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ABSTRACT
Few evolved robots have been tested outside simulation due to real
world experiments being resource and time expensive. In this paper,
we discuss different approaches to physically implement evolved
robots and propose a modular robot system with external auto-
matic reconfiguration. While the morphological space is reduced,
it provides us with a fast, reusable, fully autonomous system to
evolve physical robots in reality.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Computer systems organization → Evolutionary robotics;
Robotic components; Robotic autonomy;

KEYWORDS
Evolutionary Robotics, Modular Robots, Real Robots
ACM Reference Format:
Rodrigo Moreno and Andres Faina. 2020. Reusability vs Morphological
Space in Physical Robot Evolution. In Genetic and Evolutionary Computation
Conference Companion (GECCO ’20 Companion), July 8–12, 2020, Cancún,
Mexico. ACM, New York, NY, USA, 3 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3377929.
3398135

1 INTRODUCTION
Joint evolution of morphology and control for robots has been
sought for some time [12]. However, only a few of the robot mor-
phologies obtained by evolution are tested outside simulation. This
is mainly due to real world experiments being expensive in terms
of time and human resources. While some studies have strived
to perform evolutionary robotics experiments completely on real
settings or use a combination of simulation environments and real
trials, this is still a challenge.

To overcome this difficulty, different techniques have been used
to enable the testing of evolved robots in real world scenarios. Some
of them employ reusable parts and therefore are faster to deploy,
while others allow for higher shape variability. Figure 1 shows this
trade off in a graphical way. In this paper, we will discuss these
techniques and propose what we think is one of the most suitable
approaches to evolve robots in reality.

2 EVOLVING PHYSICAL ROBOTS
The ability to test evolved robots with very varied shapes is a feature
of 3D printing approaches. In the Golem project, Lipson et al. [6] use
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Figure 1: Comparison of real world robot evolution testing
approaches.

3D printing to build robots made of cylindrical parts and one type of
actuator (without sensors). First, robots are evolved in simulation
and then all parts, with the exception of actuators, are printed,
assembled and wired, for the robot to work properly. Samuelsen et
al. [11] similarly transfer and test simulated robots, again without
sensors, in the real world by 3D printing parts, but limit evolution
to certain morphological parameters, like the length of limbs. 3D
printing allows these robots to have a large morphological space,
however printing can take hours depending on the part complexity,
and days when accounting with wiring and assembly.

Moreover, as printed parts are different from each other, they can
usually not be reused for building other robots. Auerbach et al. [1]
attempts to solve this problem in the Robogen project. In this project,
robots are designed to use standard cubic parts that can be attached
to 3D printed spacers, which dimensions are modified by evolution.
Standard parts include a control unit, two rotary actuators and three
types of sensors. This system has been employed to demonstrate
the feasibility of physically evolving robots in a proof of concept
experiment [5]. However, the system parts must still be attached
together manually, using screws and a significant amount of work.

Quicker methods for attaching parts have led to the automation
of robot assembly. Hale et al. [4] use a robotic manipulator to insert
pre-made organs (standard modular parts including actuators or
sensors) into a previously evolved 3D printed framewith snap joints.
The manipulator even wires components together. The result is
a mix of the flexibility of 3D printing with automatic assembly.
Nevertheless, at this point a human is still needed at some parts of
the process and the disassembly of the organs to be reused has not
been addressed yet.

Automatically joined modular parts, without sensors, are used
also in Brodbeck et al. [2]. They speed up the robot assembly process
by using only pre-made parts. These parts are joined together by a
hot glue dispensing manipulator. This has the advantage of building
and testing robots faster, compared to 3D printing approaches, but

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by The IT University of Copenhagen's Repository

https://core.ac.uk/display/344890587?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://doi.org/10.1145/3377929.3398135
https://doi.org/10.1145/3377929.3398135
https://doi.org/10.1145/3377929.3398135


GECCO ’20 Companion, July 8–12, 2020, Cancún, Mexico R. Moreno and A. Faina

loses some shape variability. The parts can be reused, although
somebody must manually separate them and eliminate the glue,
after the robot has been tested.

Modular robots using quick connectors provide also a way of
building robots faster than with 3D printing approaches. As mod-
ules encapsulate functionality, like power, actuators and sensors,
robots can be ready to be tested as soon as they are assembled. Ad-
ditionally, modules can be reused as many times as needed. Never-
theless, connectors impose tougher restrictions to module positions
in the structure, reducing the morphological space. In addition, the
size of the robot is usually bigger than using a non modular ap-
proach, due to the connectors, and this can limit some tasks. Sensor
placement is also restricted to certain positions inside the module.
Modules of different shapes and sizes [3], are a practical way of
mitigating these restrictions. A reduced search space can also speed
up the finding of well performing robots, a desirable feature for
real systems.

Somemodular robots use connectors that should be joined manu-
ally, but others can be separated automatically as in self-reconfigurable
robots [13]. However, the self-reconfiguration process can be very
slow and complex, and the modules are heavier as they need ac-
tuators for the connectors. Using an external manipulator, as in
the case of [2] and [4], opens a practical way for the possibility of
eliminating humans completely from the process of testing robots
in reality.

3 THE EMERGE SYSTEM
An example of a modular robot system already in use for evolu-
tionary experiments is the EMERGE modular robot platform. The
EMERGE platform uses modules with magnetic connectors that can
be built using off-the-shelf components, and their design is open
for anyone to use and modify 1.

EMERGE modules resemble a small cube with a central servo
motor [9]. Attached to the central motor are 3D printed mating
faces that contain magnets and proximity sensors. Faces maintain
electrical and mechanical connection between modules and house
Printed Circuit Boards (PCBs) to route communication and power
inside the module. EMERGE robot morphologies can not only be
assembled automatically by an external robotic manipulator but
also disassembled. The process has been demonstrated with both
an active gripper and a passive gripper [10]. Under the guidance
of a visual positioning system, modules are assembled into planar
morphologies, allowed to move and then rearranged without regard
to their final location 2.

The use of a modular approach opens up a new question, what is
the best module design to maximize the performance of the assem-
bled robots? Modifications to the module design itself, and their
impact on the performance of the resulting evolved robot morpholo-
gies for a locomotion task, have also been studied. Results show that
increasing the length of the module, and thus the module weight,
leads to robots having fewer modules and thinner shapes, and that
longer modules are less effective than shorter ones [8]. Having dif-
ferent starting base modules also affects the resulting morphology.

1https://sites.google.com/view/emergemodular/home
2https://vimeo.com/292404982

Figure 2: Real world evolutionary testing process using
EMERGE modules and an external manipulator. Top-left
shows different types of EMERGE modules that can be
reused. Bottom-right shows the automatically assembled
and tested morphologies.

Furthermore, limiting the number of faces other modules can con-
nect to during evolution further reduces the search space making
the search for fit locomotion movements even quicker[7].

Although these last studies have been performed mainly in sim-
ulation, our main goal is to carry out evolution of morphology
and control with EMERGE modules in reality with the help of the
automatic reconfiguration system (Figure 2). We are working on
overcoming some limitations, like the ability to assemble 3D ro-
bot morphologies, ensuring modules are always powered despite
changes in morphology and using a tracking system that does not
interfere with robot assembly (currently, the markers are placed
over connectors). Nevertheless, we are closer than ever to building
a fast fully autonomous system, with reusable parts, for designing
robots using real world evolutionary experiments.

REFERENCES
[1] Joshua Auerbach, Deniz Aydin, Andrea Maesani, Przemyslaw Kornatowski, Titus

Cieslewski, Gragoire Heitz, Pradeep Fernando, Ilya Loshchilov, Ludovic Daler, and
Dario Floreano. 2014. RoboGen: Robot Generation through Artificial Evolution.
In Proceedings of the Fourteenth International Conference on the Synthesis and
Simulation of Living Systems, Artificial Life. The MIT Press, New York, NY, USA,
136—-137. https://doi.org/10.7551/978-0-262-32621-6-ch022

[2] Luzius Brodbeck, Simon Hauser, and Fumiya Iida. 2015. Morphological evolution
of physical robots through model-free phenotype development. PLoS ONE 10, 6
(2015), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0128444

[3] Andrés Faíña, Francisco Bellas, Fernando López-Peña, and Richard J. Duro. 2013.
EDHMoR: Evolutionary designer of heterogeneous modular robots. Engineering
Applications of Artificial Intelligence 26, 10 (2013), 2408–2423. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.engappai.2013.09.009

[4] Matthew F. Hale, Edgar Buchanan, Alan F. Winfield, Jon Timmis, Emma Hart,
Agoston E. Eiben, Mike Angus, Frank Veenstra,Wei Li, RobertWoolley, Matteo De
Carlo, and Andy M. Tyrrell. 2019. The ARE Robot Fabricator: How to (Re)produce
Robots that Can Evolve in the Real World. In The 2019 Conference on Artificial Life.
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 95–102. https://doi.org/10.1162/isal_a_00147.xml

[5] Milan Jelisavcic, Matteo de Carlo, Elte Hupkes, Panagiotis Eustratiadis, Jakub
Orlowski, Evert Haasdijk, Joshua E. Auerbach, and A. E. Eiben. 2017. Real-World
Evolution of Robot Morphologies: A Proof of Concept. Artificial Life 23, 2 (may
2017), 206–235. https://doi.org/10.1162/ARTL_a_00231

[6] H Lipson and J B Pollack. 2000. Automatic design and manufacture of robotic
lifeforms. Nature 406, 6799 (2000), 974–978. https://doi.org/10.1038/35023115

[7] C. Liu, J. Liu, R. Moreno, F. Veenstra, and A. Faina. 2017. The impact of mod-
ule morphologies on modular robots. In Proceedings of the 18th International
Conference on Advanced Robotics (ICAR). 237–243.

[8] Rodrigo Moreno and Andres Faina. 2020. Using Evolution to Design Modular
Robots: An Empirical Approach to Select Module Designs. In Applications of
Evolutionary Computation, Pedro A. Castillo, Juan Luis Jiménez Laredo, and
Francisco Fernández de Vega (Eds.). Springer International Publishing, Cham,
276–290.

https://doi.org/10.7551/978-0-262-32621-6-ch022
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0128444
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.engappai.2013.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.engappai.2013.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1162/isal_a_00147.xml
https://doi.org/10.1162/ARTL_a_00231
https://doi.org/10.1038/35023115


Reusability vs Morphological Space in Physical Robot Evolution GECCO ’20 Companion, July 8–12, 2020, Cancún, Mexico

[9] RodrigoMoreno, Ceyue Liu, Andres Faina, Henry Hernandez, and Jonatan Gomez.
2017. The EMeRGE Modular Robot, an Open Platform for Quick Testing of
Evolved Robot Morphologies. In Proceedings of the Genetic and Evolutionary
Computation Conference Companion (GECCO ’17). ACM, New York, NY, USA,
71–72. https://doi.org/10.1145/3067695.3075616

[10] R. Moreno, F. Veenstra, D. Silvera, J. Franco, O. Gracia, E. Cordoba, J. Gomez,
and A. Faina. 2018. Automated Reconfiguration of Modular Robots Using Robot
Manipulators. In 2018 IEEE Symposium Series on Computational Intelligence (SSCI).
884–891. https://doi.org/10.1109/SSCI.2018.8628628

[11] Eivind Samuelsen and Kyrre Glette. 2015. Real-world reproduction of evolved
robot morphologies: Automated categorization and evaluation. In Applications

of Evolutionary Computation: 18th European Conference, EvoApplications 2015,
Copenhagen, Denmark, April 8-10, 2015, Proceedings, Antonio M. Mora and Gio-
vanni Squillero (Eds.), Vol. 9028. Springer International Publishing, 771–782.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-16549-3_62

[12] Karl Sims. 1994. Evolving virtual creatures. In Proceedings of the 21st annual
conference on Computer graphics and interactive techniques - SIGGRAPH ’94. ACM
Press, New York, New York, USA, 15–22. https://doi.org/10.1145/192161.192167

[13] Kasper Stoy, David Brandt, David J Christensen, and David Brandt. 2010. Self-
reconfigurable robots: an introduction. Mit Press Cambridge. https://mitpress.mit.
edu/books/self-reconfigurable-robots

https://doi.org/10.1145/3067695.3075616
https://doi.org/10.1109/SSCI.2018.8628628
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-16549-3_62
https://doi.org/10.1145/192161.192167
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/self-reconfigurable-robots
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/self-reconfigurable-robots

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Evolving Physical Robots
	3 The EMERGE system
	References

