
These include formation of dense lay-
ers within the refractory adjacent the
contents (such as fine MgO in BOF ves-
sels via the MgO-C reaction aided by
availability of oxygen from the slag or
atmosphere first seen in 19677). Also,
included in this category are the MgO-C
bricks containing ceramic additives
such as B4C which react to form
ceramic/glass phases at high tempera-
ture improving oxidation resistance8.
Similarly, MgO-C bricks with metal addi-
tives such as Al, Si, Mg and alloyse.g.9,10

can be included here since they may
react with gases from the atmosphere
to form ceramic phases which benefi-
cially getter oxygen and interlink other
phases so improving hot strength. The
ceramic phases which form are a strong
function of the local conditions at the
metal location in the brick. The mor-
phologies of the phases formed often
indicate their formation mechanism. In
Figure 3 two forms of SiO2 occur. Silica
from direct oxidation of silicon metal is
present as a shell on the original metal
particle. Silica formed indirectly via SiO
vapor e.g.

occurs as a rim around the original
location of the Si particle.

As with Type I the critical features of
Type II in situ refractories include the
properties of the phases formed.
Consequently, while oxidation of addi-
tive B4C to give B2O3 rich glass
improves oxidation resistance it leads
to poorer high-temperature strength
since the glass becomes fluid. Often the
phase formed covers the grain phase
leading to protective coatings which
may e.g. be spinel or forsterite (Figure
4). 

Type III
Type III includes those refractories

which react with the furnace contents
generating a protective interlayer
between the refractory and furnace
contents (Figure 4). 

Often the interlayer forms as a result
of indirect corrosion of the refractory
solid by penetrating liquid11. If the inter-
layer passivates further attack it is a
Type II in situ refractory. Commercial
examples of such Type II interlayer for-
mation include clinker coatings in the
burning zones of cement kilns and vis-
cous glass layers adjacent Al2O3-
ZrO2-SiO2 blocks in glass tanks.

Significant properties of liquid interlay-
ers formed in Type III in situ refractories
include their viscosity and the solubility
of adjacent solid phases in them. In
AZS refractories the liquid formed is
rich in Al2O3 which makes it viscous
and so it acts as a barrier between the
refractory and the fluid soda-lime-silica
glass in the tank. The solid ZrO2 in
adjacent refractory is also slow to dis-
solve in the alumina-rich glass interlay-
er. 

Solid in situ refractory interlayers are
observed to form in many refractory-
slag interactions11 and are often multi-
phase. Slag attack of MgO often leads
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D IFFERENT TYPES OF IN SITU REFRACTORIES
W E Lee, Corresponding Editor, S Zhang and H Sarpoolaky, University of Sheffield, Dept. of Engineering Materials, Mappin St,
Sheffield, S1 3JD, UK

ABSTRACT
The use of refractories formed in situ

to resist corrosion is widespread
throughout the materials processing
industries. This paper aims to define
exactly what is meant by the term “in
situ refractories” and to describe the
various types arising in practice. 

INTRODUCTION
Refractories invariably undergo some

changes in use due to the high service
temperatures pushing them towards
equilibrium. This is particularly true
when refractories are in contact with liq-
uids and vapors as occurs in most
materials processing, such as iron and
steel making and glass production, and
in waste incineration. A surprisingly
large proportion of refractories also
contain liquid and vapor phases formed
under service conditions.
Consequently, what is used to line a fur-
nace is not what is present during use.
These changes, which occur once the
refractory is installed, lead to production
of what have come to be termed in situ
refractories. Since refractories are
designed to give the longest campaign
possible it is important that the in serv-
ice changes are understood and con-
trolled. A recent review1 described the
evolution of in situ refractories in the
twentieth century and suggested that
several types of in situ refractories can
form. The purpose of this paper is to
give a clear definition of what is meant
by the term in situ refractories and to
specify possible different types of in situ
refractories.

DEFINITION
In situ refractories may be defined as

the in use product(s) of reaction within a
refractory system or between the
refractory and furnace contents leading
to improved refractory behavior.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF IN
SITU REFRACTORIES

For simplicity 4 types of in situ refrac-
tories will be described but, as shall
become apparent, there is the possibili-
ty of extensive overlap between these
groups. Also, there may be additional
types of which the authors are unaware. 

Type I
Type I in situ refractories are those

arising due to reactions solely within the
components of the brick or monolith
without any external contribution
(Figure 1).

These arise from reactions between
refractories components due to the high
temperature and so may occur e.g. dur-

ing heat up of a refractory system.
Included in Type I are those in situ
refractories in which useful phases are
generated throughout the matrix often
during production/installation. Fine
powders are often used in the batch
which (due to their high surface area)
react to form desired phases. The most
common bond phases formed in Type I
in situ refractories are spinels (of vari-
ous compositions), forsterite and mul-
lite2. Often their formation leads to a
direct bond between the individual
grains of the refractory aggregate sys-
tem such as in MgCr2O4 spinel bonded
mag-chrome bricks3. Critical features of
the reactions leading to Type I in situ
refractories are the volume changes
associated with the reactions2 and the
competition between this volume
change and other temperature-induced
microstructural changes such as ther-
mal expansions of other phases pres-
ent and shrinkage contraction arising
from liquid phase or solid state sinter-
ing. Beneficial behavior may result if
these lead to a tightening of the texture
so improving resistance to liquid pene-
tration and strength. The morphology of
the product is also important, e.g. for-
mation of acicular or tabular mullite or
calcium hexaluminate (CA6) may open
up a microstructure and have an
adverse affect on thermo-mechanical
properties.

A good example of a Type I refractory
is self-formed spinel in castables aris-
ing from reaction of fine, matrix addi-
tions of alumina and magnesia on firing
often in the presence of silica and calci-
um aluminate cement4. The volume
increase associated with the spinel for-
mation may tighten the refractories tex-
ture helping to resist liquid penetration.
Calcium aluminates such as CA6 also
form in the matrix of such systems from
reaction of the cement and alumina
components. The tabular CA6 crystals
formed are believed to link other phas-
es (such as tabular grain and spinel),
interlocking the microstructure and
improving strength5,6.

Type II
Type II includes those in situ refracto-

ries in which reactions occur within the
refractory but which may be assisted by
reaction with the (liquid or vapor) fur-
nace contents (Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Schematic of Type I in situ
refractories.

Figure 2. Schematic of Type II in situ
refractories.

Figure 3. Direct and indirect silica
formed in MgO-C brick with added
Si at 1200oC.

to formation of a magnesiowustite
boundary layer in Fe-rich slags12 and a
spinel layer in alumina or chromia rich
slags. Complex spinel and calcium alu-
minate phases (CA2, CA6 and gehlen-
ite, C2AS) often form between alumina
and slag13. Critical features of such
interlayers include whether they are
complete and fully cover the (often)
aggregate or grain phases being
attacked. Incomplete coverage leaves
gaps through which aggressive liquid
can penetrate. The morphology of the
phases in the interlayer is also impor-
tant. Acicular or tabular phases such as
CA6 or mullite may grow into and pene-
trate the grain phase, opening up the
interface to further attack. Thermal
expansion mismatch between the inter-
layer and other solid phases present
may lead to stress and crack formation
although the presence of liquid may
often alleviate this problem. 

The mechanisms by which solid Type
III interlayers may passivate further
attack vary. Open crystal structures,
such as spinel or rock salt (MgO), can
accommodate cations such as Fe, Mn,
Mg and Cr so removing these cations
from the adjacent local liquid rendering
it more viscous and less penetrating.
Zhang et al.13 observed a change in
composition of spinel from Mg alumi-
nate adjacent alumina being corroded
to Mg, Al, Fe, Cr, Mn spinel into the
slag. This would suggest that the Mg
aluminate spinel acted as a nucleus
and as the spinel grew into the slag it
incorporated the various cations, ren-
dering the local slag more viscous.
Another mechanism is when complete
layers of refractory phases (such as
CA6) simply act as a prophylactic coat-
ing.

A subtle distinction needs to be made
here between Type II and Type III in situ
refractories. As discussed above the
formation of an interlayer between slag
and solid grain in a crucible-type slag
test is Type III. However, if the slag has
penetrated the matrix of a refractory
brick and then attacks the grain in an
identical manner this is Type II, since
now reactions occur within the refracto-
ry but assisted by reaction with the liq-
uid slag from the furnace contents.

Type IV
Finally, Type IV are those in which the

furnace contents are deposited on the
refractories to themselves act as the
refractory such as slags splashed onto
BOF vessel walls. 

In BOF vessels the nature of the bond
between the slag and refractory is as
yet not well defined. If a reaction occurs
between the splashed slag and the
refractory lining then depending on the
nature of the interlayer formed this may
introduce some Type II or Type III com-
ponent. Refractory systems are often
designed to freeze liquid either at the
refractory surface or at a specific loca-
tion in the brick at a specified isotherm.
Air or water cooling in high thermal con-
ductivity refractories may be used to
control the location of the isotherm. In
carbon blocks in iron blast furnaces the

Figure 4. Forsterite (M2S) coating
on MgO grain in MgO-C brick with
added Si at 1600oC (courtesy R.
Artir, University of Sakarya, Turkey)

Figure 6. Schematic of Type IV in
situ refractories

Figure 5. Schematic of Type III in
situ refractories.
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important isotherm is that at 1150oC
(the temperature at which iron + 4% C
freezes). In Al reduction cells the 800-
850oC isotherms (at which the eutectic
bath components freeze) are important.
If the slag is frozen at the surface this is
a Type IV in situ refractory whereas if it
is internal to the brick it is Type II.
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NOVEL FIBER-FREE HIGH TEMPERATURE INSULATION
REFRACTORY
J.J. Liu and Diana Dieckmann, Mattech Corporation

Recent concerns regarding the harm-
ful short fibers present in high tempera-
ture refractory materials [1] have
prompted users of such materials to
search for safer alternative porous insu-
lation ceramics [2,3]. Stricter toxicity
regulations for the use of refractory
fibers (specifically during recycling) are
forcing new research for alternative
materials and methods used in the
refractory industry[4].  MATTECH
Corporation, a Cincinnati-based com-
pany, has developed the alternative –
FiberFree™ refractory materials made
specifically for high temperature appli-
cations.  The new non-fiber materials
come in preformed shapes (such as
boards and tubes) and individual
spheres; the materials to construct var-
ious shapes are also available.  The
products offered by MATTECH
Corporation, such as FractalBalls™
(high porosity ceramic balls made of
HMG1 material), HAFractalBalls™
(high alumina high porosity ceramic
balls), HDFractalins™ (high porosity
ceramic boards), and RHDFractalins™
(Reinforced high density ceramic
boards), can withstand temperatures
from 1850°C to 2000°C.  These materi-
als as well as others are available on
www.fiberfree.com.  This e-commerce
site, the first of its kind, offers technical
specifications and full price disclosure
for non-fibrous refractories.  Technical
details of FractalBalls™ and
HDFractalins™ are discussed below.

FRACTALBALLS™
FractalBalls™ are small ceramic

spheres (ranging from 1mm-5mm)

composed of HMG1 material (see Table
1).  They have very low density, low
thermal conductivity, high strength, high
porosity, and high melting point.  The
balls can be easily fabricated into com-
plex bulk shapes for use in a variety of
applications. Properties of HMG1
FractalBalls™ are listed in Table 1.

FractalBalls™ are highly porous
ceramic balls as shown in Figures 1-3.
Note the distribution of porosity which
gives use to excellent insulation proper-
ties.

HD FRACTALINS™
HD Fractalins™, made by bonding

FractalBalls™, are unique lightweight
non-fiber high temperature insulating
boards, as shown in Figure 4. (also
available in other shapes).  This materi-
al displays medium low density (with a
bulk density of about 0.9 g/cc) and high
strength. The board has excellent low
thermal conductivity, high thermal
shock resistance heat, and chemical
and mechanical stability.  Properties of
HD Fractalins™ are listed in Table 2.
An SEM Micrograph  (Figure 5) shows
the highly porous nature of the surface.

HDFractalins™ are available in vari-
ous sizes and shapes for a variety of
applications. HDFractalins™ are an
excellent material for use as insulation
boards in furnace linings and kiln furni-
ture as shown in figure 6.  They have a
higher service life compared to any fiber
insulating board, due to their mechani-
cal and chemical stability at high tem-
peratures. Due to the high porosity, high
strength, and high melting point,
HDFractalins™ may find other uses

such as: molten metal filtration, oil trap-
ping and recovery, grease filters, hot-
gas and steam cleaning filters, and
chemical and water purification
processes. They may also be used as
substrate support for membrane reac-
tors.  Some typical applications are list-
ed below.
Typical Applications of
FractalBalls™ and HDFractalins™

• Light weight structural materials. 
• Composite manufacturing rein-

forcement additive for metal,
ceramic, or polymer. 

• Armor, bio-ceramic, abrasive
brake pads etc. 

• Coatings for surfaces (metals,
ceramics, polymers.) 

• Thermal insulation 
• Fire protection and stops 
• High temperature furnace linings 

• Kiln furniture 
• Gas combustion burners 
• Repairing or relining refractory

cracks and holes 
• Filter 
• Molten metal castings (aluminum,

copper, iron) 
• Steam cleaning. 
• Apply as light weight coating for

aircraft and spacecraft 
• Oil trapping and recovery; grease

filters; chemical and water purifi-
cation processes 

• Hot-gas filter substrates for elec-
trode. 

• Electronic substrate carriers for
bioreactors. 

• Desiccants 
• Substrates for catalytic convert-

ers 
• Use as light weight structural

materials 
• Molten metal filtration

Figure 1. Picture of HMG1
FractalBalls™

Figure 2. Microstructure of HMG1
FractalBalls™ of HMG1
FractalBalls™.Micron marker is
5µm.

Figure 3.  Macropicture HMG1
FractalBalls™.

Figure 6. HDFractalin™ as furnace
lining.

Figure 5. Microstructure of
HDFractalins™ used

Figure 4.  Picture of HDFractalin™.


