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Abstract: Flapping wing micro-air-vehicles (FWMAVs) animate the small-space dexterous flight,
hovering, and energy-saving characteristics of birds and insects, and are believed to have enlighten-
ment for the development of bionic flight in the future. When designing FWMAVs, detailed unsteady
aerodynamic information is required. Besides the computational fluid mechanics (CFD) technology
study, the flow visualization is also needed to assist this research. This article innovatively used
soap film visualization with high-speed photography to record two kinds of the 2D flow fields
laterally and longitudinally, respectively, generated by a flapping wing of 10 cm span. Different
from the qualitative comparison of soap film imaging with the conventional smoke tracing method,
the subsequent processing of the soap film images was demonstrated. This work explains how to
quantify the soap film imaging into lift and thrust forces, and the corresponding results are compared
with the wind tunnel force measurement data preliminarily.

Keywords: soap film; flow visualization; flapping wing

1. Introduction

Flapping wing micro-air-vehicles (FWMAVs) or ornithopters has certain advantages
such as low-speed cruising, high operational and power efficiency. It excels in hovering [1–4],
low-speed flight, narrow-space movement [5], short-field take-off and landing [6]. They
can be deployed in indoor and outdoor for its flexible action, timely obstacle avoiding,
low-speed navigation, quickly switch between forward flight and hovering. For enhancing
the aerodynamic performance, many research topics varied the upswing requirements such
as the angle of attack (AOA), wingtip trajectory [7,8], wing area, flapping frequency, feather
direction [9–11], etc. As flow visualization analysis is important to understand the unsteady
aerodynamics and the design optimization of FWMAVs, therefore, how to develop the flow
visualization technique to investigate the unsteady flow feature of flapping wings is one of
the crucial issues that should be taken into consideration.

Conventional smoke tracing method is widely used for various flow visualization
experiments on air vehicles. By using laser slicing technique, two-dimensional (2D) flow
pictures were obtained from the real three-dimensional (3D) flow field. One drawback
of the above-mentioned experiment may be its qualitative feature which is not easy to
calculate the corresponding aerodynamic force values [12,13].

Pressure-sensitive painting (PSP) technique demonstrates the high-resolution pressure
distribution on the wing or body surface of aircraft in a quantitative manner. The pressure
field on wing surface is taken as an integral to a global resultant force applied on the
wing [14–16]. However, high resolution of PSP is only rich in the spatial domain using
a high-bit camera, but not in the time domain. There exist difficulties in taking high-bit
images of the flapping wing surfaces with high wingbeat frequency.

Regarding the quantitative flow visualization, majority of the works used particle
image velocimetry (PIV) with high-speed photography to measure the unsteady flow fields
including the flapping wing case [17,18].
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This paper aims to investigate the 2D flow field around a 10 cm-wingspan FWMAV by
interacting with the soap films along the longitudinal and lateral directions, respectively. In
the past, soap film is used to visualize the steady state flow patterns induced by a stationary
cylinder or other 2D objects [19–27]. The observation is only categorized as one of the
qualitative methods, similar to the smoke tracing. For modifying the soap film visualization
to a quantitative method, the relationship between the color (soap film thickness) fields
and the corresponding thrust and lift induced by the flapping wing are firstly derived,
and later verified using image processing with the experimental results in this work. The
developed technique is shown to record the unsteady lift behavior of a flapping wing in a
quantitative manner with low cost and without any dangerous concern.

2. Aerodynamic Force Formulation of a FWMAV across a Soap film

Consider an infinitesimal element or a control volume with width and height of dy,
dz, and an instantaneous film thickness h(y, z; t) on the soap films with three cases in
Figure 1. These three cases correspond to different orientations of soap films perpendicular
to its starboard direction (Figure 1a), freestream direction (Figure 1b) and vertical direction
(Figure 1c) of a FWMAV with a traveling speed u∞.
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Figure 1. Three kinds of soap films interacting with a FWMAV: (a) normal to FWMAV’s starboard
direction; (b) normal to FWMAV’s freestream direction; (c) normal to FWMAV’s vertical direc-
tion. u∞, W, V denote the freestream velocity, downwash speed, jet speed, respectively; h0 is
the un-stimulated soap film thickness; y* and z* are the width and the height of the soap film
under investigation.

We outlined the pros and cons of these three cases of soap films in Table 1 and only
adopted the two feasible soap films Figure 1a,b to investigate the thrust and lift forces of
the FWMAV. The soap film of Figure 1c is apparently broken by the flapping wing tips
immediately and not possible to be realized herein.

Table 1. The pros and cons of above three cases of soap films in Figure 1.

Soap Film
Normal Direction Pro Con

(a) Starboard
Up to 1.5 m/s
Several cycles
Lasts longer

V coupled with W

(b) Freestream Outputs W
Low speed~0.15 m/s

One cycle

(c) Vertical Up to 1.5 m/s
Outputs V

Less than one cycle
Broken by wingtip right away

The volume of the element is dy × dz × h(y, z; t). We also assume the soap film is
incompressible. Therefore, the amounts of inflow and outflow affect the thickness of the
soap film. The relationship between the thickness and flow velocities of the soap film is
governed by the mass conservation law as below.

The rate of volume change of the element dy × dz × h in Figure 1a is shown as
Equation (1).

[v(y, z)− v(y + dy, z)] h · dz + [w(y, z)− w(y, z + dz)]h · dy =
∂(h · dy · dz)

∂t
(1)

Taking the Taylor’s expansion of v(y + dy, z) and w(y, z + dz) at the point of (y, z), the
in-homogeneous continuity equation for the soap film thickness h is as below.

∂v
∂y

+
∂w
∂z

= ∇ ·→u = −1
h

∂h
∂t

(2)
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where (v, w) is the 2D velocity field of the soap film. In general, after solving (v, w), we can
obtain the pressure field and calculate the resultant lift and drag (negative thrust).

The mass conservation can be expressed by Gauss theorem, Equation (3) [28].∫
S

⇀
u ·⇀n dA =

∫
V

(
∇ ·⇀u

)
dV (3)

where dV = h · dy · dz. Substitute the∇ ·→u of Equation (2) and dV into the right-hand-side
of Equation (3) and obtain Equation (4).∫

S

⇀
u ·⇀n dA =

∫
A

(
−∂h

∂t

)
dydz (4)

The practical use of Equation (4) is that we just block around the wing with soap film
area S = A and integral the time-rate of thickness h according to Equation (4). The block we
are interested in is assumed to have width y* and height z*, or A = (y*) × (z*).

2.1. FWMAV Travels along the Soap Film Perpendicular to the Starboard Direction

As in Figure 1a, assume no velocity at surfaces 2© and 3©, but the average jet speed
V passes over the surface 1© and the downwash speed W flows over the surface 4©. Flow
rates at surfaces 5© and 6© cancel to each other; the left-hand side of Equation (4) becomes:

ho·z∗·V + ho·y∗·W = −
(∫

A

dh
dt

dydz
)

2.1
(5)

z∗·V + y∗·W =
−1
ho

(∫
A

dh
dt

dydz
)

2.1
=
−1
ho

d
dt

(
∑

j
∑

i
hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.1

(6)

The thrust is defined as the momentum time rate along the y-direction:

T =
d
dt
(
mV
)
= V

dm
dt

= V ρu∞(ho z∗) (7)

The lift is defined as the momentum time rate along the z-direction:

L =
d
dt
(
mW

)
= W

dm
dt

= W ρu∞(ho z∗) (8)

From Equations (7) and (8), the thrust T and lift L cannot directly be decoupled and
derived from the soap film thickness matrix hij summation in Equation (6). We, therefore,
look for solving the lift L from the other direction of soap film experiment which will be
conducted in the next step.

2.2. FWMAV Penetrating the Soap Film Perpendicular to the Freestream Direction

As in Figure 1b, assume no velocity at surfaces 1©, 2©, and 3©; only W passes over
the surface 4©. Flow rates at surfaces 5© and 6© cancel to each other; the left-hand side of
Equation (4) becomes:

ho·y∗·W = −
(∫

A

dh
dt

dydz
)

2.2
(9)

W =
−1

ho·y∗

(∫
A

dh
dt

dydz
)

2.2
=
−1

ho·y∗
d
dt

(
∑

j
∑

i
hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.2

(10)

Again, the lift is defined as the momentum time rate along the z-direction:

L =
d
dt
(
mW

)
= W

dm
dt

= W ρu∞(y∗ z∗) = (−ρu∞)

(
Z∗

ho

)
d
dt

(
∑

j
∑

i
hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.2

(11)
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From Equation (11), the lift L can be directly derived from the soap film thickness
matrix hij in Equation (10). The magnitude of the lift L is to have a higher order than the
soap film thickness h and can be regarded as a 3D lift for comparison in the followings.

After solving the lift, we would rather reconsider Equation (6) and solve the horizontal
jet speed V by substituting downwash W of Equation (10) into Equation (6).

V = −y∗

z∗
·W − 1

z∗ho

d
dt

(
∑j ∑i hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.1

(12)

Thus, the thrust T in Equation (7) can be re-written by equating the jet speed V of
Equation (12) and by inserting the downwash W of Equation (10).

T =

[
d
dt

(
∑j ∑i hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.2
− d

dt

(
∑j ∑i hij ∆yi ∆zj

)
2.1

]
ρu∞ (13)

Two hij systems in Equation (13) come from two soap films subject to the
Sections 2.1 and 2.2. For reasonable interpretation, the thickness fields of the soap film
color fringes of Figure 1a,b should be with the same amount of color pixels and the same
rectangular domain size.

We cut and analyze a 2D slice from the actual 3D flow field about thrust force.
Equation (13) can be multiplied with a factor of (wingspan/h0) to obtain a quasi-3D thrust
with the same order magnitude of a 3D lift.

3. Materials and Methods

Soap film may be the cheapest way to observe 2D flow fields. The subtle vortex pattern
on the soap film can be observed through its color fringes. In the traditional soap film water
tunnel, in order to avoid the soap film breaking, a soap film fall of about 0.1 m × 3 m was
installed and replenished stably through the pumping motor to provide a longer time for
observing soap film [19–27]. Because of the width limitation, after deducting the boundary
area, it is suitable for observing the flow field around a body of millimeter scale. Therefore,
the traditional soap film water tunnel performs well to measure vortex patterns under the
conditions of low speed, low frequency, and small amplitude.

Firstly, this experimental work is prepared to improve the soap film stretching frame
which in turn extends the observation window up to centimeter scale. The total width
for measurement could reach to 25 cm, which is convenient for observing the flow field
generated by a flapping wing of 10 cm span. The time-changing observation made from
the soap film color fringe is recorded by high-speed CCD.

Secondly, as described in Section 2, the authors quantitatively formulated the mass
conservation on the soap film and derived the streamwise jet speed or downwash speed
respectively in terms of the time changing of film thickness. The jet speed and downwash
were expected to evaluate the unsteady thrust force and the lift force of a flapping wing to
travel along the soap film or to penetrate the soap film. For preliminarily conversion of the
color field into the soap film thickness field, we can resort to the available program such
as MATLAB.

The following information are about the materials and setup for the soap film experi-
ment in this work:

3.1. Soap Film Frame

The wingspan of the FWMAV in this study is taken as 10 cm. The size of the soap
film and its PMMA (acrylic) frame is therefore designed with a length of 50 cm and a
height of 25 cm to prolong the sustention time for the soap film. For avoiding the velocity
interference from the boundary edges, there is no mass in-and-out (Neumann boundary
condition) at the frame. PMMA material is inert and stable to the soap film solution. The
PMMA frame is cut by laser as one piece without any voids and sharp edges.



Fluids 2021, 6, 361 6 of 16

3.2. Soap Film Solution

The soap film solution contains complex ingredients including surfactant, glycerol,
honey and acetic acid in the 7:1:1:1 ratio. In general, surfactant creates the soap film;
glycerol sustains the soap film longer; honey increases viscosity to prevent against the
gravitation thinning; acetic acid adjusts the solution polarity.

The water molecules in the soap film will subside downward and cause the upper film
thinner until collapsing. Therefore, the soap film can be only sustained for a certain moment.
The authors have ever tried many recipes to prolong the sustention time more than 10 min
but the solution quality is not stable and finally searched for the commercial bubble solution
available in the market (www.unclebubble.com.tw accessed on 3 September 2021). The
commercial surfactant composition is confidential but stable. In this work, the soap film
generated by the commercial bubble solution compromises the sustention time to 2 min
in our soap film frame and the saturation in color hues is good to our flow visualization
experiment. The sedimentation downward speed can be measured from the un-stimulated
soap film during the sustention time and was evaluated as about 0.25 cm/s, much smaller
than the downwash with the magnitude at approximately 50 cm/s in this work. The soap
film solution is almost temperature-independent during 10–30 ◦C.

3.3. High-Speed Camera

The flapping frequency of the FWMAV in this work is near to 28–38 Hz. We need a
high-speed camera (Phantom Miro EX4, Vision Research, Wayne, New Jersey, USA) capable
of recording the detailed flow feature for at least one flapping cycle. This camera has its
control software of phantom camera control (PCC) to setup the image capture speed, time
duration, trigger mode, and file transfer. The image frame of the camera setting is the pixel
numbers 800 × 600, frame per second (fps) is 1000 herein.

3.4. Background Lighting

Soap film experiment in this work is to quantify the thickness field of soap film.
Therefore, the light reflection from the background should be avoided as much as we can.
Selecting a black velvet as the background is necessary.

According to two kinds of soap films in Figure 1 for measuring thrust and lift, there
are two setups of background lighting. The first setup in Figure 2a,b is for the FWMAV
to travel along the streamwise direction. The frontside of the soap film is an expandable
polystyrene (EPS) wall as the light diffuser to scatter the white light from the lateral light
source. The topside and the lateral sides were also shielded by EPS as well to ensure the
uniform light intensity for the soap film. The image window in Figure 1 is quite long due
to the travel distance of FWMAV and the overall light intensity for color images on soap
film is consequently not strong enough. The highest allowable travel speed of FWMAV is
about 1.5 m/s.

The second setup in Figure 2c,d is for the FWMAV to penetrate the soap film. An EPS
semi-sphere with the diameter of 45 cm is used and can confines the white light from the
light bulb inside the EPS chamber. Therefore, the light intensity is better than the first setup.
For installing the camera, a 7 cm-diameter window circle is made to have good images of
soap film. The drawback of this second setup is that the travelled distance is short and the
allowed travel speed of FWMAV is only 0.1–0.2 m/s, much slower than the first setup.

3.5. FWMAV

The 10 cm-span FWMAV used in this work is shown in Figure 3a and the dimension
and shape of the flapping wing are shown in Figure 3b. The flapping mechanism is a
four-bar linkage with a gear reduction module [7,8,10,11]. The wing and fuselage frame
are made by carbon fibers and EPS. The total body mass is 4.28 g and can fly for 9 s by the
flapping frequency of 28–38 Hz and the flying speed of 1–2 m/s. The wind tunnel data of
Refs. [29–31] could be referred to the lift or thrust force comparison about the soap film
experiment result in this work.

www.unclebubble.com.tw
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3.6. Experiment Sequence

The experimental setup of the soap film visualization for a FWMAV is shown
in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. The experimental setup of the soap film visualization for a FWMAV: (a) rectangular frame
with soap film setting; (b) set up expandable polystyrene (EPS) box; (c) set up the light and the
high-speed camera; (d) light the inner space of the EPS box; (e) put the black background cloth and
insert the FWMAV into the soap film; (f) push FWMAV forward and capture the high-speed video of
the color fringe image.

4. Results

By the agitation and disturbances from the flapping wing, the sustaining time of
soap films shortens to several seconds. However, this short duration of several seconds is
enough to capture many flapping cycles for image processing and force analysis.

4.1. FWMAV Travels along the Soap Film Perpendicular to the Starboard Direction

The authors’ group initially studied and collected the soap film images of a flapping
wing according to Section 2.1 and the experimental setup in Figure 2a,b [28,31]. One case
with the traveling speed, inclined angle and flapping frequency of the FWMAV of 1.16 m/s,
20◦ and 20.8 Hz, respectively, is shown in Figure 5. The inverted Karman vortex pattern for
generating the thrust force is clearly shown on the soap film and moves in downstream
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direction. The intercepting plane of the soap film on the flapping wing is along the quarter
chord very near to the mean aerodynamic chord which could generally resemble the flow
characteristics of the whole wing [32].
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4.2. FWMAV Penetrating the Soap Film Perpendicular to the Freestream Direction

The authors continued to collect the soap film images of a flapping wing along the
spanwise direction by using the experiment setup in Figure 2c,d [28]. One case with the
penetrating speed, inclined angle and flapping frequency of the FWMAV as 0.15 m/s, 20◦

and 7.58 Hz, respectively, is shown in Figure 6. The wingtip vortex pattern for generating
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the induced drag and the downwash is clearly shown on the soap film and propagates
spanwise according to the flapping motion in a qualitative manner. The above figures
undergo the image processing procedure as shown in Figure 7.
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4.3. Image Processing

Figure 7 represents the flow chart for image processing of the soap film visualization.
First of all, we use the MATLAB software to read the color field of the soap film. In
MATLAB, the color field can be interpreted as different formats in RGB, HSV or YCrCb
(YUV). In this work, we adopted the “RGB” format with 0–255 resolution for each base
color. One (R, G, B) coordinate denotes one distinct color for each pixel on the soap film.
For example, (0, 0, 0) denotes all black; (255, 255, 255) denotes all white; (255, 0, 0) denotes
all red, etc. The command of ”imread” is used to perform the above color reading and we
save one color matrix for one image frame.

Secondly, we performed the image processing by reading a given standard color
template (http://markkness.net/colorpy/ColorPy.html accessed on 3 September 2021)
and save it as the color spectrum. The standard color template is composed of 512 different
colors with their thickness from 0 nm to 1000 nm individually. This color spectrum vs.
thickness of the color template is referred for comparing and distinguishing the local
thickness of each color pixel on the soap film and is what we called the color-thickness
transformation. That is to find the closest color matched for each color pixel using the least
mean square error, to assign each pixel with its corresponding thickness, and to store the
thickness matrix or the wavelength matrix for each N-th frame image. If the film thickness
is higher than 1000 nm which actually means this local spot of the soap film is transparent,
then we ignore these color pixels.

Take the example of Figure 8a, we selected a full set of N image frames for one flapping
cycle. Before the color-thickness transformation, many image noises including the FWMAV
wing frame, fuselage, supporting stand and the PMMA frame should be all identified
as all-black color and zero thickness from the original images. Therefore, we moreover
define the most interested rectangular area as the N-th frame in Figure 8a for performing

http://markkness.net/colorpy/ColorPy.html
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the color-thickness transformation. The wavelength or thickness matrix hij of the colorful
N-th frame Figure 8a is shown as the grey-scale plot with thickness range of 0–900 nm
in Figure 8b.
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4.4. Force Comparison

For calculating the thrust T and lift L of the FWMAV, the previous two kinds of
thickness matrix hij in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 should be summed as Equations (11) and (13).
The time rate in Equations (11) and (13) means that we need two successive image frames
and their hij summation to perform the time derivative as one jet speed V or one downwash
speed W. For example, the flapping frequency is 7.58 Hz in Figure 6. There are 132 image
frames for one flapping cycle if ∆t = 1 ms for two successive images in Equation (11).
Figure 9a,b shows one-cycle of the lift and thrust come from the soap film experimental
images of Figures 5 and 6.

The raw waveforms of the one-cycle thrust, and lift were rich of ripples noise which is
apparently observed in Figure 5. This noise is due to the free-surface wave propagation on
the soap film which is agitated by the flapping wing. After filtering the wave propagation
ripples in Figure 9a,b, the more purified signals are obtained. They are similar to the
classical wind-tunnel signals of lift and thrust in Figure 9c,d.

The classical lift and thrust signals of the FWMAV are from a blow-down wind tunnel
testing. The length and cross section area of the test section are 100 cm and 30 cm × 30 cm.
The turbulence intensity of the wind tunnel was evaluated as 0.05–0.028%; the wall effect
can be neglected as the blockage ratio is less than 7.5%. A calibrated six degrees-of-freedom
load cell (Bertec, Columbus, OH, USA) for lift measurement has a maximum error of 0.2%
of the full-scale due to nonlinearity or hysteresis. The data-acquisition rate of the load-cell
is set as 1000 points per second [6,7,10,29–31].

The averaged lift and thrust forces from the soap film experiment and the wind tunnel
testing are compared preliminarily in Table 2 even though our best soap film data so far
still deviates from the cruising condition (wind speed and flapping frequency) of wind
tunnel testing.
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Table 2. Averaged force comparison between the wind tunnel force gauge and the soap film experi-
ment in this work.

Force
Type

Wind Tunnel
Test

Soap Film
Experiment

Lift 1.7–1.8 gf (33 Hz, 1.2 m/s) [28–30] −0.8 gf (7.58 Hz, 0.15 m/s)
Thrust 2.4 gf (33 Hz, 1.2 m/s) [31] 3.6 gf (20.8 Hz, 1.16 m/s)

From the observation, it can make the tangible proof about the efficiency of the soap
film as the result is optimistic, the authors have also been conducting experiments on check-
valves and designing thermal flow sensors to study the aerodynamic performance such as
lift and net thrust forces [33,34]. Comparing with these works, the soap film experiment
may be the conducted at low cost to observed the 2D flow fields. The quantitative measure
of the mass conservation theory and image processing technique leads the streamwise
formulation of the downwash which can be used to plot the lift and the net thrust values.

5. Discussions and Conclusions

Some conclusions are discussed and summarized as below:

1. This work preliminarily presents a soap film visualization technique to capture the
unsteady flow images around a 10 cm-span FWMAV in a dynamic manner. Several
flapping cycles have been recorded before the collapse of the soap film. Two experi-
mental setups with the soap film plane perpendicular to starboard and streamwise
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directions have been demonstrated. The patterns of inverted Karman vortex and
wing tip vortex were both successfully observed.

2. A theoretical formulation about the relationship between the thickness matrix and
the color matrix of the soap film is performed for evaluating the jet speed and the
downwash speed. It is useful for calculating the thrust and lift of a FWMAV. The soap
film visualization in this work can emergingly output quantitative results.

3. After filtering the ripple noise deduced by the free-surface wave propagation which
can be apparently observed in Figure 5 during flapping motion, the resultant thrust
and lift waveforms come from the soap film images and the thickness fields are similar
to the wind tunnel data preliminarily.

4. The lift signal in Figure 9a of the soap film experiment for the 10 cm-span FWMAV
is similar to the classical waveform in Figure 9c. Both of them have a trend agreed
with the twin-peak phenomenon which is a manifestation of the “delayed stall” and
“wake capture” lift mechanisms of wing flapping motion proposed by Dickinson [35].
However, the soap film time-averaged lift value (−0.8 gf) still deviates from the
measured result (1.75 gf) of wind tunnel testing very much. The main reason is that
the traveling speeds for the two cases (1.2 m/s vs. 0.15 m/s) are distinctly different.

5. On the thrust signal in Figure 9b of the soap film experiment, it has a similar trend
to the classical signal in Figure 9d and verifies that there are two positive thrust
actions per flapping cycle in the real manner. In other words, either in downstroke or
upstroke periods, the flapping wing always generates positive thrust to accelerate
the FWMAV. Meanwhile, FWMAV generates positive lift only during the downstroke
in general [10]. However, it is observed that for a single cycle, the time-averaged
thrust of soap film (3.6 gf) is more than the wind tunnel force-gauge data (2.4 gf). It
may be due to the inaccurate lift estimation from soap film experiment and the thrust
calculation needs assistance from the lift data in Equation (13).

6. Subject to the experimental setup of Sections 2.1 and 2.2, the spanwise and streamwise
flow fields will be stopped as the air flow touches the soap film in a normal manner. In
addition, the FWMAV traveling speed is limited under 1.5 m/s now and not exactly
appropriate to the case of forward flight. (Further, it is also hard to find out the
wind tunnel testing counterpart for result comparison.) However, this method may
have potential applications to investigate the flow field of hovering FWMAVs in the
future [2,3,36].

7. Globally, this soap film visualization is a low-cost method without dangerous concerns
to study the unsteady flows of FWMAVs, and it can be as an option of flow visualiza-
tion techniques besides the smoke tracing and PIV (particle
image velocimetry).
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