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Sony’s latest AIBO is its meanest looking mutt yet. We
take an in-depth look at the tech inside it, and discover
the past, present and future of the world's favourite robot

Words: Nick Renshaw Photography: Louise Broom
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I let you into a little secret. 1 didn't initially subscribe
to Sony's robot dog phenomenon, The first time Ta

clapped eyes on the first-generation AIBO, | was the
one at the back looking on sceptically as the rest of the
team went gaga over the cutesy little pup. And that was
no macho reticence; 1 just felt that Sony was peddling a
glorified toy, way too desperate to be the first to show
off new robotic technology. In my mind, a real robot
should be able to deliver some kind of tangible labour,
show signs of helping people in daily life rather than

just being an artificial pet pooch in a plastic body. 1
wanted more than mere entertainment, godammit!

So it wasn't until a recent visit to Sony AIBO
headquarters, three years on from the first pup's birth,
that I became a convert. The unveiling of the fourth and
most futuristic of the hounds, the ERS-220, somehow
caught me unawares. All it took was a tilt of its head,

a flash of LEDs, a volley of beeps and an inane grin
appeared across my face. It finally dawned on me what
Sony was preaching...




You've come a long way,
baby... Meet Sony's
newest AIBO, the
futuristic ERS-220.
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WERTICAL HEAD SENSOR
This pressure-sensitive
switch enables you to
Enteract with AIBD,

RETRACTABLE SPOTLIGHT
Appears when AIED

gets excited and goes
into Boost mode.

SIDELIOHTS

These six LEDs
light up to display
AIBO's emationg,

INFRARED BESTANCE SENSOR
AIBD uses this to interact
with his ervironment and

Judge how far objects are
avwary from kim,
FACE FRONT LIGHTS
Enables you to tell
if AIBD is paying
attention to your
commands.
CMOS IMAGE SENSOR
MHghtal camera that gives
your AIBO eyes, You can
see what he's looking at
too, using the optional
Navigater software's
video streaming mode. FACE SENSOR
Replaces the chin
SENS0T 0N Previous
AlB0s. Enables you to
interact with the dog.
CHEST LIGHT PAUSE SWITCH
The light enables you to
tell when AIBD's active,

The pause switch sends
AIBO to sleep for a while.

Py
E4-bit RISC processor
with 32Mb of HAM,
runming S{m,’;qwn
OPEN-R v1.1.2 105,

PAW SENSDRS
~  Stroke these
o gets AIED"S
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STERED MICROPHONE
Enables you to communicate

with ATBD via fts voice
recognition software. BACH SENSOR
f Anather touch sensor

e that enabdes you to
- interact with A1BD,

= TucHTs
Like the sidetights on
ATBO's head, these three
LEDs show you how the
pooch is feeling.

ALK MIULT] INDICATOR
Another six LEDs for
increased expression
and persomality. This dog
iis one big light show!

AIBO

Puppy love
B Sony's Artificial Intelligence Robat, or AIBO as

we now know it

o ||i_;:';'. in 1998 when

the company leaked pictures of a siclegged

prototype that resembled noth but a bundle of

wires and mietal legs, The company didn't hint at

what would follow until it rolled out the ERS-11o

i July 1994, Nicolas Babin weral manager at

Sony Entertainment Robot Europe asserts, "We 0

Behavioural software

AIBO Life 2 for ERS-210/220 £64

This enables ATBO to grow from a pup to

a fully grown adult, developing his cwn
emotions and instincts through interaction,

AIBD Master Studio 1.1

for ERS-210/220/311/312 £350

This programming kit enables you to create
new behavioural patterns and exprossions

for ATBO, which you can send to him using

the optional wirsless LAN card (£200).

AIBD Fun Pock for ERS-210 £71

Only works in conjunction with AIRO Life.
Use this to monitor ATBO's growth and look
at his photo diary. Also enables your dog to
alert you to birthdays, meetings etc.
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AIBO Novigator for ERS-210/220 £105
Control AIBO remotely from your PC, Put
the pink ball in front of the dog and he will
walk towards it and kick of head it once e
reaches it Wireless LAN card required.

Hetlo AIBO for ERS-210 £56

Ifyou can't be bothered to interact and
nuarture ATBO, this will turn fim into a
mature, fully functional rabot. This
upgraded version comes with 75-word
voice recognition and a Boost mode.

ATBO Party Mascot for ERS-210 £64
This enables ATBO to entertain your
mmﬂnﬂuammm
wamﬂﬂﬂmmm

06

woe Gow

AIBO Messenger for ERS-210/220 £105
Enahiles AIBO to read the email and website
content on your PC. This text-to-speech
and text-to-action app is controlied via
wvoice recognition and a wireless LAN card.

AIBD Explover for ERS-210/220 £64
Autonomeus software for the 220 that gives
your dog helghtened instincts to explore
and learn its surrounding environment.
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AIBO

B wanted to encourage communication between

an and machine, Also o incorporate all of

s tech y inone product - digital
A, wireless LAN, Memory Stick — and

Iy this has progressed through the vears

obwio

at was the original idea.”

Of ¢

rse, the mutt caused quite a stir

| the technology globe. And Sony initially

units up for sale - 3,000 in |

pu
and 2,000 in the US - over the internet, just to
fest the water. Even Sony was shocked by the

response - the sheer number of frantic

consumers sent the system into meltidown

e, AIBO fever was in

By the new mi

full swing. Son “hrated the robot s first

birthday wi 5
AIBO owners
= of AIBO's spx

ap-up party in Tokyo where

fanatical ted to rejoice and

L ay cake. Just
wish the festivities off, an army of the talented
mechanical canines conducted their own chorus
of Happy Birthday

And the madness continued; a magazine

dedicated he mutt was even launched in

Called ATBO Toum, the mag includes a

that frequently has you
Lughing r PC. phs of AIBO
shot ; cative Ja se backdrops wer

the stitmulus for such beautiful verses as Our

ancestors found a uty irt shadows and The soff

AIBO family album

ERS-110/111

The first generation that put Sony’s robot dog on the map. Only 5,000 were
made available in the US and Japan on its Inftial release in late 1999, but such
was the frenzled demand, Sony manutactured more. This floppy-eared canine
wiehit on to sell 45,000 worldwida and 1s now a collector’s item,
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This is what the
prototype of the
ERS-110 loaked
like. As you can see,
there was still a fair
bit of work to do
befare AIBO became
our cuddly friend.
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of ime, It seemed AIBO had somehow achieved

iconic status, even if somewhat comically:

Mass hysteria

Such was the Japanese nation’s infatuation

with the wee pup that Sony seized on the

mology and deliver
a more advanced robot. When the ERS-210

wandered out into the spotlight in October zooo,

eschewing the doggy style for a more generic

ERS-2i0

gadget heads

again. And this

animal appearance, it looked like

we g i | in love all

availability - though stll only via the net — meant

AIBO had become a mass market phenmmenon,

In technological terms, too, the ERS-210 had the

1o sniffing its balls. With double the memory (at
1zMb) and able

spoken words, AIBO was starti

o realise
AIBO had

.;l.l”:l.:‘ robot entertainment vision

ved into a personality,

The 110's successor had us a little confused. This robot was based on a lion cub
rather than man’s best friend, SHIL it was more streambined, and when those
little wars twitched... ahhh! The 220 was also the first obedient robot with
40-word volce recognition, Sit! Stay! Fetch the pipe and stippers! Well, almost.




As 110,000 people worldwide played with
their ERS-110s and 2108, Japan was still leading
the line in AIBO obsession (AIBO Town shops
were now popping up, exclusively selling AIBO
accessories), But Sony felt it was alienating
certain members of the public - the ERS-110 at
just under f2.000 was a little steep for the
average punter, and the 210 at f1,050 didn't sit all
that well with the bank manager. either - so the
maore affordable LM Series was created. Cute
characters Latte and Macron were aimed at
teenagers and women and could be vours for
£700. Branded Hi-touch robots, these new pups
concentrated on creating a bond with the owner
rather than delivering any true functionality. They
took AIBO to a new level of sickly sweetness

However, with these new robots offering ane
type of companion, Sony couldn’t rest on its
laurels, And it's now we armve at its latest family
member, the ERS-220

Family fortunes

As far from the LM Series as you can get, the
f1.07 ERS-220 was bom of a rallying call from
the market. If you're making robot dogs. you
shouted, why not make them look like rabots?
Somny obliged and forged the futuristic ERS-
Afier the cutesy demeanour of Sony's l':\i}-',iHF

o

linc-up, the sleek space-ape guise of the 220 isa

ERS-311/312

Looking more Llike a cartoon toy dog than a robot, the LM Series was released to
attract teenagers and female fans alike. Latte and Macron are designed to form
 bond with thelr owners through thetr 75-word volce recognition system and

mimicking capabilities.

refreshing tonic, a major acsthetic departure for
Sony. But who is it going to appeal to? Sony's
Nicolas Babin again: “The reason we created 220
was 1o have a product that would reach more
people. The LM series was launched in order to
attract teenagers and females. We're hoping the
220 will appeal to owners of the 210 and IMTaware
mules aged between 25-45. We hope also that the
210 will appeal to more aof the fermale IT literate
crowd.” So Sony seems to have it all under
comiral, then,

AIBO

mongrel could act happy or belligerent. when the
mood took it. It confounded even my expectations.

Give a dog a bone

Sony may have given the AIBO a futuristic
makeover, but when it comes to the tech specs,
the 220 has only really been tweaked here and
there, Like its cousin the 210, it houses a G4-bit
RISC processor, 32Mb of memory and a 1/6-inch
CMOS digital camera, With only 16 degrees of
freedom, compared to the 218's 26 (a lack of tail,

No more cuddles - this is the sort of dog Terminator would
take for walks to scare the shit out of the local pitbulls

My first impression, as the 220 sat dormant,
was how mean the mutt looked. No more cuddles
for AIBO. It's the sort of dog Terminator would
take for walks to scare the shit out of the local
pitbulls, Until Sony fired it up 1 was wondering if
even the IT crowd would go for its sinister cool,
Once the 220 came to life though, it took on a
whole new personality. Sony has fitted the dog
with a litany of blue and red LEDs across its
munzzle which give it a renewed expression. As it
beeped and lurched into action its smoother
movernent and acute head gestures transformed
the hound into a very amiable chap. But the

ears and mouth is Sony’s way of distancing itself
from the realistic dog look) it compensates with a
legion of LEDs

further nine on its rear end, The 220 is also a

ten LEDs on the face plus a

towchy-feely fella, with an antenna switch on top

of his head that you can fick or stroke, a chin
sensor to press, four switches armanged around
his hindquarters to pat, and four paw sensors that
miake hirn whistle with pleasure when stroked.
Another new feature that gives the 220 an added
expressive dimension is the boost mode, 1T
commumnication goes well with another AIBO o
its owner, a sound like a car starting is heard and @

Sony’s newest and baddest dog distances itself from the cute puppy look, in a
nod towards what we percelve a robot dog shoald Look e, The most advanced
of the AIBOs, this Latest mongrel will have you panting for its futuristic looks,

T5-word voice recogition and updated software. K9 eat your heart out,
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Build your oW e piv robot industry is a billion-dollar business in Japan. Here are their three top-selling robot kits

KIT: Movit Robot Arm MR-999
COST: ¥4,670 (£26)
WEB: www.elekit.co.jp

Putting the Movit Robot Arm together
represents quite a challenge, despite being
designed as an introduction to mechanics and
electronics. It is a fun kit to assemble and then
play with for haif an hour, until you reatise you
don't have any nuclear waste in your house
requiring a robotic arm ta pick up and dispose
of... The Robot Arm comes with decent assembly
instructions, so you can get to, ahem, grips with
all 17 joints, and requires a little tweaking here

and there to get it performing to its capacity. But
overall this s a decent kit for beginners,

especially at this price.
T3 %%k

B the spotlight hidden on top of his head will
appear. This means your AIRO's emotions are
runring high and he'll paw the ground, hitch up
his hips, shake and swing his head in elation

The 226 is also perceptive to your commands
able to recognise some 75 words. To gain his trust
vou have to be quite eXpressive your welf He
recognises the tone of your voice and simply
ignores your commands if you get too lackadaisical
Be sterm but well-mannered, and the 220 will

heed your every whim, It takes some practice

[KIT: Lego Mindstorms Robotics Invention System
COST: ¥23,300 (£135)
WEB: mindstorm

The RIS from Lego has taken the construction
block route, pull out the shoebes full of Lego from
the back of your cupboard, add it to the RIS and let
your imagination run wild, The RIS comes with a
USB-connected infrared control tower that enables
you to send programmed functions from your
Windows 98 or ME PC to your creation. It also
comes with motors, sensors and enough wheals
and cogs to make a Swiss watch, The beauty of this
kit #s that vou can build the suggested models
using the step-by-step instructions, or you can be
as creative as you ke, The downside is that you
can never find that vital piece you need...

T hkkk

each other. We know previous models packed an
infrared sensor to negotiate obstacles and depth
of field, well now this has been used for AIBOs to
get chummy, With either the AIBO Life or Hello
AIBO software installed, the 220 can interact
with other A1BOs using infrared. It can walk up
to Macron from the LM series, for example, and
the two dogs will imitate each other and even
have doggy conversations. Surely the next logical
step would be for AIBO to have spontanecus

conversation with its owner or fellow AIBOs?

To gain his trust you have to be quite expressive yourself
- he’ll ignore your commands if you get too lackadaisical

Witnessing the 220 reading out your emanls
is also an impressive sight. A single command
will instruct AIBO to recite your messages in one
of three voice types {ranging from an effeminate
Stephen Hawking to a butch Stephen Hawking)
and speeds. But perhaps Sony's best achievernent

is getting the different models to interact with

“The 210 could only recognise §o words
now the LM series and 220 can recognise 75
Considering that the first generation didn’t have
voice recogniation, the progress in 12 menths is
absolutely amazing,” Babin gushes. “In another
vear's time [ don't know where we will be, let

alone five, ten, twenty years” time. As for carrying

Kit: Cube CAM-08 Perpetual Humanotd Robot
Cost: ¥15,000 (£35)
Web: www.cam-system.jp

According to statistics, this is the second most
sought-after DIY robot in Japan. You have to give
cradit to its designers for creating a two-legged
model that can walk forwards and backwards, but
beyond this, the CAM-08 stinks. A cinch to put
together, it takes no longer than ten minutes to
click the panels in place on its legs, snap its arms
into position and tighten a few screws. Pop his
head on. and you're off. The CAM-08 doesn’t really
do much beside walk, flash a green light from his
eyes and make a suspect sci-fi-sounding nolse.
But the above website is devoted to the little
fella, and features a small movie showing him off,

T3 %k

oul a spontancous conversation, if the market
believes it then we'll do it Five years ago did you

think we would be here 12

Kng o |'{:-|:r;|-,-

It's a robot world
In such a competitive climate, Sony is staying
tight-lipped about immediate developments
We reported on its robot man prototype, the
SDR-3X Sony Dream Robat in issue G, alth

Sony is adamant a commercial release for th
SDR is not imminent. This pint-sized,
autenomous bi-ped is most people’s stereatype
of how a robot showuld look and act.

Although we're a long way off having

full-sized autonomous robe Tyi

g out chores

for us. Sony. by taking the * tainment” tack,

may just be slowly preparing us for that
eventuality. The sight of a puppy-sized robot

a shack as seeing
& a butler making

your bed and fixing vou lunch. 1t all sounds great

scampering around is not such

a six-foot humanoid dresse

and fantastical, but ask yourself this, are you
really ready for that future? T
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