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Abstract: Multistable shells that have the ability to hold more than one stable configuration are
promising for adaptive structures, especially for airfoil. In contrast to existing studies on bistable
shells, which are well demonstrated by the Venus flytrap plant with the ability to feed itself, this work
experimentally studies the aerodynamic response of various stable configurations of a nanostructure-
induced multistable shell. This multistable shell is manufactured by using nanotechnology and
surface mechanical attrition treatment (SMAT) to locally process nine circular zones in an original flat
plate. The aerodynamic responses of eight stable configurations of the developed multistable shell,
including four twisted configurations and four untwisted configurations with different cambers, are
visually captured and quantitively measured in a wind tunnel. The results clearly demonstrate the
feasibility of utilizing different controllable configurations to adjust the aerodynamic performance of
the multistable shell.

Keywords: morphing structure; multistable shell; nanocrystallization; aerodynamic performance

1. Introduction

Morphing structures are very promising in engineering fields, especially in the aero-
dynamic domain, to provide multiple configurations and realize various functions using
one structure. Traditionally, shape adaptation is obtained through complex mechanical
systems [1], which are potentially replaced by small, reliable and lightweight systems
made from smart materials. In addition, morphing structures taking advantage of ad-
vanced materials [2,3] or new conceptual designs [4] are extensively proposed for use in
aircrafts [5] with the consideration of low mass, large shape adaptability and high load
carrying capacity of the structures. Owing to the promising application of morphing struc-
tures, multistable shells are proposed via various manufacturing methods [6–8], especially
for bistable laminated composite shells [9,10].

With the ability of holding more than one stable configuration by their own mechani-
cal properties, multistable shells provide an ideal solution for morphing structures without
requiring external supports or consuming input energies continuously, which are demon-
strated by the Venus flytrap plant that has the ability to feed itself in nature [11]. The shape
adaptation can be realized by using smart material with a finite energy [12–17], which
transforms a synthetic multistable shell from one stable configuration into another stable
one, providing a significant advantage over morphing structures that rely on inputting
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energies continuously to maintain deformations. Bistable shells were proposed as bistable
winglets and flaps for morphing wings [18,19]. The experimental results indicated that
the morphing wing built with bistable shells had considerably different aerodynamic re-
sponses in two different stable states. However, no report has been found on aerodynamic
behaviors of multistable shells that could hold more than two stable configurations.

For existing tristable shells, the specific three stable configurations in doubly curved
shapes are difficult to apply to aircraft surfaces [7,20]. For the multistable structures
assembled by several bistable shells via joints [21], the discontinuous surfaces impeded
their aerodynamic applications. On the other hand, by tessellating bistable shells using
biasing strips along one direction provides the continuous surface with multiple stable
configurations [22]. However, the attempt to have bistable shells tessellated in plane in
two directions has failed [23]. Aerodynamic multistable shells cannot be achieved via this
approach. It is noticed that multistable shells formed by dimpling on ultrathin metallic
sheets can have various configurations [6]. Nevertheless, this method is only applicable to
ultrathin sheets (~0.1 mm thickness) and the stabilities of the multistable ultrathin shells
obstruct their applications.

In this work, we report one multistable shell, which was manufactured from metallic
plates using the nanotechnique of surface mechanical attrition treatment (SMAT). Its
aerodynamic behavior in various stable configurations is studied for potential applications
as flaps or adaptive wing skins for aircraft.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Manufacture of the Multistable Shell

Not limited to materials, an original flat commercial SUS304 stainless steel plate with
a thickness of 0.46 mm is directly cut into a dimension of 182 × 200 mm2. Nine circular
zones in a regular matrix form were selected to be processed with the SMAT process on
both sides using turns. A total of 304 stainless steel balls, with a diameter of 2 mm and
total mass of 25 g, were used to randomly impact on the plate at fast speeds during the
SMAT process. A 3.3 kW power generator was used for a 20 kHz ultrasonic transducer to
accelerate the balls in a confined chamber that had a height of 35 mm. The detailed setup
can be found in references [24–26]. The treatment in multiple local zones was realized by
using one SMAT chamber and moving the plate horizontally in two directions, as shown in
Figure 1. As the inner diameter of the chamber was larger than the diameter of the circular
treated zone, a mask made from adhesive tapes was used. The nine circular zones were
processed with the SMAT process on one side by the sequence shown in Figure 1. Each
circular zone was processed for 8 s in one treatment. The plate was then processed on the
other side following the same procedure. After several iterative treatments the processed
zones became able to hold a local bistability [27], and the monostable flat plate became a
multistable shell with multiple nanostructured zones capping up or down. In this study,
each circular zone was processed with the SMAT process for 544 s in total.

During the SMAT process, the fast moving balls randomly impacted the plate’s
surface to transfer energies obtained from the ultrasonic transducer into the processed
material. Gradient plastic deformations induced from severe impacts accumulated within
the processed zone, stretching the plate under the constraint of the untreated region.
Compressive stresses were induced in the treated zone. When the compressive stresses
coming from the accumulated plastic deformations were large enough, the treated zone
was transversely buckled and able to cap in two sides and hold a local bistability. With
the further SMAT processes, the two stable capping states of the nanostructured zone
became more obvious and were stable enough to hold external forces. At the same time,
every processed zone interplayed with nearby treated zones, which enabled the shell
to hold multiple states in complex configurations, as shown in Figure 2. As the yield
strength of the material in the nanostructured region was largely improved by the induced
nanostructures, the elastic deformation of the nanostructured shell was much increased
and the transition of the nanostructured zone capping up and down did not involve plastic
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deformations. It is worth emphasizing that this physical nanotechnique is workable for
various metallic materials with plastic properties, including aluminum, magnesium and
titanium alloys, to develop multistable shells in designable configurations by selecting the
nanostructured regions.
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Notably, there exists 2n stable configurations of the developed multistable shells with
n nanostructured zones because each separated nanostructured zone can cap in two sides.
The residual stresses in the shells control the stable configurations, which are determined
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by the nanostructuring process, the dimension and the shape of nanostructured regions
and their distribution. As mentioned above, in this study, a simple multistable shell with
nine circular nanostructured zones in a regular matrix form was selected as the case to
demonstrate adaptive aerodynamic behavior of multistable shells. Based on the study of
ultrathin metallic multistable shells using dimpling, a uniformly dimpled sheet curved
along the direction normal to the least packing of caps [6] when the deformed caps were
simultaneously open to the same side, resulting in the minimum bending stiffness and the
maximum curving effect by dimpling-induced residual stresses. This property only works
for nanostructure-induced multistable shells with circular nanostructured zones when
they are uniformly distributed with the least-packing direction perpendicular to the most-
packing direction. The conducted numerical model and experimental results showed that
the multistable shell with uniformly distributed circular nanostructured regions, which are
simultaneously open to the same side, curved along the direction with the most packing of
the processed regions (see Figure 2a), whose stable configurations had a weak relationship
with the least-packing direction. Such cylindrical configurations enabled the processed
shells to more effectively release the internal in-plane stresses left by the nanocrystallization
process. Here the nine nanostructured zones were arranged in a regular matrix form but
with different spacings between two adjacent nanostructured zones in the streamwise and
spanwise directions. This was in order to make the multistable shell curve along the short
side (182 mm in length) when all the nanostructured zones were capping toward one side,
as shown in Figure 2a. Notably, the diameter of the hole in the mask was 55 mm while
the diameter of the nanostructured circular regions was 54 mm, owing to the boundary
gap induced by the mask. This resulted in the change of distances s1 and s2 between
two adjacent circular zones from the designed 5 mm and 10 mm to the actual 6 mm and
11 mm along the short side and the long side, respectively.

2.2. Aerodynamic Experiment Setup

As shown in the pictures of Figure 2, eight stable configurations of the nanostructure
induced multistable shell, mimicking a cantilevered wing surface, were tested for their
aerodynamic performance in a wind tunnel. The manufactured multistable shell was
clipped at one short side as a free thin wing and the long side of the shell was along the
wing span. The wing root cambers and wing tip cambers of the eight configurations were
projected onto white papers and measured by a micrometer. These configurations were
schematized in Figure 2 and not affected by the clipper. As seen, symmetric configurations
(to the central row), (a)–(d), yield very similar root camber and tip camber profiles, whereas,
the asymmetric configurations, (e)–(h), result in different root camber and tip camber
profiles and consequently the twist of the morphing surface. Here, two angles of attack
were introduced in this study: one is the body angle of attack, αb, defined as the angle
between the central lines of the wind tunnel and the clamp inclination; the other one is the
root angle of attack, αr, defined as the angle between the central line of the wind tunnel
and the root chord.

The wind tunnel experiment was conducted in a closed-loop, low-speed facility
with a turbulence intensity of less than 0.5%. The dimensions of the test section were
60 cm (width) × 60 cm (height) × 220 cm (length). The wind tunnel experiment setup is
shown in Figure 3. The laser sheet was set at 1/3 of the span to the wing tip, generated
by a continuous laser (APGL-FN-532-1W). A 0.5 mm hot wire was used to heat the olive
oil to generate smoke. The flow evolutions were recorded with a digital camera (SONY
α560). The force data were measured by a three-axis load cell (Kyowa LSM-B-50NSA1),
which was fixed on an angle adjuster. The central line of the load cell was at the position
of 1

4 of the chord length. The sampling frequency of force data collection was 2000 Hz.
The force data were collected for 30 s during every measurement. Three measurements
were conducted for each case to ensure the repeatability. The measurement uncertainty of
forces was around 0.5%. The experiment was conducted at a freestream of 7.4 m/s, with
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a Reynolds number of 100,000 based on the chord length. No fluttering was observed in
all experiments.
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Figure 3. Schematic of the wind tunnel experiment setup.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1. Flow Visualization in Various Stable Configurations

The smoke flow visualization results of the tested multistable shell in eight configura-
tions are shown and schematized in Figure 4. During this experiment, the clamp angle of
the connector (from the load cell to the shell) was fixed and only the configuration of the
shell changed, resulting in a constant body angle of attack (αb = 20 degree) and a changing
root angle of attack (αr). The purpose of this setup is to investigate the change of the flow
structure caused by the morphing surface using different configurations in a stationary
flow. The boundary of the separated flow for each configuration was highlighted with the
white solid line in Figure 4. In some cases (for example, Figure 4a,b), the flow reattached to
the upper surface in downstream, forming a recirculation bubble (known as the leading
edge separation bubble [28,29]). In other cases (for example, Figure 4c,f), no reattachment
happened on the upper surface. As a result, the flow over the morphing surface became
turbulent and vortex shedding can be observed. A comparison of these cases that is shown
in Figure 4 indicates that cases (a), (b), (d), (e) and (g) are approaching stall while the other
cases are under post-stall conditions. Further comparison of the separation bubble size
among those cases before stall shows they are approaching stall at different extents. The
variations of the flow structure are mainly attributed to the different incident camber angles
and effective angles of attack by shape morphing. The three-dimensional surface caused by
the control nanostructured zones may also have affected the flow structures. In summary,
in the case of a fixed body angle of attack, αb, the morphing surface has the feasibility to
change its configuration (root and tip cambers) and effective angle of attack simultaneously,
leading to an advance or a delay of the stall.
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3.2. Lift and Drag Coefficients

The lift coefficient CL data of the tested shell (nine cases corresponding to eight
cambered cases, as shown in Figure 2, and a flat plate case) versus the body angle of attack
are shown in Figure 5a. Here, the lift coefficient is defined as

CL = L/(0.5ρSv2), (1)

where L and S are the measured lift force and surface area, respectively. The variables ρ and v
are air density and flow speed, respectively. According to the thin airfoil theory [30] (p. 352),
the slope of the lift coefficient for infinite symmetric airfoils is

cLα = 2π. (2)
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For a finite wing, the slope of the lift coefficient is strongly dependent on the wing
geometry, particularly the aspect ratio. Its lift efficiency factor, an empirical expression
based on extensive wind tunnel testing of a vast variety of wing shapes [31], can be
drawn as

e =
2

2 − AR +
√

4 + AR2(1 + tan2Λ)
. (3)

Here, AR is the aspect ratio (span over chord length) and Λ is the wing sweep angle,
which was zero in our study. According to the geometries of the shell, the semi-span aspect
ratio was 1.099, in which the 10 mm gap between the tunnel wall and the wing in the
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testing was not considered. Thus, the full-span aspect ratio, AR, was 2.198. The finite wing
lift curve slope was here evaluated based on [30] (p. 455)

CLα =
cLα

1 + cLα
πeAR

. (4)

In this paper, the efficiency factor of the wing was around 0.72 according to Equation (3)
and the slope of lift coefficient according to Equation (4) was 0.049/degree. Compared
with cLα in Equation (2), CLα was much smaller due to the influence of downwash on
the flow over a local airfoil section of the finite wing. Here, the theoretical lift curve of a
finite thin wing was also plotted in Figure 5a for comparison. It is known that the positive
camber can increase the lift while the negative camber decreases the lift. Therefore, the
wing configuration modifications in this study significantly influenced the aerodynamic
performance of the wing. As seen in Figure 5, the configurations in Figure 2a,b,g generated
a much higher lift than the other configurations. This is because the cambers of these
configurations weere much larger than the rest of the cases generally. On the other hand,
configurations in Figure 2f,h stalled earlier due to their relatively large negative root and
tip cambers, respectively. The lift coefficients of configurations in Figure 2c,h were lower,
which might be attributed to their large negative tip cambers. Lift curves of the rest
of the configurations (Figure 2d,e) were close to the flat plate case since their effective
cambers were relatively small. Overall, the lift slopes of the experiment data were close
to the theoretical lift slope of a finite wing. The slight difference between them may have
been a result of the relatively small aspect ratio in the current experiment, which could
have led to a more significant three-dimensional effect than the prediction and hence
an overprediction of the lift curve slope from the theoretical calculation. The variations
of local camber and the wing twist led to the different aerodynamic performance of the
wing. The corresponding lift coefficients versus the drag coefficients with the angle of
attack varying from −10 degree to 20 degree are shown in Figure 5b. It is obvious that
lift/drag ratios of the configurations in Figure 2d,f,h were much smaller (L/D~1) than
the others in positive angles of attack, indicating the poor aerodynamic performance. The
aforementioned negative root and tip cambers in Figure 2f,h, respectively, might have
caused the poor lift/drag ratios. The corrugated surface in Figure 2d yielded a large drag
coefficient and the low lift/drag ratio consequently. For configurations in Figure 2a,b, the
lift/drag ratios under positive angles of attack could be as high as L/D~5 because of their
large positive cambers. The rest configurations could achieve lift/drag ratios between
3 and 4. Thus, the morphing wing can efficiently adjust its aerodynamic performance by
alternating its shape using different stable configurations.

4. Conclusions

Experimental results demonstrated that the multistable shell, which mimicked a
finite thin wing, has the feasibility of changing the geometry, including the camber, the
effective angle of attack and the twist angle. It can efficiently enhance/decrease its lift,
reduce/increase the drag and delay/advance the stall angle to meet the aerodynamic
requirements. The configurations of the nanostructure-induced multistable shell made
from various metallic materials can be further optimized by designing the shape and
dimensions of the separated nanostructured regions and their distribution to obtain various
aerodynamic responses.
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