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(57) ABSTRACT

A method for a powder-metallurgical production of metal
foamed material and of parts made of metal foamed material
includes mixing a pulverulent metallic material including at
least one of a metal and a metal alloy; pressing, under
mechanical pressure, the mixed pulverulent metallic material
so as to form a dimensionally stable semi-finished product;
placing the semi-finished product into a chamber that is con-
figured to be sealed pressure-tight; sealing the chamber; heat-
ing the semi-finished product to a melting or solidus tempera-
ture of the pulverulent metallic material; once the melting or
solidus temperature has been reached, reducing the pressure
in the chamber from an initial pressure to a final pressure so
that the semi-finished product foams so as to form a metal
foam; and lowering the temperature of the metal foam so as to
solidify the metal foam.

18 Claims, No Drawings
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METHOD FOR THE
POWDER-METALLURGICAL PRODUCTION
OF METAL FOAMED MATERIAL AND OF
PARTS MADE OF METAL FOAMED
MATERIAL

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This is a U.S. national phase application under 35 U.S.C.
§371 of International Patent Application No. PCT/DE2006/
001375, filed Aug. 2, 2006, and claims benefit of German
Patent Application No. 10 2005 037 305 4, filed Aug. 2, 2005.
The International Application was published in German on
Feb. 8, 2007 as WO 2007/014559 Al under PCT Article
21(2).

FIELD

The invention relates to a method for the powder-metallur-
gical production of metal foamed material and of parts made
of metal foamed material. Metal foamed material is also
commonly called metal foam.

BACKGROUND

Adqueous solutions, plastics or glass can be foamed. Recent
decades have seen repeated efforts aimed at foaming metals
as well and at producing novel foams that have a novel prop-
erty spectrum due to the combination of the typical foam
morphology with the known advantages of metallic materi-
als. Metal provides elasticity, strength and temperature resis-
tance while foam provides low weight, damping, high poros-
ity and a large specific surface area.

Metal foam is a novel material with a systematically cre-
ated pore structure, it is non-combustible and exhibits great
strength. Foams made of metal are airy materials that are
lightweight, stiff and yet flexible and that absorb a great deal
of energy in case of a crash. Metal foam can also fulfill a wide
array of other technical tasks and is particularly suitable for
applications such as thermal insulation, noise and vibration
attenuation or as a compression element.

Metal foams can consist of up to 85 percent air and a mere
15 percent metal, which makes them very lightweight. They
look like conventional synthetic foams but are much stronger.
Up until a few years ago, the production methods were too
laborious, too costly and too difficult to control, and conse-
quently the results were rarely reproducible. In the meantime,
however, melt and powder-metallurgical methods exist that
promise to deliver a high quality of the foamed metal. Several
methods are known and commonly used for the production of
metal foams. For example, a slip is prepared at room tempera-
ture in order to make steel foam out of steel powder, water and
a stabilizer. Phosphoric acid is added as a binder and foaming
agent to this mixture. Two reactions then take place in the slip,
leading to the formation of a stable foam structure. Onthe one
hand, the reaction between the steel powder and the acid
generates hydrogen gas bubbles that bring about the foaming.
On the other hand, a metal phosphate is formed whose adhe-
sive effect solidifies the pore structure. The foam thus created
is dried and subsequently sintered without generating any
pollutants to form a metallic composite.

A melt-metallurgical method is described, for example, in
European patent application EP 1 288 320 A2, in which gas
bubbles are introduced into a melt. In order to do so, at least
one gas feed pipe with a defined gas outlet cross section
protrudes into the melt and individual bubbles are blown into
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the melt through this pipe. The size of the bubbles is con-
trolled by the setting of the inflow parameters of the gas.

European patent application EP 1 419 835 Al describes a
method and a device for the production of flowable metal
foam with a monomodal distribution of the dimensions of the
void spaces, likewise based on a melt-metallurgical method.
In this context, at least two adjacent feed pipes that are simi-
larly dimensioned and positioned at a defined distance from
each other protrude into a metallurgical vessel containing a
foamable metal melt. Bubbles are formed in the areas of the
protruding pipe ends, whereby a contiguous foam formation
is created when areas of the bubble surfaces come to lie
against each other and partition walls containing particles are
formed.

A drawback of these melt-metallurgical methods is that a
metal melt cannot be foamed in its pure state. In order to make
the metal melt foamable, it has to be mixed with an agent that
increases the viscosity, for example, an nert gas (GB 1,287,
994) or with ceramic particles (EP 0 666 784 B) before the
foaming is carried out. Only the metal foam that accumulates
on the melt surface can flow. Even though this is favorable
when it comes to shaping the metal foam, the insufficient
stabilization of the metallic walls can lead to a partial collapse
of the formed metal foam and thus to the uncontrollable
formation of dense zones inside an object produced in this
way. Moreover, some of the formed bubbles or the dissolved
gas can escape from the melt while the latter is solidifying, so
that the released gas is no longer trapped in the melt, resulting
inalow porosity of the objects made by means of this method.
Moreover, the incorporation of the gas bubbles into the melt
requires complex equipment.

A powder-metallurgical method for the production of
porous metal objects is described in German patent DE 101
15 230 C2, in which a mixture of a gas-cleaving powder
containing a foaming agent and a pulverulent metallic mate-
rial containing at least one metal and/or a metal alloy is
compacted to form a semi-finished product. This semi-fin-
ished product is foamed under the effect of heat, a process in
which a powder containing a foaming agent is used whose
temperature of maximum decomposition is less than 120 K
below the melting temperature of the metal or the solidus
temperature of the metal alloy. For purposes of producing
metal parts having an internal porosity, international patent
application WO 2005/011901 A1 describes to first create a
foamable semi-finished product consisting of metal and at
least one foaming agent that releases gas at an elevated tem-
perature, whereby the metal forms an essentially closed
matrix into which foaming agent particles are embedded. The
quality of the metal object produced is supposed to be
enhanced with a semi-finished product in which the metal
matrix that traps the foaming agent particles is formed by the
diffusion-welding and/or pressure-welding of metal par-
ticles. Towards this end, in a first step, metal particles and at
least one agent that releases gas(es) at an elevated tempera-
ture, so-called foaming agents, are mixed together, after
which, in a second step, the mixture is shaped under elevated
pressure and elevated temperature to form a semi-finished
part that is allowed to cool off or is cooled down to a tem-
perature below the decomposition or outgassing temperature
of the foaming agent while the application of pressure is
maintained. In a third step, the semi-finished product is
heated to above the decomposition temperature of the foam-
ing agent and, with the creation of internal porosity, the semi-
finished product is shaped into a metal foam part.

Another method for the production of metal foam objects is
described in international patent application WO 2004/
063406 A2. This method can be employed as a powder-
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metallurgical method or as a melt-metallurgical method. With
this solution, a feed material is melted under atmospheric
pressure in an open melting vessel without excess-pressure
devices and gas is introduced into the liquid phase of the feed
material at the same time and/or subsequently, so that the
introduction of foaming agent or gas sufficiently provides the
melt with gas in order to form a metal foam object having a
low density when the melt solidifies. According to the
described solution, this effect can be beneficially utilized to
produce a metal foam object that has the desired shape if the
liquid metal is first placed into a mold and then allowed to
solidify in it under ambient pressure that is reduced, at least at
times. Due to the solidification of the melt at a reduced ambi-
ent pressure, preferably 0.03 bar to 0.2 bar, numerous gas
bubbles are formed in the melt but these become trapped in it
due to the onset or continuation of the solidification of the
melt so that metal foam objects produced in this manner have
a low density.

Japanese publication JP 01-127631 (Abstract) likewise
describes a method in which, analogously to the above-men-
tioned solution, hydrogen, nitrogen and oxygen are intro-
ducedunder atmospheric pressure into the liquid metal or else
foaming agent particles such as nitride, hydride or oxide
release gas into the melt by means of thermal cracking. The
liquid metal mixed with gas is placed into a shaping mold and
kept for a certain period of time at a reduced pressure of 400
to 760 mmHg.

High-quality metal foam objects can be created by such
powder-metallurgical methods. However, these methods are
extremely complex in terms of the material employed and the
equipment needed since they call for at least two powder
components, namely, metal particles and foaming agent par-
ticles. Also, the individual powder components have to be
thoroughly mixed prior to any heating and the powder grains
have to be sintered together, for instance, by hot isostatic
pressing, in order to obtain pores with the best possible homo-
geneous distribution in the finished metal foam objects.
Another drawback lies in the fact that gas already escapes
from the foaming agent particles prior to the melting of the
metal and then it accumulates in cracks, flaws, etc. This gives
rise to pores that are of different sizes and irregularly distrib-
uted in the metal foam. The pore size and the volume expan-
sion are difficult to control during the process.

SUMMARY

It is an aspect of the present invention to provide a method
for the production of metal foam and of parts made of metal
foam, said method being easy to carry out without the use of
foaming agents and without complex equipment, whereby the
trapped pores are as small as possible and have a virtually
uniform volume and a homogeneous distribution. The parts
made of metal foam using the method according to the inven-
tion exhibit a high degree of dimensional stability.

In an embodiment the present invention provides a method
for a powder-metallurgical production of metal foamed mate-
rial and of parts made of metal foamed material that includes
mixing a pulverulent metallic material including at least one
of a metal and a metal alloy; pressing, under mechanical
pressure, the mixed pulverulent metallic material so as to
form a dimensionally stable semi-finished product; placing
the semi-finished product into a chamber that is configured to
be sealed pressure-tight; sealing the chamber; heating the
semi-finished product to a melting or solidus temperature of
the pulverulent metallic material; once the melting or solidus
temperature has been reached, reducing the pressure in the
chamber from an initial pressure to a final pressure so that the
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semi-finished product foams so as to form a metal foam; and
lowering the temperature of the metal foam so as to solidify
the metal foam.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

According to an aspect of the present invention a pulveru-
lent metallic material containing at least one metal and/or a
metal alloy is mixed and subsequently pressed to form a
dimensionally stable semi-finished product under mechani-
cal pressure at a temperature of up to 400° C. [752° F.]. This
semi-finished product is placed into a chamber that can be
sealed pressure-tight that is subsequently sealed pressure-
tight and the semi-finished product is heated up at the selected
initial pressure to the melting or solidus temperature of the
pulverulent metallic material. Once the melting or solidus
temperature of the pulverulent metallic material has been
reached, the pressure in the chamber is reduced to a selected
final pressure. In this process, the semi-finished product
foams and the metal foam thus formed solidifies during the
subsequent drop in the temperature. The temperature is low-
ered after the beginning of the pressure reduction according to
a prescribed gradient, whereby the selected final pressure is
always reached before the pulverulent metallic material
solidifies.

It has been found to be advantageous for a gas pressure of
up to 50 bar to be generated in the sealed chamber before or
while the semi-finished product is being heated up. Once the
melting or solidus temperature of the pulverulent metallic
material has been reached, the pressure in the sealed chamber
is reduced according to a prescribed gradient from the initial
pressure to the final pressure of 1 bar. Another alternative
includes heating up the semi-finished product in the sealed
chamber at an initial pressure of about 1 bar and, once the
melting or solidus temperature of the pulverulent metallic
material has been reached, the pressure in the sealed chamber
is reduced according to a prescribed gradient to a final pres-
sure of about 0.1 bar to 0.01 bar. However, after the foaming,
the pressure can also be reduced to other final pressures, for
instance, from an initial pressure of up to 50 bar to a final
pressure of >1 bar or to <1 bar.

In the sealed chamber, a certain gas atmosphere can be
created, for example, an oxygen atmosphere or an atmo-
sphere having moist air.

In order to produce the dimensionally stable semi-finished
product, the pulverulent metallic material is preferably com-
pacted at a gas pressure between 1 bar and 50 bar as well as at
a mechanical pressure ranging from 200 MPa to 400 MPa at
a temperature of up to 400° C. [752° F.].

The pulverulent metallic material may be pretreated prior
to being compacted in that the surface of the individual grains
of the pulverulent metallic material is modified, for instance,
through oxidation or moistening.

According to an aspect of the present invention, dimen-
sionally stable metal foam objects can also be easily produced
if, instead of some other type of pressure-tight chamber, a
shaping mold that can be sealed pressure-tight is employed
that has the shape of the metal foam object that is to be
produced.

A reservoir situated in the shaping mold provides that the
excess metal foam created by the foaming of the metal can
escape from the shaping mold through an opening leading
into the reservoir. As a result, the shaping mold is filled
completely with the metal foam. When the pressure is
reduced, the temperature is also lowered, so that the metal
foam solidifies in the mold and acquires the shape of the
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shaping mold. Once the metal foam has solidified, the metal
foam object can be removed from the shaping mold.

Advantages of the method according to the present inven-
tion lie especially in the fact that it is possible to easily
produce metal foam or objects made of metal foam, without
complex equipment for introducing gas bubbles into the melt
and without using foaming agents. Another advantage is that
the method according to the present invention can be used to
produce metal foam having a low density, in which the pores
have small dimensions (volumes), are virtually of a uniform
size and are homogeneously distributed throughout the metal
foam. Another advantage is that. thanks to the fact that various
pressure differentials between the initial and the final pressure
can be set, the pore size and the volume expansion can be
selected or set very easily and precisely within certain limits
during the process, whereby there is a direct relationship
between the pore size and the volume expansion. In other
words, taking certain limit values into account, the pore size
and the volume expansion can be predetermined by establish-
ing the initial pressure and the final pressure. However, it is
also possible to monitor the process and to terminate it at any
time once the desired pore size or volume expansion has been
reached.

If the semi-finished product made of pulverulent metallic
material is not foamed in a simple chamber but instead in a
shaping mold, dimensionally stable metal foam objects can
be produced in a simple manner.

The invention will be described in greater detail below with
reference to two selected exemplary embodiments.

In the first preferred method, a metal foam is produced
without the use of additional foaming agents that release a
gas. For this purpose, ina first process step, aluminum powder
(99.7) having an average grain size of about 20 pim is uniaxi-
ally compacted in a metal cylinder at a gas pressure of 1 bar as
well as at a mechanical pressure of 300 MPa and at a tem-
perature of approximately 400° C. [752° F.] over a period of
15 minutes to form a semi-finished product.

Subsequently, this semi-finished product is placed into a
pressure-tight chamber and heated up, in an air atmosphere at
aninitial pressure of p, =10 bar, to a temperature of about 700°
C. [1292° F.], which thus lies somewhat above the melting
temperature of aluminum, which is about 660° C. [1220° F.].
If this temperature is maintained for a sufficiently long
period, the semi-finished product melts. As soon as the serni-
finished product has melted completely, the gas pressure in
the chamber is reduced from the initial pressure p,;=10 bar to
the final pressure p,=1 bar at a gradient of 0.2 bar/s so that the
gas trapped in the semi-finished product expands at the same
ratio at which the gas pressure is reduced in the chamber, thus
causing the specimen to foam within approximately 45 sec-
onds. The average pore size is about 2 mm. Finally, the
temperature in the chamber is reduced by approximately SK/s
until it falls below the melting temperature of aluminum, so
that the liquid aluminum foam solidifies, as a result of which
the aluminum foamed material hardens.

In another exemplary embodiment, a method is presented
with which an aluminum foam is produced using small
amounts of foaming agents that release gas.

In a first process step, powder consisting of Al1Si6Cu4 and
having an average grain size of about 20 um containing 0.5%
by weight of TiH,, which has an average grain size of about
10 pm, 1s homogeneously mixed. This mixture is uniaxially
compacted in a metal cylinder at a gas pressure of 1 bar as well
as at a mechanical pressure of 300 MPa at a temperature of
about 400° C. [752° F.] over a period of approximately 15
minutes to form a semi-finished product. Subsequently, this
semi-finished product is placed into a pressure-tight chamber
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and heated up in an air atmosphere at an initial pressure of 8
bar to a temperature of about 550° C. [1022° F.], which thus
lies somewhat above the solidus temperature of AlSi6Cu4,
which is approximately 516° C. [960.8° F.]. Already at tem-
peratures above 400° C. [752° F.], the foaming agent starts to
release hydrogen. Owing to the external pressure, the gas that
is released and trapped in the molten aluminum of the semi-
finished product forms very small pores having an average
diameter of less than 0.1 mm. As soon as the semi-finished
product has melted completely, the gas pressure in the cham-
ber is reduced from the initial pressure p,;=8 bar by approxi-
mately 3 bar to a final pressure p,=5 bar at a gradient of 0.2
bar/s. In this process, the gas trapped in the semi-finished
product causes the specimen to foam within 15 seconds. Once
the AlSi6Cu4 foam has reached the prescribed volume, the
temperature is reduced by approximately 5 K/s until it falls
below the solidus temperature of A1Si6Cu4, so that the liquid
AlSi6Cu4 foam solidifies and consequently the foamed mate-
rial hardens.

An AlSi6Cu4 foam produced with this method has pores
that are homogeneously distributed in the metal foam, that are
small and round, and that have an average size of about 0.5
mm. The size of the pores can simply be set on the basis of the
selected pressure differential between the initial pressure and
the final pressure (Ap=p,-p,) over two orders of magnitude
from diameters of approximately 0.1 mm to approximately 10
mm.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for a powder-metallurgical production of a
metal foamed material and of parts made of metal foamed
material, the method comprising:

mixing a pulverulent metallic material including at least

one of a metal and a metal alloy;

pressing, under mechanical pressure, the mixed pulveru-

lent metallic material so as to form a dimensionally
stable semi-finished product;

placing the semi-finished product into a chamber that is

configured to be sealed pressure-tight;

sealing the chamber;

heating the semi-finished product to a melting or solidus

temperature of the pulverulent metallic material;

once the melting or solidus temperature has been reached,

reducing the pressure in the chamber from an initial
pressure to a final pressure of at least 1 bar so that the
semi-finished product foams without the use of a foam-
ing agent so as to form a metal foam; and

lowering the temperature of the metal foam so as to solidify

the metal foam.

2. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
pretreating the pulverulent metallic material by modifying a
surface of an individual powder grains of the pulverulent
metallic material.

3. The method according to claim 2, wherein the pulveru-
lent metallic material is pretreated through oxidation or
moistening.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the pulveru-
lent metallic material includes powder grains having dimen-
sions that average about 1 pm to 100 um.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein the pressing
includes compacting the mixed pulverulent metallic material
at a gas pressure between 1 bar and 50 bar as well as at a
mechanical pressure ranging from 200 MPa to 400 MPa at a
temperature of less than 400° C.

6. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
pretreating the semi-finished product so as to modify the
surface by at least one of oxidation, electrolytic oxidation or
moistening.
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7. The method according to claim 1, wherein the sealed
chamber has a defined gas atmosphere.

8. The method according to claim 7, wherein the defined
gas atmosphere is an oxygen atmosphere.

9. The method according to claim 7, wherein the defined
gas atmosphere is moist air.

10. The method according to claim 1, wherein the initial
pressure is less than approximately 50 bar before or while the
semi-finished product is heated.

11. The method according to claim 10, wherein, once the
melting or solidus temperature of the pulverulent metallic
material has been reached, the pressure in the sealed chamber
is reduced according to a prescribed gradient from the initial
pressure to the final pressure, the final pressure being about 1
bar.

12. The method according to claim 1, wherein the reducing
is performed from the initial pressure to the final pressure
within a time span of about 1 second to 1000 seconds.

13. The method according to claim 1, wherein the tempera-
ture in the chamber is only lowered after the beginning of the
pressure reduction according to a prescribed gradient,
whereby the solidification temperature of the pulverulent
metallic material is only reached after the final pressure has
been reached.
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14. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
systematically setting the size of the pores in the metal foam
within a range from approximately 0.1 mm to approximately
10 mm by selecting a pressure differential between the initial
pressure and the final pressure.

15. The method according to claim 13, wherein the reduc-
ing the pressure is terminated and the lowering the tempera-
ture is subsequently performed so as to lower the temperature
of the metal foam below the solidification temperature of the
pulverulent metallic material so as to terminate an increase of
a pore size in the metal foam.

16. The method according to claim 1, wherein the reducing
the pressure is performed so as to set a volume expansion of
the metal foam to about ten times an initial volume.

17. The method according to claim 16, wherein the reduc-
ing the pressure is terminated and the lowering of the tem-
perature is subsequently performed so as to lower the tem-
perature of the metal foam below the solidification
temperature so as to terminate a volumetric expansion of the
metal foam.

18. The method according to claim 1, wherein the lowering
the temperature is performed so as to solidly the metal foam
so as to provide a dimensionally stable metal foam object.
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