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Abstract— This paper presents a new tendon driven robotic eye.
The system has been designed to emulate the actual saccadic and
smooth pursuit movements performed by human eyes. The system
consists of a sphere (the eye-ball), actuated by four independent
tendons driven by four DC motors, integrated in the system. The
eye-ball hosts a miniature CMOS color camera and is hold by a
low friction support allowing three rotational degrees of freedom.
Optical sensors provide feedback to control the correct tendons’
tensions during operations. The control of the eye is performed by
means of an embedded controller connected to a host computer
using CAN bus .

Index Terms— Robot Eye, Listing’s Law, Tendon Actuated
Robots, Mechatronic Systems, Embedded Control.

I. INTRODUCTION

This paper presents a fully embedded tendon driven robot
eye designed to study and emulate the actual movements of
a human eye. In fact, eye movements seem to obey to basic
laws, whose role for the vision and perception in animals,
and implications for the development of intelligent robot and
machines are still to be fully understood.

Eye movements have been studied since the mid of the 19th

century. However, only during the past 20 years quantitative
mathematical models have been proposed, and validated by
experiments and clinical test.

Saccadic movements are a very important class of eye
motions, [1]. During saccades the eye orientation is determined
by a basic principle known as Listing’s Law, [2], which estab-
lishes the amount of eye torsion for each direction of fixation.
Listing’s Law has been experimentally verified on humans and
primates [2] – [5], and also found to be valid during other types
of eye movements such as smooth pursuit, [6]. The geometric
properties of Listing’s Law, [2], [3], [7] – [9], have significant
implications on the eye control mechanisms. In fact, on one
hand recent anatomical advances, [10] – [14], seem to suggest
that the mechanics of the eye plant could play a significant
role to implement Listing’s Law, [9], [15] – [18].

The key problem addressed in this paper is that of designing
a robot eye which could generate Listing compatible motions.
Furthermore, the system should be used as a component to be
embedded in a humanoid system.
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Many eye-head robots have been designed in the past few
years. In many cases these robots have been designed to
support and rotate one or more cameras about independent
or coupled pan-tilt axes, but little attention has been paid to
emulate the actual mechanics of the eye. On the other hand,
methodological studies in the area of modelling and control of
human-like eye movements have been presented, [19] – [22].

However recent works have focused on the design of em-
bedded mechatronic robot eye systems, [23] – [25]. These
systems are very compact and often self-contained, and could
be used as components for integrating head-eye robots. Pongas
et al., [25], have developed a single DOF mechanism which
actuates a CMOS micro-camera embedded in a spherical
support. The system has a single degree of freedom (DOF),
and the spherical shape of the eye is a purely aesthetical detail.
However, the mechatronic approach adopted to the design has
addressed many important engineering issues and has led to a
very integrated and clever system.

In the prototype developed by Albers et al., [24], the design
is more humanoid. The robot consists of a sphere supported
by slide bearings and moved by a stud constrained by two
gimbals. This design exploits the spherical shape of the eye,
however, the two DOFs design proposed does not seems to
meet the motion requirements specified by Listing’s Law.

The goal of this paper is to investigate the possibility of
designing a robot eye with kinematics and actuation similar
to those of the human eye. In particular, we tried to exploit
the spherical shape of the eye and to study the feasibility of
a tendon based actuation mechanism which could implement
Listing’s Law. The robot presented in this paper consists of
a sphere hold by a low friction support. Four independent
tendons, actuated by four DC motors, allow the proper rotation
of the eye. A suitable placement of the insertion points of
the tendons on the eye-ball, as well as their routing to the
motors have been investigated. Simulations have shown that
the proposed configuration meets the motion requirements
specified by Listing’s Law.

The structure of the paper is the following. In section
II, we will present Listing’s Law and its mechanical and
control implications. In section III the eye model used for
the implementation of the robot and simulation results will be
shortly discussed. Then, in section IV a detailed description
of the robot eye components and subsystems will be given.
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Fig. 1. Geometry of Listing compatible rotations.

II. SACCADIC MOVEMENTS AND LISTING’S LAW

Eye movements have the goal of optimizing visual percep-
tion. The way the eyes change their orientation may affect
our perception of the world. In turn, it is widely accepted
that visual feedback, as well as other sensory feedback (e.g.
from vestibular system), plays a main role in stimulating eye
movements. Therefore, it is not surprising that to different
vision strategies correspond significantly different types of
eye motions. During saccades for instance the major goal is
probably that of reaching as fast as possible a target fixation
direction, while during VOR the main goal is to keep stable
the image on the retina despite possible external disturbances.

In the following we will focus on saccadic motions, and
to Listing’s Law which specifies the eye’s orientation during
saccades.

Listing’s Law. There exists a specific eye orientation with
respect to the head, called primary position. During saccades
any physiological eye orientation, with respect to the primary
position, can be described by a unit quaternion q whose (unit)
rotation axis, v, always belongs to a head fixed plane, L. The
normal to plane L is the eye’s direction of fixation at the
primary position.

Let {h1,h2,h3} and {e1, e2, e3} be a head fixed and eye
fixed reference frames respectively. Without loss of generality
we can assume h3 to be the fixation axis at the primary
position, then L = span{h1,h2}. Fig. 1 shows the geometry
of Listing compatible rotations.

From the kinematic point of view, during saccades, at any
time t, the rotation of the eye can be conveniently described
by a unit quaternion:

q =
(

cos
θ

2
,v sin

θ

2

)

, (1)

where v ∈ L, |v| = 1, and θ is the amount of rotation with
respect to the primary position. The derivative of (1) is:

q̇ =
1
2

ω̃ q, (2)
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Fig. 2. Half angle rule geometry.

where quaternion ω̃ = (0, ω) and ω is the angular velocity of
the eye. By expanding (2) we obtain:

q̇ =
1
2

(

(ω · v) sin
θ

2
, ω cos

θ

2
+ (ω × v) sin

θ

2

)

. (3)

In order to guarantee the condition v ∈ L, we must have
v̇ ∈ L, for any ω, then from (3) the following equality must
hold:

h3 ·
[

ω cos
θ

2
+ (ω × v) sin

θ

2

]

= 0. (4)

Expression (4) leads to the formula:

(ω · h3) = ω · (h3 × v) tan
θ

2
, (5)

stating that two components of ω are constrained each
other, while the third one (directed along the axis v) can
be arbitrarily fixed. In particular, from (5) we obtain that
the angular velocity of the eye is constrained to a plane Pω

passing through v, and whose normal forms an angle of θ
2

with axis h3, see fig. 2. This property is directly implied by
Listing’s Law, and is usually called half angle rule, [8].

The half angle rule has important implications. First of
all, although Listing’s Law implies zero torsion of the eye,
the eye’s angular velocities may have a torsional component
(i.e. a component directed along axis h3. The second, and
most important remark, is that ω is constrained to lay on a
moving plane, Pω which is not fixed to the head, neither to
the eye for its dependency from v and θ

2
. This fact poses

important questions related to the control mechanisms required
to implement the Listing’s Law.

The evidence of soft tissue, called soft pulleys, within the or-
bit, [10] – [14], constraining the extra ocular muscles (EOMs),
has suggested that the mechanics of the eye plant could have
a significant role in the implementation of half angle rule
and Listing’s Law, [15] – [18], although counterexamples have
been presented in the literature, [26], [27].
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Fig. 3. Components of angular velocity during a saccade from a secondary
to a tertiary position.

III. ROBOT EYE MODEL

The basic principles discussed in the previous section repre-
sent the basis for the development of the robot eye presented
in the following.

The robot eye-ball has been modelled as an homogeneous
sphere with 3 rotational DOFs, and actuated by the action of
EOMs, [28]. Following the rationale of [9], and [15] we have
considered only 4 EOMs, instead of 6, assuming negligible
the role of the upper and lower obliqui muscles. The EOMs
have been modelled as thin wires of fixed length, as in [15],
connected on one side to the eye-ball and to springs at the
second end.

Starting from the insertion points on the eye-ball, the ten-
dons are routed to fixed point-wise pulleys placed on the rear
of the eye-ball. The tendons follow the shortest path from their
insertion points to the corresponding pulleys, [12]. Therefore,
for any given eye orientation it is quite simple to compute the
motion of the tendons and the resulting actuation force due to
the springs.

Simulations have shown that the relative position of the
insertion points and the position of the pulleys is critical on
one hand for the stability of the eye and on the other to achieve
realistic motions, [29], [30]. In particular, it has been shown,
[29], that a symmetric configuration of the insertion points and
of the pulleys with respect to the center of the eye-ball ensures
Listing compatible rotations for any pattern of forces applied
by the tendons. Fig. 3 shows the components of the angular
velocity for a generic saccade from a secondary to a tertiary
position; fig. 4 show the amount of violation of Listing’s Law,
i.e (h3 · v).

IV. MAC-EYE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION

The design of the MACEYE robot has been based on
the main specification discussed in previous sections. The
robot eye consists of various modules shortly described in the
following.

Fig. 4. Component of the rotation vector off the Listing’s Plane.

A. The Eye-Ball

The eye ball is a precision PTFE sphere having a diameter
of 38.1mm (1.5in). The sphere has been CNC machined to
host a commercial CMOS camera, a suspension spring, and to
route the power supply and video signal cables to the external
electronics. A frontal flange is used to allow the connection
of the tendons and to support miniature screws required to
calibrate the position of the camera. On the flange is eventually
placed a spherical cover purely for aesthetical reasons. Fig. 5
and fig. 6 show the exploded view and the actual eye-ball.

B. The Eye-Ball Support

In order to support the eye ball it has been designed the
part shown in fig. 7. The part is made of PTFE and together
with the eye-ball forms a sort of spherical sliding bearing. As
shown in fig. 8, an external (rigid) flange stiffens the structure
and provides appropriate pre-load.

The role of the flange is also that of ensuring the appropriate
routing of the tendons from their insertion points on the eye-
ball to the actuation motors. As discussed in section III, the
tendons’ routing must be constrained by some sort of pulley.
The ideal solution of a point-wise pulley has been actually
approximated as shown in fig. 9.

Starting from the motors, and for any (admissible) eye
orientation each tendon follows a common path (axis c in

Fig. 5. Exploded view of the eye-ball (internal camera support spring not
shown)
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Fig. 6. Assembled eye-ball (camera cables shown in background)

Fig. 7. CAD model of the eye-ball support.

fig. 9). Then, each tendon is assumed to be routed through
a pulley which can tilt about axis c. The resulting path for
each tendon is then planar for each eye orientation. In order to
implement this model, we have considered the surface obtained
by the envelope of the tilting pulleys, for any possible Listing
compatible eye orientation. This surface has been machined
on the supporting flange leading to the structure shown in
fig. 10. This solution implies the sliding of the tendons, but
significantly simplify the implementation.

C. The Eye Body

The body of the MAC-EYE robot consists of four segments
(including the flange previously discussed), made of acetal
homopolymer resin, designed to embed the four DC motors
required to actuate the eye, and the sensors required to control
the tension of the tendons. All cables coming from the eye,
the motors and the embedded sensors, as well as the tendons
are routed within the eye body. Fig. 11 shows the robot MAC-
EYE assembled; the four internal DC motors (Faulhaber model
1524, including 1:11 gearhead model 15/6) are fixed on the
back cover of the body as shown in fig. 12.

The whole structure weighs about 350g, has an external
diameter of 50mm and is 100mm long (including eye-ball
and back motor pulleys).

Fig. 8. The eye-ball and its support flange.

D. Sensors

The only sensors used to control the movements of the eye
are the encoders of the DC motors and the sensors required
to control the tendons’ tensions. The use of visual feedback
by means of the on board CMOS camera is not part of the
present discussion.

1) Encoders: The encoders are the main source of feedback
to control eye movements. Encoder resolution is 1024ppr;
by taking into account account the gearmotor reduction ratio
(11.8 : 1), the motor pulley to eye-ball reduction ratio (38.1 :
6), the nominal eye orientation accuracy is about of 0.005deg.

2) Tension Sensors: The eye is actuated by four tendons
made of low friction nylon cables (diameter 0.25mm). In
order to avoid the slackness of the tendons optical tension
sensors have been designed to implement a tension closed-
loop control, fig. 13. The sensor is formed by an infrared
led/photodiode couple separated by a mobile shutter, pre-
loaded with a phosphore-bronze spring. As shown in fig. 14
the tension of the tendon counter-balances the pre-load force
thus varying the amount of IR radiation received.

The sensor output is the current generated by the photodiode
accordingly to the following equation:

Ip = kpγ(f)E0, (6)

where Ip is the current generated by the photodiode, kp

is a characteristic parameters of the photodiode, E0 is the
IR radiation emitted by the led, and γ(f) is a monotonic

Fig. 9. Sketch of the tendon’s paths, showing the tilting of the routing pulley
(tendons and pulleys diameters not to scale).
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Fig. 10. Detail of the flange supporting the eye-ball.

Fig. 11. MAC-EYE assembled (without camera)

non- linear function of the tendon’s tension depending on the
system geometry. Each sensor is calibrated during assembly
and a look-up table is used to map its current to tension
characteristic.

E. Control Architecture

The control architecture is implemented as a two level hier-
archical system. A high level digital control module currently
implements a PI-type regulation of the path lengths of the
tendons. This control module is implemented on a PC, and
is currently used to compare the experimental results with the
simulations (where extraocular muscles have been modelled as
springs). An open loop geometric model of the eye plant and
tendon’s routing has been implemented to generate admissible
tendons’ lengths.

At low level a custom embedded controller implements the
actual motor control loops. The low level controller consists of
4 slave micro-controllers coordinated by a master one, fig. 15.

Each slave controller is interfaced with a single DC mo-
tor driver (PWM amplifier), and encoder, and measures the
corresponding tendon’s tension. The control scheme, currently
implemented, is a PI-type motor velocity control loop in
parallel with a P-type tension control loop, both running at
1.25KHz. Using this control scheme the eye is actively back-
drivable, i.e. the eye position can be set by hand.

Fig. 12. Four DC motor actuate the tendons; pulleys (barely visible here)
route the tendons towards the eye-ball.

Fig. 13. Implementation of the embedded tendons’ tension sensors. The
picture shows the shutter and the spring, cables and tendons.

The master controller implements the real-time communi-
cations with the high level control modules through CAN bus
(at 125Hz rate), and synchronizes the operations of the slave
controllers using a multiplexed high speed serial link .

V. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have presented a new tendon driven fully
embedded robot eye called MAC-EYE. This prototype has a
kinematic and actuation structure which emulate the charac-
teristics of a human eye. In particular, the study has focused
on a design which meets the motion constraints imposed by
Listing’s Law. Simulative analysis has driven the actual robot
implementation.

Finally, a complete stereoscopic system is shown in fig. 16.
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Fig. 14. Sketch of the tension sensor (not to scale).

Fig. 15. The embedded real-time controller. The board has dimensions of
69 × 85mm2 to be integrated with the eye
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