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Toaddress problems experiencedby current reactionwheels and controlmoment gyroscope-
based attitude control systems (ACS), researchers at National Aeronautics and Space Admin-
istration’s (NASA’s) Marshall Space Flight Center (MSFC) have begun developing a reaction
sphere actuator based on correlated electromagnetic levitation that will be immune to destruc-
tive bearing friction, momentum saturation, and gimbal lock. The Correlated Electromagnetic
Levitation Actuator (CELA) advances the state of the art of reaction sphere ACSs by employ-
ing the concept of correlated magnetics. It is a frictionless, direct-drive reaction sphere that
harnesses a unique technology with an array of applications across multiple disciplines. Corre-
lated electromagnets function in amanner that is analogous to amatched filter; the convolution
of two signals is peaked at the index representing the greatest match. For CELA, the signals
are the patterns of magnetic flux density as a function of position. The magnitude of the con-
volution equates to an attractive or repulsive force, and these forces can be azimuthal or radial.
The development of CELA is based in four distinct disciplines: Advanced Manufacturing,
Prototype Development, Electromagnetic Modeling, and Controls. We are developing novel
manufacturing techniques required to build arrays of permanent and electromagnet dipoles
on curved surfaces. To print the permanent magnetic array, we have developed a probe with
pyramidal magnets that will reside on a robotic arm to induce localized magnetic fields on
a surface. We have also used high temperature ovens to erase dipole patterns from a per-
manent magnet by heating the surface to its Curie temperature. A number of test articles
and prototypes have been developed using additive manufacturing methods. These prototypes
have included hemispherical motors to test the drive algorithm, and a levitation test bed that
demonstrates a magnetic bearing method based on attractive magnetic forces and ratiometric
Hall effect sensors. We developed an array of electromagnetic dipoles on a printed circuit
board (PCB) with individual H-bridges controlling each coil. This device created various flux
density patterns and we measured their magnetic fields using a custom Hall effect 3-D probe
and a LabVIEW virtual instrument. These data will serve as a benchmark for characterizing
the accuracy of future models. Current work is focused on modeling the magnetic fields of our
prototype arrays using COMSOL finite element analysis (FEA) and verifying themodel against
our test data. Accurate modeling will allow us to quickly test new patterns of electromagnets
and their macro behavior. Eventually, the magnetic field models will be implemented in our
controls simulations to facilitate precise control of the reaction sphere. Initial model results
agree with field measurements to within 1 G (≤5% of measured flux density). Currently, we
are testing different material properties of the electromagnets and their magnetic fields and
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thermal effects. These results will be used to refine the design of the electromagnetic dipoles.
Our control efforts have centered on developing commutation, levitation, and field pattern
shaping hardware in the form of breadboards and PCBs with software running on a local mi-
crocontroller. In addition, our partners developed MATLAB Simulink models to demonstrate
a PID controller that mitigates disturbance forces resulting from the interaction of drive and
levitationmagnetics. Finally, we have designed a three-axis test stand that will be used in future
work to demonstrate CELA’s orientation control capability.

I. Introduction

CELA is a Correlated Electromagnetic Levitation Actuator, or a frictionless, direct-drive reaction wheel that
harnesses a unique technology with an array of applications across multiple disciplines. CELA is intended to overcome
current issues in attitude control systems (ACS): 1) it will remove the need for ball bearings that fail due to excessive
friction, 2) it will circumvent momentum saturation, 3) it will not be limited by gimbal lock, and 4) it will eliminate the
need for multiple devices to handle 3-axis attitude control. These issues will be discussed in detail in the following
sections.

CELA replaces a mechanical bearing with electromagnetically coupled surfaces, using an array of miniature
electromagnets that interacts with a patterned permanent correlated magnetic surface to create levitation and rotation.
This technology can achieve many complex macro behaviors in addition to levitation: strong attach forces, rotational
acceleration, braking, and more.

Fig. 1 CELA concept. Outer shell cutaway for illustrative purposes.

The final device will be a Reaction Sphere – a central spherical mass with magnetic dipoles printed on the surface that
interacts with a surrounding hollow shell composed of electromagnetic dipoles. In addition to eliminating the need for
ball bearings and mechanical systems, CELA removes the need for three reaction wheels to control the three spacecraft
axes. Instead, the Reaction Sphere will be free to move in any direction, and hence control any axis needed to point the
spacecraft. The use of advanced manufacturing to produce CELA will enable the next generation of high-performance,
long-duration, reliable attitude control technology for future missions to the Moon, Mars, and beyond.
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A. Electric Drive Trade Studies

In order to determine the appropriate drive mechanism for the Reaction Sphere, we considered the implications of a
spherical magnetic bearing on the common types of motors. We analyzed two possibilities: coupled drive and bearing
magnetics, and decoupled forces. In both cases, it was immediately clear that the design requires all active electronics
to be on the exterior sphere, resulting in only permanent magnets or ferromagnetic materials on the interior rotating
sphere. We also considered diamagnetic materials embedded in a paramagnetic structure, but this approach did not
seem promising given the required magnitudes of forces. Presently we are pursuing drive and bearing mechanisms
that are based on the interaction between permanent magnets and electromagnets. These can be attractive or repulsive,
but repulsive forces require the use of electromagnets without ferromagnetic cores, otherwise the attractive magnetic
reluctance minimization forces overwhelm the repulsive forces.

We considered induction drives, but were deterred by the complexity of the required spherical polyphase rotating
flux. The inherent slip of an induction drive also would likely hinder efforts at singularity avoidance (discussed in
section II). Switched or variable reluctance drives were rejected due to the saliencies on the rotor and stator, and the
resulting harmonic content that would be induced in the vibrational spectrum. We rejected shunt & series wound
brushed Direct Current (DC) motors because the brushes are not compatible with magnetic levitation and severely limit
the motor lifetime. We settled on a method similar to a brushless DC motor with a permanent magnet rotor.

II. Limitations of the Current Technology

Spacecraft attitude control can be achieved by three-axis reaction or momentum wheels, control moment gyros
(CMG), reaction control systems (RCS), differential photon pressure, magnetorquers, and other devices. The primary
means of attitude control is often a set of reaction wheels for devices with low mass, and CMGs for high mass vehicles.
Both of these techniques are generally favored over RCS for long duration missions because they do not require expulsion
of propellant and are more fuel efficient. In addition, the reaction wheel or CMG provided torque allows more precise
pointing control than thrusters, which can be important for scientific observation platforms such as telescopes and
cameras. It is worth noting that reaction wheels are simpler to implement, while CMGs are more efficient, generating
orders of magnitude more torque for a given input power.

An important limitation for reaction wheels and CMGs is that they are unable to provide attitude control indefinitely
on their own. Reaction wheels are subject to a loss of attitude control due to momentum saturation, in which the wheel
has reached its maximum speed and can store no additional angular momentum with which to steer the spacecraft.
Control about that spin axis can only be regained by performing desaturation maneuvers using a secondary attitude
control system such as magnetorquers or RCS. Control moment gyros suffer from gimbal lock, in which two axes of
control have become aligned. The alignment of the two gimbals results in the loss of one degree of freedom, in which
case the matrix defining the steering law becomes rank deficient, or singular. For this reason this failure mode is known
as a singularity. Again, a secondary system must be brought to bear to restore full attitude control.

By combining reaction wheels and CMGs, it has been demonstrated that the two failure modes can be overcome. One
means of achieving this result uses variable speed control moment gyros (VSCMG) to avoid saturation and singularities
[1, 2]. The Reaction Sphere we propose is equivalent to the VSCMG solution, but with several additional advantages,
which we outline in the following sections.

The current state-of-the-art for reaction wheels, CMGs, and VSCMGs require bearings and lubricants to reduce
friction between the housing and a flywheel. A number of spacecraft have had missions cut short or altered due to
reaction wheel failures. These include Fuse, Hayabusa, Dawn, Time, and Kepler, among others. The most plausible
proximate cause for most of these issues was identified as a dry cage instability, in which degradation or loss of lubricant
allows friction and heat to build, eventually leading to a catastrophic failure. It has been conjectured that the space
plasma environment may have contributed to the increased friction by altering the lubricant properties and by surface
roughening of the bearings due to electrical charging following coronal mass ejections and other space weather events
[3]. These issues have largely been addressed in the newer generation of wheels, but the appeal of magnetic bearings
continues to motivate their development and increased adoption [4].
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A. Advantages of the Reaction Sphere

For clarity, we enumerate the advantages of the Reaction Sphere in this section.

1. Power & Mass Efficiency

As mentioned above, CMGs are more efficient when large torque outputs are needed. For this reason, they are
generally used when spacecraft exceed a mass threshold. Reaction wheels have fewer components and are therefore
lighter. For this reason, they are generally used on small spacecraft for which the additional mass is significant and the
pointing torque requirements are lower. The reaction sphere is able to operate as a CMG or as a momentum wheel. It
can perform high torque maneuvers by rotating its spin axis while maintaining a constant spin rate. It can perform low
torque maneuvers by varying the rate of spin about an arbitrary axis. It can perform an angular momentum storage
function for momentum-bias stabilization. It achieves these two capabilities while retaining the lower complexity and
increased mass efficiencies of reaction wheels.

2. The Reaction Sphere is robust against saturation and gimbal lock.

Control algorithms can be devised that transition to reaction wheel type control when CMG singularities are
approached and to CMG type control when desaturation is required. In essence, the extra degree of freedom imparted
by varying the revolutions per minute (rpm) of the CMG flywheel permits singularity avoidance.

3. Simplified Control Laws

Reaction wheel control laws are simpler than CMG laws. The Reaction Sphere can perform CMG type torque
generation with control laws that reduce to specification of a stepwise process of state transitions between spin
axis orientation and rotation rates. The Reaction Sphere can improve pointing accuracy and algorithmic efficiency.
Optimization of control creates an opportunity to develop new algorithms, including the use of unit quaternion-based
control.

4. Maintenance

Conventional attitude control systems use contact bearings which sometimes fail before the mission is complete.
Several spacecraft have had to modify or abort missions due to reaction wheel bearing failure. The Reaction Sphere
uses frictionless magnetic bearings. The spherical symmetry potentially facilitates magnetic field modeling, design, and
control. In other words, models can be developed for a single axis or magnetic circuit, and then extrapolated to a 3d
device by repeated rotation about the polar and azimuthal angles \ and q.

5. Manufacturability

Some elements of the Reaction Sphere can be 3D printed. For instance, permanent magnets can be printed in place
on a spherical surface. Planar magnetics for drive and bearing coils can be printed using conductive inks.

III. Methods

Our development approach is broken into four disciplines: Advanced Manufacturing, Controls, Electromagnetic
Field Modeling, and Prototyping. Each discipline was selected based on the key components of the overall design. Most
importantly, we need to model the electromagnetic fields accurately to understand their interactions with each other
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as the electromagnetic fields change their strength, polarity, and patterns. These models will feed into our controls
simulation, another vital component of CELA’s design.

We have followed a Test Driven Development and Agile Management approach consisting of 4-6 week test cycles,
with a single objective per cycle, and weekly testing to ensure we achieve each objective before moving on to the next
cycle (i.e. objective). This ensures we can pivot our direction as we learn from the testing. This approach is also
well-suited for CELA because the research and development of each discipline can be studied in parallel to one another
in small chunks. For a cycle, an objective is chosen, along with its key performance parameters (KPPs), a test plan
is written, and finally hardware is built and tested. This order ensures we do not build excess hardware that does not
accomplish our objective. Some of the objectives include characterizing the levitation and rotation, characterizing
materials to produce more efficient electromagnets and miniaturize them, and base-lining the controls architecture.
The majority of the work occurs in our onsite lab at Marshall Space Flight Center (MSFC), since CELA is a small
technology development project.

Our current work focuses on modeling and simulating the electromagnetic fields of the Reaction Sphere using
COMSOL. Accurate modeling is vital to informing the controls algorithm that needs to precisely control the spacecraft’s
attitude. In order to validate our models, we first modeled the original prototypes we had built and tested. These
prototypes were 2-dimensional circuit boards, covered with an array of electromagnets (commercial off the shelf (COTS)
inductors), each with a different pattern. We tested different dipole patterns in addition to the physical layout patterns,
gathering information on magnetic field strength, current, temperature, and other factors. This is the data we used
to match to our COMSOL model. After verifying our models, we modeled the levitation behavior from Correlated
Magnetics Research, LLC’s permanent magnets, looking at the field strength based on the plates’ offset distance from
each other. After verifying the electromagnetic and permanent magnetic data, we started to incorporate the dynamics of
the plates interacting with each other. Finally, we started to build the model of the Reaction Sphere. No simulations
have yet been completed on the Reaction Sphere COMSOL model.

Advanced Manufacturing studies so far have focused on developing the inner sphere, i.e. the rotor. The rotor will be
constructed of magnetic material developed in-house, and will include printing dipoles on the entire surface of the
sphere. The dipole pattern on the rotor will interact with, be controlled by, the array of correlated electromagnets on the
outer sphere, i.e. the stator. To rapidly test different dipole patterns from our electromagnetic field models, we need to
be able to quickly print rotor prototypes with those patterns. To do this, we can either build a new magnetic spherical
rotor without polarities and then print the dipoles on the surface, or we can reuse the previous rotor, wipe the current
polarities, and reprint a new polarity pattern on the surface. Currently, we have focused on the latter. We have used
various methods to wipe the magnetic surface of a 2D correlated magnetic array. We have also started some research on
manufacturing the outer sphere, the stator, focusing on printing tiny electromagnets using liquid silver and filling spiral
traces.

Prototyping involved various test set ups throughout many sprints and cycles. Initially, tests were created to stably
levitate a flat plate of correlated magnetic dipoles, using 3D printing and tiny magnets embedded in the surface. Then,
we built a 3D printed hemisphere with permanent magnets attached to its rim and used a Hall Effect sensor to track the
rotation as the hemisphere spun, as well as the balance of the hemisphere. Then, we moved on to a full sphere prototype,
focusing on single axis levitation first. To stably levitate the axle in one dimension, a test set-up was conducted to use an
electromagnet that attached to the prototype in the zenith position, and an axle with a single magnet attached to its end.
Next steps include adding magnets to the bottom of the prototype and axle, adding a second electromagnetic coil in the
Nadir position, and re-tuning the proportional–integral–derivative (PID) values to accommodate all of the changes. We
will continue to modify and add electromagnets and modify the axle to add complexity and test 3D rotational control of
the axle.

Our controls simulations focus on separating the levitation magnetics from the rotational magnetics. Once we can
effectively model each behavior independently, we will combine the two models into one final simulation to control the
Reaction Sphere. Currently, our development has focused on the levitation of an iron inner sphere (rotor), by an external
sphere (stator). The stator is made up of electromagnets that levitate the iron rotor. The inner sphere contains dipoles
printed on the surface of the iron, which acts as disturbance forces to the stator. The dipoles represent the correlated
magnet pattern that will be acted upon by the stator’s correlated electromagnets for rotational control. Modeling the
dipoles as disturbances allows us to separate the levitation from the rotational control. We will continue to increase the
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number of dipoles on the surface until the entire surface of the rotor is covered in a pattern of dipoles, which will match
the final prototype. The number of electromagnetic dipoles on the stator will also be increased. After a full model of the
levitation has been completed, our focus will shift to the rotational control of the rotor of correlated magnets by the
stator of correlated electromagnets, focusing on the patterns necessary to effectively and precisely point the rotor.

IV. Prototypes

A. 2D Electromagnet Array

The initial project phase involved the development of 2-dimensional prototypes. The purpose of this phase was to
extend the concept of correlated magnets to electromagnets. This required the ability to turn them on and off, change
their polarity, vary their strengths, and generate patterns. The electromagnets were through-hole mounted inductors of
∼1300 turns of 38 AWG wire wound on a ferrite core. Prior to this point, the usefulness of correlated magnetics had
been demonstrated with permanent magnets. A prototype of a Correlated Electromagnetic Levitation Actuator (CELA)
printed circuit board (PCB) was fabricated to demonstrate the value of replacing fixed patterns with programmable ones.
Several different array geometries were developed, see Figure 3.

Fig. 2 Square and Staggered Inductor Arrays

The prototype PCBs accept power through a DC barrel jack, and communicate with the host computer through
serial communication via a universal serial bus (USB) connection. The prototype was designed using programs within
the Mentor Graphics electronic design suite. The prototypes were fabricated by a commercial PCB manufacturer and
populated in-house. Several tests were performed with varying magnetic field patterns. A 3D printer was leveraged as a
mount for a scanning gaussmeter probe used to measure the magnetic field at discrete points above the electromagnet
array.

The printer, gaussmeter, and CELA prototype were connected to the computer via USB and controlled using a
LabVIEW virtual instrument (VI) and a Python script. The temperature was measured by establishing a live video link
with a thermal camera and recording the maximum temperature throughout the test, and an Arduino microcontroller and
current sensor were used to measure the power consumption during the test; the temperature and power measurements
were recorded with the same script used to control the printer. The results, test parameters (measured area, distance
from array, etc.), and array configuration were recorded, and the magnetic field strength distribution, temperature, and
power consumption were plotted as functions of time and position using MATLAB.
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B. Spherical Motor

The spherical motor prototype concept is shown in Figure 3, and one early physical realization is shown in Figure 4.
The device is designed to allow it to be expanded in subsequent iterations to allow finer resolution of the rotational axis.
Each of the circular holes on the outer rings is threaded to accomodate a custom 3-d printed electromagnet wound on a
polylactic acid (PLA) core.

Fig. 3 Spherical Motor 3-d Model (inner sphere not shown)

The device shown in Figure 3 was 3-d printed and used to develop the circuitry for the magnetic levitation. The
physics controlling the bearing forces are discussed in Section V.B. The software controlling the coil current runs on an
Arduino microcontroller, which performs pulse-width modulation (PWM) control of the metal–oxide–semiconductor
field-effect transistor (MOSFET) gates in series with the levitation coil.

Fig. 4 Early Reaction Sphere Levitation Test Rig

V. Analysis

A. 2D Electromagnetic Array

Following the magnetic flux density measurement by the custom scanning gaussmeter, a finite element analysis
(FEA) model was generated and analyzed while performing parametric sweeps of the coil current and inductor bobbin
core permeability. The results from the FEA were compared with the experimental data and the root mean squared
(RMS) error (RMSE) minimized as a function of the swept parameters. The agreement between measurement and
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