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We report on the shape relaxation of two-dimensional (2D) droplets, formed right after
the spontaneous pinch-off of a capillary bridge droplet confined within a Hele-Shaw
cell. An array of bridge droplets confined within a microchip device first undergoes
neck thinning due to the evaporation-driven volume change. Subsequently, an abrupt
topological change transforms each bridge droplet into a small central satellite droplet
and the twin droplets pinned at the edges of the cell. We monitor the shape relaxation
with high-temporal-resolution optical microscopy. Capillary action drives the 2D shape
relaxation, while the viscous dissipation in the film retards it. As a result, the tip of the twin
droplets exhibits a self-similar parabolic shape evolution. Based on these observations, the
lubrication-approximation model accurately predicts the internal pressure evolution and
the droplet tip displacement. The geometrical confinement substantially slows down the
dynamics, facilitating visualization of the capillary-viscous regime, even for low-viscosity
liquids. The characteristic relaxation timescale shows an explicit dependence on the
confinement ratio (width/gap) and the capillary velocity of liquid. We verify the broad
applicability of the model using different liquids.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevFluids.3.124202

I. INTRODUCTION

In 1840, Plateau conducted a series of seminal experiments, immersing macroscopic oil droplets
into a mixture of water and alcohol of the same density [1]. These experiments not only established
the molecular origin of capillarity but also showed that the mean curvature multiplied by the surface
tension acts as the restoring force [1,2]. The dynamics of liquid interface is a problem of general
interest and has been studied in a wide variety of contexts, including coating films [3], fragmentation
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[4], atomization [5], foam stability [6], and even the fizz of champagne [7]. Additionally, the
retraction of liquid film has appeared in a broad spectrum of physical phenomena, such as in
fuel injectors [8], dynamics of droplets in laboratory-on-a-chip devices [9], foams used in the food
industry, and even biological membranes [10].

The majority of liquid film retraction studies involve a freely suspended film, which retracts
once a hole has nucleated on its surface, hereinafter referred to as the “Taylor-Culick” experiment
[11,12]. The examples include bursting of a small [13–15] or giant soap bubble [16] and the
thickening of two-dimensional (2D) polymer sheets [17,18]. The early Taylor-Culick experiments
with soap films showed mass accumulation in a nearly cylindrical rim at the edge [13,14,19]. The
rim, which is thicker, moves, while the liquid in the film remains stationary. Thus, the global
momentum balance compares the rate of rim-momentum change and the capillary force per unit
length along the edge, (ρHvT C )vT C = 2σ , where ρ is the density, σ is the surface tension,
H is the film thickness, and vT C is the Taylor-Culick velocity [19]. More recent experiments
with extremely viscous liquids [17,18] are explained by the numerical study of retracting two-
dimensional planar sheets [20,21] for an arbitrary Ohnesorge number Oh, which compares the
relative importance of capillary, viscous, and inertial forces. The Taylor-Culick experiment, from
soap to extremely viscous films, involves an early capillary-viscous regime with a characteristic
timescale τT C = μH/2σ , where the viscous dissipation occurs near the edge, defined by a
characteristic length scale OhH or the Stokes length μ/ρ vT C . If the axial extent of the film is
shorter than the Stokes length, the viscous effects extend to the entire film, causing the thickening
without any rim formation. In nature, the surface tension of liquids remains within one order of
magnitude [22], i.e., 10–100 mN/m, but the viscosity μ may vary over many orders of magnitude.
A free-standing 10-μm-thick soap film (μ = 10−3 Pa s, σ = 20 mN/m) and a polydimethyl-
siloxane (PDMS) film (μ = 10+3 Pa s, σ = 20 mN/m) yields a τT C on the order of 100 ns
and 100 ms, respectively. Thus, the early capillary-viscous regime has only been reported with
extremely viscous liquids [17,18,23,24].

Another set of film relaxation experiments study the dynamics of a stretched liquid puddle over
a flat hydrophobic surface [2]. These films have a thickness on the order of millimeters (set by the
capillary length) and the resulting dynamics is governed by a balance between capillary and inertial
forces.

On a different platform, such as the laboratory-on-a-chip devices, droplets are generated, split,
and merged depending on the application requirements [9]. Thus, understanding the relaxation
dynamics of droplets in Hele-Shaw geometry is of technological importance [9]. The coalescence
of droplets in Hele-Shaw geometry has been extensively studied, both numerically [25] as well
as experimentally [26,27]. We report on the shape relaxation of 2D droplets formed right after
the pinch-off of a bridge droplet confined in Hele-Shaw cell, driven by spontaneous evaporation.
The gap of the cell is about one micron thick with slit geometry. The confinement leads to a
major departure from the Taylor-Culick mechanism. First, a rim thicker than the film of liquid
cannot fit within the gap between the walls of the Hele-Shaw cell. Second, this means that
liquid has to flow over a long distance, from the moving tip in the center to the sides of the
cell. Third, the driving pressure difference comes from the in-plane curvature of the interface,
because the out-of-plane curvature is constant, being the gap thickness of the cell. Finally, velocity
variations across the cell gap determine the rate of viscous dissipation. Based on these observations,
we develop a phenomenological model to estimate the characteristic timescale, which shows an
explicit dependence on the confinement ratio and the capillary velocity of the liquid. In Hele-Shaw
geometry, the ratio of the width W and the gap H forms the confinement ratio (C = W/H )
while the ratio of surface tension and viscosity defines the capillary velocity vCa = σ/μ. Thus,
we report on the observation of the capillary-viscous regime attributed purely to the effect of
geometrical confinement, despite using low viscosity liquids. The confinement ratio dramatically
delays the relaxation process, consistent with the characteristic 2D dynamics of the Hele-Shaw
geometry.
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FIG. 1. (a) Schematic of the microchip. The top glass wafer contains reservoirs and the bottom glass wafer
contains a set of parallel microchannels along with an array of bridging Hele-Shaw cells (top right inset).
(b) SEM cross section of the U-shaped parallel microchannels (bottom left inset) as cut along B-B′. (c) The
U-shaped bridging Hele-Shaw cell as cut along A-A′. (d) The inset of the Hele-Shaw cell edge.

II. THE EXPERIMENT

To study the relaxation of droplets in Hele-Shaw geometry, we utilize the microchip as depicted
in Fig. 1 (see Fig. S1 in the Supplemental Material [28] for the optical image of the microchip). The
microchip is fabricated from glass wafers using the etching technique, which imparts a dual-scale
structure, corresponding to the nano- and microscales. It consists of a pair of parallel microchannels
with the U-shaped cross section of 50 μm deep, 150 μm wide, and 1.5 cm long, as shown in
Fig. 1(b). An array of bridging Hele-Shaw cells with height H = 986 nm, width W = 28 μm, and
length L = 32 μm interconnect the two microchannels. The ratio of width W and length L is a fixed
geometrical factor with L/W ≈ 1.14. The separation between the nearest neighbor cell is 32 and
60 μm, corresponding to the two different microchip configurations [see Fig. 1(c)].

Prior to the experiment, the microchip is treated with air plasma to make it lyophilic, which
ensures immediate liquid wicking. The capillary velocity vCa for water, ethanol, and isopropanol
varies about one order of magnitude (see Table I). When exposed to the laboratory atmosphere (room
temperature 298 K and constant relative humidity 50%), the volatile liquid inside the microchip
starts to evaporate.

The evaporation begins at the reservoirs (largest capillary radius), followed by the microchannels
(intermediate microscale capillary radius) and finally in the array of Hele-Shaw cells [smallest
capillary radius; see Figs. 2(a)–2(c)]. During the final stage of evaporation, each Hele-Shaw cell
contains a 2D square droplet with a volume of about L × W × H ≈ 0.9 f L [see Fig. 1(c)]. The
liquid in each cell remains interconnected with its neighboring cell via a pair of parallel, quasistatic,
and perpetual nanoscopic corner films [see Figs. 2(a)III and 2(b)], as the Concus-Finn condition
is satisfied for nearly perfect wetting liquids [29]. This condition states that the sum of the contact
angle (θ ≈ 0) and half the dihedral angle of the corner (α ≈ π/4) is less than π/2, i.e., θ + α < π/2.
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TABLE I. Liquid properties and depth-averaged Reynolds number.

Surface Dynamic Capillary
tension viscosity Density velocity Depth-averaged

σ μ ρ vCa Reynolds number
Liquid [mN/m] [mPas] [Kg/m3] [m/s] R̄e

Isopropanol 21.0 2.04 10 786 0.000056
Ethanol 22.0 1.05 21 789 0.000210
Water 72.0 0.89 81 1000 0.001300

Further, a mechanical equilibrium at the junction of the corner film and the confined droplet
within Hele-Shaw cell ensures Laplace pressure continuity. Corresponding to the pressure continuity
requirement, the corner film radius orthogonal to the axial flow is roughly fixed by the Hele-Shaw
gap size [see Fig. 2(b)]. The droplets not only undergo a direct evaporative loss to maintain the local
vapor equilibrium but are also drained out by the nanoscopic corner films [30]. These corner films
in turn feed the evaporative demand in the microchannel, as shown in Fig. 2(b). The net decrease in
liquid volume transforms each square droplet into a bridge droplet, which undergoes neck thinning
followed by a spontaneous pinch-off [see from top to bottom in the (N + 1)th cell of Fig. 2(c)].

 (c) 

 (b) nanoscopic corner film

bridge-droplet

receding drying front

th(N-1) th(N) th(N+1) th(N+2) th(N+3)

receding drying front center of chipreservoir

 ti
m

e

Hele-Shaw cell numberth(N+3)th(N+2)th(N+1)th(N)th(N-1)

 pre-pinch off
bridge-droplet

relaxed-circular
twin-droplet pair

50 m

(a) 

microchannels

Liquid dispensed

I

array of confined 

bridge-droplets

IIIMicrochannel empty

II

FIG. 2. (a) Liquid is first dispensed into the microchip (I). Evaporation begins at the reservoirs followed
by the drainage of microchannels (II) and finally the array of confined bridge-droplets undergoes drainage and
evaporation simultaneously (III). (b) Three-dimensional (3D) view of the array of confined capillary bridge
droplets (the liquid is blue and the glass microchip structure is light gray). (c) Two consecutive pinch-off
events in the nearest neighbor Hele-Shaw cells. Subsequently, the relaxed twin droplets pinned at the edge of
Hele-Shaw cell (liquid is dark gray and vapor-filled cells are light gray).
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In nature, the coalescence and breakup of a droplet or bubble forms a spectacular yet simple
example of topological change driven by the underlying dynamics [31]. The first pinch-off event
occurs in the cell closest to the reservoir due to a higher evaporative demand, after which the
pair of nanoscopic corner films do not extend to the microchip reservoir but continue to exist
among the nearest neighbor bridge droplets [see Figs. 2(a)III and 2(b)]. Subsequently, the pinch-off
continues to occur in each cell (one at a time) proceeding systematically toward the center of
the microchip [see Fig. 2(c)]. At this stage, the global mass transport is governed by the vapor
diffusion through microchannels. The pinch-off in each Hele-Shaw cell marks the beginning of the
observation window. We utilize a high-speed video camera Phantom 2016 v1612 in combination
with an optical microscope to capture the droplet shape evolution immediately after the pinch-off.
The 12-bit images are acquired at 100 000 frames per second (fps) and are subsequently processed
via a custom MATLAB script to extract the relevant parameters.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Post-pinch-off dynamics

Each bridge droplet splits into three droplets, indicating two symmetric pinch points along the
neck. The same behavior is observed for five different liquids in hundreds of consecutive cells, as
shown in Figs. 2(b) and 2(c) and the Supplemental Material videos [28].

The two symmetric pinch points might originate from an instability along the neck of the bridge
droplet due to a small static bending of the walls [32]. The small variation in the gap may originate
from the thermal bonding of wafers used in the fabrication process. Alternatively, the two pinch
points could result from the underlying dynamics of an unforced Hele-Shaw cell [33]. According
to Ref. [33], four pinch-off scenarios are possible for wetting liquid films: The droplet breaks
with (1) two pinch points moving toward each other, (2) two asymmetric pinch points propagate
away from each other, (3) a single symmetric pinch point, and (4) the droplet relaxes to a stable
equilibrium shape without breakup. The number of droplets formed after the pinch-off may vary
between two to three, depending upon the number of pinch points [33]. The pinch-off mechanism
in the Hele-Shaw geometry is a highly debated subject in theoretical works [33] because no relevant
experiment has been reported to date. The exact mechanism of pinch-off is beyond the scope of this
article, and understanding it requires a systematic exploration of the gap size scaling and its precise
geometry. The pinch-off driven by spontaneous evaporation in Hele-Shaw geometry as reported
here can provide a suitable experimental platform to settle this debate.

Across the pinch-off event, there is a measurable change in the internal liquid pressure �Pl ,
while the change in the equilibrium vapor pressure �Pv is negligible, as the Kelvin corrections
corresponding to the change in the in-plane curvature are insignificant. For wetting liquids, the
Laplace pressure jump across the liquid-vapor interface is given by �PL = σ (1/r⊥ + 1/r‖), where
r⊥ and r‖ are the principal radii of curvature. The radius r‖ represents the in-plane radius of curvature
and the r⊥ is fixed by the Hele-Shaw gap size (r⊥ = −H/2). Consequently, the only variable that
determines the change in internal pressure is the in-plane radius of curvature, denoted from now
on as r‖ = r . Figures 3(a)–3(d) show the circles that describe the in-plane radius of curvature r ,
which reflects the droplet shape relaxation. The time t∗ = 0 corresponds to the pinch-off. The
time axis in Fig. 3(b) is nondimensionalized by using the capillary velocity vCa and half the cell
width W/2, as t = Wt∗/2vCa . Corresponding to the abrupt topological change, the sign of the
in-plane curvature 1/r changes at the dimensionless time t∗ = 0 [Fig. 3(b)]. Prior to the pinch-off,
the in-plane curvature of the bridge droplet 1/rb = 2/f W is set by the geometry (f = 1.15; see
the Supplemental Material [28] for details). After the pinch-off, the minimum in-plane radius of
curvature is positive, r = ri , as recorded in the first frame. Thus, the change in internal pressure
across the pinch-off is written as �Pl = σ (1/ri − 1/rb ). For the experiment with water, the initial
curvature is W/2ri = 6.39. This corresponds to the highest recorded point in Fig. 3(f). For water,
the estimate of the internal pressure change across the pinch-off is �Pl = 37.37kPa. The Kelvin
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FIG. 3. (a) Bridge droplet before the pinch-off. [(b)–(d)] After pinch-off, the identical pointed droplets
relax to a circular shape (increasing time from left to right). Liquid is dark gray. (e) The droplet volume
(solid black symbols) and its liquid-vapor interface length (open blue symbols) evolution as a function of time.
(f) Plot of W/2r (open blue symbols) as a function of dimensionless time t∗. The droplet in-plane curvature
is 1/r and the time axis is nondimensionalized using the ratio of half the Hele-Shaw cell width W/2 and the
capillary velocity of the liquid vCa .

equation relates the equilibrium vapor pressure Pv near a curved liquid-vapor interface and the
Laplace pressure jump across it, i.e., ln(Pv/Psat ) = (σVm/R0T )(1/r − 2/H ), where Psat is the
saturation vapor pressure for a flat liquid-vapor interface (for water 3.16 kPa), Vm is the molar
volume (for water 18 × 10−6 m3/mol), R0 is the universal gas constant (8.314 J/mol K), and T is
the temperature (298 K) [34]. The shift from the equilibrium vapor pressure across the pinch-off is
small, about �Pv = 0.28 Pa. The Kelvin corrections are insignificant with regard to the saturation
vapor pressure on the order of kilo-Pascals for water.

After the pinch-off, the evaporative effects on the twin droplets are negligible, as shown by the
volume versus time plot in Fig. 3(a). First, the equilibrium vapor pressure change �Pv is negligible.
Second, the central satellite droplet with relatively larger curvature acts as the sacrificial droplet,
which feeds any evaporative demand within the cell. Further, during the shape relaxation phase, the
liquid from the twin droplets cannot be drained by the nanoscopic corner films as the hydrodynamic
resistance to the flow is large. The hydrodynamic resistance RH shows a power-law dependence
on the size, for a corner film [35] RH ∝ (H/2)−4 and for a Hele-Shaw cell [36] RH ∝ (H )−3. As
a result, the liquid is preferably redistributed within each individual cell, as shown in Figs. 3(b)–
3(d). Thus, the volume-preserving and interface-shortening flow demonstrates the two-dimensional
nature of the shape relaxation process.
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FIG. 4. (a) The tip location evolution as a function of time. The inset highlights that the tip location is
concurrent on to a single master curve when plotted as a function of nondimensionalized time t∗ (using the
ratio of half cell width W/2 and capillary velocity of the liquid vCa). (b) The experimental relaxation time
constant τ (left y axis, black symbols) and the final equilibrium radius of droplets R/(W/2) (right y axis,
solid symbols) vs the normalized reciprocal capillary velocity of liquids with regard to water. The blue line
corresponds to the equilibrium radius for the droplets, R/(W/2) = 1.28.

After pinch-off, the base of each twin droplet remains pinned at the edge of the lyophilic Hele-
Shaw cell. The pointed shape of the twin droplets is not an equilibrium shape due to the pressure
difference between the tip and the base. As a result, the 2D droplets are in the shape relaxation
regime. The droplet tip dynamics shows a direct correspondence to the capillary velocity vCa . The
liquid with higher viscosity or lower surface tension takes a longer time to acquire an equilibrium
shape. The tip location and its curvature as a function of dimensionless time t∗ collapse onto a
single master curve for different liquids, indicating that the capillary-viscous regime shapes the 2D
relaxation process [see Fig. 4(a) inset and Fig. 3(b)].

B. The relaxation model

In Hele-Shaw geometry, the depth-averaged Reynolds number compares the ratio of inertial and
capillary forces (as the classical Ohnesorge number is irrelevant). The depth-averaged Reynolds
number is calculated using the depth-averaged velocity in Hele-Shaw geometry [37]

ū = − H 2

Gμ
∇P, (1)

where G = 12 is the constant for an ideal slit geometry and ∇P is the pressure gradient defined as
the pressure drop �P ∼ σ/r divided by the viscous dissipation length ≈W/2. The expression of
the depth-averaged Reynolds number is given by

R̄e = ρū2(
σ
r

) = 4ρσH 3

G2μ2W 2

(
H

r

)
. (2)

Subsequently, the conservative estimate of R̄e using r = 2.5H indicates that the inertia does not
play any role during the shape relaxation process (see Table I).

The interface evolution based on the images indicates that the tip region can be approximated by
the parabolic shape [38]. Shifting the origin of coordinates to the apex of the tip and mirroring the
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FIG. 5. (a) The temporal evolution of the liquid-vapor interface is marked by different colors with 10-μs
temporal resolution. The data are marked by solid circle symbols and the lines correspond to the cubic spline-fit
curves. The radius of curvature at the tip r is marked by black circles. The tip region lies between −W/4 �
x � +W/4 as marked by the red box. (b) Liquid-vapor interface in the transformed coordinate system. The
origin is shifted to the tip and the y axis is mirrored. (c) Plot of y vs x2/r , where r is the in-plane radius of
curvature at the tip. The (x, y ) data in panel (c) corresponds to the transformed coordinate system as shown
in panel (b). The liquid-vapor interface data as extracted from the images is marked by red solid symbols
and the corresponding cubic spline-fit curves by the blue line. The green line indicates y = x2/r . Thus, the
transformation of liquid-vapor interface data from panels (a) to (c) demonstrates the self-similar parabolic tip
evolution.

y axis leads to the result shown in Fig. 5(b). Subsequently, the x-axis data are rescaled as x2/2r to
obtain Fig. 5(c), which validates the parabolic approximation [39] and hence, the tip evolution is
self-similar [40]. Figure 5 is based on the data for isopropanol (see Supplemental Material Figs. S3
and S4 for the other liquids [28]). In Fig. 5(a), the equation of the parabola with curvature 1/r that
passes through the fixed point at y = d and x = W/4 is given by

y = d − x2

2r
+ W 2

32r
. (3)

Figure 5(a) shows that the liquid in the tip, within the parabola in the central half of the cell,
flows out to the sides, to the two outer quarters of the cell width (see the red and the blue boxes). The
volume of liquid in the parabolic tip region, i.e., above y = d and between −W/4 � x � +W/4,

is given by V (r ) = W 3H/96r . The volume of the parabolic tip region changes as a function of
time due to the flux J = Q/A, which escapes out at y = d [on the red rectangle in Fig. 5(a)].
The pressure drop �P = σ (1/r − 1/R) occurs over a length scale ≈ W/2, where 1/r is the tip
curvature and 1/R is the equilibrium curvature of the droplets. Thus, the mean flux using the
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lubrication theory equation (1) is given by

J = 2σH 2

GμW

(
1

r
− 1

R

)
, (4)

which escapes through the surface area A ≈ HW/2 at y = d. So, the mass conservation in the
parabolic tip region is given by

Q + dV

dt
= 0. (5)

On nondimensionalizing time with the characteristic time constant τ = GμW 3/96σH 2, Eq. (5)
transforms into d/dt (1/r ) + 1/r − 1/R = 0 and its solution gives the equation for the evolution of
the tip curvature

1

r
= 1

R
+

(
1

ri

− 1

R

)
e−t , (6)

where ri is the initial minimum radius of curvature measured right after the pinch-off. The time t is
in units of the relaxation time constant τ . This expression gives a good fit to the experimental data
based on (W/2ri ) = 6.39, τ = 24 μs, and (W/2R) = 0.78 [see Fig. 3(b)]. The order of magnitude
of G can readily be calculated using the expression for τ , where W = 28 H , H = 1 μm, and
τ = 24 μs are the typical values for water. As a result, we obtain G = 8.4, which is close to the
theoretical value for an ideal slit. The deviation from the ideal geometrical factor is attributed to
the 2D flow, which is not straight along the axis but diverges towards the droplets’ edges [see blue
arrows in Fig. 5(a)].

The model shows that the characteristic relaxation time τ depends on two factors: (I) the capillary
velocity of the liquid vCa and (II) the confinement ratio (C = 28) of the Hele-Shaw cell. The
measured relaxation time constant τ as a function of the normalized reciprocal capillary velocity
[41] shows linearity over one order of magnitude [see Fig. 4(b)]. According to the model, the
characteristic relaxation time has a quadratic dependency on the confinement ratio, τ ∼ C2. This
result is similar to the scaling obtained in Ref. [25], although those results are in the context of
droplet merging in Hele-Shaw geometry. Further, the characteristic timescale is also similar to
that given in Ref. [42], where the authors numerically study the shapes of viscous liquid blobs
(surrounded by an inviscid liquid) subjected to a sink flow in Hele-Shaw geometry. This similarity
is attributed to the common approach, i.e., the lubrication approximation.

For a similar liquid film (σ,μ, H ), the ratio of the capillary-viscous relaxation timescale between
the Taylor-Culick (τT C) and the Hele-Shaw (τ ) experiments scales as τ/τT C ∼ C3. For C = 28, the
characteristic timescale τ is about four orders of magnitude longer than the τT C . This indicates
that the departure from the Taylor-Culick mechanism is attributed to the underlaying geometry,
which defines the capillary driving pressure and the characteristic viscous dissipation length scale.
The observation of the capillary-viscous regime in our experiments is attributed to the geometrical
confinement, which substantially slows down the film relaxation dynamics.

C. Equilibrium radius of droplets R

The 2D capillary-viscous relaxation results in a droplet with uniform curvature. On considering
the volume conservation while neglecting the tiny central droplet, the initial bridge droplet splits
into large twin droplets [see Fig. 3(a)]. This gives an estimate of the equilibrium radius of curvature
attained by the twin droplets as R/(W/2) = 1.28, which agrees with the values measured for the
different liquids [see Figs. 3 and 4(b) and the Supplemental Material [28] for more the details].
The circular shape attained by the droplets is a stationary equilibrium state, when compared
to the characteristic capillary-viscous timescale. However, on a much longer timescale the twin
droplets begin to lose liquid as the evaporative effects and the hydrodynamic conduction through the
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nanoscopic corner films become operational, i.e., about hundreds of milliseconds after the pinch-off.
The details of these processes are beyond the scope of the current article.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

This article presents an experimental study on the shape relaxation of 2D droplets, formed
right after the evaporation-driven spontaneous pinch-off of a capillary bridge droplet, confined
in Hele-Shaw geometry. The volume-conserving and interface-shortening flow demonstrates that
the relaxation process is essentially two dimensional. After the pinch-off, the tip motion is driven
by the capillary pressure due to the in-plane curvature, while the viscous dissipation of the film
retards it. As a result, the temporal evolution of the tip shows a self-similar parabolic shape.
Based on these observations, the lubrication-approximation model shows that the tip curvature and
the evolution of its location follows the exponential decay law. The governing capillary-viscous
timescale shows an explicit dependence on the confinement ratio (τ ∼ C2) and the capillary velocity
of the liquid (τ ∼ vCa). Thus, the geometrical confinement ratio facilitates the visualization of the
capillary-viscous regime, despite using low-viscosity liquids.

This work demonstrates the capillary-viscous regime for the thin film relaxation, which is
complementary to the capillary-inertia regime observed for thick films [2].

The capillary-viscous regime as reported here differs significantly from the Taylor-Culick
experiments [17,18,23,24]. For a similar liquid film, the ratio of Taylor-Culick and Hele-Shaw film
relaxation time constants scales as τ/τT C ∼ C3. This indicates that the Hele-Shaw confinement
leads to a characteristic timescale that is four orders of magnitude longer (for C = 28). This
indicates that the departure from the Taylor-Culick mechanism is attributed to the underlaying
geometry, which defines the capillary driving pressure and the viscous dissipation length scale.

The current work mainly focuses on the lubrication-approximation-based approach to verify the
film relaxation timescale measured experimentally. An extension could be made to numerically
solve the Trouton-type model to obtain the 2D flow more accurately and the corresponding droplet
shape evolution.

Each bridge droplet splits into three droplets, indicating two pinch points at the neck of the
confined bridge droplet. The exact pinch-off mechanism remains an open question, whether its due
to the instability originating due to the bending of the walls [32] or a dynamical effect [33]. Under-
standing the pinch-off mechanism would require a systematic investigation of the Hele-Shaw gap
size scaling and its precise geometry. The spontaneous pinch-off driven by evaporation, as observed
in the current study, forms an ideal platform to conduct such an exploration. The experimental setup
presented here provides an unprecedented control over the volume change, exploiting the coupling
between the evaporative effects and the hydrodynamic drainage through the corner films.

The shape relaxation dynamics, as reported here, could be of interest for the laboratory-on-a-chip
applications which involve droplet manipulation within the Hele-Shaw geometry.
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