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Abstract: It is well known that IRT is among the preferred instruments in the qualitative monitoring
of humidity in buildings. The evaporation of water leads to a sink of thermal energy that eventually
manifests as a decreasing of the temperature. The imaging and non-contact characteristics of IRT
make the monitoring of this temperature decrease particularly easy and effective. Nonetheless, the
quantitative extraction of some figures that make the qualitative observation more reliable is still an
open problem.
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1. Introduction

Palazzo Madama in Turin (Italy) and the castle in Rivoli (Piedmont, Italy) are a
couple of outstanding buildings conceived by the architect Filippo Juvarra, who worked
in Piedmont during the 18th century. The so-called Chianocco marble (see Figure 1) is
one of the stones applied on the facades of such buildings. It is characterized by a good
workability, and for this reason, it is preferred to other stones.

Figure 1. A sample of Chianocco marble used by the architect Filippo Juvarra in the 18th century on
the facades of both Palazzo Madama (Turin, Italy) and the Castle in Rivoli (Piedmont, Italy).

On the other hand, such material is often inhomogeneous and its porosity could be
quite large, that leads, over the years, to a degradation that is sometimes severe. Hence,
the necessity of restoration, which often consists in spreading a protective hydrophobic
layer on the surface. It is the interest of the restorers to find methods that are easy and
fast in detecting the state of those stones, if they were already treated and what is the
level of their porosity and, eventually, how much humidity they absorb. It is well known
that InfraRed Thermography (IRT) is among the preferred instruments in the qualitative
monitoring of humidity in buildings [1,2]. The evaporation of water leads to a sink of
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thermal energy that eventually manifests as a decreasing of temperature. The imaging
and non-contact characteristics of IRT makes the monitoring of this temperature decrease
particularly easy and effective. Nonetheless, the quantitative extraction of some figures
that make the qualitative observation more reliable is still an open problem [3,4].

One of the first attempts to make the quantitative assessment of the amount of water
absorbed by porous materials was based on the idea that water, which possesses a very
high heat capacity, significantly changes the thermal inertia of the material itself. Active
thermography was used by heating the surface of the moistened porous material by lamps.
The zones with higher water contents are supposed to react with a lower increase of
temperature in comparison with the drier ones [5,6]. On the other hand, the increase of
temperature increases the evaporation as well, resulting in a further attenuation of the
temperature increase and in a possible overestimation of the water content. Other attempts
of enhancing the evaporation effect in a controlled way by forced ventilation have been
proposed [7]. Here, the increased thermal inertia, due to the water absorbed by the porous
material, acts as a dumping effect in the decreasing of temperature due to the evaporation
enhanced by the forced ventilation.

The contact sponge method [8,9] to measure the water absorption is attracting the
attention of the restorers for its easy applicability in situ [10,11]. Following the work of
Ludwig et al. [12], the novelty proposed in this work is that of monitoring the effect of
the water evaporation, during and after the application of the contact sponge, by IRT. IRT
monitors the evolution of the diffusion of water in the porous material, both in time and
space by collecting a sequence of IR images during the process. From the experimental
point of view, the first attempt was done in situ. Later on, to understand better the
phenomenon, several tests were carried out in laboratory conditions using specimens
of the same materials already tested on the facades of the analyzed buildings. The data
obtained both in situ and in laboratory are quite interesting and show the effectiveness
of the thermographic instrument to analyze the porosity of such stones. Indeed, it was
possible to see qualitatively that, in the same stone, at a few centimeters of distance, areas
coexist that are characterized by a strong evaporation, while, very close to them, other
areas are essentially inert.

To better understand the phenomena, it was planned to carry on some experiments
on porous materials that are much more homogeneous in respect to the Chianocco marble.
A fired clay brick and a sand stone pietra serena have been used to apply the contact sponge
technique and to monitor the induced effects by IRT in a controlled environment.

2. Modeling

The contact sponge method consists of a contact cup that contains the sponge, whose
thickness is slightly greater than the height of the cup. The cup containing the humid
sponge is pressed manually on the surface of the material until the border of the cup is in
contact with the surface. That results in a fairly reproducible action. After a predefined
amount of time, for example 90 s, the sponge is removed from the surface and the weight
of the sponge itself is compared with that obtained before the application. The difference is
the amount of water absorbed by the surface of the material, which can be described by the
following equation:

Wa =
mi −m f

A · δt
(1)

where Wa is the water absorbed per unit area and unit time, mi and m f are initial and final
weights of the sponge, respectively, A is the area of the sponge and δt is the time of contact
between the sponge and the material.

Following the application of the sponge, it is possible to monitor the surface by IRT.
The area corresponding to the zone of the sponge application is clearly visible due to the
strong evaporation effect (see Figure 2 left). The diffusion of water through the pores of
the stones (eventually coupled with the heat conduction as a consequence of the heat sink
due to the evaporation) can be monitored as well by collecting a sequence of IR images at
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prescribed time intervals (see Figure 2 right, where some temperature profiles crossing the
sponge area are shown).

Figure 2. IR image of a piece of marble after the humid sponge application. The image was taken
during the in situ survey. On the right, some temperature profiles crossing the sponge area are shown.

It is well known that heat diffusion and water diffusion can be described by similar
differential equation:

∂X
∂t
− D×∇X = 0 (2)

where X is either temperature T([K])) or concentration φ([kg m−3]), t is time ([s]) and
D([m2 s−1]) is either thermal diffusivity or water diffusivity. Therefore, many solutions
available for the heat conduction can be utilized for the water diffusion. An example is the
estimation of the thermal diffusivity by using the method introduced by Philippi et al. [13].
It consists in generating a localized pulse of energy on the surface of the sample and in
analyzing the components of the spatial Fourier Transform in time. The logarithm of the
amplitude of each component can be fitted in time by a straight line whose slope represents
the thermal diffusivity times the square of the spatial frequency. It is evident that the
sponge method generates a spatial localized perturbation that is monitored by its effect
due to the evaporation. Evidently, the sink of heat generates a heat perturbation as well.
Therefore, the two phenomena, the heat diffusion and the water diffusion, coexist. On the
other hand, if the two diffusion processes works on two different time scales, it is expected
that they could be decoupled.

3. Results

A piece of fired clay brick was used to test the applicability of the water diffusion
evaluation. Its thermal conductivity was measured by Hot Disk TPS2500 apparatus, the
specific heat by Netzsch STA 449 C and the density by hydrostatic balance. Results are
shown in Table 1, together with the related thermal diffusivity.

Table 1. Thermal properties of the fired clay brick used in the experiment.

Thermal Conductivity Specific Heat Density Thermal Diffusivity
W m−1 K−1 J kg−1 K−1 kg m−3 m2 s−1

0.56 840 1613 4.1 ×10−7

The sponge was applied on the surface of the brick for 220 s. After removing the
sponge, the IR camera collects a sequence of images that are finally processed according
to the algorithm described above. The results are shown in Figure 3 where, on the left, is
shown one image in the sequence with a clear evidence of the circular sponge contour. On
the right, the results obtained after taking the logarithm of the Discrete Cosine Transform
(DCT) are plotted. The slope of the straight line fitting the data (green circle) gives the
moisture diffusivity value that is D = 5.3 × 10−9 and it is consistent with the values
obtained in the detailed work of Pel and coauthors [14] for clay bricks. It must be remarked
that it is two order of magnitude lower than the one due to the thermal conduction and
reported in Table 1.
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Figure 3. On the left an IR image of the brick surface after the application of the sponge. On the
right the logarithm of the profile of the Discrete Cosine Transform and the fit of data that eventually
furnish the value of the moisture diffusivity.

4. Conclusions

IRT is utilized to monitor the effects of the contact sponge. The variation of temper-
ature in space and time are analyzed with an algorithm that was formerly presented to
evaluate the in-plane thermal diffusivity. In this case, the phenomena under test are both
thermal diffusion and moisture diffusion. The preliminary results show that the diffusion
of moisture, even though taken into account through its thermal effect, is two order of
magnitude lower than its thermal counterpart.
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Data Availability Statement: Data can be provided on request, to be submitted to the corresponding
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