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Abstract: The growing interest in aluminum alloys is due to the excellent ductility and mechanical
strength, especially in relation with their lightness. These properties make aluminum alloys one of the
most used and competitive materials in the automotive sectors. In fact, at the present day, automotive
components must guarantee high mechanical and thermal properties in order to ensure low emissions
of the vehicle. Despite that, harsh operating conditions can lead to a rupture in aluminum components,
especially if subjected to both thermal and mechanical loads. In this panorama, aluminum functionally
graded materials (FGMs) could be introduced, in order to produce a single piece with different
properties that fulfill all the piece requirements. In this work, considering the typical application
of the aluminum alloys as engine pistons, FGMs are realized by sequential gravity casting with the
piston alloy EN AB 48000 and the alloy EN AB 42100. Tensile tests on these bi-metal parts give good
results in terms of mechanical strength, elongation rates and alloys bonding.
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1. Introduction

Functionally graded materials (FGMs) are advanced engineering composite materials that
exhibit a spatial gradient in composition and/or morphology with the aim to satisfy specific
requirements. There are three different types of FGMs [1]: chemical composition gradient FGMs,
microstructural gradient FGMs and porosity gradient FGMs. In the chemical composition gradient
FGMs, the chemical composition is gradually varied along the spatial position into the material.
The microstructure gradient FGMs are characterized by a microstructural variation into the same
material: the microstructure is tailored with the aim to obtain the required properties in certain parts
of the piece. Finally, in the porosity gradient FGMs, the porosity changes with the space position into
the material, changing pore shape and/or their size. These materials found applications in a variety of
field, such as aerospace, nuclear, electrical, biomedical, defense and automotive sectors [1–3].

There are several methods to obtain FGMs: gas-based methods, liquid-phase methods and
solid-phase methods [2], and among all this production processes, metallic FGMs are commonly
obtained with centrifugal casting, squeeze casting, gravity casting, investment casting, sintering
and infiltration techniques [4,5]. Within the casting process panorama, gravity casting is one of the
simplest methods to produce FGMs. This process employs a permanent mould, commonly realized
in steel. The mould is opportunely coated with a protective paint and then pre-heated at a certain
temperature that must be constant in order to facilitate the cast-removal. The cast production sequence
involves different steps: (i) mould cleaning; (ii) casting process; (iii) cast extraction; and (iv) sprue cut.
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This casting process causes a certain grade of defects, intrinsically generated by the process [6], and the
final properties of castings are related to defects as well as to die design and microstructures.

Parameters that could affect the casting process causing defects are: (i) temperatures (pouring,
pre-heat); (ii) time (pouring, melt holding, degasification); (iii) material and thickness of the
mould-coating; (iv) mould design; and (v) pouring velocity. The types of defects and their ranking in
gravity casting were classified in [7] as: (i) gas/air porosity, about 45%; (ii) shrinkage, 44%; (iii) filling
related problems, 38%; (iv) cracks, 33%; (v) inclusions, 28%; and (vi) metal/die interactions, 23%.

Focusing on the combination FGM-automotive applications, and considering the high presence of
the aluminum alloys in this sector [8], it is certainly possible to combine the aluminum alloys with
the concept of FGM [9–12]. In fact, aluminum alloys are considered as very interesting materials,
because of their lightweight, especially if compared with ferrous alloys, which lead to an important
decrease in fuel consumption reducing the polluting emissions, and their high specific resistance and
ductility [13,14]. Particularly, FGMs in the automotive industries could be used for engine pistons [9],
leaf springs [15] and many other applications. Focusing on the piston production techniques, the most
employed processes are casting and forging [16–21]. In [22], Park et al. optimized the forging process
to produce aluminum pistons employing aluminum powder; in the research [23], high performance
pistons were produced by additive manufacturing; and in [24], the forging process was performed
on the piston-wrought-alloy EN AW 4032 (AlSi12,5MgCuNi). In [9], a microstructure-gradient FGM
aluminum piston was produced by centrifugal casting: the hypereutectic alloy A390 was melted and
poured into a spinning mould, and the design of the die leads to obtain a strong segregation of the
primary silicon particles on the head portion of the piston that leads to an increase in wear and hardness.
Similarly, with the same producing process, Huang et al. [25] realized a chemical-composition-gradient
FGMs with AlSi18CuMgNi alloy.

Engine pistons are commonly produced employing aluminum–silicon alloys because of their
high mechanical resistance at high temperature and good fatigue behavior [16,25–32]. Particularly,
the most widely used piston alloy is the EN AC 48000. However, this alloy exhibits poor ductility and
low elongation at rupture that could lead to fatigue failure in the piston skirt. This can be avoided by
realizing a FGM employing a more ductile alloy in the skirt and a mechanical and thermal resistant
alloy in the piston crown. In this paper, a chemical-composition-gradient FGM for automotive piston
was prepared by sequential gravity casting using the piston alloy (EN AC 48000) in contact with a more
ductile composition (EN AC 42100). This FGM was made focusing on the process variables and their
influence on the mechanical properties obtained.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

FGM was realized by gravity casting using two different aluminum alloys: EN AC 48000
(AlSi12CuNiMg) and EN AC 42100 (AlSi7Mg0.3) with the compositions reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Alloy composition [33].

EN AC 48000 (AlSi12CuNiMg)

Elements Si Fe Cu Mn Mg Ni Zn Ti Al
Min (%) 10.5 - 0.8 - 0.8 0.7 - -

Res.Max (%) 13.5 0.7 1.5 0.35 1.5 1.3 0.35 0.25

EN AC 42100 (AlSi7Mg0.3)

Elements Si Fe Cu Mn Mg Zn Ti Al
Min (%) 6.5 - - - 0.25 - -

Res.Max (%) 7.5 0.19 0.05 0.10 0.45 0.07 0.25
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The AlSi12CuNiMg alloy, also known as a piston alloy, is commonly used to produce piston in
the automotive sector. It has eutectic composition and the maximum elongation at rupture of about
1%. On the other hand, the AlSi7Mg0.3 alloy is a hypoeutectic aluminu-silicon alloy that contains
a small amount of Mg and could reach 8% of elongation at rupture. Cu and Mg are added to increase
the mechanical properties as a result of the precipitation strengthening after heat treatment, while Ni,
added in the piston alloy, increases the high temperature resistance [34].

2.2. Methods

An aluminum FGM was obtained with the sequential gravity casting of the composition A
(AlSi7Mg0.3) followed by the composition B (AlSi12CuNiMg). Overall, five types of manual castings
were performed using a mould (made in heat treated steel) that permitted to obtain square bars of
25 mm × 125 mm × 15 mm. Optimization of the casting process included: (i) selection of the pouring
order for the two compositions; (ii) casting temperatures of the alloys; (iii) waiting time between the
sequential castings; and (iv) mould temperature.

The pouring order depends on the alloy-gap between solidus and liquidus temperatures.
As previously demonstrated by DSC analysis (Differential Scanning Calorimetry) and detailed
in [10,11], the hypoeutectic alloy (AlSi7Mg0.3) was the first poured composition for its larger gap of
solidification (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Differential Scanning Calorimetry (DSC) analysis [10].

The DSC curve of the hypoeutectic alloy presents two peaks: the eutectic temperature and the
liquidus temperature (as can be seen in Figure 1). This gap of solidification permits to obtain a barrier
effect for the second alloy (with eutectic composition) when poured, due to the solidification of the
alpha-phase of the first alloy that avoids the mixing of the composition. At the same time, it is important
to perform the second casting during the solidification temperature gap of the first alloy, in order to
allow a metallurgical bond due to the mixing of the Si-rich phase of the second poured alloy inside the
interdendritic channels of the first one.

Casting temperatures of the alloys must ensure the bonding of the two compositions avoiding the
premature solidification of the first alloy poured. The waiting time between the sequential castings
depends on both the temperature gap liquidus-solidus for the two alloys and the casting temperature
of the alloys; in fact, this time must permit the bond of the alloys at the interfaces avoiding the
mixing of the compositions. The mould temperature influences the degassing process: the higher the
temperature of the mould, the faster the elimination of the humidity is.

For all these reasons, alloy temperatures were set at 710 ◦C (AlSi7Mg0.3) and 750 ◦C (AlSi12CuNiMg),
with a mould temperature of 400 ◦C and several waiting time in the range of 10–50 s, to investigate
their effect on the bonding region. No modification or refining was performed during the melting.

After the casting process, qualitatively RX analysis (X-ray radioscopic inspection) was carried out
to evaluate the bonding rate, the porosity and the inclusion grade into the casted parts, especially at
the interfaces between the two compositions. These observations were conducted by a Bosello High
Technology Industrial X-Ray system on the casted parts.
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Tensile tests were done by a ZWICK ROELL machine with the aim to evaluate the resistance of
the joint between the alloys for different elapsing time. Each casting specimen was machined into
the typical dog-bone shape. Considering the composite nature of the FGMs and the possibility to
obtain two specimens for each FGM casted, which lead to perform a better statistical analysis of the
results, it was decided to realize rectangular-shape specimens, following the standard ASTM B557-15
for samples preparation and the ASTM E8 for testing methods. After tensile tests, the fracture surfaces
were observed with the scanning electron microscope (SEM), Leo 1450VP.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. RX Analysis

RX images of the most representative samples were shown in Figure 2. In the middle of the
specimens, inclusions and gas porosities that appear white were observed, as well as reported in [35],
particularly in the EN AC 48000.
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Figure 2. Sample interfaces EN AC 48000/EN AC 42100 obtained with RX analysis after sequential
gravity casting at different conditions of waiting time. AlSi12CuNiMg is the dark grey part (the lower
part for each image) while the other one is AlSi7Mg0.3.

After the waiting time of ten seconds, the interface appeared sharp. After twenty seconds,
the solidification of the first alloy was interrupted by the casting of the second one that led to the
formation of an interaction layer with the re-melting of the interface of the first poured alloy. Over
thirty seconds, the interface area appeared sharp with a high grade of porosity and oxide films [36,37].
The interaction region where the two alloys met became inhomogeneous for excessive waiting time, as
shown in part #5 of Figure 2.

3.2. Tensile Tests

Samples were mechanically tested for tensile resistance and results were reported in Figure 3 and
in Table 2. At least three samples per each condition have been investigated. Samples with elapsing
time of 40 s were not tested, while results for samples with an elapsing time of 50 s were shown in
Figure 3, only to demonstrate the blatant reduction in mechanical properties.

As visible in yield strength, elongation at break and load at break increased with the increase in
elapsing time until 30 s. Moreover, standard deviation decreased between elapsing time 20 and 30 s
for each parameter. The tests presenting higher standard deviation had a high variability in fracture
behavior of the specimens: in fact, for each elapsing time, some samples broke in correspondence of
porosity and shrinkage (as shown in Figure 4A obtained with the SEM), while others broke because of
oxide films (as shown in Figure 4B obtained with and Energy Dispersive X-Ray Spectroscopy EDS),
causing fluctuations in both values of mechanical resistance and elongation.
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Table 2. Mechanical properties obtained with tensile tests. (E.t. = elapsing time).

Mechanical Properties Rp0.2(Mpa) Rm(Mpa) Abreak (%)

E.t. 10 s
Average 117.36 167.89 1.87

Standard deviation 4.32 9.61 0.65

E.t. 20 s
Average 114.65 156.45 1.65

Standard deviation 3.23 19.23 0.95

E.t. 30 s
Average 114.53 174.25 2.28

Standard deviation 4.50 15.46 0.26

E.t. 50 s
Average 105.28 123.77 0.97

Standard deviation 1.87 0.41 0.08
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Figure 4. (A) Sample with fracture in correspondence of gas porosity and shrinkage porosity (SEM analysis).
(B) Sample with presence of an oxide film (Energy Dispersive X-Ray Spectroscopy EDS analysis).

Based on the obtained evaluation of the results and considering the high standard deviations,
elapsing time of 30 s seemed to give the best results in terms of elongation at rupture (2.28%), while the
yield strength was similar to that with the timespan 10–20 s (about 114–117 MPa). In all the cases,
50 s of elapsing time gave the worst results, demonstrating that the discontinuity caused by porosity
and oxide layers seen before in the RX analysis (Figure 2) weakened the interface region between the
two alloys.
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3.3. Fracture Surfaces

Analysis of the fracture post-tensile tests showed various defects, especially for higher elapsing
time. Shrinkage porosities, gas porosity and oxide layers were detected in more details in Table 3,
which was also because of the surface turbulence associated with the filling of the mould as well
as in [38].

Table 3. Surface fractures for each elapsing time.

Elapsing Time E.t. Fracture Surfaces Fracture Details

E.t.10s: fragile fractures
in the AlSi7Mg0.3 caused
by shrinkage porosity.
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As expected [10], most of the fractures happened in the weakest alloy (AlSi7Mg0.3). In just one
case (E.t. 50 s), the sample reached rupture exactly into the bonding layer because of high presence of
slag that weakened the meeting area.
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Table 3 shows details about microstructures and EDX analysis for four surface fractures:
(#1) The sample with E.t. 10s broke in the weakest alloy, presenting shrinkage porosity in different

areas of the surface (Table 3 #1B).
(#2) The sample with E.t. 20 s broke in the weakest alloy but close to the interface (in the presence

of Cu and Ni in the EDS analysis). As shown in Table 3 #2B, an oxide layer was detected.
(#3) The sample with E.t. 30 s broke in the weakest alloy and presents the highest elongation.

The surface is free from macro defects, as shown in Table 3 #3B.
(#4) Surface fracture of the sample with E.t. 50 s was characterized by shrinkage porosity,

with typical dendrite structures, gas porosity and oxide layers (Table 3 #4A, #4B).

4. Conclusions

Sequential gravity castings of FGMs in aluminum alloys were performed. The elapsing time
between the casting of the two alloys was chosen as a priority parameter in order to optimize the
process obtaining effective bonding between the two compositions.

After various casting processes at different elapsing time up to 50 s, tensile tests were made
to characterize the bonding behavior in each casting. Tests showed an increase in the mechanical
strength after 20 s and then a decrease before 30 s. For shorter time, the alloys were mixed together in
a larger and not defined area: the FGM goal was lost and the final mechanical properties were weaker.
In order to maintain the alloys and their peculiar properties divided, the optimized time was between
20 and 30 s.

Certainly, the mechanical properties obtained were in line with results of previous work [10],
with an increase in the mechanical resistance and the yield strength. Most of the fractures occurred in
the AlSi7Mg0.3 region, which has lower mechanical resistance than AlSi12CuNiMg. The presence of
the hypoeutectic alloy permitted to reach an elongation of 2%.

Overall, it appeared that only the presence of oxide and slag has caused fracture at the interface
of the alloys. High elapsing time emphasizes this trend: long E.t. does not allow an effective remelting
of the AlSi7Mg0.3 surface and the oxide scale, if present, remains confined into the interface area,
transforming it into a weak point.

These results could be further enhanced by improving the cleanliness of the bath to remove some
oxide concerns and applying a heat treatment.
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