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Muscle Contraction
Twitch
• A short burst of stimulation 
• Muscle begins relaxing even before reaching 

peak force 

Tetanic
• If the stimulation is long enough, muscle reaches 

peak force and plateaus 
• Otherwise, force may oscillate or remain at a 

constant level



Voluntary Muscle Contraction
Concentric

• The force is sufficient to overcome the load 
• The muscle shortens as it contracts 

Eccentric
• The force is insufficient to overcome the load 
• The muscle lengthen as it contracts 

Isometric
• The muscle remains the same length 

Isotonic
• The tension remains constant



Excitation vs Activation
Activation dynamics

• Input: excitation u(t) 
• Output: activation a(t) 

Musculotendon contraction dynamics
• Input: activation a(t) 
• Output: muscle force f(t)



Hill-Type Muscle Model
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Muscle Force Generation
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Muscle Force Generation
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Force-Length Relationship



Force-Velocity Relationship



Contraction Dynamics



 Muscles as motors, brakes, springs, and struts

be estimated from their muscle length and
cross-sectional area (112–114). Even for swim-
ming scallops, a simple locomotor system in-
volving one joint and a single power muscle
(Fig. 3A), comparison of in vitro and in vivo
muscle performance is complicated by hydro-
dynamic effects and remains controversial
(108, 115, 116). Given advances in transducer
technology, the number of preparations in
which it is possible to measure in vivo work
loops should increase in coming years, expand-
ing even further our understanding of muscle’s
diverse roles in locomotion.

Prospective
Integrative and comparative approaches have
identified several general principles of animal
locomotion, which surprisingly, apply to
swimming, flying, and running. The way in
which animals exert forces on the external
world often allows mechanical energy from
one locomotor cycle to be stored and recov-
ered for use in another. The generality of

energy-storage mechanisms in different
modes of locomotion is just beginning to be
explored. Forces lateral to the direction of
movement are often larger than one might
expect for efficient locomotion, but they may
enhance stability, and their modulation is es-
sential for active maneuvers. Mechanisms of
nonsteady locomotion, including starting,
stopping, and turning, are emerging areas of
interest. Technological advances have en-
abled the nascent studies of locomotion in
natural environments and the mechanical in-
teractions of organisms with their environ-
ment. Animals use their musculoskeletal sys-
tems for a variety of behaviors and, as a
consequence, are not necessarily optimized
for locomotion. In nature, unlike in the labo-
ratory, straight-line, steady-speed locomotion
is the exception rather than the rule. Further,
environmental forces make extreme demands
on the musculoskeletal system of some loco-
moting animals. The control system that en-
ables animals to actively steer in the face of

these changing conditions combines both
neural and mechanical feedback with feedfor-
ward control and pattern-generating circuits.
The interface between these modes of control
offers a rich area for exploration. Finally,
methods adapted from muscle physiology,
combined with measurements of locomotor
mechanics, have revealed many mechanical
functions of muscle during locomotion.

The many recent advances in the study
of molecular motors are just beginning to
be integrated into an understanding of lo-
comotion at the cellular scale. Molecular
biology and genetic engineering tech-
niques, such as site-directed mutagenesis,
are already being used to link the structure
of individual molecules to locomotor per-
formance at the organismal level (117,
118). With a more thorough understanding
of muscle function, systems-level control,
interactions with the environment, and en-
ergy transfer acting at the organismal level,
locomotor biomechanics is now poised to

Fig. 3. Muscles can
act as motors, brakes,
springs, and struts.
Muscles that generate
positive power (mo-
tors) during locomo-
tion and the area
within associated work
loops are indicated in
red. Muscles that ab-
sorb power during lo-
comotion (brakes) and
the area within associ-
ated work loops are in-
dicated in blue. Mus-
cles that act as springs
of variable stiffness
are indicated in green.
Muscles that act to
transmit the forces
(struts) are shown in
black. (A) Scallop
swimming provides a
simple example of a
muscle generating posi-
tive work to act as a
motor. The cycle be-
gins in the lower right
corner of the loop, when the gape of the shell is maximal. Activation of the
muscle (indicated in the scallop by the red rectangle) causes a rise in force
and subsequent shortening producing the pressure to drive a jet of water
that propels the animal. At the upper left, the muscle begins to deactivate,
force declines, and shortening continues. In the lower left, the muscle is fully
deactivated and force is minimal. Along the lower border of the loop, the
shells are opened by passive recoil of elastic hinge ligaments. The area
enclosed within the loop is equal to the work done (product of force and
length change) by the muscle during each cycle. The counterclockwise work
loop and red color indicate that the muscle generates positive power during
locomotion. Adapted from (108) with permission from Company of Biolo-
gists Ltd. (B) The pectoralis muscle of birds generates the positive power
required to fly. In pigeons, it has been possible to measure in vivo work loops
with strain gages bonded to bones near the muscle attachment point (force)
and sonomicrometric crystals implanted at the ends of muscle fibers
(length). Adapted from (100) with permission from Company of Biologists
Ltd. (C) In running cockroaches, some muscles that anatomically appear to
be suited for shortening and producing power instead act as brakes and
absorb energy because of their large strains. Adapted from (96) with permis-

sion from Company of Biologists Ltd. (D) In flies, an intrinsic wing muscle
acts to steer and direct the power produced by the primary flight muscles.
Changes in activation phase alter the dynamic stiffness of the muscle and
produce alterations in wing motion. Adapted from figure 11 of “The control
of wing kinematics by two steering muscles of the blowfly (Calliphora
vicina)” (98), copyright Springer-Verlag. (E) In swimming fish, the function of
muscles varies within a tail-beat cycle and has been investigated with a
variety of techniques in a diversity of species. In some fish designs, early in
a beat, the cranial muscle fibers shorten and produce power, which is
transmitted by more caudal muscle fibers acting as struts. As the beat
continues, the fibers that were previously acting as struts change their role
to power-producing motors. The cartoon at the top shows a fish from the
side. Beneath it are views from above the fish at two points in the
tail-beat cycle. Adapted from (123) with permission from Company of
Biologists Ltd. (F) In vivo muscle force and length measurements in
running turkeys indicate a dual role for the gastrocnemius muscle. It
generates positive power during uphill running but acts as a strut during
level running, which allows the springlike tendons to store and recover
energy. Adapted from (106).
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Figure from Dickinson et al, How Animals Move: An Integrated view, Science, vol 288, 2000.
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