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Capillary condensation versus prewetting
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{Received 15 July 1985)

The first-order prewetting transition that has been predicted to occur at the interface between a fluid and
a single wall is investigated for the case of a fluid confined between two walls. Prewetting is found to be in

competition with capillary condensation of the undersaturated gas to a liquid. The results of density-
functional calculations suggest that only for wall separation H ) Htripie(T) will prewetting occur at larger

undersaturations than condensation. For H ( Htrple(T) coexistence between stable thick and thin films

will not be observed. Since Htrtple is typically 100 molecular diameters or more, this places restrictions on
those adsorption experiments and computer simulations that search for prewetting.

Consider a one-component fluid for which liquid I and gas
g phases can coexist for temperatures T & T„ the bulk criti-
cal temperature. Suppose that the fluid is in contact with an
impenetrable substrate (wall) that exerts a potential V on
the fluid molecules. If V is sufficiently attractive, I will be
preferentially adsorbed at the wall. In the approach to coex-
istence from the undersaturated gas, a thick "wetting" film
of i may or may not intrude between bulk g and the wall.
For T ( T (partial wetting) the film thickness r remains
finite as the chemical potential deviation
(p,„,—p, ) = hp 0, while for T ~ T (complete wetting) t

diverges as (b p, ) with P, «0. The interfacial tensions y,
defined at saturation, satisfy Young's equation:
= y,I + yt cos8, where s denotes substrate, with contact an-
gle 0& 0 for T ( T and 8=0 for T ~ T„. If t diverges,
and d(cos8)/dT vanishes continuously, the surface phase
transition at the wetting temperature T„ is second order (or
critical), whereas if t and d(cose)/dTjump discontinuously,
the transition is first order. While both types of wetting
transition' have been obtained from calculations on model
systems and should be observed in appropriate experi-
ments, there are good reasons for expecting the first-
order transition to be more common. The phase diagram
for this case is sketched in Fig. 1. For T & T and small
undersaturations, a first-order transition from a thick to a
thin liquid film will occur. Such films, with different
thicknesses t, coexist on the "prewetting" or thick-thin
transition line. This line terminates in a surface critical
point at T= T„, where the films become identical, and
meets tangentially the bulk coexistence curve at T= T„.
Several mean-field density-functional calculations of the
prewetting line have been reported. ' b A11 indicate that
this line lies very close to bulk coexistence, i.e., the surface
critical point corresponds to 5= (l —pq/p„, ) of a few per-
cent. pb is the density of bulk g and p„t its value at satura-
tion. (Note that in a second-order wetting transition the
prewetting line shrinks to zero. )

Much experimental and computational effort has been ex-
pended in the search for the prewetting transition. The only
experimental evidence for this transition stems from very
recent light scattering measurements on solid spheres im-
mersed in a binary liquid mixture. Prewetting does not ap-
pear to have been observed in computer simulations of con-
tinuum fluids, although it was found in lattice gas simula-
tions. Given that many adsorption experiments employ
solid material in a disperse form (particles) as a substrate

and that simulations are usually performed for a fluid con-
fined by two adsorbing walls, it is of interest to enquire
whether confining geometry effects are important for
prewetting and related phase transitions. Here we consider
a fluid in contact with a reservoir at at fixed T and p,
( ( p,„,) confined by identical parallel walls separated by a
finite distance H, but unbounded in the x-y directions.
Whereas complete wetting and, hence, the wetting transi-
tion, can only occur for a semi-infinite system, since they
are associated with infinitely thick films of l at coexistence,
prewetting involves films of finite thickness and should oc-
cur in a finite system. '0 Thus we ask how the phase dia-
gram of Fig. I is modified for finite H. We find that the.
prewetting transition is in competition with another first-
order transition, namely, capillary condensation of the dilute
"gas" to a dense "liquid" configuration that fills the slit.
For values of H (H„;~~,( T) condensation occurs for under-
saturations d p, that are larger than those at which prewet-
ting occurs, so the latter cannot be observed except as a
transition between metastable states. As the separations
H„;», are surprisingly large —typically a hundred or more
molecular diameters —this has important repercussions for
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FIG. 1. Schematic temperature-density phase diagram for a
semi-infinite system. The dashed curve is the prewetting line where
thick and thin films coexist. Partial and complete wetting refers to
bulk coexistence (solid curve) below and above T„, respectively.
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temperature phase diagram shown in Fig. 4. The condensa-
tion line b, p,„„d(H) has the shape suggested by Eq. (1),
while the prewetting line is almost parallel to the H axis:
Ap, „„(H)& p,~„(~). A triple point occurs where these lines
intersect. Liquid, thin films, and thick films with equal y or
0 all coexist in the capillary at this point. For H & Ht pf,

liquid is the stable phase, but coexistence between thick and
thin metastable films can still occur, as indicated by the
dashed line in Fig. 4. This is the situation described for
XFH=40 in Fig. 2. On reducing H further the thick film
grows thicker, but eventually this solution disappears (Fig.
3) and no coexistence is possible. For H & H„;,~, coex-
istence between the thin film and liquid can occur at
H Hgf but both phases are metastable with respect to the
thick film —see Fig. 3. The relevant line is marked by dots
in Fig. 4; it merges smoothly into the condensation line at
H = Htnpte

Phase equilibria was also investigated by minimizing a
Landau free-energy functional of the type employed in
some earlier studies' ' 2 of prewetting at a single wall. The
results are consistent with those described in Figs. 3 and 4.

In Fig. 5 a (tentative) phase diagram is sketched by use of
three variables: 1/H, T, and b, p, . The prewetting surface is
bounded in the 1/H =0 plane by the usual prewetting line
AB and by a line of critical points BC. It intersects the sur-
face formed by the lines of capillary condensation in a line
of triple points CA. Point C is a critical end point. As
T T„, 4p,~„(~) 0, and I/H„;~~, 0 at the point A.
Thus the "stable" portion of the prewetting surface is re-
stricted to very small values of 1/H, supporting the argu-
ment leading to (2). On the basis of (2) one might suppose
that it would be easier to find stable prewetting [small

H„;p),(T)] as T T„since then yIg/(p[ pg) 0. Howev
er, calculations ' show that hp„becomes smaller at high
temperature; bp„= 0.01 for T = T„=0.90T, . The length of
the prewetting line AB is also much reduced. We con-
clude that for simple one-component fluids" capillary con-
densation will suppress the prewetting transition except at
rather large wall separations. '

Our results are relevant for those adsorption experiments
that use material such as graphon as a substrate. Typical
distances between surfaces of particles' are about 100 A.
These are much less than the values Ht'pf estimated here.
Computer simulations are currently restricted to H & 40d
and usually employ much smaller separations. Consequent-
ly one should not expect to see stable prewetting transitions
in grand-canonical Monte Carlo calculations of the type per-
formed in Ref. 8. Indeed, if one was searching for stable
prewetting, it would be more efficient to replace one of the
wall potentials by an external potential that mimics bulk g, '

or to work with a fixed number of particles —although the
interpretation, of the results is less straightforward in this
case. Of course, prewetting might occur in a grand-
canonical simulation if it were possible to follow the meta-
stable gas branch, 4p, & b p,„„d, in Fig. 2, thereby avoiding
condensation. It is likely that complex hysteresis of adsorp-
tion would then be observed. Finally, we remark that capil-
lary condensation is also in competition with the formation
of thick wetting films for T & T„or for T & T when the
wetting transition is second order. For exponential or
finite-ranged potential functions X„t——ln(4 p,/e„), where
«„ is the strength and A.„' is the range of the wall potential,
assumed longer than that of fluid-fluid interactions XF
Gas can only exist as the stable phase if b p, & hp, „„d(H).
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FIG. 4. Coexistence curves for fixed T & T ( T„(schematic).
(a) Condensation line Ap, «„d(H); (b) prewetting line hp, p {H) (the
dashed portion refers to metastable films); {c) the dotted curve cor-
responds to coexistence between a metastable thin film and liquid
(see text).

FIG. 5. Schematic phase diagram. Only a small section of the
condensation surface is shown; this terminates at the bulk critical
point b, p, =0, T = T&, and 1/0 =0. Thick and thin films coexist on
the prewetting surface, and the hatched (stable) portion ABC lies in-
side, while the remaining (metastable) portion CDA lies outside the
condensation surface. The intersection CA is a line of triple points
(see text). {This diagram should be compared with Fig. 21 of Ref,
13, which displays the condensation surface in the case where there
is no prewetting. )
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From (1) it follows that the maximum film thickness t is
approximately h.„'ln[H(pt —ps)e /2yts]. For smaller Ap,
liquid will fill the capillary in a grand-canonical simulation.
Similar remarks apply in the complete drying regime. '

We have benefited from conversations and correspon-
dence with P. Tarazona, M. M. Telo da Gama, and J. R.
Henderson. This research was supported by the Science and
Engineering Research Council of the United Kingdom.
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