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The interaction of objects with a moving solidification front is a common fea-

ture of many industrial and natural processes such as metal processing, the

growth of single-crystals, the cryopreservation of cells, or the formation of

sea ice. Solidification fronts interact with objects with different outcomes,

from the total rejection to their complete engulfment. We image the freezing

of emulsions in 5D (space, time, and solute concentration) with confocal mi-

croscopy. We show the solute induces long-range interactions that determine

the solidification microstructure. The local increase of solute concentration

enhances premelting, which controls the engulfment of droplets by the front

and the evolution of grain boundaries. Freezing emulsions may be a good ana-

logue of many solidification systems where objects interact with a solidification

interface.

Solidification fronts interact with hard or soft objects such as particles, bubbles, droplets, or

cells, in three different ways: objects can be engulfed, rejected for some time and then encapsu-

lated, or rejected for an extended period of time (1). Different outcomes are desired, depending
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on the context. Particle-reinforced metal alloys require homogeneous particles distribution in

the matrix and immediate engulfment is therefore preferred (2). In contrast, for single-crystal

growth, a complete rejection of impurities is essential (3). The rejection of dissolved hydro-

gen can form gas bubbles which are eventually trapped by solidification fronts, becoming a

major source of defect in many metals and alloys (4). Reproductive and red blood cells can

be physically damaged when engulfed between growing ice crystals during cryopreservation

procedures (5, 6). The processing of porous materials by ice-templating relies on the complete

segregation of particles by the solidification front (7). Our ability to control the solidification

microstructure is essential in all these domains.

The dynamics of interfaces and objects are an inherent feature of these phenomena, but are

extremely difficult to observe because of the time-scale (solidification fronts moving rapidly),

space-scale (submicronic objects), and sometimes high-temperature. In addition, the role of

solute is often important in these systems, from the gas and impurities in metals to the additives

used in cryopreservation procedures or food engineering. Being able to follow in situ the con-

centration of the various phases in presence of objects is crucial and yet extremely challenging.

Direct photometric measurements of the solute concentration in thin layers of solution during

solidification have been reported (8), but only in 2D, and not in presence of particles. Confo-

cal Raman microspectroscopy was used to measure the static concentration of a cryoprotective

agent (9) in frozen cells encapsulated in an ice matrix.

Progress in solidification research has thus largely relied on the studies of analogues: trans-

parent materials that solidify near room temperature, using optical microscopy (10). However,

3D imaging cannot be performed and chemistry cannot be resolved. Thanks to recent progresses

in X-ray computed tomography, we can obtain 3D, time-lapse images of the microstructure evo-

lution in situ during the solidification of metals (11). The volume investigated is nevertheless

limited, particles can barely be resolved, the temporal resolution is not good enough to capture
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the interaction events (12), and quantifying the solute concentration in the presence of objects

is still not possible. It is thus fundamentally difficult to track in situ the development of 3D so-

lidification microstructures where objects interact with a solid/liquid interface (13), even more

so in presence of solute effects.

We studied the solidification process by confocal microscopy, translating a Hele-Shaw cell

filled with an oil-in-water emulsions at constant velocity V through a fixed temperature gradient

∆T (Fig. 1A and movie S1). This way the solidification front propagates with a velocity V

through the sample. A typical confocal image of the freezing emulsion is shown in Fig. 1B.

The sulforhodamine B fluorescence served as a local proxy for the surfactant concentration

(Fig. S1).

We used the droplets trajectories to measure their velocity in the observation frame, U ′ and

deduce their velocity in the sample frame, U=V -U ′ (Fig. S2). An example of the variation

of the droplet velocity U with time (Fig. 2A) shows that it goes through a maximum as the

droplet approaches the solidification front. The droplets start being repelled from the front at a

distance Lv of the order of 100µm, accelerate up to a maximal velocity Umax of 1.2µm/s, and

rapidly decelerate as they cross the solidification front (Fig. 2B). The droplets are eventually

completely engulfed and stop moving. The time during which the droplets are repelled by

the front before being engulfed is called the interaction time, plotted as a function of interface

velocity in Fig. 2D. During the interaction time, droplets are displaced by a large distance, from

2µm to more than 100µm (Fig. 2E).

To understand the origin of the droplet displacement, we measure the solute concentration

profile as a function of the distance from the solidification front. The solute concentration

(Fig. 2C) is constant far from the front and then progressively increases. The concentration

abruptly drops as we cross the interface because of the low solubility of solute in ice. The

droplet starts being repelled by the interface at a distance Lv close to Lc–the distance at which
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the concentration of solute increases. This is more apparent when we plot Lv as a function of

Lc for several front velocities (Fig. 2F), which shows that Lv increases linearly with Lc.

The presence of a surfactant in the system results in driving forces that can displace droplets

over up to hundreds of microns from the solidification front, on time-scale of tens to hundreds

of seconds. These results depart from the behavior observed and predicted by most physical

models of the interaction of a particle with a solidification front (1) which, in absence of solute,

assumed a dominant role of the thermomolecular forces in the interactions between the object

and the front (5). However, such interactions are only effective on very short distances (nanome-

ters). The distances measured here are several orders of magnitude larger. In the presence of a

solute such as a surfactant, the thermomolecular forces seem to play a minor role.

We suggest that the driving force for the motion of the droplets is diffusiophoresis or solutal

Marangoni effect, which are known to induce micron scale motion of droplets or particles in

gradients of solute concentration (14, 15). The droplet velocity increases with the gradient

of surfactant concentration along the x axis (Fig. 2G). Diffusiophoresis is due to a gradient of

osmotic pressure, while Marangoni flow is due to a gradient of surface tension along the droplet

surface. In our case, the bulk surfactant concentration is two orders of magnitude above the

critical micelle concentration (CMC) and rises by a factor of 3 to 10 near the solidification

front. Therefore, we expect a weak variation of the surfactant monomer concentration and of

the surface tension along the x axis but a significant variation of the concentration of micelles,

which may lead to a diffusiophoretic motion.

The long range interactions between the droplets and the front have a strong influence on

the solidification microstructure. When the droplets displacement (Fig. 2E) is larger than the

inter-droplet distance, the droplets form clusters as they get engulfed by the front (top of Fig.

2H, obtained for a front velocity of 1µm/s). At 2µm/s, the interaction time is shorter and

almost no aggregates are formed. For a front velocity of 3µm/s, the droplets displacement is
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significantly smaller than mean inter-droplet distance, which results in the preservation of the

original spatial distribution of droplets upon solidification. In all these cases, the droplets are

engulfed by the growing ice, but the microstructure of the solidified sample differs, depending

on the solidification front velocity.

The majority of physical models developed for the past 60 years to describe the interaction

of particles with a solidification front focused on the criterion of critical particle size for a given

velocity (or conversely the critical velocity for a given size). The results shown here demonstrate

how important the dynamics of interactions with the solidification front can be. In situations

where the distribution of objects should be retained in the solidified microstructure, such as

particle reinforcements in a metal matrix, the displacement of objects by the solidification front

is a much more relevant parameter to understand and control the solidification microstructures.

We investigated the solute redistribution in the premelted film at the ice grains boundaries

and around the droplets after their engulfment. Premelting describes the existence of liquid films

at solid surfaces at temperatures below the bulk freezing temperature, a phenomenon common

to many solids, including ice. Premelting has consequences in a wide range of biological, geo-

physical, and technological processes (16), such as the heaving of frozen ground (17), glacier

motion, weathering, material transport through ice, using ice core as climate proxies (18), or

the mobility of particles in solid materials. The driving force for melting is a reduction of in-

terfacial energy between the particles and the matrix. The concentration of impurities or solute

that depress the freezing point of the melt can greatly enhance the interfacial premelting, which

is then called solute premelting. Because of their small dimensions, imaging premelted films

remains a challenge.

Confocal microscopy allows in situ, 3D imaging of the solute redistribution in the solid-

ifying sample with a semi-quantitative estimation of its concentration. In the solidified part

of the sample, the solute is concentrated in the premelted film at the ice crystals grain bound-
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aries (Fig. 3A, region 1) and around the engulfed oil droplets (Fig. 3A, region 2). Because the

concentrated solute broadens the thickness of these wetting films, they can be observed.

At low solidification front velocities (1 and 2 µm/s), the interface is planar. Increase of the

interface velocity to 3 µm/s (Fig. 3B) results in the formation of grain boundaries–periodical

liquid films of concentrated solute. Their number and spacing increase with the interface veloc-

ity (Fig. S1).

The lateral growth of ice crystals results in a progressive thinning of the premelted films at

the grain boundaries, eventually leading their breakup into spherical droplets by an interfacial

instability (Fig. 3B). These microstructures are analogue to those developed in metal alloys

with a miscibility gap (19) (Fig. 3C, D). The transition from planar to a cellular front and the

destabilization of the premelted film into droplets depend on both the temperature gradient and

the solidification velocity (Fig. 3E), similar to that in metals (20).

We can capture the instability initiation and propagation dynamics (Fig. 3F). The growing

geometrical instabilities results in the formation of side-branches that elongate and break up into

droplets. This process is quite slow, on the time-scale of tens of seconds, which is a result of low

interfacial tension between the solid and liquid phase. The development of these instabilities

in 3D (Fig. S4) reveal that they initiate where the liquid film is the thinnest. This instability is

analogous to the pinch off in dendrites observed in metal alloy solidification, which is driven by

capillarity (21).

The premelted film also plays a critical role in the droplet engulfment by the solidification

front (Fig. 4A). At the approach of the droplet, the solidification front bends away from it due

to the formation of a pocket of concentrated solute which colligatively depresses the freezing

point of water. Analytical models predict a deflection of the solidification front towards an

object if the thermal conductivity of the latter is lower than that of the melt (22). The thermal

conductivity of oil (propyl benzoate) is smaller than that of water (0.141Wm−1K−1 versus
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0.569Wm−1K−1) and thus the formation of a convex interface is expected, which is what we

observe in the absence of solute (Fig. S5). However, in the presence of solute, we observe only

concave interfaces. The solute is thus able to reverse the bending of the front, which indicates

the dominant role of the solute in droplet/interface interaction.

The ice continues to grow over and around the droplet, until the latter is completely en-

gulfed. 3D imaging (Fig. 4B) provides a complete picture of the morphological evolution of the

premelted film around the droplet. As the solidification proceeds, the solute-rich liquid pocket,

initially located in front of the oil droplet, passes on the opposite side of it–away from growing

ice. From the fluorescence intensity, we obtain semi-quantitative information of the evolution

of the solute concentration in the premelted film around the oil droplet (Fig. 4C and S6). We

then correlate the solute concentration with the thickness of the liquid film (Fig. 4D), to reveal

the dynamics of the process, and see how the premelted film evolves towards its equilibrium

thickness (5µm in this case).

For the droplet size investigated, comet tail-shaped segregation pattern were systematically

observed (Fig. 4E). These observations may be a good analogue for industrial processes where

pores and particles can have an impact on the segregation pattern (Fig. 4F–H). Understanding

the solute redistribution mechanisms could thus be an important step towards a better control of

the solidification microstructures.

Solute also plays a critical role in the cryopreservation of red blood cells, platelets, fibrob-

lasts, and reproductive cells (23). Cryoprotection agents are now systematically used to im-

prove the survival rate. The crystal growth pattern and concentration of these agents between

the growing crystals, along with the cells, impact their survival rates (5, 24, 25). Quantitative

studies of solute concentration during freezing (but without cells) were done in thin films, by

photometric measurements (8). However, when the integration of concentration is done through

the depth of the sample, the peak solute concentration may be underestimated if the solidifica-
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tion microstructure is not homogeneous. Our results show that, because of the complex solute

concentration and redistribution pathways, 5D imaging is required to better estimate the solute

location and concentration. Our approach may help better understand the physical damages

inflicted to cells during the cryopreservation procedures and optimize such procedures.

The features observed during the freezing of emulsions seems thus to be good analogues of

many solidification systems. The rapid 3D confocal microscopy imaging, along with the ability

to map the solute concentration, provides new insights into the dynamics and mechanisms of

solidification in the presence of foreign hard (particles) or soft (droplets, bubbles, cells) objects.

The approach proposed here is versatile and can be easily adapted to a variety of solidification

systems, from geophysics to food engineering or biology. We expect confocal microscopy to be

a welcome addition to the toolbox available for the studies of interfacial evolution problems in

three dimensions (26).
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Figure 1: Cooling stage and typical confocal image of a freezing emulsion. A: Stage for the
directional solidification experiment with a Hele-Shaw cell, placed under the objective of the
confocal microscope. B: Typical confocal image of the emulsion during freezing (front velocity
of 3µm/s, temperature gradient of 5◦C/mm). The ice is shown in black, the liquid in magenta,
and the oil droplets in cyan.

Supplementary materials

Fig S1–S6

Movie S1
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Figure 2: Droplets dynamics and solidification microstructures. A: Droplet velocity vs. relative
time. Time zero is when the front edge of the droplet is at the solidification front position. B, C:
Droplet velocity (B) and solute concentration (C) vs. distance to interface, for a solidification
front velocity of 3µm/s. D, E: Interaction time (D) and droplet displacement (E) vs interface
velocity. The error bars do not exceed the size of the circles. F: Lc vs. Lv. G: Droplet velocity
vs. concentration gradient of solute, for a solidification front velocity of 3µm/s. H: Impact of
the droplet dynamics and interaction time on the development of solidification microstructure
(temperature gradient of 5◦C/mm). The dashed line indicates the same groups of droplets
before and after passing the interface.
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Figure 3: Solute premelting around the droplet and at the grain boundaries. A: Typical 3D
view of the emulsion during freezing. Premelting plays a role on the destabilization of thin
liquid film (concentrated solute) between ice crystals (grain boundaries, region 1), and on the
evolution of the droplet/ice interface (region 2). B: String-of-pearls microstructure (solidifica-
tion front velocity of 3µm/s, temperature gradient of 15◦C/mm) similar to that developed in
zinc-bismuth (27) (C) and aluminium-bismuth alloys (19) (D). E: Stability diagram of the so-
lidification front as a function of the temperature gradient and interface velocity. F: Time-lapse
sequence of the dynamics of a premelted film instability at a grain boundary during freezing.
The white arrow indicates the location where a second instability is initiated. Credits: (C)
Reprinted from Scripta Materialia, 54, Ratke, L. & Müller, A., On the destabilisation of fibrous
growth in monotectic alloys, 1217–1220, Copyright (2006), with permission from Elsevier (D)
Reprinted by permission from Springer Nature: Springer Nature, Metallurgical and Materials
Transactions A (19), Copyright (1996).
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Figure 4: Dynamics of premelted films around the droplets and impact on the solidification
microstructure. A: Typical interaction between a droplet and the solidification front, that shows
the accumulation of solute and its redistribution around the droplet. Horizontal cross-section.
Sample velocity: 2 µm/s, temperature gradient: 5◦C/mm. B: Same sequence, but in 3D, and in
vertical cross-section. The meniscus formed by the solidification front can clearly be observed,
as well as the premelted film dynamics. Most of the solute is eventually pushed below the
crystal. C: Time-lapse evolution of solute concentration ahead and behind the droplet. D: Time-
lapse evolution of solute concentration vs. film thickness. E: Solute-rich, comet-tail shaped
region behind the droplet and corresponding solute concentration profile across the droplet in
the frozen region. A similar solute segregation has been found in metal alloys (F), such as gold
segregated around a porosity (28). The plot shows the gold concentration across the picture.
A solute-rich, comet-tail shaped region is observed behind the pore. Reprinted by permission
from Springer Nature: Metall. Mater. Trans. A (28), copyright (2004) G: Agglomerates of
droplets. The solute-rich regions around the droplets are the last regions to solidify. H: An
analogous behaviour is observed in metals, where this segregation can lead to the formation of a
secondary phase around objects, such as the θ(CuAl2) phase in an Al-4.5wt.% Cu alloy formed
around alumina fibers. Micrograph courtesy of Pavel Bystricky and Andreas Mortensen (29).
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