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Abstract
For over hundred years the internal combustion engine has been applied as the drive of various vehicles and it is
continuously improved. The most important requirements that should be satisfied by future engines concern reduction
in fuel consumption and exhaust emissions preserving possibly low cost of engine manufacturing. In order to fulfill
such demands a concept of so called "downsizing" has been proposed which concept is based on high values of mean
effective pressure, and as a consequence high mechanical and thermal loads. Further increase of engine power per
liter is still possible but new materials are needed in order to keep the manufacturing costs at the reasonable level.
The paper presents an analysis of operational conditions of selected parts of supercharged engines constructed
according to the downsizing concept and shows areas where the use of new materials could be most profitable.
Results of engine tests carried out using modernized catalytic reactors and pistons in which advantages of the carbon
nanotubes unique properties were deliberately taken have been presented in this paper as well. The obtained results
allow to conclude that the nanotube layer over the piston skirt offers the friction losses reduction by as much as 16%
relative to the whole engine. The observed properties of nanotubes can be profitable in a number of applications
indicated in the paper.
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1. Introduction - carbon nanotubes vs. other allotropic forms of carbon
Carbon nanotubes are one of numerous allotropic forms of carbon like graphite, diamond,
fullerenes, graphene and amorphous one. These allotropic forms differ diametrically one from
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another in physical and chemical properties. These differences result from three-dimensional
crystalline structure of carbon atoms and their mutual influence. The structure of some carbon
allotropic forms has been presented schematically in Fig. 1. The carbon nanotube in this figure is a
Single Walled Carbon Nanotube of simplest structure; prevailing form are the Multi Walled
Carbon Nanotubes composed with concentric single walled tubes of different diameters. Both
varieties of nanotubes of length within a several nanometers to several micrometers range can be
obtained through an adequate selection of synthesis parameters. Commonly, the diameter of single
walled nanotubes is 1 to 2 nm, while the diameter of multi walled nanotubes is 2 to few dozen nm
and the distance between consecutive coaxial layers is constant, and equals 0.36 nm [5].
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Fig. 1. Crystalline structure of graphite (a), diamond (b) and carbon nanotube (c)

Graphite, diamond and amorphous form of carbon - sometime defined with DLC abbreviation
(Diamond like Carbon) found a well established industrial application also in construction of
internal combustion engines [28]. In principle, the carbon nanotubes are the subject of intensive
applicability tests and their industrial applications are still relative rare [3,8]. An intensification of
carbon nanotubes production makes that their price goes down by about a half every year [5] and
is no more an obstacle in industrial applications. The authors have not come across papers of
independent scientific teams that would present results of tests on carbon nanotubes applications to
the IC engines. The nanotubes properties presented in numerous reports from non-engine research
prove that undertaking such efforts is more than justified. In particular, when carbon nanotubes are
applied as a layer of catalytic converter, the achievements described in [2, 6, 11, 14, 15, 17, 20] are
worthy of notice. Application of nanotubes to the piston skirt surface is a consequence of results
presented in [1, 7, 9, 16, 18, 19, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 29] as the outcome of tests on use of nanotubes
to reduction of friction on macro scale objects. Tests discussed in further part of this paper were
carried out within the N 509 052 32-3940 (Highly effective catalytic converter on the basis of
three-dimensional hierarchic carbon nanostructures) and N 502 511240 (Effect of nanotube layer
over a piston skirt on proecological properties of IC engine) projects. The aim of the presented
study was the recognition of profits due to the application of carbon nanotubes in construction of
selected parts of IC engine. Expected demands towards the passenger car engines were taken into
consideration in particular.
2. Trends in piston IC engines design
IC engines found a great number of well established applications in industry and transport,
though a dominating majority is dedicated to car drives. A procedure of new solutions

implementation requires about ten years in automotive industry and involves successive
collaboration of R&D, quality control and setup departments. When choosing the application area
for carbon nanotubes one should consider not the engines produced to-day but those which are
supposed to be produced in ten years.
In the nearest future the direction of engine development will be determined by the
"downsizing" concept, which leads to the increase in break mean specific pressure and specific
power indexes. Ecological conditions and more stringent emission standards introduced also in the
developing countries will play considerable role at the same time [4,13].
To make the "downsizing" highly profitable concept an achievement of high power and torque
from an engine volume unit is most desirable. This goal could be accomplished both by spark and
compression ignition engines by the use of supercharging, especially the sequential one. An
unavoidable result of supercharging is higher thermal and mechanical loads, especially of the
crank system elements. Fig. 2 presents the operational parameters of SI engine sequential
supercharged during the acceleration test to 60 kph at the highest gear. One should notice the
ignition delay present several degrees after TDC which prevents knocking but simultaneously
leading to the increase in normal forces acting upon piston skirt. Further development of such
constructions requires the use of low friction materials such as carbon nanotubes. Wider analysis
of IC engines development exceeds the frames of presented paper but can be found in literature,
e.g. in [13].
prędkość
obrotowa
[obr/min]
ciśnienie
doładowania
[hPa]

stopień
otwarcia
przepustnicy [%]
prędkość
jazdy
[km/h]
kąt wyprzedzenia
zapłonu
[°OWK
przed
GMP]

Fig. 2. Driving speed and engine selected parameters recorded during a road acceleration test from 60 kph;
Volkswagen Golf TSI, BMY engine, classic gear box; colors of quantities in legend correspond with the ordinate axis

3. Concept of experimental catalytic converter with a layer of carbon nanotubes
The operation of standard catalytic converter consists in redox reaction of carbon monoxide
and hydrocarbons present in engine exhaust which is possible due to catalytic properties of
platinum covering metal or ceramic monolith. Efficiency expressed as the conversion rate depends
mainly on the surface of contact between platinum and exhaust.
On macroscopic scale the increase in contact area can be achieved by the suitable structure –
possibly high number of canaliculus. On microscopic scale each canaliculus should have rough
and highly developed surface. On standard converter this goal was achieved by the application of
washcoat which is a carrier for the catalytic materials. Few grams of platinum are used on average
in oxidizing catalysts installed in car exhaust systems [10].

The carbon nanotubes were applied as a washcoat on experimental research converter. Main
factors that inspired application of nanotubes to experimental catalytic converter were as follows:
• According to carried out tests [5] physical and chemical properties of nanotubes allow to
believe that they would not be destroyed in conditions inside oxidizing converter.
• Large area and three-dimensional structure could facilitate contact with exhaust.
Exemplary photo of nanotubes surface obtained by a transmission electron microscope is
presented in Fig. 3.
• An increase in platinum activity at a presence of nanotubes resulting from the higher ionic
conductivity of nanotubes.
• Literature widely presents similar applications of carbon nanotubes in filters and chemical
reactors [5]. Particularly important are the tests with catalytic fuel cells where platinum
combines with carbon nanotubes. Numerous authors maintain that the application of
nanotubes and carbon fibers could increase the catalytic activity of platinum used for
construction of fuel cells [21].
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Fig. 3. Carbon nanotube layer with spot deposited platinum nanoparticles, picture recorded by the LEO 922A
transmission electron microscope [22]

Standard ceramic monolith was used to construction of experimental catalytic converters but
their volume was limited to just 200 ccm, which is several less than in standard converters. Three
stages could be distinguished within the process of converter preparation:
• development of monolith,
• synthesis of nanotubes
• preparation of nanotubes surface functionality
• deposition of platinum coating.
This process was described in details in [13]. Omitting technological details it should be noted that
weight of platinum used for this experimental converter was at least 100 times less than typical
applied in oxidizing catalytic converters of contemporary passenger cars.
4. Results of tests on experimental catalytic converter with carbon nanotubes layer
The catalytic converters constructed on site were subjected to a series of tests at physicalchemical lab, engine test shop and chassis dynamometer. Visual inspection proved that the
obtained test converter fulfills introductory requirements as the platinum and nanotube layer

structure is concerned. A catalytic activity relative to carbon monoxide has been proved. Tests
carried out at physical-chemical lab could not reconstruct fully the conditions in engine tail pipe.
Due to that a key role play suitably planned engine dynamometer tests. Primary tests were carried
out at the Combustion Engine Laboratory of the Poznań University of Technology and the
experimental converters were installed in the exhaust system of VW TDI engine. A view of engine
with hooked up catalytic converter is presented in Fig. 4.

Fig. 4. A view of the TDI engine on test stand during tests on carbon monoxide conversion ratio [13]

The experimental catalytic converter was installed parallel with a standard one in exhaust system
of engine which facilitates comparison of two converters efficiency measured by the carbon
monoxide conversion rate. The way both converters were installed was presented in Fig. 5.
Tests on several versions of experimental converters marked with successive letters were carried
out for several operational points described with rotational speed and fuel dose. Carbon monoxide
concentration in exhaust before and after the catalytic converter was measured with the Testo
Emission Analyzer. Results of carbon monoxide conversion rate calculations obtained for selected
converters were summarized and presented in Fig. 6.

Fig. 5. A view of the exhaust system with a standard oxidizing converter (black housing) and experimental converter
(silver housing) connected parallel [13]

Fig. 6. Carbon monoxide conversion ratio determined for experimental converters and original one ("ORYG"),
standard fitted to an investigated engine of Volkswagen Transporter

The conversion rate of catalytic converters was investigated using a non-homologated method
but analyzing the sources and values of random errors one can conclude that the adopted procedure
and applied instrumentation allowed to achieved the anticipated goal.
Catalytic activity towards the carbon monoxide was demonstrated for all converters tested.
However various rates of conversion were achieved for individual converters, all of them were
highly dependent on engine operational conditions. The highest rate of conversion was obtained
for multisectional converter consisting of three monoblocks – E, D and C – put into common
housing. At the operational point corresponding to medium and high engine load this converter
showed the highest rate of conversion among all experimental converters tested. The EDC
converter presented the conversion rate the same or even slightly better than much bigger standard
converter.
At the operational point corresponding to low load and low speed all experimental converters
presented unsatisfactory values of the carbon monoxide conversion rate. Supplemental tests
proved that the common drawback of all experimental converters was high light-off temperature;
the EDC converter gives 50% conversion rate at about 280 °C . This problem has not been solved
yet.
In order to carry out all tests planned each of converters was installed in exhaust system of the
VW TDI engine running several hours under high load when the exhaust temperature exceeded
400 °C . The decrease of toxic compounds conversion rate determined for individual converters
was not observed during successive measurements. Therefore one can assume provisionally that
the carbon nanotubes are not subjected to destruction in the environment of engine exhaust, but the
experiments carried out can not replace the durability tests in conditions of regular operation and
long mileage.

5. Concept of experimental piston skirt covered with carbon nanotube layer
The knowledge of engine parts operational conditions and results of standard tests of piston skirt
layers allow to estimate as probable the presence of several interaction mechanisms of nanotube
layer over piston skirt on functional features of piston-cylinder group.
• Expected reduction in friction losses under conditions of mixed lubrication which results
directly from properties of carbon nanotubes. Additionally, nanoparticles of friction
modifiers as molybdenum disulfide can be introduced into nanotubes structure.
• Grindability of nanotubes superficial layer, which is not directly bound to piston material
could protect engine against seizure.
• Formation of nanotube layer that would be intensively ground at the run-in stage will lead
to their dispersion in lube oil. Results discussed in Chapter 5.2.3 prove that even low
concentration of nanotubes in lube oil favorably increase its lubricating properties. This
effect could be seen in every kinematic node supplied with oil.
• Reduction in friction losses at the full film lubrication regime which results from oil flow
properties through a nanostructural near-wall flow.
• Reduction in forces connected with piston secondary motion and their implications like
surface wear, vibrations and noise.
• Secondary limitation of friction losses resulting from intensive piston secondary motion
facilitating adjustment of other parameters like piston pin axis shift.
A view of the experimental piston with skirt covered by the layer of carbon nanotubes has been
presented in Fig. 7.

Fig. 7. Experimental piston with nanotubes covered skirt; view taken before and after engine tests

Because of problems complexity the measurements and tests were divided into four stages:
• first stage – piston measurements before covering with nanotubes
• second stage – piston measurements before fitting on engine
• third stage – engine tests
• fourth stage - evaluation of wear.
The aim of piston measurements was determination of shape and surface roughness deviation
and it was broadly described in [12, 13].
The engine tests were carried out after fitting pistons on a purposely constructed test rig with a
two-cylinder engine driven by an electric motor. This test rig, called simulation stand, serves for

possibly precise reconstruction of engine crank system real operational conditions with concurrent
torque measurement when engine is externally driven. The camshaft on this engine has been
inactivated with closed valves as well as water and oil pumps driven by the crankshaft. The latter
two were replaced by electrical driven external pumps.
These changes made that each revolution of crankshaft forces a repeated cycle of compression
and expansion while a part of charge blows by to the crank case because of leakiness. When the
valves are closed a possible leak can be made up by additional one-way valves called charge make
up valves and installed instead of spark plugs. Test stand construction allows for valve closing or
opening in order to aspire freely ambient air or compressed air supply. Compressed air supply to
the cylinder at the beginning of compression stroke leads to higher cylinder pressure. This can
serve for simulation of real engine higher loads.
6. Test results
Only elements of crank mechanism are driven by the external drive on the modified engine and
therefore a precise definition of friction losses is possible by the measurement of external drive
torque. Following significant factors affecting the measured torque can be distinguished:
a) friction losses occuring between piston skirt and cylinder liner, which are analyzed in this
paper,
b) friction losses generated between the ring pack and cylinder,
c) friction losses in crankshaft bearings,
d) loss of compressed charge as a result of blow-by as well as thermal losses originated in
heat transfer between charge and surroundings.
It can be assumed that keeping the piston diameter unchanged the nanotubes cover over piston
skirt does not affect substantially the phenomena mentioned in points b to d, causing considerable
change in external torque balance. Therefore a comparison of torque values recorded in similar
conditions for engine with standard pistons and the one with pistons covered with nanotubes
facilitate the determination of nanotube layer effect on friction losses.
The torque has been recorded at a frequency of 9.6 kHz and gave 20 thousand successive
results. Therefore every measuring file contains information on torque course within 2 seconds;
the mean value has been calculated on the basis of such course.

Fig. 8. Standard pistons friction losses courses and marked with pointers changes recorded after replacement of
standard pistons with experimental ones with carbon nanotubes covered skirt

Three main measuring series, defined by the oil temperature 50 °C, 80 °C and 110 °C can be
distinguished in the program. Within every superior series another three series relative to the
pressure before charge supply valves can be distinguished, namely 0 bar, 1 bar and 1.5 bar. These
series correspond consecutively to valves closed 1, open (connected to ambient air) or connected to
the compressed air installation with 1.5 bar of absolute pressure. Each measuring series – of total
nine – consists of eleven points defined by rotational speed variable within the range from 500 rpm
to 3000 rpm with a 250 rpm step. The whole program consists of 99 measuring points and was
carried out on the engine with standard pistons. The measurements were repeated on the engine
with experimental pistons. Results obtained for extreme values of oil temperature are presented in
Fig. 8.
The application of carbon nanotubes on piston skirt caused a considerable reduction of friction
losses expressed by decreased external torque reaching even 16% in most favorable conditions of
engine run. I should be noted that presented difference relates to the total friction losses that take
into account not only losses on piston skirt but also those generated by the ring pack and slide
bearings. Data available in literature prove that three kinematic pairs mentioned here are
comparable when friction losses are taken into consideration. Because of that the reduction in
friction losses recorded after application of pistons with modified surface are surprisingly high.
After finished engine tests the experimental pistons were removed and samples were taken
from their surface which was eventually investigated with a transmission electron microscope of
high resolution. Fig. 9 presents an exemplary view of piston skirt section with a nanotube layer;
analysis of all samples tested allow to conclude that carbon nanotubes have not suffered
destruction during engine tests.

1

Closing of charge supplementing valves actually brings about certain negative pressure but it is not a perfect vacuum; the 0 value
was assumed in order to simplify notation of measurement files. Here, it means only that the charge is not supplemented.

Fig. 9. A view of carbon nanotubes on a sample surface of piston removed from engine; picture taken by a high
resolution transmission electron microscope (HRTEM)

7. Conclusions and final remarks
Construction of prototype, experimental oxidizing catalytic converters and pistons, and
eventual tests show a considerable functional advantages resulting from application of carbon
nanotubes. In a case of catalytic converter it has been shown that:
• carbon nanotubes are not destruction prone under operational conditions of oxidizing
converter dedicated to diesel engine,
• the developed surface of nanotubes allows for a significant limitation of applied platinum,
though such converter demonstrate high light-off temperature,
• technology of converter has been developed that could be implemented in mass production.
Tests carried out on pistons allow to formulate following conclusions:
• carbon nanotubes over piston skirt do not disintegrate,
• nanotube layer on piston skirt gives considerable reduction of friction losses within a wide
range of engine operational conditions,
• technology used for manufacturing of experimental pistons could be improved and
eventually applied to the mass production.
References
[1]

[2]
[3]
[4]

Abad M.D., Sánchez-López J.C., Berenguer-Murcia A., Golovko V.B., Cantoro M.,
Wheatley A.E.H., Fernández A., Johnson B.F.G., Robertson J., Catalytic growth of carbon
nanotubes on stainless steel: Characterization and frictional properties, Diamond and
Related Materials, Vol. 17, Issue 11, 2008
Aldajah S., Haik Y., Elnajjar E., A Novel Dual Effect Soot Filtering System, Jordan Journal
of Mechanical and Industrial Engineering, 2010, Vol. 4, Nr 1, pp 75-78
Brand L., Gierlings M., Hoffknecht A., Wagner V., Zweck A., Kohlestoff-Nanorörchen:
Potenziale einer neuen Materialklasse für Deutschland, Technologieanalyse, VDI
Technologiezentrum GmbH, Düsseldorf, 2009
Busch H., Henning L., Körfer T., Severin Ch., Dieselmotorentwicklung für
Emissionsanforderungen in neuen Märkten, MTZ 12/2011

[5]
[6]
[7]
[8]
[9]
[10]
[11]
[12]
[13]
[14]
[15]
[16]
[17]
[18]
[19]
[20]
[21]
[22]
[23]
[24]
[25]

Bhushan B., Springer Handbook of Nanotechnology, wydanie trzecie, poprawione i
rozszerzone, Springer-Verlag, Berlin-Heidelberg, 2010
Cinke M., Li J., Chen B., Wignarajah K., Pisharody S., Fisher J., Delzeit L., Meyyappan M.,
Partride H., Clark K., Development of Metal-impregnated Single Walled Carbon Nanotubes
for Toxic Gas Contaminant Control on Advanced Life Support Systems, SAE, 2003-01-2368
Cook E.H., Buehler M.J., Spakovszky Z.S, Mechanism of friction in rotating carbon
nanotube bearings, Journal of the Mechanics and Physics of Solids 61, 652-673, 2013
De Volder M.F.L., Tawfick S.H., Baughman R.H., Hart A.J., Carbon Nanotubes: Present
and Future Commercial Applications, Science, vol. 339, 01.02.2013
Fenimore A.M., Yuzvinsky T.D., Han W.Q., Fuhrer M.S., Cumings J., ZettlA., Rotational
actuators based on carbon nanotubes, Nature 424 (6947) 408-410, 2003
Ferkel H., Bachmann M., Volpp H-R., Stöwe K., Hensgen L., Edelmetallfreie
Nanokatalysatoren für Dieselpartikelfilter, MTZ, 02/2010
Huang B., Huang R., Jin D., Ye D., Low temperature SCR of NO with NH 3 over carbon
nanotubes supported vanadium oxides, Catalysis Today, 2007, 279-283
Iskra A., Kałużny J., Babiak M., Gapiński B., Pomiar kształtu powierzchni bocznej tłoka
pokrytej warstwą nanorurek węglowych, Journal of Polish CIMAC, 2014
Kałużny J., Eksperymentalne zastosowania nanorurek węglowych w konstrukcji tłokowego
silnika spalinowego, Wydawnictwo Politechniki Poznańskiej, Seria Rozprawy, nr 503,
Poznań 2013
Leino A.R., Mohl M., Kukkola J., Mäki-Arvela P., Kokkonen T., Shchukarev A., Kordas K.,
Low-temperature catalytic oxidation of Multi-walled carbon nanotubes, Carbon 2013, 99107
Li Q., Yang H., Qiu F., Zhang X., Promotional effects of carbon nanotubes on V 2 O 5 /TiO 2
for NO x removal, Journal of Hazardous Materials, 2011, 915-921
Lin R.M., Lu C., Modeling of interfacial friction damping of carbon nanotube-based
nanocomposites, Mechanical Systems and Signal Processing, Vol. 24, Issue 8, 2010
Lu Ch-Y., Wey M-Y., The performance of CNT as catalyst support on CO oxidation AT low
temperature, Fuel, 2007, 1153-1161
Lu H., Goldmann J., Ding F., Sun Y., Pulikkathara M.X., Khabashesku V.N., Yakobson B.I.,
Lou J., Friction and adhesion properties of vertically aligned multi-walled carbon nanotube
arrays and fluoro-nanodiamond films, Carbon doi 10.1016, 2008
Lucas M., Palaci I., Riedo E., Zhang X., Tosatti E., Hindered rolling and friction anisotropy
in supported carbon nanotubes, Nature Mater. 8 (2009) 876 arXiv:1201.6487v1 condmat.mtrl-sci
Ma Q., Wang D., Wu M., Zhao T., Yoneyama Y., Effect of catalytic site position: Nickel
nanocatalyst selectively loaded inside or outside carbon nanotubes for methane dry
reforming, Fuel, 2013, 430-438
Maillard F., Simonov P.A., Savinova E.R., Carbon Materials as Supports for Fuel Cells
Electrocatalysts, Carbon Materials for Catalysis, Eds. Philippe Serp and Jose Luis
Figueiredo, Wiley, 2008.
N 509 052 32/3940 – Wysokoefektywny samochodowy reaktor katalityczny na bazie
trójwymiarowych hierarchicznych nanostruktur węglowych, raport końcowy, Poznań, 2008
Pottuz L.J., Dassenoy F., Vacher B., Martin J.M., Mieno T., Ultralow friction and wear
behavior of Ni/Y-based single wall carbon nanotubes (SWNTs), Tribology International, Vol.
37, Issues 11-12, 2004
Salvetat J.P., Bonard J.M., Thomson N.H., Kulik A.J., Forró L., Benoit W., Zuppiroli L.,
Mechanical properties of carbon nanotubes, Applied Physics A 69, 255-260, 1999
Servantir J., Gaspard P., Rotational dynamics and friction in double-walled carbon
nanotubes, Phys. Rev. Lett 97 (18), 2006

[26] Tehrani M., Safdari M., Boroujeni A.Y., Razavi Z., Case S.W., Dahmen K., Garmestani H.,
Al-Haik M.S., Hybrid carbon fiber/carbon nanotube composites for structural damping
applications, Nanotechnology 24, 155704, 2013
[27] Vander Wall R.L., Miyoshi K., Street K.W., Tomasek A.J., Peng H., Liu Y., Margrave V.N.,
Khabashesku V.N., Friction properties of surface-fluorinated carbon nanotubes, Wear, Vol
259, Issues 1-6, 2005
[28] VDI Richtlinie, VDI 2840, Kohlenstoffschichten Grundlagen, Schichttypen und
Eigenschaften
[29] Zhang S., Liu W. K., Ruoff R. S., Atomistic simulations of double-walled carbon nanotubes
(DWCNTs) as rotational bearings, Nano Letters 4 (2), 2004

