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Workloop Energetics of Antagonist Muscles

Waleed Farahat and Hugh Herr

Abstract— The capability of muscle to produce mechanical
work under periodic motions has been traditionally estimated
using the workloop technique. We extend this method by allow-
ing a pair of antagonist muscles to interact against a common
load with non-zero admittance. We present an experimental
approach to measuring the work done by a two-muscle system
and show preliminary data. A complimentary problem is to
maximize the work produced by the muscle pair in this setting.
We formulate this problem in an optimal control framework.
We derive conditions for the optimal activation of muscles to
produce the maximum work, and show computed solutions.
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situations. Second, we allow for two muscles to interact
against a common (virtual) load in an antagonist manner.
This allows for testing how muscle co-contraction affects
net workloop energetics and power transmission. Third, we
provide a mathematical framework that is based on optimal
control theory to maximize the work output of a muscle
under loading conditions, instead of searching for the optimal
parameters emperically.

This problem is of interest for several reasons. First, it
provides insight to the energetic interaction of muscles and
loads in biomechanical systems. Second, it may provide an
energetic interpretation to in vivo observations for muscle
co-contracting during periodic cyclic motions. Thirdly, max-

described in [7]. Briefly, each muscle is placed in am-
phibian’s Ringer’s solution. The two ends each muscle are
attached to a servo system that imposes a programmed
mechanical boundary condition on each muscle. For each
muscle, force, and position signals are measured. A real-time
feedback servo system is programmed to achieve a desired
behavior (e.g. the response of a mass-spring-damper system)
via admittance control based on the desired forces.

The two systems are linked together via the real-time

control software to provide the effect of antagonist motions.
Therefore, if one muscle lengthens as the agonist while the
other contracts commensurately as the antagonist. The virtual
load “attached” to the two muscles is excited by the net force
measured by both muscles as shown in figure 1. Therefore,
the two muscles contribute to the excitation of the load while
interacting with the same response (with opposing signs).
This arrangement allows for muscles to interact in vitro while
seeing a common load. The load can be programmed easily
in servo with different parameters.

Muscles are surgically harvested from the frogs

1. Prior to

! All experiments are performed according to the guidelines and protocols
approved by the MIT Committee on Animal Care.



5), the following switching functions are used:

o 1 if (GX+DX+x%)+C)( 2/ m—X)> 0 ;
Yam = if (Gx+Dx+x)+C)( o/ m—x) =<0
o 1 if (GX+DX+x%)—C)( 2/ m—x)> 0 g
U™ = 0 if (Gx+D(x+x)—C)( o/ m—x) =0 &

From the analysis above, and for the muscle model uti-
lized, we recognize that this is a bang-bang control prob-
lem, with the optimal control ul-hand ul-being determined
according to the sign of the switching expressions (FX+
D(x+X2)+C)( 2/ m—X) and (FX+D(x+x%)—C)( o/ m—X)
respectively. This results in a discontinuous control law.

C. Solution of the Optimal Control Problem

The solution of the optimal control problem relies on the
solution of the two-point boundary value problem character-
ized by the dynamical equations 3, 5 and the control law
6, with initial conditions 6. This problem is solved using
the function bvp4c in MATLAB. This functions implements
the finite difference collocation algorithm given in [9]. The
solver uses a collocation approach approximating the solu-
tion be piece-wise cubic polynomials. The residuals and the
boundary conditions are minizmised using a nonlinear search
scheme. In order for the solution to be attained without
running into Jacobian singularities, the control funciton is
smoothed. Successive iterations of the solution increase the
sharpeness of the smoothing funciton, with the solution of
one iteration used as the initial guess for the solution of the
following iteration.

D. Simulation Results

We define the problem in terms of normalized parameters
as follows: A= 0, B =100 passive stiffness, C = Fnax=15
maximum isometric active force, D = Fnad lo = 5/0.025 =
40, E = 5 passive muscle damping, G = 1 active muscle
damping. The mass-spring-damper system was chosen with
a natural frequency of 3 Hz and a damping ratio of =0.15.
The result of the bang-bang optimal control solution is shown
in figure 4.
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Fig. 4. Optimal control time histories. Notice the bang-bang control profile.
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IV. DISCUSSION

This paper presents preliminary experimental and analyti-
cal results towards understanding the energetics of antagonist
muscles pairs. The two approaches are complimentary.

While the left and right plantarus longusnuscles used do
not play the roles of antagonsit pairs in frogs, we had them
play that role in vitro in the experimental setup employed.
The main reason for this was to extract two muscles that
are as closely identical as possible inorder to simplify the
interpretation of the results. We notice that from figure 2 the
individual workloops are largely similar and of comparable
magnitudes.

On the optimal control side, we notice that the optimal
solution computed stimulates the muscles via periodic cycles
at the natural frequency of the modeled mass-spring-damper
system. This is expected since this is the frequency of
maximal power output. We also notice that some degree
of co-contraction is observed. We hypothesis that this co-
contraction is benefecial to enhance the net workloop ener-
getics and the transmission of power to the load.

Future work includes understanding the effect of muscle
co-contraction on the energetics of muscle pairs, and ques-
tioning experimentally verifying if there are certain situations
in which co-contraction is favorable from an energetics
point of view. Future work also includes developing a more
systematic approach towards spanning a larger space of stim-
ulation parameters, and correlating between experimental
muscle work output results and the solutions of the optimal
control problem. Additionally, the framework presented may
be extended to more comprehensive muscle models that take
into account recruitment and activation dynamics. Finally,
it would be interesting to employ identification methods to
estimate the coefficients of the muscle model.
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