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9. Thermodynamic properties of the Gibbs surface

Excess densities are defined by:

One can do this for every density per unit of volume.

The excess densities are per unit of surface area.

The numerical analysis will be restricted to stationary states.

What about the thermodynamics?



In equilibrium the thermodynamic relations given by Gibbs for 
an arbitrary choice of the dividing surface are:

These excess densities depend only on the temperature Teq
and the location of the dividing surface xs.

For a heterogeneous system in a stationary state we must 
derive these relations. This would establish local equilibrium for 
the Gibbs surface. It would also clarify how to chose the excess
densities in a stationary state such that they satisfy the
thermodynamic relations given by Gibbs.



In the continuous description we have:
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Applying the excess density procedure to these equations we
obtain

for an arbitrary choice of the dividing surface.

Remains to make the proper identifications!



We identify the temperature and chemical potential with:

and substituting these definitions in the equations on the
previous page we obtain the relations given by Gibbs:

This shows the validity of local equilibrium



It is nice to have established local equilibrium for the Gibbs
surface in this way. It would strengthen the understanding if
stronger properties could be derived, however. 

Consider the following definitions of the surface temperature:

• Tes = Ts(equimolar surface)

• Tst = Ts(surface of tension)

• : calculate the surface tension and look up in the table of
equilibrium values what the equilibrium temperature is.

•

sTγ

10. Properties of the temperature of the surface



• The equality of the first two verifies whether the surface
temperature depends on the choice of the dividing surface.

• The third verifies whether equations of state remain valid.

• The fourth verifies whether the structure of the equilibrium
interfacial region is the same as in equilibrium.

The agreement is astoundingly good!



Some general conclusions for non-equilibrium states:

• The surface temperature and chemical potentials are
independent of the choice of the dividing surface.

• The equations of state for the surface are valid.

• The two surface temperatures determined using the surface
tension differ not more than 2 parts in a million for all 
perturbations. 

• This implies that the molar density profiles in stationary states
are in extremely good approximation the same as the
equilibrium profile for the surface temperature. They may be 
shifted up or down a bit but for the rest they are the same.



Conclusions continued

•The profiles of all the thermodynamic densities through the
surface are the same as the equilibrium profiles at the
temperature and chemical potentials of the surface. They are
generally shifted up or down a bit.

• For the molar density and the internal energy this implies for 
instance:

• One may in fact even use these properties to calculate the
temperature of the surface with a reasonable accuracy.



• The temperature difference across the surface is very
substantial.

• The temperature difference of the surface and the liquid is 
10 to 20 % of the total difference across the surface.

• All these differences are generally larger than the
inaccuracy in the determination of the surface temperature. 

Conclusions continued



11. Dependence of the excess densities on
the choice of the dividing surface

• We have now established that the surface temperature, 
chemical potential and normal velocity are independent of the
choice of the dividing surface.

• The important question now is whether the excess densities
satisfy a similar property or not.

• We will find that they depend very much on this choice.

• Important is that these differences have no measurable effects.

• How do we choose the dividing surface?



Possible choices of the dividing surface

We have already explained the equimolar surface

No excess density.

The surface of tension is defined by:

A property of interest is the distance between these two
dividing surfaces, the so-called Tolman length:
Typical values for water at an equilibrium pressure of 200 bar are:

The value is in nm and the liquid is on the right hand side.



The distance of an arbitrary dividing surface to the equimolar
surface is given by:

All such distances are a function of the temperature alone in a 
one-component system.

Excess densities for different dividing surfaces are related by:

to linear order in the distance. 

Similar relations are valid for the other thermodynamic densities.

As the distance between dividing surfaces is in practice always
very small, it is normally enough not to go beyond linear order.



Equimolar
surface

Surface of
tension



• It is interesting to look at these tables of excess densities
for the equimolar surface and the surface of tension. 

• Even though the distance between them is only 0.025 
nm, the excesses are often substantially different. Gamma 
is the same, u and h are 7% different, the others are
completely different. 

• This makes it extra astounding that local equilibrium is 
satisfied so convincingly.



As we have already established that the profiles of the various
densities in a stationary state are the same as the equilibrium
profiles at the temperature of the surface with a possible small
shift of the whole profile it follows that:

And similar expressions for the other thermodynamic
densities.

• It is clear that it is very important and useful to tabulate all 
the equilibrium properties of the surface, and the
corresponding properties in the adjacent media, as a 
function of the temperature.
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