K and L indicate that the flexor neurons are
activated.

1 

 

 Figure 20. The principle of gait generation and transition: (I) walk, (II) pace, (III) rotary gallop. The
order of switching from the stance phase to swing phase in the lateral pair is listed below the robot
diagram.

On the other hand, the leg elasticity can be set to high to allow large jumps at high
speeds. As a result, the repulsive force of the leg due to the contraction of the leg during
the support phase increases, and it becomes possible to make a large jump and run. Conse-
quently, the torso vibrates once in one cycle of leg vibration (sinking, lifting, and jumping)
and, at high speeds, the ratio of the torso vibration frequency to the leg vibration frequency
was 1:1, as shown in Figures 11b and 15b. Specifically, as shown in Figure 20III, when the
pair of the right foreleg and the right hind leg (2nd lateral pair) is in the stance phase, the
body tilts down. Therefore, the leg phase switches from the stance phase to the swing
phase in the order of the right hind leg and the right foreleg. Due to the influence of the
phase difference that occurred in the 2nd lateral pair, the body tilts backward when the pair
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of the left foreleg and the left hind leg (1st lateral pair) is in the stance phase. Therefore,
the effect of vestibular feedback is reversed compared to the 2nd lateral pair, and the leg
phase switches from the stance phase to the swing phase in the order of the left foreleg and
the left hind leg. The result is a rotary gallop. In this way, as the body vibration frequency
differs depending on the speed range, the effect of vestibular feedback is the same for the
1st lateral pair and 2nd lateral pair at low speeds, but the opposite at high speeds. This
is the reason different gaits emerge with the same method. The difference in the ratio of
the body vibration frequency to the leg vibration frequency depending on the speed range
has also been pointed out in a previous study [31]. Geyer et al. clarified that the ratio in
bipedal locomotion is 2:1 when walking and 1:1 when running [40]. If the ipsilateral legs
are regarded as one leg in a pace, then the movement of Spinalbot is similar to bipedal
walking. In addition, as shown in Sections 4.2 and 4.3, the body vibration becomes very
small at medium speeds. As shown in Figure 20II, the effect of vestibular feedback is very
small in both the 1st lateral pair and 2nd lateral pair. As a result, the phase difference
between the foreleg and hind leg becomes very small in both pairs, and the gait becomes
the default gait pace. By changing the speed parameters as shown in Figures 6 and 7, the leg
elasticity and leg cycle are different at each speed, so the dynamics of the physical model
change according to the speed. Specifically, the ratio of body vibration to leg vibration
was 2:1 at low speeds and 1:1 at high speeds, and the body vibration was very small at
medium speeds. It is considered that the CPG of each leg was modified according to the
change in body vibration through the body tilt angle feedback and, as a result, different
gaits appeared in each speed range.

5.4. Transition Speed

In the simulation, as shown in Figure 8, the gait transitioned to a pace at 0.4 m/s and,
in Figure 10, it transitioned to a rotary gallop at 1.0 m/s. In the robot experiment, as shown
in Figure 12, the gait transitioned to a pace at 0.23 m/s and, in Figure 14, it transitioned to a
rotary gallop at 0.7 m/s. The factor that determines the transition speed is considered to
be mechanical features. The vibration frequency of the torso differs depending on the size
of the body, and it is fed back to the CPG, which is a factor that determines the transition
speed. The effect of the speed parameter on transition speed has been investigated by
Fukuoka et al. [46]. According to the survey, even if the acceleration was changed by
changing the speed parameter, the transition speed did not change. Other parameters need
to be investigated, but at least they do not depend on acceleration. In addition, Habu et al.
reported the relationship between the type of terrain and the transition speed [45] and,
when climbing a slope, trotting is maintained even at the speed at which a walk appears
on flat ground. Therefore, the transition speed is considered to be affected by the type of
terrain; however, note that the experimental results shown in Sections 4.2 and 4.3 were
carried out on flat ground.

5.5. Related Works

According to our research, a quadruped robot that achieves gait transitions between
walk, pace, and rotary gallop has not yet been developed. Owaki et al. [47] achieved an
autonomous gait transition between walk, pace, and rotary gallop according to speed
with a quadruped simulation model by feeding back the leg load and neck joint angle to
the CPG. However, the gait transition is determined by the movement of the head and
neck via the neck joint angle feedback, and therefore depends on the model shape (neck
length and elastic force of the neck joint). By contrast, our proposed method (vestibular
modulation) is versatile because the gait transition is caused by only the body tilt angle
feedback; therefore, it can be applied to robots without a head and neck. In addition, even if
the robot mechanism is the same, it is possible to achieve both gait transitions between walk,
trot, and transverse gallop and between walk, pace, and rotary gallop just by rearranging
the underlying CPG network. This was demonstrated in the actual robot Spinalbot, which
showed its high versatility. Furthermore, the sensor for measuring the body tilt angle is
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inexpensive, and because it is mounted on the body, the impact received by the legs is not
easily transmitted; therefore, it is considered to be excellent in mounting.

Suzuki et al. reported that a walk is generated by feedback of the joint torque to
the CPG, and that the speed increased and the energy consumption improved [48]. We
have achieved similar results in our previous work [32], which demonstrated that when
the gait transitioned from a trot to a gallop, the speed increased sharply and the energy
consumption decreased. A similar effect is expected in the gait transition from a pace to a
rotary gallop.

6. Conclusions

We achieved an autonomous gait transition between walk, pace, and rotary gallop
using a quadruped robot with a pace as the basic gait. By simply controlling the quadruped
robot with a simple method that combined central pattern generators (CPG) and feeding
the body tilt back to the CPG, walk and rotary gallop (which are not specified in the
program) emerged and autonomous gait transitions were achieved. The appearance of
walk and rotary gallop is the result of modifying the phase of each leg according to the
body vibration that changes due to the change in velocity. We have already reported that
walk and transverse gallop emerge autonomously from a CPG network with a basic gait
set to trot by using a similar method. Furthermore, in this paper, we reported that the
same gait transition phenomenon as that observed in an actual animal can be achieved
just by setting the CPG network so that the basic gait is a pace. Therefore, our proposed
method is considered to be effective for quadruped robots where the basic gaits are both
trot and pace.

By changing the value of the CPG parameter, it may be possible to change the default
gait to another gait. However, we proposed a method in which the default gait is trot or
pace, and the gait autonomously transitioned according to the locomotion state. Quadruped
robots such as Spot [19], which will soon be put into practical use, uses a trot; however,
autonomously changing its gait could make walking more stable. We consider that the
transition from pace in this paper has the same effect. Therefore, we consider that the
achievement of transitions from trot and pace, of which we claim, is sufficiently practical
for quadruped robots. In our previous works [32], we showed that it is possible to stabilize
the posture at high speeds, reduce energy consumption, and adapt to rough terrain by
making a gait transition from trot to transverse gallop. The same effects are expected by
making a gait transition from pace to rotary gallop.

As shown in Figures 10 and 14, it cannot be said that the maximum speed is fast. The
reason the maximum speed is limited is that Spinalbot does not have a spine and that each
leg has one rotary joint. Possibilities for increasing the maximum speed are the addition of
a spine and the adoption of three-joint legs, as in animals.

There are studies that achieve complex locomotion by machine learning methods [49,50].
They perform the adjustment or optimization of control parameters, including CPG param-
eters, by a learning method based on a lot of sensing information. As a result, advanced
locomotions (e.g., turning) are achieved. In our achievements, learning based on sensory
information was not applied, but the emergence of the two gaits and the stable running was
achieved. By combining the proposed method of the autonomous leg phase modulation
with the methods to determine the motion plan by machine learning, more advanced
locomotions such as turning and climbing are expected. Furthermore, a method has been
proposed to achieve walking by learning in a simulation and implementing the result on
a robot [51,52]. This method reduces the number of sensors and does not require many
experiments, but it does not allow it to run through unperceived obstacles. In our previous
work [32], we achieved galloping on unperceived rough terrain without learning. Further-
more, our proposed method only uses a single sensor unit to measure the body tilt angle
and can therefore contribute not only to achieving gait transition but also to adapting to
unperceived environments.
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