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Abstract: Vibration was adopted to enhance the interface bonding of Mg—Al bimetal prepared by the
lost foam compound casting (LFCC) technique. The Mg—Al bimetallic interface was composed of
three layers: layer I (AlsMg, and Mg,Si phases), layer II (Al;;Mg;7 and Mg,Si phases), and layer III
(Al;pMgq7 + 6-Mg eutectic structure). With the increase in vibration acceleration, the cooling rate of
the Mg—Al bimetal increased, resulting in the decrease in the reaction duration that generates the
intermetallic compounds (IMCs) layer (including layers I and II) and its thickness. On the other hand,
the Mg, Si phase in the IMCs layer was refined, and its distribution became more uniform with the
increase in the vibration acceleration. Finally, the shear strength of the Mg—Al bimetal continued to
increase to 45.1 MPa when the vibration acceleration increased to 0.9, which was 40% higher than
that of the Mg—Al bimetal without vibration.

Keywords: Mg-Al bimetal; vibration; interface; microstructure; bonding strength

1. Introduction

Bimetallic materials have received close attention in recent years because of their
unique superiority in combining the advantages of both different materials. Aluminum and
magnesium alloys are two commonly used structure materials for lightweight applications
for economic savings and ecological protection [1,2]. The former has the characteristics
of good formability, excellent corrosion resistance, high specific strength, and stiffness [3].
The latter has low density, good castability, and high damping capacity [4]. Mg—Al bimetal,
which consists of these two components, combines these advantages, and is widely applied
in the automobile, aviation, and aerospace fields [5,6].

At present, a large number of technologies have been used to fabricate Mg—Al bimetal,
such as welding [7], rolling [8], and casting [9]. The rolling process is an effective way to
produce laminated or rodlike material, but it is challenging to manufacture complex parts.
The welding methods are usually used to prepare the bimetallic products with a simple
shape with high efficiency. Compared to the rolling and welding processes, compound
casting has the advantage of being suitable for the production of bimetals with large
and complex geometry. Moreover, the production procedure of the compound casting
process is simple and low cost. Recently, much attention has been attracted to compound
casting technology. Mg—Al bimetals have been prepared by various compound casting
methods. Zhu et al. [9] fabricated AM50-Al6061 bimetallic products by a compound die
casting method, followed by a low-temperature (200 °C) annealing schedule. The shear
strength of the AM50-Al6061 bimetal reached the maximum value of 8.09 MPa, after
a three-hour annealing. Their research found that the thickness of the Mg—Al interface
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greatly affected its shear strength. He et al. [10] used a solid-liquid compound casting
process to manufacture the arc-sprayed Al-AZ91D bimetal via casting AZ91D melt into
the molds deposited by arc-sprayed aluminum coating. Hajjari et al. [11] used compound
casting to produce a pure Al-pure Mg bimetal joint. The Mg—Al bimetal obtained in this
experiment has a thick interface of about 1 mm, and the interface consists of multiple
layers of different microstructures. The shear strength of the Mg—Al interface is about
23 MPa. Emami et al. [12] produced Mg—Al bimetal by both conventional and lost foam
compound casting. The research also found a thick Mg—Al interface, achieving a millimeter
level in the contact area of the two kinds of metals. In our previous research, lost foam
compound casting was used to fabricate the A356-AZ91D bimetal, and key parameters
such as pouring temperature and liquid-solid volume ratio were systematically studied.
The results show that the improvement of the bonding strength of Mg—Al bimetal can be
achieved by adjusting the processing parameters [13-16]. The properties of the Mg—-Al
bimetal are still poor due to the massive brittle and hard Al-Mg intermetallic compounds
(IMCs) phase in the Mg—Al interface [10-12], and the Al,O3 film on the surface of the solid
Al alloy, which hinders the direct bonding of the solid and liquid alloy and brings down
the wettability [17,18].

In the recent research, the metal coating is usually prepared on the solid matrix to
strengthen the mechanical properties of the bimetal prepared by compound casting [19,20].
Mola et al. [21] prepared a Zn coating with a thickness of 0.1 mm on the surface of the
6060 inserts by diffusion bonding. Then, the coated insert was used for the compound
casting. After introducing the Zn element in the interface, the microstructure of the Mg-Al
interface changed from Al-Mg IMCs to Mg-Al-Zn ternary IMCs, and the shear strength of
the Mg—Al joint increased significantly, from about 8 MPa to about 42 MPa. Liu et al. [22]
fabricated the Mg—Al bimetallic composites by a compound casting process. Moreover, a Ni
interlayer was coated on the aluminum insert to hinder the direct reaction between the solid
aluminum and liquid magnesium. As a result, the bonding strength of the Mg—Al bimetal
was improved from 17.3 MPa to 25.4 MPa after adopting the Ni interlayer. However,
the preparation process of the coating will make the preparation process of the bimetal
more complicated and greatly increase the energy consumption and production cost, thus
producing more pollution.

In addition, the researchers also tried a variety of other methods to improve the bond-
ing properties of bimetals produced by the compound casting process. Chen Yiqing et al. [23]
added La element to the magnesium alloy melt when preparing Mg—A390 bimetal by cast-
ing liquid Mg alloy onto the solid Al alloy panel. Experimental results show after adding
the rare earth La into the magnesium alloys, the Al;;Mgj7 phase at the interface becomes
lesser and thinner, and the cast grain is gradually refined. When the magnesium alloys con-
tain 1% rare earth La, the maximal shearing strength of the interface can achieve 88.5 MPa.
Wau Li et al. [24] proposed a modified horizontal continuous casting process under the
electromagnetic field for preparing AA3003—-AA4045 clad composite hollow billets. When
rotating electromagnetic stirring was applied, the flow pattern of fluid melt was greatly
modified; the temperature field in the interface region became more uniform. As a result,
the microstructure of the clad composite hollow billet was refined, and the diffusion of the
elements at the interface was promoted. Tayal et al. [25,26] used sandpaper with different
mesh sizes to grind the surface of the aluminum alloy to research the influence of surface
roughness on the shear strength of the A356-Mg bimetal produced by vacuum-assisted
sand mold compound casting. The results show that it is more appropriate to use 800-grit
sandpaper to polish the surface of the A356 insert. Babaee et al. [27] machined a special
concentric groove pattern on the surface of the Al insert to improve the bonding properties
of Al-Al-4.5%Cu bimetal prepared by squeeze casting. The tensile strength of the bimetal
increased from 17 MPa to 54 MPa, after applying this method.

Although many studies have been conducted on the preparation of Mg—Al bimetal,
few studies have been conducted to improve the performance of the Mg-Al interface
by improving its microstructure through external assistance. The dependence of the
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mechanical properties on the microstructure of the Mg—-Al interface is still insufficient.
Vibration-assisted solidification is a technology of applying vibration in metal casting. It
can effectively improve the microstructure solidification and the properties of the materials.
Meanwhile, it has the advantages of low cost and no pollution. On the one hand, the molten
metal was compressed and stretched by periodic force under the vibration, which was
beneficial to the degassing and crystallization process [18,19,28,29]. Moreover, mechanical
vibrations can form forced convection in the melt. The flow of the melt causes the tem-
perature equalization of the melt, promotes the heat exchange between the molten metal
and the mold, and increases the cooling rate of the melt [30]. At the same time, the flow
caused by the melt also leads to the transport process of the solid phase and an increase
in crystal nucleation. Therefore, it promotes the formation of more uniform fine-grained
solidification microstructures [31]. Moreover, the vibration can also affect the distribution
and shape of precipitates by promoting the element diffusion and solute exchange in the
bimetallic interface [32]. It has excellent application prospects for the bimetals produced by
compound casting.

In our previous study, we have investigated some key process parameters of a lost
foam composite casting (LFCC) [13-16]. The microstructure of the interface of the Mg-Al
bimetal prepared by the lost foam solid-liquid composite casting process was also reported.
However, there are still many unsolved problems in our previous studies. For example, the
bonding strength of the Mg—Al interface was not strong, the composition of the interface
was relatively complex, and the formation process of the interface has not been fully
clarified. In this work, the AZ91D-A356 bimetal was produced using the LFCC process.
Vibration with different accelerations was applied during the casting and solidification
process to enhance the bonding strength of the Mg—Al bimetal, by the vibration table used
in the original lost foam casting process. The effect of the vibration acceleration on the
microstructures and the bonding strength of the Mg-Al bimetal was investigated.

2. Experimental Procedure
2.1. Materials and Fabrication Process

The commercial A356 aluminum alloy (Al-6.81Si-0.44Mg-0.21Fe-0.02Ti wt.%) and
AZ91D magnesium alloy (Mg-9.08A1-0.62Zn-0.23Mn wt.%) were used to fabricate the
Mg-Al bimetal. The aluminum rods with a diameter of 10 mm and a height of 110 mm
were obtained from the commercial aluminum ingot by wire-electrode cutting. Figure 1a
shows the original microstructures of the A356 rods. They were mainly composed of the Al
substrate and the Si phase dispersed in the substrate. Figure 1b,c shows the microstructure
zoom in areas b and c in Figure 1a, indicating that the original shape of the Si phase in the
A356 rods is mostly needle-like or slate-like.

Figure 1. (a) Original microstructures of the A356 insert; (b) microstructures zoom in area b in (a);
(c) microstructures zoom in area c in (a).

Before being used in the experiment, the as-cast A356 rods were polished with silicon
carbide sandpapers, followed by cleaning with acid (50% HNOj; + 48% HF + 2% water) and
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lye (20 g/L NaOH, 5 g/L ZnO) to remove the oxide film on the surface. The treated A356
rods were assembled with the foam pattern. Then, the foam patterns were used for the
LFCC process, of which the schematic diagram is illustrated in Figure 2. The foam pattern
was placed in the sand flask, which was vibrated through the vibration table, while the
loose sand was added to the sand flask. Under vibration, the loose sand in the sand flask
was compacted. Then, a plastic film was placed over the surface of the loose sand. Finally,
the vacuum pump was launched, and the sand flask was vacuumized and maintained at
a vacuum of —0.03 MPa during the experiment. Under atmospheric pressure, the sand
mold became tough and could tolerate the applied vibration. During the LFCC process,
the pouring temperature of the AZ91D magnesium alloy was 720 °C. The 35 Hz vibration
with different peak accelerations of 0.3 g (with the peak—peak displacement of 0.2 mm)
and 0.9 g (with the peak—-peak displacement of 0.6 mm) was applied to the manufacturing
process of the Mg—Al bimetal by the vibration table under the sand flask, as shown in
Figure 2, to investigate the effect of the vibration acceleration on the microstructure and
bonding strength of the Mg—Al bimetal. During the casting process, the solidification
temperature curve of the Mg—Al bimetal was measured at a sampling frequency of 75 Hz
by the thermocouple, placed against the surface of the A356 insert, as shown in Figure 2.

Surge tank Molten magnesium alloy
l Plastic film
Yalve 'Y Sprue cup

<= Vacuum gauge

Sand flask ==

Water tank Foam pattern

Thermocouple A356 insert

\4— Vibration
table

Vacuum > &
pump . 3

Figure 2. The schematic diagram of the experiment.

2.2. Characterization

The Mg-Al bimetal specimens were cut along their cross section. A Quanta 200 scan-
ning electron microscope (SEM, FEI, Eindhoven, The Netherlands) equipped with energy-
dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) was used to investigate the microstructure and chemi-
cal composition of the Mg—Al bimetallic interface. The thickness of the Mg—Al interface
and the size of the precipitated phase were measured using the image-pro software, and
the measure method and process are illustrated in supplementary materials, as shown in
Figures S1-511. The element distribution of the interface was tested by WDS equipped
with EPMA (EPMA-8050G (Shimadzu, Tokyo, Japan)). An XRD-6100 X-ray diffractometer
(XRD, Shimadzu, Tokyo, Japan) was employed to identify the phase compositions at the
Mg-Al interface. Further investigation of the constitutive phases at the interface was
performed using transmission electron microscopy (TEM; JEOL2100, Tokyo, Japan). The
bonding properties of the Mg—Al bimetal were tested by a push-out experiment in the
ZwickZ100 universal testing machine (Zwick, Roell, Germany) with the compression rate of
0.5 mm/min. The schematic diagram of the push-out experiment is shown in Figure 3. The
bonding property of the Mg—Al bimetal was evaluated according to Equation (1) [33-35]:

S = F/(mdh), 1)
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where § is the shear strength of the Mg—Al bimetal, F is the maximum force loaded obtained
from the testing machine during the compression process, d is the diameter of the aluminum
rod, and & is the height of the specimen. The fracture behavior of the Mg—Al bimetal was
analyzed using SEM equipped with EDS.

Punch l

V=0.5mm/min

Interface

Upper die
AZ91D

@12mm Bottom die

Fixed die

Figure 3. Schematic diagram of the push-out test for the shear strength testing.

3. Results
3.1. Effects of the Vibration Acceleration on Microstructure of the Mg—Al Bimetal

Figure 4a—c shows the interface morphology of the Mg—Al bimetal obtained with
different conditions. Without the vibration, the outline of the interface is relatively flat.
After applying the vibration, the thickness of the interface changes, and its morphology
becomes irregular. When the vibration is not applied, there is a boundary in the Mg-Al
interface at the location marked in Figure 4a. In the Mg—Al interface, many long dendrites
grow towards the AZ91D matrix on the left side of the boundary, as shown in Figure 4a.
On the right side of the boundary, the distribution of the grey precipitates in that area is
not uniform. Near the A356 matrix, fewer precipitates can be observed.

Interface Interface

/”

Dendrite

Figure 4. Cont.
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Figure 4. Microstructures of the Mg—Al bimetals obtained with different conditions: (a) without
vibration; (b) with the vibration acceleration of 0.3 g; (c) with the vibration acceleration of 0.9 g;
(al-a3) microstructures under high magnification in the regions al-a3 in (a), respectively; (b1-b3) mi-
crostructures under high magnification in the regions b1-b3 in (b), respectively; (¢1-¢3) microstruc-
tures under high magnification in the regions c¢1-c3 in (c), respectively.

When the vibration with 0.3 g is adopted, a clear boundary can still be observed in the
Mg-Al interface at the location marked in Figure 4b, and there are obvious dendrites on the
right side of it. However, the dendrites in the interface zone decrease compared with that
without vibration. As the vibration acceleration increases to 0.9 g, no obvious boundary can
be observed in the Mg—Al interface, and the dendrites in the Mg-Al interface decrease fur-
ther. According to the above observations, three regions are selected for further observation
to analyze the effect of vibration acceleration on the microstructure of the Mg-Al interface.
Figure 4(al-c3) shows the microstructures under high magnification in the regions marked
in Figure 4a—c, respectively. EDS point analysis is used to analyze the composition of
the phase existing in the Mg-Al interface, and the results of the corresponding points are
shown in Table 1. The possible phases of the analyzed points are identified and indicated in
Table 1, combing the EDS point analysis results with the Al-Mg [36] and Mg-5i [37] binary
phase diagrams. According to these results, the Mg—Al interface can be divided into three
regions: layer I (composed of Al3Mg, and Mg,Si phases), layer II (composed of Al;;Mg;7,



Metals 2022, 12, 766

7 of 17

and Mg, Si phases), and layer III (Al;2Mgq7 + 8-Mg eutectic). Layers I and II can also be
collectively called the IMCs layer because their substrates are the Al-Mg IMCs, and layer
III can be named the eutectic layer. Layer I is mainly composed of the Mg;Si precipitates
and AlzMg, substrate. There are many Mg;Si bulks and bars when the vibration is not
applied, as shown in Figure 4(al). After applying the vibration with the acceleration of
0.3 g, the Mg,Si phase is dispersed into granular form, as shown in Figure 4(b1). When the
acceleration increases to 0.9 g, a large number of fine Mg,Si particles can be observed in
the Al3Mg, substrate, and the size of the Mg,Si phase is refined, as shown in Figure 4(c1).

Table 1. Results of EDS analysis at different locations in Figure 4.

Element Compositions (At.%)

Area No. Possible Phase
Mg Al Si

1 38.73 61.27 - AlzMg,
2 58.02 12.56 29.43 Mg, Si

3 50.82 49.18 - Alleg17
4 63.94 36.06 - Alleg17
5 83.66 16.34 - 5-Mg

6 38.73 61.27 - A13Mg2
7 61.23 14.84 23.93 Mg, Si

8 49.45 50.55 - Alleg17
9 65.65 34.35 - Al;pMgq7
10 77.70 22.30 - 5-Mg
11 38.74 61.26 - Al3Mg,
12 61.87 22.09 16.03 Mg,Si
13 49.28 50.72 - Alleg17
14 63.43 36.57 - Al;pMgy7
15 85.78 14.22 - 5-Mg

Figure 4(a2—c2) shows the microstructures of the Mg—Al interfaces in layer II, which
is composed of the black Mg,Si phase and the Al;;Mg;7 substrate. These results indicate
that the vibration also affects the distribution and size of the Mg,Si phase in the Al;,Mg1y
substrate. Without applying the vibration, the aggregation of the Mg,Si phase is observed
in Figure 5b. As shown in Figure 5b,c, fewer large Mg,Si bulks are observed in the Al;;Mgqy
substrate when the vibration is applied. It indicates that the Mg,Si phases in layer II are
dispersed and refined after the mechanical vibration is brought to the manufacturing
process. As to the microstructures in layer III, there is no significant difference in the 6-Mg
and AljpMg;7 eutectic structure, after applying the vibration.
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Figure 5. The distributions of the Si element in the Mg—Al bimetals prepared with different conditions:

(a) without vibration; (b) with the vibration acceleration of 0.3 g; (c) applying the vibration acceleration
of 09 g.

Figure 5 shows the distributions of the Si element in the Mg—Al bimetals prepared
under different conditions. According to the microstructures observed in Figure 4, the Si
elements distributed in the Mg—Al interface may mainly exist in the precipitates (the Mg,Si
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phase) located in the IMCs layer. After the vibration, the distribution of the Si element
in the IMCs layer becomes more uniform, and the composition of the Si element in the
eutectic layer increases slightly. It indicates that the vibration can improve the uniformity
of the Mg,Si phase in the Mg-Al interface.

The above experimental results show that the Mg—Al interface can be divided into two
parts, the IMCs layer (composed of layers I and II) and the eutectic layer (layer III). There
are a lot of Mg, Si precipitates in the IMCs layer. In the eutectic layer, eutectic structures
and some primary dendrites can be observed. These two parts can be distinguished
and measured according to their differences in microstructure and contrast. Figure 6
summarizes the measurements of the thickness of the different parts of the Mg—Al interface.
Compared with the Mg—Al bimetal without vibration, the thickness of region I decreases by
29.6%, from 914 um to 643 pum, after applying the vibration of 0.9 g. However, the change
of the thickness of the eutectic layer presents a different phenomenon. It decreases when
the vibration is applied. Then, it increases when the acceleration of the vibration increases
to about 0.9 g.

2000
IMCs layer
Eutectic layer
1600 |-
B
=
2 1200 +
]
g
2
= T
= 1
00 AR :
400

0.9g
Vibration acceleration

Figure 6. The thicknesses of the Mg—Al interfaces obtained with different conditions.

The microstructures shown in Figure 4 indicate that the Mg,Si phase mainly exists in
layers I and II in the Mg—Al interface. To quantify the influence of vibration acceleration
on the Mg,5i phase in the Mg-Al interface, we observed and measured the size of the
Mg,Si phase in layers I and II, respectively, according to the locations shown in Figure 4a—c.
Figure 7 shows the sizes of the Mg,Si phase in the Mg—Al interfaces. The results indicates
that the size of the Mg,Si phase in layer II is larger than that in layer I. The size of the
Mg,Si phase in the IMCs layer decreases with the enhancement of the acceleration of the
vibration. Compared with the Mg-Al bimetal without vibration, the size of the Mg,Si phase
decreases from 4.3 pm to 1.8 um in layer I, and drops from 4.7 um to 3.3 pm in layer II, after
applying the vibration of 0.9 g. Figure 4(a3-c3) shows the microstructures of layer III in the
Mg-Al interfaces.
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Figure 7. The sizes of the Mg,Si phase in the IMCs layers of the Mg—Al interfaces.

To further confirm the phase composition of the Mg-Al interface, the Mg—Al interface
was observed by TEM. Figure 8a shows the bright-field image in layer 1. There are many
large granular phases distributed in the substrate. Figure 8c,d shows the analysis result of
the diffraction spots. The results confirm that layer I in the Mg—Al interface is composed of
the Al3sMg; substrate and the Mg,Si precipitates. Research has shown the appearance of
the bend contours is related to the strain field led by the residual stresses [38,39]. Since the
linear expansion coefficient of Mg,Si (13 x 1076 K1) [40] is lower than that of the substrate
(AlzMgy, 22 x 1076 K1) [41], it will generate the compressive stress in the precipitates
and the substrate. The stress may lead to the deformation of the substrate in the area
near the Mg,Si phase. It may result in the occurrence of the bend contours, as shown in
Figure 8a. On the other hand, the compressive stress in the Mg,Si phase may lead to a large
number of dislocations in the particles, as shown in Figure 8b. These results indicate that
the presence of Mg,5i in the interface may lead to the generation of residual stress in the
interface. Therefore, the oversized Mg,Si phase may lead to the increase in residual stress
and adversely affect the interface properties.

Figure 8. Cont.
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Figure 8. TEM analysis results of layer I in the Mg—Al interface: (a,b) TEM bright-field images;
(c) SAED pattern of the AlsMg, phase; (d) SAED pattern of the Mg,Si phase.

3.2. Effect of the Vibration Acceleration on Bonding Strength of the Mig—Al Bimetal

Figure 9a shows stress-displacement curves of the Mg-Al bimetals with different
conditions, and the average shear strength of the Mg—Al bimetal prepared with different
conditions is presented in Figure 9b. With the increase in the vibration acceleration, the
shear strength of the Mg—Al bimetal gradually increases from 32.2 MPa to 41.5 MPa and
45.1 MPa. Compared with the Mg—Al bimetal obtained without vibration, it increases
by 30% and 40%, respectively, after applying the vibration with the accelerations of 0.3 g
and 09 g.
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Figure 9. (a) Stress-displacement curves of the Mg—Al bimetals with different conditions; (b) Shear
strengths of Mg—Al bimetals with different conditions.

Figure 10 presents the SEM fractographies of the Mg—Al bimetals with different
conditions, and the compositions of the phases observed on the fracture surface were
analyzed. The cleavage planes and river patterns are observed in the SEM fractographies,
as shown in Figure 10b,e h, demonstrating that the Mg—Al bimetal fractures by a brittle
fracture. Figure 10a shows the macroscopic morphology of the fracture surface of the
Mg-Al bimetal without vibration. It indicates a noticeable slope on the surface of the
fracture. Region b and ¢, shown in Figure 10a, were selected for observation. The results
show that the Mg—Al bimetal fractures in different Mg—Al interface areas. In region b,
shown in Figure 10b, the composition of the flat region is the Al;Mg, phase, and the
composition of the granular structure and pit area is the Mg,Si phase, indicating that
region b belongs to the IMCs layer. The Mg,Si phase on the fracture surface aggregates and
distributes in a reticular form when the vibration is not applied.
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Figure 10. SEM morphologies of the fracture surfaces of the Mg—Al bimetals at the Mg substrate
side: (a) macroscopic morphology of the fracture surface of the Mg-Al bimetal without vibration;
(b,c) enlarged images of region b and c in (a), respectively; (d) macroscopic morphology of the fracture
surface of the Mg-Al bimetal with the vibration acceleration of 0.3 g; (e f) enlarged images of region e
and f in (d), respectively; (g) macroscopic morphology of the fracture surface of the Mg—Al bimetal
with the vibration acceleration of 0.9 g; and (h,i) enlarged images of region h and i in (g), respectively.

In region c of Figure 10a, the surface of the fracture is relatively straight and flat, and
the Alj,Mg;7 + 5-Mg eutectic structure can be observed, indicating that it may belong to
the eutectic layer. However, it is noteworthy that no plastic deformation is observed in
the eutectic structure, as shown in Figure 10c. The fracture morphology of the Mg-Al
bimetal with vibration demonstrates a similar fracture pattern. The AlzMg, phase, Mg,Si
phase, and the eutectic structure are also found on the fracture surface. Compared with
the fracture morphology of the Mg—Al bimetal without vibration, the aggregated Mg,Si
phase is dispersed after applying the vibration, as shown in Figure 10e,h. Moreover, the
5-Mg in the eutectic structure is elongated, which is beneficial to improve the ductility of
the Mg-Al interface.

After the shear testing, the fragments of broken interfacial structures were used for
XRD testing. The fragments were broken and screened again before testing. The XRD
testing result, shown in Figure 11, also confirms the presence of the Al3Mgy, Al;2Mg;7, and
Mg>Si phases in the IMCs layers. Because the IMCs is more brittle, it is more likely to break
and fall off during shear fracture. Due to the presence of a large number of 6-Mg phases in
the eutectic structure, its plasticity is relatively better, and it is not easy for it to break and
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fall off, so it may not be included in the tested samples. This may explain the result that
5-Mg was not detected in the Figure 11.
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Figure 11. XRD diagram of the IMCs layer of the Mg—Al interface.

4. Discussion
4.1. The Effect of Vibration Acceleration on the Microstructure of Mg—Al Bimetallic Interface

Figure 6 indicates that the thickness of the IMCs layer in the Mg—Al interface gradually
decreases with the increase in the vibration acceleration. To investigate the influence
mechanism of vibration acceleration on the thickness of the IMCs layer, the solidification
curve of the interfacial region was measured by the thermocouple, located on the surface of
the aluminum insert, and the results are shown in Figure 12. Previous research has shown
that under the vibration, the disturbance and convection of the molten metal promoted
the heat exchange at the solid-liquid interface [42]. As a result, it can increase the cooling
rate during the solidification process. It can be observed that the cooling rate of the
solidification process significantly increased after the application of the vibration, as shown
in Figure 12a. According to the research of Hagq et al. [43], the increase in the derivate curve
indicates the generation of a new phase. Combining the Al-Mg binary phase diagram with
the solidification curve shown in Figure 12, the reaction duration of the IMCs (both the
AlzMg; and AljpMg;7) phases and the cooling rates during the formation of the IMCs were
measured. Then, they are used to estimate the time taken to form the IMCs layer. The
cooling rate during the formation of the IMCs was about 0.27 K/s, under the condition
of no vibration. After applying the vibration with the accelerations of 0.3 g and 0.9 g, the
cooling rates were 0.38 K/s and 0.40 K/s, respectively, during the formation of the IMCs.
It increased significantly when the vibration was applied. Without vibration, the reaction
duration of the IMCs layer (t\vcs) was about 47.7 s. After applying the vibration with the
accelerations of 0.3 g and 0.9 g, it decreased to 34.5 s and 28.76 s, respectively. Compared
with the Mg—Al bimetal obtained without vibration, it was reduced by 27.7% and 39.7%,
respectively, after applying the vibration with the accelerations of 0.3 g and 0.9 g. The
decrease in the tpics may be the reason why the thickness of the IMCs layer in the Mg-Al
bimetallic interface decreased, with the increasing of the vibration acceleration.



Metals 2022, 12, 766

13 of 17

(@)

Temperature (°C)

TeeEEEL.

oo ettt TCY

2.0 500 2.0
No vibration ool I— No vibration

------- —0.3g 11s semeeee——(0.3g
------- —0.9g ' seemee-——0.9¢g
Temperature Temperature
-------- Derivative ---------Derivative

115

S
wn
(=3

0.5

dT/dt
Temperature (°C)
(=]
W
dT/dt

[

b 00
* .

SoRe AN o U L T~
- A oot ..
e oA s e R ~oTS

1 1 1 _l .0 1 | 1 _l .0
200 300 400 200 250 300 350 400 450

Time (s) Time (s)

Figure 12. (a) Results of thermocouple measurement; (b) Temperature curve zoom in area b in (a).

Moreover, the disturbance and convection led by the vibration may also affect the
size and distribution of the Mg;Si phase. Figure 13 shows the influence mechanism of the
vibration on the size and distribution of the Mg,Si phase. The Si element in the Mg,Si
phase comes from the Si phase in the A356 insert. Figure 13a shows the initial state of the
Si element in the manufacturing process of the Mg—Al bimetal. In the beginning, the Si
existed in the needle-like or slate-like Si phase on the aluminum substrate. After pouring
the molten AZ91D alloys, the molten metal filled the position of the foam mold and came
into contact with the A356 insert.

Si phase

d

Al substrate

vibration

Figure 13. The influence mechanism of the vibration on the size and distribution of the Mg,Si phase:
(a) The initial state of the Si element; (b) The insert melted to form a molten pool on the surface of the
solid insert; (c) The diffusion of the Si in the molten pool under the condition of no vibration; (d) The
interface formed under the condition of no vibration; (e) The diffusion of the Si in the molten pool
after applying the vibration; (f) The interface formed after applying the vibration.

During the casting process, the highest temperature measured in the insert surface
region was about 571 °C, as shown in Figure 12, close to the Al-Si eutectic reaction temper-
ature of 577 °C [35]. The actual temperature of the insert surface area should be higher than
the measured temperature, so when the AZ91D melt was in contact with the A356 matrix,
the surface area of the insert might be melted. In addition, under the high-temperature
condition, the mutual diffusion of the Al and Mg elements occurred between the solid
aluminum insert and the molten magnesium alloy. It changed the composition of the
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insert surface, decreased the melting point of the insert surface [44], and promoted the
melting of the surface region of the solid insert. So, the insert melted to form a molten
pool on the surface of the solid insert, as shown in Figure 13b. In the molten pool, there
were some Si-rich regions where the eutectic Si phase initially existed. Subsequently, the Si
element in the molten pool gradually diffused due to the concentration gradient, as shown
in Figure 13c. Without vibration, the diffusion distance of the Si element was relatively
short due to the brief solidification time of the interface region during the manufacturing
process. Finally, as shown in Figure 13c, the Si element aggregated in a small area and
precipitated the large Mg,5i bulks from the molten metal, as shown in Figure 13d.

After applying the vibration, the disturbance and convection led by the vibration
promoted the diffusion of the Si element. The diffusion distance of the Si element increased,
and the Si element was dispersed into a larger region, as shown in Figure 13e. Finally, the
size of the Mg,Si phase was refined, and its distribution became more uniform, as shown in
Figure 13f. Therefore, it can be seen from the above experiment results that the size of the
Mg5Si phase in the IMCs layer is gradually refined as the vibration acceleration increases
to09¢.

However, the improvement of the distribution of the Mg,Si phase in layer I is mainly
observed after applying the vibration. Since the A356 insert melts from the outside to
the inside during the preparation process, the Si element in layer II has more diffusion
time. As a result, the distribution of the Mg,Si phase in that region is relatively uniform.
Therefore, the effect of the vibration on the distribution of the Mg,S5i phase in layer II is not
as significant as that of layer L.

4.2. Strengthening Mechanism of the Mig—Al Bimetal

The IMCs layer in the Mg—Al interface is mainly composed of the IMCs substrate
and the Mg,Si phase distributed on the substrate. Compared with A356 and AZ91D
matrixes, the IMCs layer has significantly higher hardness and lower plastic deformation
ability [45]. Therefore, the thickness of the IMCs layer has an important influence on the
number of brittle phases and bonding properties of the Mg—Al bimetal. In the preparation
process of the Mg—Al bimetal, reducing the content of these brittle phases is the key to
improving the bonding property of the Mg—Al bimetal [46,47]. After applying the vibration,
the thinning of the IMCs layer means decreasing the mass of the brittle phases, thereby
improving the mechanical properties of the Mg—Al bimetal. Studies have shown that the
size and morphology of the Mg,Si phase have an important effect on the properties of
the material [48,49]. The refined Mg;Si phase may also contribute to enhancing the shear
strength of the Mg-Al bimetal. Without vibration, there are many Mg,5i bulks in the IMCs
layer. Since the linear expansion coefficient of the Mg,Si is lower than that of the Al;Mg,
substrate, it will generate compressive stress in the Mg,Si precipitates. Existing research
has found that for the large-sized Mg,5i phase, its ability to carry external loads is weaker
because the larger size reinforcement particles are more likely to fracture under the action
of the residual stress [50]. Therefore, under the action of the stress, the Mg,5i bulks in the
IMC:s layer are more likely to form cracks when it is under load, leading to the formation
of crack propagation channels, which will adversely affect the ability of the Mg,5i phase
to withstand and disperse loads [51]. When the vibration is applied, the thickness of the
IMCs layer decreases, and the Mg,Si phase is refined. Therefore, the shear strength of the
Mg-Al bimetal is improved from 32.2 MPa to 41.5 MPa, after applying the vibration with
the acceleration of 0.3 g. As the acceleration increases to 0.9 g, the shear strength of the
Mg-Al bimetal continues to rise to 45.1 MPa, due to the further reduction in the thickness
of the IMCs layer and the further refinement of the Mg,Si phase.

5. Conclusions

In the present work, the Mg—Al bimetal was fabricated by the LFCC process, and
the effect of the vibration acceleration on the interfacial microstructure and mechanical
properties was studied. The main conclusions are presented in the following:
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e The interface of the Mg—Al bimetal fabricated by the LFCC process was divided
into three areas, named layer I (Al3Mg; and Mg,Si phases), layer II (Al;;Mg;7, and
Mg,Si phases), and layer III (Al;;Mg17 + 5-Mg eutectic structure). With the increase in
the vibration acceleration, the cooling rate of the Mg—Al bimetal increased, and the
reaction duration of the IMCs layer (including layers I and II) decreased. In addition,
the thickness of the IMCs reduced.

e  Thevibration promoted the refinement and dispersion of the Mg,Si phase. After applying
the vibration, the distribution of the Mg,S5i in the IMCs layer became more uniform, and
the size of the Mg, 5i phase decreased with the increase in the vibration acceleration.

e  The shear strength of the Mg—Al bimetal increased with the increase in the vibration
acceleration. As the acceleration grew to 0.9 g, the shear strength of the Mg-Al bimetal
continued to rise to 45.1 MPa, which was 40% higher than that of the Mg—Al bimetal
without vibration. The significant improvement of the shear strength of the Mg-Al
bimetal might be attributed to the decrease in the IMC’s thickness, as well as the
refinement and uniform distribution of the Mg,S5i phase.
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