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The recent emergence of stimuli-responsive, shape-shifting materials offers promising
applications in fields as different as soft robotics, aeronautics, or biomedical engi-
neering. Targeted shapes or movements are achieved from the advantageous coupling
between some stimulus and various materials such as liquid crystalline elastomers,
magnetically responsive soft materials, swelling hydrogels, etc. However, despite the
large variety of strategies, they are strongly material dependent and do not offer the
possibility to choose between reversible and irreversible transformations. Here, we
introduce a strategy applicable to a wide range of materials yielding systematically
reversible or irreversible shape transformations of soft ribbed sheets with precise control
over the local curvature. Our approach—inspired by the spore-releasing mechanism of
the fern sporangium—relies on the capillary deformation of an architected elastic sheet
impregnated by an evaporating liquid. We develop an analytical model combining
sheet geometry, material stiffness, and capillary forces to rationalize the onset of such
deformations and develop a geometric procedure to inverse program target shapes
requiring fine control over the curvature gradient. We finally demonstrate the potential
irreversibility of the transformation by UV-curing a photosensitive evaporating solution
and show that the obtained shells exhibit enhanced mechanical stiffness.

shape shifting | hierarchical structure | liquid-infused sheets | inverse program

At a small scale, capillary forces dominate over gravity and may deform elastic
structures (1, 2). They can be responsible for catastrophic events, as in the collapse
of photoresist lithography structures (3–6), or more dramatically in neonatal lung airway
closure (7). However, elastocapillary interactions have also been recently proposed as an
efficient route for self-assembly at a small scale, such as for the formation of helical clusters
of nanopillars or plates (8–10), four dimensional (4D)-printed curved plates (11), or in
the topological transformation of cellular microstructures (12). In all these systems, the
slender structures are attached to a thick, nondeformable substrate. Another approach
relies on the spontaneous wrapping of a liquid droplet by a thin sheet, producing three
dimensional (3D) structures filled with a liquid, in a process that has been named
“capillary origami” (13, 14). However, this elegant technique does not provide precise
control over the shape of the structure; as the deformation is global, the boundary design
appears as the only degree of freedom in the shape selection.

Nature offers an alternative strategy, that capitalizes on the use of a hierarchical
structure. The fern sporangium consists in an annulus of cells enclosing the plant
spores (15) that opens and ejects them through an elastocapillary mechanism (16).
When water evaporates from the cells, the capillary forces apply a torque on the cell
walls, leading to the opening of the annulus and, as evaporation continues, cavitation
eventually occurs, catapulting the spores. Inspired by this idea, we study the elastocapillary
deformation of soft liquid-infused textured sheets, as the liquid evaporates (see Fig. 1A,
Materials and Methods, Elastomer Preparation, Experimental Apparatus, and SI Appendix,
Fig. S1). This system is similar to slippery liquid-infused textured surfaces, known for
their reduced friction and stable oleophobicity and hydrophobicity (17–19), with the
crucial differences being that here the textures and the substrate are soft and that the
infusing liquid evaporates. Depending on the stiffness of the material, the geometry of
the structured sheet, and the surface tension of the liquid, three scenarios, that we aim at
rationalizing, may be observed (Fig. 1A and Movie S1): i) the sheet remains undeformed,
ii) curls (Fig. 1B), or iii) has its textures collapse (Fig. 1C ).

In the limit of a thick sheet, i.e., when the deformation of the sheet is negligible, the
system is equivalent to the deformation of soft walls on stiff substrates (Fig. 2A), that
has been extensively studied in the literature (20–25). Initially, the air–liquid interface
between consecutive walls is pinned at the two walls’ corners. As the liquid evaporates,
the curvature of the interface increases, and the pressure within the liquid decreases. This
process induces a torque per unit distance scaling as γ h2/d , with γ the surface tension
of the liquid, h the height of the walls, and d the distance between two neighboring
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Fig. 1. Deformation scenarios for a soft liquid-infused ribbed sheet. (A)
Depending on its stiffness and geometry, the ribbed sheet may either curl,
have the structures collapse, or remain undeformed as the liquid evaporates.
Snapshots of the three configurations: no deformation (B), curling into a
tube (C), and collapse of the walls (D) of impregnated ribbed sheets, as the
impregnating liquid (ethanol) evaporates. Scale bars, 1 mm; time is given in
minutes.

walls (Fig. 1A). In order to collapse into contact, the walls should
deflect by a typical distance d , yielding a bending restoring torque
Bwd/h2, where Bw = Ew3/[12(1 − ν2)] is the wall bending
stiffness with w the wall thickness and ν the Poisson ratio.
Balancing both moments, we get the criterion for wall collapse
γ h4/(Bwd2) > 1/2 (23). A more detailed model, presented
in SI Appendix, Model for Collapse, yields the prefactor of the
aforementioned scaling criterion. In an array of walls, however,
the capillary aggregation is the result of a symmetry-breaking
phenomenon as liquid is present on both sides of the walls, but
it does not alter the coalescence criterion (23, 24).

In the case of sheet curling, the walls, by symmetry, remain
undeformed and may thus be considered rigid (Fig. 2B). Capillary
forces induce, via the rigid walls, a torque on the sheet,
which still scales as γ h2/d . Contact between the top of two
neighboring walls occurs for a typical curvature of the sheet of
h−1, corresponding to a bending moment Bs/h, where Bs =
Et3/[12(1 − ν2)] is the sheet bending stiffness. Balancing both
torques, we get the criterion for sheet curling γ h3/(Bsd) > 1/4.
Movie S2 illustrates the two dynamics occurring below and
above the curling threshold. A more detailed model derived in SI
Appendix, Model for Curling yields the prefactor. It is based on
a linear beam model coupled with capillary forces for a varying
liquid volume AW and enables us to investigate the evolution
of the walls’ edge distance 1 as a function of A (Fig. 2C and
SI Appendix, Fig. S3). When γ h3/(Bsd) < 1/4, the structure
slightly deforms as A decreases and 1 decreases to reach a
minimum before it increases when the contact line detaches from
the top edge of the walls, leading to a reopening of the structure
(Fig. 2C ,Top). In contrast, when γ h3/(Bsd) > 1/4,1 decreases
monotonically with decreasing A until contact between the two
walls occurs (Fig. 2 C , Bottom). The configurations highlighted
by two dashed lines in Fig. 2C correspond to a reopening and
a closure of the structure in the vicinity of the transition and

are displayed on the Top and Bottom of Fig. 2C . In this model,
both the adhesion of the sheet on the substrate and the weight of
the wet structures have been neglected. In the experiments, the
sheets are indeed placed on a rigid plate covered with regularly
spaced cones to drastically reduce the area of contact and hence
the adhesion (SI Appendix, Fig. S1). The wet structures are
also sufficiently small, with a length typically of the order of
the capillary length, to ensure that capillary forces dominate
over gravity (SI Appendix, Competition Between Capillary Force
and Gravity for more details). The dynamics of sheet curling
is governed by the liquid evaporation rate at the air–liquid
interfaces, with a typical curling timescale proportional to the
height of the textures (SI Appendix, Comments on the Dynamics).
Hence, the smaller the structure, the faster the curling.

Fig. 2D presents a state diagram rationalizing the regions of
the parameter space where sheet curling, wall collapse, or absence
of coalescence—shown in orange, blue, and gray, respectively—
occurs, showing excellent agreement between the models and the
experiments. Note that, in the regime where both curling and
collapse are energetically favorable, curling is observed since it
leads to the suppression of all the air–liquid interfaces between
the walls, whereas in the case of collapse, liquid–air interfaces
remain between adjacent collapsed assemblies.

Having derived under which conditions a planar textured sheet
curls, we now seek to program its resulting 2D shape and then
extend our strategy to the manufacturing of 3D shells. In the
curling regime, the edges of neighboring walls get in contact
and their geometry sets the coarse-grained radius of curvature
of the outer part of the structure Rth (Fig. 3A). Neglecting the
thickness of the sheet, two consecutive walls are rotated by an
angle 1θ ' d/h along an arclength 1s = (w + d). Thus,
we get Rth = 1s/1θ ' h(1 + w/d). Taking into account
the sheet thickness t, a similar geometric reasoning yields the
following more precise formula (details are given in SI Appendix,
Programming the Curvature):

Rth = h
(

1 +
w
d

)
+ t

(
1 +

w
2d

)
. [1]

As shown in Fig. 3B, this simple geometric relationship
accurately predicts the radius of curvature Rexp measured on the
curling structures used to construct the state diagram (Fig. 2D).
The local radius of curvature depending solely on the geometry
of two consecutive ribs (when t � h), our system offers a unique
and easy opportunity to control the local curvature over the
structure by varying the height, the width, or the space between
the ribs or any combinations of these three quantities. An example
of the programming of a heart structure with piecewise constant
curvature is shown in Fig. 3C and in Movie S3. Fixing the
quantities w + d and h/d , we compute the necessary geometry
of the ribs such that the sheet curls into the target shape (SI
Appendix, Programming the Curvature for details on the inverse
program). The fabricated flat ribbed sheet is then impregnated
with ethanol and curls into the target shape as the liquid
evaporates. Following the same strategy, the inverse program
may be used to design more complex structures with continuous
gradients of curvature such as the Archimedean spiral shown in
Fig. 3D (SI Appendix, Fig. S5). The target curve (shown at the
Center) is obtained by varying either the width w (Top) or the
height h (Bottom) of the walls. Computed initial and final shapes
(blue panel) are compared to elastocapillary experiments (red
panel and Movie S4) showing very satisfactory results for both
strategies.

This geometric strategy—consisting in using self-contact be-
tween simple textures to accurately program the final curvature—
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Fig. 2. Rationalization of the deformation modes. (A) Schematic of the model for collapse: two flexible walls, connected by a rigid sheet, deform as the volume
AW of liquid reduces, inducing a capillary suction and thus a load along the two walls. (B) Schematic of the model for curling: the walls are considered rigid and
the sheet flexible. (C) Rescaled distance 1/d between the top of the walls as a function of the volume variation as the curling elastocapillary number is varied.
Dashed lines correspond to two scenarios close to the transition between curling to contact or reopening (highlighted in red on the color bar); schematics of
the corresponding configurations are given on the bottom and on the top, respectively. (D) State diagram rationalizing the regions of the parametric space
where no deformation (gray), wall collapse (blue), or sheet curling (orange) occurs. Circles correspond to experiments with 400 ≤ h ≤ 2,000, 60 ≤ t ≤ 1,700,
200 ≤ w ≤ 400, 175 ≤ d ≤ 500 μm, E = 90 kPa, and  = 22 mN/m.

is general and may be applied to other experimental systems (26).
We thus 3D printed the same structures at the centimeter scale
and insert a Nylon thread that passes through small holes in the
walls, that we attach at one extremity (see Materials and Methods,
Fabrication of Tendon-Based Actuated Structures, and SI Appendix,
Fig. S2). As tension is applied to the thread-free extremity, a

torque is induced, leading to the bending of the sheet until the
walls come into contact (Fig. 3D, gray region and Movie S4).
This procedure mimics the tensile mechanism of capillary force
at a larger scale and is referred to as the tendon-based actuation.

Although unidirectional curling may be easily programmed,
bending simultaneously a planar sheet along two directions
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Fig. 3. Programming the curvature. (A) Schematic showing the influence of the texture geometry on the resulting radius of curvature R. (B) Experimental vs.
theoretical (Eq. 1) radii of curvature for curling structures. (C) Inverse programming a heart shape, with piecewise constant curvature. (D) Inverse programming
of an Archimedean spiral using a gradient in wall width (Top) or height (Bottom). Two experimental strategies are presented: capillary-induced (orange) and
tendon-based (black) actuation. Scale bars, 1 mm for capillary-actuated and 1 cm for tendon-actuated structures.
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Fig. 4. From architectured capillary origami to self-shaping solids. (A) Inverse programming of a closing shell with five facets; the textured geometry is computed
from the target profile of the shell using the same methods as in Fig. 3, keeping here the period w + d and the aspect ratio h/w constant. The width W and
the bevel of the are then deduced using Eq. 2 together with Eq. 42 of SI Appendix, respectively. (B) Self-shaping bowl with four facets and (C) closed shell with
three petals actuated by capillary forces. (D) Varying linearly the width w of the walls, cones may also be programmed. (E) Fixing the 3D shape. Two different
infusing liquids are used; a photosensitive solution (ethanol, PEG-DA, and photoinitiator at 75%, 24%, and 1% in weight) (Left) and pure ethanol (Right). The
curled structures are exposed to UV light and then put in a liquid tank leading to a reopening of the uncured sample, whereas the cured one remains in shape.
Scale bars, 1 mm for capillary-actuated and 1 cm for tendon-actuated structures.

yields a new surface which is not locally isometric to the initial
state, as demonstrated by Gauss in the Theorema Egregium.
Overcoming this limitation necessarily requires large in-plane
sheet strains (27), such as in the case of liquid crystal (28, 29),
pneumatic (30–32) or dielectric elastomers (33), shape-memory
materials (34, 35) or swelling hydrogels (36–39). Such large
strains are not to be expected with our ribbed sheet geometries and
the capillary forces at play. The proposed strategy can nonetheless
be extended to 3D shells by designing structures with judicious
boundary design (Fig. 4 A–C ), allowing for sheet curling along
various directions. Fig. 4A and Movie S5 show a tendon-based
flower composed of five petals, that transforms under radial
actuation into a completely closed hollow shell. The geometries
of the ribs (gray scheme in the framed panel) are derived using the
inverse program in order to match the target profile of parametric
coordinates (X (s), Z(s)), with s the curvilinear abscissa, of each
petal (dashed curve in the framed panel), imposing here constant
w/h andw+d . The boundary shape of the petals is then deduced
by the geometric relation

W (s) = 2X (s) tan[π/n], [2]

where n is the number of petals (40). Note that, in order to have
a complete closure of the flower taking into account its thickness,
the edges of the petals are beveled with an angle that depends
on the local orientation of each rib in the deformed state (see
SI Appendix Inverse Programming of Self Folding Shells for further
details).

This inverse programming strategy can be used at a smaller
scale to make capillary origami structures, that may self-assemble

to any desired faceted target shape, such as a 4-faces bowl or a 3-
faces closed shell with an Archimedean spiral profile (Fig. 4 B and
C and Movie S6). The number of petals may be easily adapted
using Eq. 2. Note however that, when the petal width W is of
the same order as h, the meniscus becomes fully 3D, leading to a
reduced capillary suction preventing the closure of the structure.
Other developable shapes, such as a cone (Fig. 4D and Movie
S6), can also be programmed by radially varying the wall width
w, while keeping the local rotation angle d/h constant.

To conclude, we presented in this article a simple yet general
elastocapillary system that takes advantage of the textures on
a planar elastic sheet to precisely program 3D shapes as an
impregnating liquid evaporates. It may be applied to many
liquid/solid pair, given that the liquid sufficiently wets the
sheet, and we provide a rationale to design the geometry of
the textured sheet such that it may curl. While the sheets were
infused in this study by depositing a drop, the structure may
also be dip-coated (41), leading to the same shape changes
(Movie S7). Once actuated, the idea of using self-contact between
adjacent textures to program the curvature is purely geometric
and thus scale-free and may be adapted to other actuation
mechanisms, such as tendon-based or vacuum actuators (42).
This reversible mechanism can be easily turned into an irreversible
shape transformation (Fig. 4E and Movie S8). The evaporating
liquid can indeed be mixed with a photosensitive solution that
cures when exposed to UV light, leading to an elastic composite
structure with a fixed shape (see Materials and Methods, and
Preparation of Photosensitive Infusing Liquid for details). Most
importantly, this method enables the reliable manufacturing of
closed empty—and not fluid-filled—shells, which is not possible
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with standard capillary origami or laser lithography 3D printing
techniques. Moreover, as neighboring walls and petals come in
contact, such shells transition from a sheet bending deformation
mode to a stretching one, exhibiting thus a dramatic increase in
stiffness and resistance to poking (SI Appendix, Fig. S7 and Movie
S9) (43). The liquid may also be absorbed by the ribbed sheets
and lead to swelling (12, 44), opening alternative routes to enrich
the space of reachable shapes. We believe that these concepts
will open the way to capabilities in the microfabrication and
nanofabrication of 3D structures, with innovative applications
in view, for the mass production of microrobot swarms (45),
or the design of biomedical devices and targeted drug delivery
systems (46).

Materials and Methods

Elastomer Preparation. The structures are made of polyvinyl siloxane rubber
(Smooth-On 00-50 or 00-35 fast) and are fabricated by mixing a prepolymer
base and a curing catalyst in a 1:1 weight ratio. Just after mixing, when the melt
is still liquid, it is poured on a 3D-printed mold and spin-coated (SCS 6,800
SpinCoater Series) at various rotation speeds that control the sheet thickness.
Alternatively, in the case of large gradients in the textures’ geometry, a flat
cover with spacers is carefully placed on the mold to set the sheet thickness.
The polymer melt gradually cures over time, leading to an elastic solid. At room
temperature, the curing time is 2 h (Smooth-On 00-50) or 10 min (Smooth-On
00-50 fast). The design of the molds is realized using MATLAB and OpenSCAD
and the print with either a Prusa SL1 or a Ultimaker S5. Prints made with Prusa
SL1 are cleaned and postcured in a UV chamber overnight to ensure proper
curing of the silicon rubber.

Experimental Apparatus. Schematics of our experiments are shown in
SI Appendix, Fig. S1. The structured sheets are placed on top of an array of
cones (the microcones array being printed with the Prusa SL1 3D printer). By
this mean adhesion between the structured sheet and the substrate on top of
which it sits is dramatically reduced. Droplets of wetting liquid (ethanol or the
photosensitive solution) are then deposited on the sheet and impregnate all
the ribs of the structure. Then, while evaporation occurs, the deformation of
the structure is recorded using a camera (Nikon D850), and the curvature is
extracted from images by standard image processing using ImageJ (47). When

a photosensitive solution is used as the infusing liquid, once the structure has
reached its final and desired shape it is enlightened with a UV source, leading
to the cross-link of the photosensitive solution which forms a hydrogel. The
wavelength emitted by the source needs to match the excitation wavelength of
the photoinitiator in order to get cross-linking. Once the hydrogel is formed, the
composite object composed of the silicon rubber structure and the cross-linked
hydrogel behaves as an elastic object. Cross-linking of the oligomer solution
is accompanied by a small shrinkage of the hydrogel at the origin of prestress
in the assembled structure. Changing the nature of the oligomer can help
decrease/increase this prestress depending on the effects sought.

Preparation of Photosensitive Infusing Liquid. The photosensitive solution
is composed of a solvent (ethanol, Sigma-Aldrich) at 75% in weight, an
oligomer (PEG-DA Mn = 700 g/mol, Sigma-Aldrich), at 24% in weight,
and a photoinitiator of excitation wavelength λ = 390 nm diphenyl(2,4,6-
trimethylbenzoyl)phosphine oxide (TPO), Sigma-Aldrich, at 1% in weight. To
ease its manipulation, the PEG-DA Mn = 700 g/mol, which is solid at ambient
temperature, is melted at 50◦. Mixing of all the components is achieved with a
vortex mixer.

Fabrication of Tendon-BasedActuated Structures. Tension-based actuated
structures are fabricated following two steps. First, the structured elastic sheet
is 3D-printed with an Ultimaker S5 FDM printer using Ultimaker Tough PLA
(polylactic acid) material. Second, the ribs are designed with a cylindrical hole
at their center such that a Nylon thread may be inserted. The thread is attached
to one end of the structure while the other end is free and may be pulled to
actuate the tendon-based mechanism. Sketches and pictures of a tension-based
actuated structure are shown in SI Appendix, Fig. S2.

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. All study data are included in
the article and/or SI Appendix.
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