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Abstract

This paper introduces an approach for parameterizing airfoil geometries using a Variational Autoencoder (VAE)
with a focus on achieving a low-dimensional and interpretable model. The primary focus is to facilitate efficient
use in design optimization environments by capturing essential airfoil features in a minimal number of latent
dimensions. To address the black-box nature of VAEs and enhance interpretability, a correlation analysis is
performed to uncover the relationships between the airfoil properties and these inferred latent dimensions. Key
to this research is the incorporation of both geometric and aerodynamic properties in this analysis, enabling the
generation of airfoils with desired aerodynamic characteristics through manual tuning of the latent vector by a
designer. The method is evaluated using the extensive UIUC airfoil database, which includes a diverse range of
airfoil categories. The VAE is trained on airfoil surface coordinate points, and the generated output geometries
are refined using a composite Bezier curve to smooth out local imperfections. Results demonstrate that the
VAE can successfully extract and parameterize key airfoil features using a limited number of interpretable latent
parameters. These parameters show clear correlations with geometric and aerodynamic airfoil properties,
providing a practical and understandable parameterization model that facilitates the intuitive generation of new
airfoil designs through smooth interpolation of the training data.
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Nomenclature

·̄ = Vector variable
x = Input
x′ = Generator output
zi = Latent parameter
µ = Mean
σ = Standard deviation
ε = Random value
N (µ,σ) = Gaussian distribution
U (a,b) = Uniform distribution between a and b
Ltrain = Training loss
Lrecon = Reconstruction loss
DKL = Kullback–Leibler divergence
β = Weight factor for KL divergence
tmax = Maximum thickness
xtmax = Chordwise max thickness location
cmax = Maximum camber
xcmax = Chordwise max camber location

zu = Upper crest value
xzu = Upper crest location
zl = Lower crest value
xzl = Lower crest location
κzu = Upper crest curvature
κzl = Lower crest curvature
RLE = Leading edge radius
θLE = Leading edge angle
θTE = Trailing edge angle
γTE = Trailing edge wedge angle
α = Angle of attack
CLα

= Lift curve slope
CMα

= Moment curve slope
CL0 = Lift coefficient for α = 0
CM0 = Moment coefficient for α = 0
α0L = Angle of attack for CL = 0
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1. Introduction
Deep learning techniques have paved the way for innovative parameterization and design generation
methodologies in various fields, including engineering and aerospace design [1–3]. Among these
techniques are generative algorithms like variational autoencoders (VAEs) and generative adversarial
networks (GAN’s), which have proven capable of flow field estimation [4, 5] and aerodynamic shape
generation [6–9].
This study uses VAEs to infer the key geometric and aerodynamic properties of airfoils [10]. VAEs
were chosen over GANs for their more stable training process [11] and ability to explicitly infer the
latent distributions of features in a dataset [12]. However, a big challenge when using any deep
learning model is its "black-box" nature. Interpretability is crucial as it fosters trust in the model,
enabling engineers to understand and intuitively interact with it to make informed design choices.
The concept of explainable AI (XAI) [13] is therefore central to this study, as it seeks to demystify the
decision-making processes of such complex models. To this end, VAEs have the additional benefit of
latent space disentanglement which helps reduce the dimensionality of the latent representation and
further facilitates interpretability [14, 15]. This concept is further explained in section 2..
While it is possible to enforce interpretability by manually imposing user-defined properties on the
latent vector [8, 9], the present study instead aims to leverage the inherent feature extraction ca-
pabilities of the VAE, thereby minimizing user-imposed bias on the inferred latent parameters. By
achieving a clearer understanding of how a VAE’s latent dimensions correlate with both geomet-
ric and aerodynamic airfoil characteristics, the goal is to provide a low-dimensional yet robust and
intuitive parametrization model. This enhances the usability of VAEs in design environments and
aligns with the broader objectives of XAI, fostering greater trust and adoption of AI-driven solutions
in engineering design optimization.
Following the introduction of the variational autoencoder in section 2., section 3.explains the training
data setup and choice of some hyperparameters. section 4.describes how the output of the generator
network is processed, and section 5.covers the validation of the trained model. Finally, section 6.
dives into the latent space evaluation with a visual inspection of the generated geometries and a

correlation analysis to quantitatively determine the relationships between airfoil properties and latent
dimensions.

2. The Variational Autoencoder
Generative modeling is the process of creating a probabilistic, low-dimensional representation of
data, called a latent representation, which allows for the generation of new data points through sam-
pling [16]. An Autoencoder (AE) is a type of neural network designed to replicate its input data by
extracting and regenerating features [17]. It consists of an encoder and a decoder. The encoder net-
work compresses the input data vector x̄ into a latent vector z̄, capturing the essential characteristics
of the data. The decoder network reconstructs the original input from these latent features, produc-
ing an output vector x̄′ that approximates the input. This reconstruction process minimizes the loss of
important information during compression. AEs can be viewed as a nonlinear extension of Principal
Component Analysis (PCA). While PCA reduces dimensionality by finding orthogonal axes (principal
components) that maximize variance, AEs use neural networks to learn complex, nonlinear map-
pings. This allows AEs to capture more intricate patterns and relationships in the data, outperforming
PCA in terms of feature representation [17–19].
Variational Autoencoders (VAEs), introduced by Kingma et al. [14], enhance AEs by adding a prob-
abilistic layer to the encoder, making the framework probabilistic instead of deterministic. This ar-
chitecture, depicted in Figure 1, accounts for the inherent uncertainty and variability in real-world
data.
The VAE encoder captures the posterior probability distribution of the latent variables given the input
data, p(z̄|x̄), represented by the mean µ and standard deviation σ (see Equation 1). This allows the
network to infer the likely values of the latent variables, rather than deterministic values. The decoder
does the opposite and models the likelihood distribution of the data given the latent variables, p(x̄|z̄).
To sample the latent parameter values from the learned inferred distributions, the reparameteriza-
tion trick is used as shown in Equation 2, where ⊙ signifies element-wise multiplication. It mimics
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Figure 1 – Variational autoencoder network architecture.

sampling from the distribution defined by µ and σ by sampling a random value ε from a standard
Gaussian and multiplying it with the standard deviation to obtain a value at a random distance from
the mean.

σ̄ , µ̄ = fenc(x̄) (1)

z̄ = µ̄ + ε̄ ⊙ σ̄ , where ε̄ ∼ N (0,1) (2)

The decoder uses the sampled latent vector to reconstruct the input, preserving the information
contained in the original input as closely as possible, as defined in Equation 3. The probabilistic
representation of the data allows the VAE to generalize and smoothly interpolate the data it was
trained on. This allows the decoder to also produce a variety of new data points from a provided
latent vector, unseen during training. Due to this capability, the decoder part of a VAE is also referred
to as a generator.

x̄′ = fdec(z̄) (3)

Training a VAE involves balancing reconstruction accuracy with shaping the latent space to follow
a specific probabilistic distribution. The training loss function is defined by Equation 4. The first
element is the reconstruction loss, which measures the difference between the original and recon-
structed data. The reconstruction loss is computed using the relative mean squared error, as spec-
ified in Equation 5. This method measures the difference between the original input data and the
reconstructed data relative to the original values. To ensure stability and avoid division by zero, the
y ordinates are offset upwards by one. The relative mean squared error was chosen to emphasize
lower values, helping to shape the leading and trailing edges where points are concentrated, and
small irregularities significantly affect airfoil surface smoothness.

Ltrain = Lrecon +β ·DKL (4)

Lrecon =
1
n

n

∑
i=1

(
x̄− x̄′

x̄

)2

(5)

DKL =
1
2 ∑

(
µ̄

2 + σ̄
2 − log(σ̄2)−1

)
(6)

The Kullback-Leibler (KL) divergence term, shown in Equation 6, is included in the loss function to
align the learned latent distribution with a standard Gaussian distribution [14]. This regularization
encourages the model to produce a smooth and continuous latent space, promoting better general-
ization and reducing overfitting.
The weight factor β determines the balance between reconstruction loss and KL divergence. A
lower β prioritizes reconstruction accuracy, causing the VAE to behave similarly to a standard AE,
focusing on replicating the input data as closely as possible. This can lead to overfitting of the latent
parameters and poor generalization, which in turn will result in failure of the decoder to generate new
feasible samples unseen during training.
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Increasing β enhances the impact of the KL divergence term, which encourages the latent variables
to follow a standard Gaussian distribution. This regularization helps the model generalize better by
smoothing the learned features and reducing overfitting. Consequently, the latent space becomes
more structured, with less redundant information, leading to a disentangled representation where
each latent variable captures distinct aspects of the data. This also helps reduce the dimensionality
of the latent space as redundant parameters become inactive. These inactive parameters will simply
produce gaussian noise which gets filtered out by the generator network. However, setting β too
high can overly constrain the model, prioritizing the alignment with the Gaussian distribution at the
expense of reconstruction accuracy. This causes the generated outputs to converge towards an
average, losing the variety and specific details of the input data. The challenge is to find an optimal
β value that balances reconstruction fidelity and latent space regularization.
The goal is to create a network that captures key data features in as few dimensions as possible,
balancing detailed data reproduction with the ability to generate coherent and smooth shapes.

3. Network Development and Training
This section details the development and training of the VAE network using PyTorch [20]. It includes
a discussion on the dataset preparation, the definition of reconstruction loss, and the selection of the
β parameter for the KL divergence term in the loss function.

3.1 Data Preparation
The VAE network is trained on a dataset comprising 1619 airfoil geometries sourced from the UIUC
airfoil database [21], which offers extensive geometric data for various airfoil shapes. To standardize
the data, all airfoil coordinate sets are fit with a B-spline, which is evaluated to provide surface coor-
dinates at consistent cosine-spaced chordwise locations. Each airfoil is represented by 199 points,
with 100 points each for the upper and lower surfaces, excluding the duplicate leading edge point.
Each of the coordinate sets are adjusted by scaling, rotating and translating such that the chord line
goes from (0,0) to (1,0).
Given the fixed chordwise locations, the network utilizes only the y ordinates of each point as input,
simplifying the data structure. The dataset is divided into three subsets: 75% for training, 15% for
validation, and 10% for testing.
As the name suggests, the training set is used to train the model and iteratively find its optimal
weights and biases. The validation set is used to monitor the network’s performance during training,
tracking the average loss per epoch to ensure the model is learning effectively and not overfitting to
the training data. Finally, the test set is used to evaluate and compare the performance of fully trained
networks when given previously unseen data. This ensures the model generalizes well beyond the
training data, and is especially useful for hyperparameter tuning; evaluating different configurations
to optimize the final network’s performance.

3.2 Hyperparameter Selection
Determining optimal hyperparameters for a VAE involves heuristic methods that combine empirical
evidence, theoretical understanding, and experimentation.
For training hyperparameters, a balanced approach was chosen. The batch size, set to 64, strikes
a balance between convergence speed and generalization [17, 22]. The learning rate was set to
3× 10−4 based on best practices [23]. Training is designed to halt with early stopping if the training
loss does not improve over 250 epochs, preventing overfitting.
A PCA on the dataset indicated that most data variance is captured by the first three components,
with additional details by two more. To ensure robustness, the network was designed with eight latent
parameters, providing flexibility to capture essential features while allowing the KL divergence term
to render redundant parameters inactive.
The network is composed of linear layers with Leaky ReLU activation functions (Equation 7), preferred
over standard ReLU for allowing negative values to retain significance. The final decoder layer uses
a hyperbolic tangent activation to ensure that the outputs fall within the range yi ∈ [−1,1].

f (x) = max(0.1x, ;x) (7)
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Figure 2 – Scree plot showing the variance ratio of the first ten principal components of the training
data.

Hyperparameter optimization was conducted using Optuna [24], maintaining an hourglass shape
with a maximum of five hidden layers. The optimal architecture identified by Optuna consisted of
four hidden layers with neuron counts of 196, 172, 172, and 143, respectively, mirrored in both the
encoder and decoder.
Finally, the value for the weight in the loss function was set to β = 5× 10−7, which approximately
equalizes the contributions of the reconstruction loss and the KL divergence, balancing data recon-
struction and generalization.

4. Output Processing
Post-training, the encoder and decoder networks of the VAE serve distinct yet complementary roles.
The encoder captures the essential features of each airfoil and encodes them into a compact la-
tent space. Meanwhile, the decoder functions as a generator, capable of producing airfoil shapes
from specified sets of latent parameters. As expected, the inferred latent distributions from the UIUC
database, shown in Figure 3, take on shapes resembling normal distributions. Since these distribu-
tions are indefinite, in theory there is no limit on the latent values which can be sampled or provided
as input to the generator.
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Figure 3 – Inferred latent distributions from the UIUC dataset

However, the generator produces the smoothest geometries when latent parameter values are close
to the mean of the inferred distribution, as these values correspond to the most common features
found in the dataset. When latent values are chosen in the tails of the distribution, the generator
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struggles to accurately reproduce the respective shapes due to their rarity in the dataset. The gener-
ator was not trained to produce such shapes, and while there is limited extrapolation capability, this
often results in generated airfoils with jagged surfaces. To address this issue, the generated coor-
dinates are fit with a Bezier curve to obtain smooth airfoils across a wide range of latent parameter
values.

Fitting a Bezier curve through the generated points follows a modified version of the approach by
Agarwal and Sahu [25]. Initially, Bezier curves of degree k are fit through the upper and lower surface
points separately to determine the locations of the n control points, where k = n+ 1. These Bezier
curves are then converted to B-splines by combining the Bezier control points with a knot vector of
length n+ k+ 1 = 2n. For both the upper and lower surface B-spline, two distinct knot values, 0 and
1, are used. Each knot value has a multiplicity n, clamping the B-spline endpoints and mimicking the
behavior of the Bezier curve.
These curves are then combined into a single B-spline, functioning as a composite Bezier curve, by
concatenating the control points in order, following the Selig format (excluding the duplicate leading
edge control point). The knot values 0 and 1 are maintained to clamp the curve at the trailing. An
interior knot for the leading edge is added with multiplicity k to ensure C2 continuity in the leading
edge.
Figure 4 illustrates the Bezier control points and the resulting surface curve for the MH70 airfoil. The
figure demonstrates the surface produced by fitting the coordinates with a Bezier curve composed
of 21 control points: 10 for the upper surface, 10 for the lower surface, and one leading edge point.
Fixing the leading edge coordinate point at (0,0) and keeping the first control points at x = 0 ensures
gradient continuity at the leading edge. This process effectively removes surface roughness caused
by minor errors in the generator output. By allowing the VAE to train directly on the geometry of
the airfoils, it captures the essential features of the coordinates, thereby improving the quality of the
generated airfoils without the need to retrain the network on a different data format.
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Figure 4 – Example of Bezier curve fitting to produce a smooth airfoil from the generator output.

To demonstrate the roughness of the generator output and the resulting smooth Bezier surface, two
arbitrary airfoils are generated by choosing latent parameter vectors with values far from the mean.
Figure 5 shows two airfoils generated from latent vectors that deviate from the mean, along with the
resulting Bezier curves that smooth the surfaces. The respective latent input vectors are provided in
the captions.

5. Validation
An important post-training step is to assess the VAE’s performance in reproducing the airfoils it was
trained on. This involves passing all dataset airfoils through the network and comparing the recon-
structed airfoils with their originals. Figure 6 shows the reconstruction validation for the 12 airfoils
with the highest reconstruction loss, with the respective loss indicated in each plot. Note that the
reconstructed airfoils plotted are not the direct outputs of the generator, but the fitted Bezier splines
discussed in section 4..

6



Latent Space Correlation for Interpretable Airfoil Parameterization Using Variational Autoencoders

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0
Normalized Location Along Chordline (x/c)

0.1

0.0

0.1
No

rm
al

ize
d 

Th
ick

ne
ss

 (t
/c

) BezierAirfoil
Generator Output
Bezier Surface Fit

(a) w̄ = [1.5, 1.9, −2.1, −1.0, −1.3, −1.7, −1.5, −1.3]
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Figure 5 – Demonstration of the generator output smoothing with Bezier curve fitting for two airfoils
generated from arbitrary latent vectors with values far from their respective means. Latent vectors

are defined by z̄ = µ̄ + w̄⊙ σ̄ , and the arbitrary weight vector w̄ is provided in the respective captions.
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Figure 6 – Validation plots showing the reconstruction of the 12 airfoils with the highest
reconstruction loss. Reconstruction loss values are marked in the corner of each plot.

The highest reconstruction losses are observed for uncommon airfoil shapes, geometries underrep-
resented in the dataset. Of the four airfoils with the highest loss, three are turbine or propeller blade
cross-sections with significantly larger trailing edge gaps and higher thickness-to-chord ratios. The
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fourth one, the GOE440, has an oddly shaped, sharp leading edge which the network does not know
how to reproduce. Instead, the leading edge is rounded to a shape more akin to a typical airfoil. Sim-
ilarly, a misplaced coordinate point in the coordinate file of the StCYR171 airfoil is corrected during
the reconstruction process. While the generator does not perfectly reproduce these airfoils, it does a
commendable job of capturing their features, and the summed relative error is less than Lrecon < 0.3%,
which quickly drops to Lrecon < 0.15% for the last airfoil plotted in Figure 6. Considering this is the worst
performance out of more than 1600 airfoils, it can be concluded that the VAE has indeed captured
the geometric features of the training data.

6. Captured Features in the Latent Dimensions
Understanding the relationships between the latent variables of the VAE and the various geometric
and aerodynamic properties of airfoils is crucial for enhancing the interpretability of the model. By
identifying how changes in latent variables influence specific airfoil features, we can provide design-
ers with valuable insights into the geometric and aerodynamic implications of modifying the latent
parameters when generating airfoils.

6.1 Qualitative Inspection
The effects of each latent parameter on the produced airfoil is visualized in Figure 7. Airfoils are gen-
erated by taking the mean latent vector, and individually adjusting the value of each latent parameter
to a value two standard deviations from its mean, zi = µi ± 2 ·σi, keeping the rest at their mean val-
ues z j ̸=i = µ j. This approach allows for a visual identification of the features captured by each latent
dimension. For the first latent parameter, z0, the primary features are the leading edge radius and
the upper surface curvature. The second latent parameter, z1 modifies the camber line, transitioning
from a more aerodynamically aft-loaded airfoil to a more front-loaded configuration. The effects of
z2 are more subtle but mainly involve changes to the camber line angle (or gradient) at the leading
edge and the trailing edge wedge angle. The remaining dimensions clearly capture the maximum
thickness, camber, and chordwise position of maximum thickness in z3, z4, and z7 respectively, while
z5 and z6 do not have any effect at all on the generated shape.

6.2 Q-Q Plots and Inactive Latent Dimensions
Redundant latent parameters should become inactive as their distributions become Gaussian under
the influence of the KL-divergence term, and their values are filtered out by the generator. This ap-
pears to be the case for z5 and z6 in Figure 7. From Figure 3 one might deduce that some latent
parameters may be active from the shape of the distributions, for others it is less clear. Quantile-
Quantile (Q-Q) plots are a visual method for comparing two distributions by plotting their quantiles
against each other. They can be used to measure how closely the distributions of the latent pa-
rameters align with the normal distribution, helping to identify which latent parameters are active or
inactive.

Figure 8 shows the Q-Q plot of the learned latent distributions compared to a Gaussian distribu-
tion, along with the corresponding squared error values. The errors in the Q-Q plot indicate that the
distributions of the inactive latent dimensions indeed have the lowest error values, confirming their
similarity to a Gaussian distribution. This demonstrates that Q-Q plots may be used for evaluating
latent parameter activity. However, there is no definitive threshold that determines when a latent
dimension becomes active. Additionally, the magnitude of the error value does not necessarily corre-
late with the impact of the parameter on the output. For instance, the Q-Q plot for z4 exhibits an error
value ten times lower than that for z0, yet Figure 7 reveals that variations in z4 result in significantly
greater changes in the generated airfoil compared to variations in z0. It is important to note that if a
latent dimension captures a feature which happens to be normally distributed in the dataset, the Q-Q
plot and corresponding error value will show a close resemblance between the feature distribution
and the Gaussian. This could lead to the incorrect conclusion that this latent dimension is inactive.
Therefore, this method should be used as an indication rather than definitive proof of latent activity.
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Figure 7 – Effect of the latent parameters on the generated shape. Each parameter is set to
zi = µi ±2σi while the rest are kept at their mean values z j ̸=i = µ j. [10]
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Figure 8 – Q-Q plot of the latent distributions compared to the Gaussian distribution pushed by the
KL-divergence loss term during training.

6.3 Correlation Analysis
Correlation analyses provide a quantitative method to understand the relationships between latent
parameters and specific airfoil features, moving beyond visual comparisons. Four different methods
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were used: Pearson, Spearman, and Kendall-Tau correlation, and Mutual Information.

The Pearson correlation coefficient measures the linear relationship between parameters. In this case
these are the latent variables of the VAE and the various geometric and aerodynamic properties of
the airfoils. The Pearson correlation coefficient, ρX ,Y , is defined in Equation 8, where Cov(X ,Y ) is the
covariance of variables X and Y , and σX and σY are the standard deviations of X and Y , respectively.
[26–28]

ρX ,Y =
Cov(X ,Y )

σX σy
(8)

The Spearman correlation coefficient is utilized to measure the monotonic relationship between the
latent variables of the VAE and the various geometric and aerodynamic properties of the airfoils. Un-
like the Pearson correlation, which assesses linear relationships, the Spearman correlation evaluates
how well the relationship between two variables can be described using a montonic function (non-
increasing, or non-decreasing, but not necessarily linear). The Spearman correlation coefficient, ρs,
is defined by Equation 9, where R(X) and R(Y ) represent the ranks of the values of X and Y , respec-
tively. cov(R(X),R(Y )) is the covariance of the ranks, and σR(X) and σR(Y ) are the standard deviations
of the ranks. [28, 29]

ρs =
cov(R(X),R(Y ))

σR(X)σR(Y )
(9)

The Kendall-Tau correlation coefficient is another non-parametric measure used to assess the strength
and direction of association between two ranked variables. It evaluates the correspondence between
the rankings of data pairs, providing a measure of the ordinal relationship between the variables. The
Kendall Tau correlation coefficient, τ, is obtained using Equation 10. where C is the number of con-
cordant pairs, D is the number of discordant pairs, and n is the number of observations. Concordant
pairs are those where the order of the ranks for both variables is the same, while discordant pairs are
those where the order of the ranks is different. [28, 30, 31]

τ =
(C−D)

1
2 n(n−1)

(10)

The Pearson, Spearman, and Kendall correlation methods all return coefficient ranging from -1 to 1,
with values close to 1 indicating a strong positive relationship, values close to -1 indicating a strong
negative relationship, and values around 0 indicating no relationship.
Finally, the mutual information I(X ;Y ) between two variables X and Y , given by Equation 11. It is a
measure of the mutual dependence between two variables, essentially Kullback-Leibler divergence
between the joint distribution p(x,y) and the product of the marginal distributions p(x)p(y). Unlike
Pearson, Spearman, and Kendall’s Tau correlations, which measure linear or monotonic relation-
ships, mutual information captures both linear and non-linear dependencies. It quantifies the amount
of information obtained about one variable through another variable, making it a versatile tool for
understanding complex relationships in data. [32, 33]

I(X ;Y ) = DKL(p(x,y)|p(x)p(y)) = ∑
x∈X

∑
y∈Y

p(x,y) log
(

p(x,y)
p(x)p(y)

)
(11)

These correlation methods were applied to two types of generated data. The first comes from latent
vectors sampled randomly from a uniform distribution z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄). The second follows
a similar approach as depicted in Figure 7, where each latent parameter is varied systematically
between zi = µi ± 2σi, while the rest is kept at the mean value, z j ̸=i = µ j. Using randomly sampled
data, Pearson, Spearman, and Kendall all yielded similar results for the correlations. When using
the data obtained from traversing individual latent parameters, Pearson’s correlation returns similar
results, but does a slightly better job now at highlighting stronger correlations than when using random
samples. This makes sense since traversing individual latent dimensions highlights their impact, while
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it takes significantly more random sampled latent vectors to cover a similar value range for each latent
parameter. Simply using latent traversal data yields near identical results while needing only a fraction
of the samples. Spearman and Kendal, however, overestimate correlations between all parameters
when using latent traversal, making these results less useful. Therefore, only the Pearson Correlation
matrix from the latent traversal data is shown here. Additional plots are provided in Appendix A for
reference.

The airfoil features used for the correlation analysis consist of geometric, and inviscid aerodynamic
properties. For the geometry, the values considered are the maximum thickness (tmax), maximum
camber (cmax), upper and lower crest value (zu and zl), the curvatures at the upper and lower crest
(κzu and κzl ), the chordwise locations of each of these properties (xtmax , xcmax , xzu , xzl ), the leading edge
radius (RLE), the angles of the camber line at the leading and trailing edge (θLE and θT E) and the
trailing edge wedge angle (γT E). The inviscid aerodynamic properties, found using XFOIL [34], are
the lift and drag coefficients at zero angle of attack (CL0 and CM0), the lift and moment curve gradients
(CLα

and CMα
), and the zero-lift angle of attack (α0L). Figure 9 shows the absolute values of the

Pearson correlation coefficients between these properties. This highlights the inherent correlations
between these parameters, and high correlations in this matrix will likely result in those features
changing together when the latent dimensions are changed.
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Figure 9 – Pearson correlation matrix of the airfoil properties only

The Pearson correlation matrix showing the links between the airfoil properties and the latent di-
mensions is provided in Figure 10. The results from the Mutual Information method are displayed
in Figure 11, along with the absolute value Pearson Correlation matrix as a comparison. It can be
seen that the results of the Pearson correlation and the mutual information are consistent, mean-
ing all 4 methods yield similar results. It should be noted that this was done using latent traversal
data. When using random samples, initially fewer correlations stand out. as the number of samples
is increased, results converge to those presented in the figures below. These correlation matrices
provide a quantitative way of evaluating which features are captured in the latent dimensions. The
correlation coefficients confirm the findings from visually inspecting Figure 7.

• The correlation of z1 with the trailing edge wedge angle, leading-edge radius and upper crest
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Figure 10 – Pearson correlation matrix constructed with data obtained by individually varying each
latent dimension of the mean latent vector
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Figure 11 – Mutual information matrix compared to the absolute value Pearson correlation matrix
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curvature indicates that this parameter changes the thickness distribution between a thicker
middle section with sharper leading and trailing edges, to a more flattened airfoil with more
constant thickness distribution. The increasing gradients of the camber line at the leading and
trailing edge, indicated by changes in θLE and θT E indicates it is mostly the upper surface which
changes shape, and an increase in leading edge radius induces a forward move in the location
of maximum thickness. Aerodynamically, this parameter slightly increases the lift and moment
curve slopes and lift and zero angle of attack, while reducing the moment at zero angle of attack
and the angle of attack for zero lift.

• z1 mostly affects the maximum thickness, camber location, and trailing edge angles. The rela-
tively large correlation with the lower crest value, location, and curvature indicates that mostly
the lower surface is affected. The impact in lift coefficient and moment indicate that the aerody-
namic loading both changes in magnitude and location.

• Just like the first latent parameter, z2 correlations have lower values indicating more subtle
changes to the geometry. Mainly the leading edge angle, and trailing edge wedge angle are
altered in this latent dimension. This parameter appears to have little to no impact on the lift
coefficient, and only minor changes to the moment coefficient are observed. Testing this out by
varying the third latent parameter in the mean latent vector between z2 = µ2 ±2σ2, the CL0 only
changes between 0.366 and 0.371, and the zero-lift angle of attack varies between α0L =−3.05◦

and α0L = −3.1◦. Values for the moment coefficient are observed between CM0 = −0.084 and
CM0 =−0.07. So indeed, the aerodynamic properties are not changed much by z2.

• Features captured by z3 and z4 are the easiest to identify. z3 clearly captures the thickness of
the airfoil, which in turn is correlated with the leading edge radius, surface crest values, and
the trailing edge wedge angle. The upper surface is changed more than the lower surface,
as indicated by the different values for crest and crest curvature correlations. z4 controls the
maximum camber, which again is correlated with the angles of the leading and trailing edge,
and the surface crest values. Surprisingly, though, the values of the curvature at the crests is
not as subject to these changes as one might expect. Aerodynamically, the maximum thickness
mainly changes the lift and moment curve gradients, while the camber shifts the curve while
maintaining a constant slope.

• z5 and z6 have no link with any properties, and are inactive. This was already visible in Figure 7,
and speculated in subsection 6.2. Fixing these latent parameters to their mean value has no
effect on the validation discussed in section 5..

• Finally, the last latent dimension mainly shifts the location of the maximum thickness. The high
correlation with the upper surface crest again shows that changing thickness mainly affects the
upper surface, as previously observed with the property correlations shown in Figure 9.

7. Conclusion and Future Work
This study has presented an approach to improve the interpretability of Variational Autoencoders
(VAEs) in airfoil design. By analyzing the effects of each latent parameter, we show that VAEs can
capture and represent complex geometric and aerodynamic features of airfoils.
Key findings include the reveal of latent dimensions that influence well-known airfoil characteristics,
such as thickness and camber, but also some which vary the airfoil geometry in a less common
way, for example by changing the chordwise thickness distribution or surface curvatures. Correlation
analyses, both visual and quantitative, reveal these relationships between latent parameters and
airfoil features, providing valuable insights for designers. The application of Bezier curve fitting to
the generated airfoil shapes addresses the issue of surface roughness, ensuring the generation of
smooth airfoils even when choosing values far away from the mean of the latent distributions inferred
by the network.
The validation process confirms the VAE’s capability to reconstruct airfoils from the training dataset,
with relatively low reconstruction errors even for the most challenging shapes. Additionally, identifying
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inactive latent dimensions through Q-Q plots and correlation matrices enhances the understanding
of the VAE’s latent space structure.
This study underscores the importance of interpretability in machine learning models for engineering
applications. By making the latent space more comprehensible, integrating VAEs into the airfoil
design process becomes more intuitive and practical. These methods and insights can prove useful
for further exploring network architectures and tuning other hyperparameters to improve the capability
of learning a disentangled latent representation while maintaining accurate data reconstruction. This
would further improve the model’s applicability in various design scenarios.
The methodologies and findings in this study aim to contribute to the goal of explainable AI, fostering
greater trust and adoption of AI-driven solutions in engineering design optimization. Through detailed
exploration of latent dimensions and their impacts, this work sets the stage for more interpretable
machine learning applications in the field of aerodynamic design.
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A Additional Correlation Results
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(b) 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)

Figure 12 – Pearson correlation matrix for latent parameter traversal and random samples
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(b) 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)

Figure 13 – Spearman correlation matrix for latent parameter traversal and random samples
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(b) 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)

Figure 14 – Kendall-Tau correlation matrix for latent parameter traversal and random samples
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Figure 15 – Mutual Information matrix for latent parameter traversal and random samples
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Figure 16 – Pearson property correlations for latent traversal data
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Figure 17 – Pearson property correlations for 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)
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Figure 18 – Spearman property correlations
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Figure 19 – Spearman property correlations for 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)
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Figure 20 – Kendall-Tau property correlations
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Figure 21 – Kendal-Tau property correlations for 500 random samples z̄ ∼ U (µ̄ −2σ̄ , µ̄ +2σ̄)
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