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Abstract. Over the years, the combination of computational fluid dynamics (CFD) and theoretical models
have critically contributed to improving our understanding of the nature of turbulent flows. In this paper,
we review the role of CFD in the study of turbulence through both direct numerical simulations and the res-
olution of statistical multi-scale theories. With a historical perspective, we will discuss the evolution of the
numerical modeling of turbulence from the first numerical experiments as proposed by Orszag and Patter-
son [1] to complex geophysical and plasma simulations where body forces such as Coriolis, the buoyancy
force, or the Lorentz force can introduce strong anisotropies. Looking beyond the horizon, we address the
future challenges for CFD and turbulence theorists with the prospect of exascale supercomputing.

Keywords. Turbulence modeling, Direct numerical simulation, Turbulence theories, Statistical closure ap-
proaches, Large eddy simulation, Rotating and unstable stratified flows, Plasma and magnetohydrodynam-
ics (MHD) turbulence.
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1. Introduction

In physics and fluid dynamics, researchers must rely on studies from a combination of theoreti-
cal, experimental, and computational approaches. In the domain of fluid turbulence, and beyond
(magnetohydrodynamic (MHD), plasmas, environmental multi-physics, etc.), however, compu-
tational fluid dynamics (CFD) seems to be increasingly dominant, especially concerning the the-
oretical component of the trinity. In this article, we hope to relaunch a conversation recently
started by the third author [2], on the role of theory, using a review of CFD in fluid dynamics from
the sixties to the present. For the sake of conciseness, we will set aside the experimental approach
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in our essay, even though we are aware of the increasing role of PIV, namely, with a holistic repre-
sentation of Lagrangian (PTV)/Eulerian fields [3].

As a first point, it is perhaps appropriate to consider CFD and theories as mutually comple-
mentary parts of one great scheme. In the best cases, CFD, especially those using a direct nu-
merical simulation (DNS), is a tool for checking theories. Often, at least cross-validation can be
performed using CFD for DNS, and CFD for elaborate theoretical models.

This second aspect of CFD, solving equations from statistical multi-scale theories, is often not
presented and discussed with enough care in theoretical articles. As a first example, the title of the
seminal paper of Orszag about EDQNM closure [4] was “Analytical theories of turbulence”, but
the spectral closure is of such high complexity that only a numerical procedure allows solving its
equations. In this sense, the work by Leith [5] on numerics is essential for exploiting in a quantita-
tive way such a spectral closure. This example concerns only incompressible HIT (Homogeneous
Isotropic Turbulence), but the challenge of solving numerically statistical equations is even more
difficult when anisotropy is called into play, not to mention compressibility, and/or explicit inho-
mogeneity. We will illustrate that point with theoretical and numerical studies in anisotropic tur-
bulence subjected to body forces (Coriolis, buoyancy, Lorentz in MHD), from weakly nonlinear
(in turbulence, e.g., wave turbulence theory), to strongly nonlinear (e.g., triadic closures).

Of course, we are starting from fundamentals in fluid turbulence, but possible applications
to geophysics, astrophysics, and even environmental flow dynamics in multi-physics, cannot be
ignored.

Our essay is organized as follows. Section 2 is devoted to the history of DNSs for fundamen-
tals, mainly with pseudo-spectral DNSs in triple-periodic cubic (or parallelepipedic) boxes, from
first low resolution, say 323 or less, to the recent one, 184323 [6]. Section 3 deals with the com-
putational effort to solve quantitatively the closure theories, or elaborate multipoint statistical
approaches, to check, cross-validate, with DNSs, before extrapolating them at unprecedented
Reynolds numbers and elapsed times. Section 4 will review how fundamental studies of turbu-
lent flows with body forces, Coriolis, and buoyancy, then with mean shear, open the way to geo-
physical applications. Section 5 will review the applications to astrophysics, or engineering flows
for nuclear fusion, with extension to MHD and hot plasmas. In addition to our concluding re-
marks, the last Section 6 will address the future of CFD, namely for fundamental aspects of fluid
and MHD flows. Here, the focus is on the possible role of theory versus CFD (and possibly versus
experimental studies, but that subject is beyond the scope of our paper).

2. Pseudo-spectral DNSs in triple-periodic boxes, and beyond

In the last several decades, the power of supercomputers has grown exponentially, present-
ing new methods to address these challenges. As articulated in [2], the pioneering paper of
Orszag and Patterson [1] (see a picture of Professor Orszag in Figure 1) may be the first legit-
imate “numerical experiment” in fluid dynamics (leaving aside the groundbreaking works of
some of the fathers of computational physics such as Ulam [7] and von Neumann [8]). Orszag
and Patterson showed that simulations are feasible and even economical at Reynolds num-
bers of the order achieved in wind-tunnel turbulence experiments at fairly low Reynolds. They
also pointed out that the value of the simulations lies not only in the completeness of the
data they provide but also in the opportunity they give for the assessment of the accuracy
of turbulence theories under controlled and known conditions. The Navier–Stokes equations
can be solved numerically with physically consistent accuracy in space and time using DNS
(e.g., Moin and Mahesh [9]). Despite spanning a wide range of lengths and time scales, the en-
tire flow fields of key idealized flows (e.g., HIT, (Buaria et al. [10]; Cao et al. [11]; Ishihara et
al. [12]; Iyer et al. [13–15]; Kaneda et al. [16]; Yeung et al. [17])) can be obtained. Researchers can
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Figure 1. Professor Steven Alan Orszag, Phys. Today, with the permission of AIP Publishing.
The pioneering paper of Orszag and Patterson [1] demonstrated the power and utility of
direct numerical simulation (DNS).

extract desired information about turbulent structures and statistics by analyzing datasets har-
vested from the flow fields.

2.1. Seminal numerical technique

Starting from the simple case of incompressible homogeneous turbulence, the pseudo-spectral
method uses both a grid in physical space and a spectral grid in a cubic box of side L0 for solving
the N–S equations. Wave vectors k are discretized as

ki = k∗
i

2π

L0
, k∗

i =±1,±2, . . .±N , (1)

so that it is generally said that “the box is of side 2π”, omitting that a true dimensional length L0

is implied. Linear terms in N–S equations, first from the viscous term, ν∇2u(x, t ), becoming local
as νk2û(k, t ) in 3D Fourier space, are calculated in Fourier space (the “overhat”, from now on,
denotes the 3D Fourier transform). The nonlinear term, originating from ui u j are calculated in
physical space, using Fast Fourier Transforms (FFT), direct and inverse, for connecting u(x, t )
to û(k, t ), and reciprocally. Finally, the pressure term is calculated in Fourier space from the
projection of the nonlinear term, or ıPi mkn �umun , possibly symmetrised, in order to ensure the
divergence-free constraint (Pi m = δi m −ki km/k2 is the projection operator).

In a slightly different way, the basic nonlinearity originates from the Lamb vector ω×u, and
passing from vorticity to velocity, and reciprocally, is obvious in Fourier space. In short, the
method takes advantage of the local expression of the terms in Fourier space, much simpler
than nonlocal Laplacian (dissipation), Poisson (pressure), or Biot–Savart (velocity from vorticity)
formulation in physical space; calculation of nonlinear terms in physical space, in turn, avoids
the high cost of their calculation as a convolution product is formed in fully 3D Fourier space.
The discretization uses 2N points per side of the cubic box, so that, e.g., N = 64 for a 1283

DNS. One can recall that a brief order-of-magnitude estimate of the computational task for a
full spectral convolution is (∝(N 3)3) versus the pseudo-spectral (e.g., FFT-based DNS) method
of ∝3N 3 log(N ). The drastic reduction of numerical cost and of the size of memory from the full
nonlinear spectral technique to the pseudo-spectral one, cannot be performed without special
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care and conditions, for instance for avoiding aliasing errors. The reader is referred to technical
papers for these issues (e.g., see Chapter 9 and Appendix F of the monograph by Pope [18] for
more details on pseudo-spectral methods and the FFT technique).

Before discussing other numerical schemes for flows with (more) complex geometry, it is
perhaps useful to specify how the use of Fourier integral transforms for continuous fields, as a tool
for developing statistical theories and models, is different from the approach to periodic flows
with discrete fields in pseudo-spectral DNSs. From all the text after the discrete equation (1),
only integral forms are used in the following. It is perhaps worthwhile to recall that the same
requirements are done for the fluctuating variable in physical space, say u(x, t ), as its Fourier
integral transform û(k, t ), that is expressed in terms of complex numbers, but in a half-space,
according to the Hermitian property û(k) = û∗(−k). Accordingly, x and k are continuous variables
in the domain [−∞,∞], or [0,∞] (half-space), and the case of |k| = 0 does exist, in spite of (1).
Of course, distributions are used when considering disturbance, possibly stochastic, fields, as u
and û, without need for periodicity, in theories and models, but classical functions are recovered
when looking at statistical moments and their spectral tensors. Even in theoretical studies,
from DIA and other ones, the ambiguous notation

∑
(k=p+q) for the convolution product will

be avoided and replaced by an integral formulation. Finally, in terms of motivating FFT-based
methods, it might be appropriate to mention that for statistically homogeneous systems, a
Fourier representation is typically a proper orthogonal representation, perhaps subject to a re-
ordering of modes.

Back to flows with complex geometry, the range of scales that needs to be represented in a
DNS is determined by the physics. However, the accuracy of this representation is determined
by the numerical schemes that are used for the spatial and temporal discretisations. The chosen
numerical scheme largely depends on the regime of study (e.g., presence of shocks), the geometry
and the set of equations. Some classical numerical schemes used in DNS can be found in the
review on compact finite difference schemes, based on Padé approximation, by Lele [19], the
monograph on numerical schemes for CFD by Hirsch [20], or on numerical schemes for the MHD
equations [21]. Despite the importance of this topic, in this review, we will not tackle extensively
issues associated to the numerical resolution of the equations and we refer the interested readers
to other works of this special edition.

2.2. Introduction of effects of body forces, Coriolis, buoyancy, Lorentz

The principle of pseudo-spectral DNSs is easily extended to flows subjected to body forces, with
coupled fields, fluctuating velocity, fluctuating density (or buoyancy within the Boussinesq as-
sumption), fluctuating magnetic field in MHD, in addition to the fluctuating velocity field. The
principle of the pseudo-spectral technique remains unchanged, provided that only divergence-
free vectorial fields are considered (in the case of incompressible flows). With respect to the ba-
sic case of incompressible N–S equations without interactions, new terms ought to be accom-
modated: the Coriolis force, the buoyancy force, the Lorentz force and their possible combina-
tions. They are related to specific contribution of fluctuating pressure, in order to ensure the
divergence-free constraint for vectorial fields, e.g., velocity and magnetic field. Such terms cor-
respond to the solenoidal projection of additional body forces, and are calculated in 3D Fourier
space, using the projection operator Pi m = δi m −ki k j /k2, already used in HIT. Even though the
numerical technique is easily extended from the seminal technique [1], a new challenge with re-
spect to HIT is the strong anisotropy. This implies that statistical spectral quantities are not re-
duced to, and obtained by, spherical averaging: Extracting from DNS and from the closure equa-
tions all the relevant statistics, scale-by-scale and possibly strongly anisotropic, is an important
challenge, discussed further.
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Figure 2. Moving grid for uniform plane shear flow.

2.3. Towards shear-driven flow, from Rogallo [22] to studies in geophysics and astrophysics

The case of the homogeneous turbulence subjected to a pure plane mean shear displays a more
complex additional linear term, that combines both advection and distortion by the mean shear
flow. The seminal technique by Rogallo [22] can be easily interpreted as a Lagrangian method
reduced to the mean, whereas homogeneity is restricted to the fluctuating flow only. Accordingly,
spatial variables in physical space X and in Fourier space K are transformed from the original
ones x and k via the following linear mapping

xi = Fi j (t , t0)X j ; ki = F−1
j i (t , t0)K j , (2)

in which F is the Cauchy matrix derived from the mean velocity gradient Ai j , with

˙Fi j = Ai mFm j , Fi j (t0, t0) = δi j . (3)

The first equation in (2) is related to the mean trajectories; this mapping, with X called
Rogallo’s space (!) in CTR (Center for Turbulence Research), Stanford, was generalized to linear
RDT (Rapid Distortion Theory) by the first author, namely for elliptical flows, and used in DNS
by astrophysicists, namely [23] and the “Snoopy” code with new applications. For the sake of
brevity, it is sufficient to say that the classical pseudo-spectral method is then applied to “mean-
Lagrangian” variables X ,K , or that the original wave vector becomes time-dependent via the
second equation in (2). In a recent paper, the convection operator by the mean flow, with space-
uniform gradients, is treated by a new scheme, that do not need distortion of the grid and related
interpolation (from X −K discretized variables to “Eulerian” ones x−k, see Figure 2). In addition
to application to a spectral statistical model, by Zhu et al. [24], an alternative for DNS (versus
Rogallo or Lesur) is in progress.

2.4. Are such DNS the truth?

Often DNSs, and sometimes LESs, are considered as the truth, especially with respect to theories
and statistical closure approaches. This is not completely true. Even in DNS without explicit
“physical” boundaries, the relevance of a DNS partly depends on the building of the field for
initializing it, e.g., for time history, or on the process to force it, in the case of forced turbulence.
Narrowband (in Fourier space) stochastic forcing is artificial and often unphysical, especially at
a large scale (or low wavenumber). Coupled with the sparse discretization at low wavenumber,
in conventional pseudo-spectral DNS, the forcing yields to scrambling and loss of accuracy in
the largest scales, e.g., for non-dimensional wavenumbers k∗ from 1 to 10, even at the highest
overall resolution. Often, this does not cause a problem for the results in forced HIT, but it
could be an issue in anisotropic flows, e.g., rotating flows, in which the mechanisms of building
anisotropy are very subtle. Extraction of accurate statistics, both multi-scale and anisotropic is
another difficulty. For instance, in unforced turbulence spatial averaging ought to be used by
assuming some ergodicity (unlike the forced case where time averaging is possible). Another
example is the spherically-averaged energy spectrum in anisotropic DNS where some difficulties
appear to compare with results from elaborate theories or closures spectrum when computing
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the anisotropic spectrum as E (k⊥,k∥, t ), with E (k, t ) = E(k)/(4πk2). Of course, ensemble average,
using several realizations of the basic fields are never used in DNS, given the cost and the very
slow convergence of statistics. When it is written that initial data are “turbulent”, this means that
the initial field is built with a choice of random phases, but this choice is given once for all, and
eventually, a single realization of the field is calculated anyway. The increase in the computational
resources may allow for using actual ensemble averages in the future [25]. Another limitation of
DNSs is the Reynolds number, even with rapid progress, according to the Moore’s law, and the
future promise of the exascale resolution.

What is a sufficiently large Reynolds number, or another non-dimensional parameter, de-
pends on the physical case under consideration. Based on a study of interacting scales, Ref. [26]
identifies the lowest Reynolds number that must be obtained by DNS or experiment to capture
all of the significant dynamic scales, a minimum Reynolds number of ∼1.6×105 or Taylor-based
Reynolds number of Reλ of ∼1000. Several major computational and experimental studies are
consistent with this criterion, where the values of Reynolds number are (i) 3 × 108 (out-scale
Reynolds) for the tidal channel [27]; (ii) Reλ ∼ 1300 from the DNS by Yeung and Ravikumar [6];
(iii) Reλ ∼ 3.2×103 (return channel) or 2×103 (mixing layer) from very large wind tunnel exper-
iments by Praskovsky et al. [28] (iv) Reλ ∼ 1450 from another very large wind tunnel experiment
by Saddoughi and Veeravalli [29]. Using several experimental and simulation datasets, Figure 4.6
of [30] shows that Reλ > 5×103 is sufficient for forced turbulence to recover the Kolmogorov 4/5
law. However, this figure also indicates that an order of magnitude higher Reλ is needed for de-
caying turbulence, which might be sensitive to initial conditions, to approach the 4/5 scaling.

Other examples are the Nusselt–Rayleigh law for thermal convection, with a Rayleigh number
of 1013 (see [31] and references therein). Simpler flows, as basic MHD in liquid metals, call into
play a magnetic Prandtl number as low as 10−6–10−8. Finally, we will consider the case of unstably
stratified turbulence, in which unprecedented calculations were carried out using both DNSs and
anisotropic triadic statistical closures (see Section 3.2), with a major contribution from scientists
of the CEA (French Center for Atomic Research).

3. CFD for solving multiscale, or spectral, statistical equations, in theories and
closures

3.1. Essentials of the Leith computational model for triadic closures

Let us start with the Lin equation, for the spherically integrated energy spectrum E(k, t )(
∂

∂t
+2νk2

)
E(k, t ) = T (k, t ).

Of course, this equation presents interest if the right-hand-side term, or transfer term T , is
correctly evaluated. All elaborate triadic closures respect the structure of this term as a 3D integral
in Fourier space, from the triple correlations at three-points, whose spectral counterpart calls into
play all the triads k+p+q = 0, or

T (k, t ) =
∫ ∫ ∫

R3
S(k,p,q)d3p,

where S(k,p,q) is related to the triple correlation by

S(k,p,q) = ı

2
Pi mn(k)um(q)un(q)ui (k)

with Pi mn = 1

2
(kmPi n(k)+knPi m(k)) and Pi j = δi j −

ki k j

k2 . (4)
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Figure 3. Domain ∆K for P and Q modulus at fixed K .

This integral can be simplified, e.g., for accommodating 3D isotropy. For this purpose, the set
of integrating variables in Cartesian coordinates (p1, p2, p3) is replaced by a bipolar system, or
(p, q,λ), so that ∫ ∫ ∫

R3
S(k,p,q)d3p =

∫ 2π

0

[∫ ∫
∆k

S(k, p, q,λ)
pq

k
dp dq

]
dλ, (5)

and finally, thanks to isotropy,

T (k) = 2π
∫ ∫

∆k

S(k, p, q)
pq

k
dp dq. (6)

In the bipolar representation, p and q at fixed k are in the domain ∆k (on Figure 3) for the
triangle whose sides have length k, p and q , whereas λ refers to the angle of the plane of the triad
rotating around k. (pq)/k is the Jacobian of the bipolar transform. In the EDQNM closure for HIT,
S(k, p, q) is proportional to E (q, t )(E (p, t )−E (k, t )), with E (k, t ) = E(k)/(4πk2). The wavenumbers
in E are discretized according to a logarithmic step, with ∆kn/kn = Constant, so that T (kn) is
expressed by a very simple discrete summation. This technique allows ensuring a zero value to
the integral

∫ ∞
0 T (k, t )dk with the highest numerical accuracy. The latter property corresponds

to the detailed conservation of energy by triads in 3D. Because Leith addressed 2D HIT as well,
it is perhaps useful to recall that the structure of (6) is only modified by a different Jacobian and
that both

∫ ∞
0 T (k, t )dk = 0 and

∫ ∞
0 k2T (k, t )dk = 0, ensuring the detailed conservation of both

energy and enstrophy.

3.2. Towards “weak” (nonlinear) wave turbulence theory and strong turbulence

Two examples are considered as follows, yielding some success stories, rotating turbulence and
unstably stratified turbulence. The case of a purely rotating flow seems to be very simple, there is
no distortion, and thereby no direct production of energy by the Coriolis force. But the interplay
of linear and nonlinear terms is very subtle. Helical modes can be used instead of the Cartesian
coordinates for û. Helical modes [32], introduced as N(±k) in [33], are eigenmodes of the Curl
operator, as N(±k)exp(±ık · x). They simplify the basic equations, even without basic rotation,
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from the expression of the Lamb vector in 3D Fourier space �ω×u, and allow to ensure the
solenoidal constraint (∇ ·u = 0,k · û = 0), in avoiding the byzantine use of projectors (from Leaf
Turner, Los Alamos). In addition, they diagonalize the operator of inertial waves in a rotating
frame. The helical decomposition can be written

û(k, t ) = ∑
s=±1

us (k, t )N(sk), (7)

for the velocity fluctuation. Triadic closures, as the theory of inertial wave turbulence, deal with
second-order and third-order correlations. The second-order spectral tensor is the spectral coun-
terpart of two-point second-order velocity correlations. From (7), it is projected on Ni (±k)N j (±k)
and can be expressed with the reduced set (E , Z ,H ), or energy spectrum, polarization anisotropy
(Z is complex-valued) and helicity spectrum. In the presence of system rotation, the equations
for (E , Z ,H ) are decoupled for their linear part and call into play generalized transfer terms
mediated by three-point third-order correlations. The structure of these transfer terms is given
by (5), in which Si j m(k,p,q, t ) is projected on Ni (sk k)N j (sp p)Nm(sq q), with sk , sp , sq =±1, again
from (7). A conventional, but anisotropic, Lin equation is recovered for the energy as(

∂

∂t
+2νk2

)
E (k, t ) =T (k, t ), (8)

with similar equations for the helicity spectrum and the polarization anisotropy Z , or more
precisely, its slow part excluding the rapid phase shift of inertial waves, or Z (k, t )exp(4ıσk t ),
where

σk = 2Ω ·k/k = 2Ω
k∥
k

= 2Ωcos(k,Ω) (9)

is the (linear) dispersion frequency of inertial waves in the rotating frame, with angular velocity
Ω. The numerical solution for (9) is much more difficult and complex than in HIT, because of the
anisotropic structure of its right-hand side. In the asymptotic limit of inertial wave turbulence
theory, at vanishing Rossby number and infinite Reynolds number, the nonlinearity is reduced to
resonant triads in T (k, t ). In the AQNM (Asymptotic quasi-normal Markovian) model [34], the
calculation of the generalized transfer term is accurately performed in the close vicinity of the
surfaces given by the resonance condition k∥/k ± p∥/p ± q∥/q , in the full 3D domain of p, q,λ
variables in (5) at fixed k,k∥/k. For numerical convenience, however, a finite value of ν is kept
in (8). This procedure allows deriving many more results on the whole spectral domain than the
analytical study of Galtier [35]), which is restricted to a thin band of k∥/k (tending to 0 with the
Rossby number) and excludes the exact 2D limit k∥ = 0. It is possible to match the asymptotic
AQNM model to the EDQNM3 one, valid for finite Rossby and Reynolds numbers, through a
classical eddy damping, that vanishes in the asymptotic limit. Recent DNS and theoretical studies
were carried out at IRPHE to study the stability of the geostrophic mode, as in [36].

Unstably stratified homogeneous turbulence (USHT) is another case, using high-resolution
CFD for both DNSs and anisotropic triadic closure with unprecedented resolution. The USHT
is closely related to Rayleigh–Taylor and Richtmyer–Meshkov instability induced flows [37, 38],
which plays a significant role in inertial confinement fusion implosions, supernovae explosions,
and many other important applications [39, 40].

Extrapolation of the results of high-resolution DNSs can be carried out by multimodal
anisotropic EDQNM until huge Reynolds numbers, and huge elapsed times, after the cross-
validation DNS/EDQNM at the highest resolution permitted by DNS. A typical result obtained
by the EDQNM model is the scale-by-scale distribution of anisotropy, which is expected to van-
ish for length scales smaller than an Ozmidov one, or LN =

p
ε/N 3, where N is the stratification

frequency and ε the dissipation rate. It is shown that isotropy is recovered for anisotropic spec-
tra, at wavenumbers larger than 1/LN , for the potential energy at Re = 106, but not for the kinetic
energy, whose re-isotropization needs an ever-larger Reynolds number (Figure 10.23 in [30]).
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Another result concerns the infrared range, or the domain of very low wavenumbers, where
the resolution of DNS, and especially its anisotropic description, is very sparse (see Section 2.4).
In this domain, the multimodal anisotropic EDQNM model reduces to viscous linear dynamics
(RDT), where the effective diffusion effect is mediated by a spectral backscatter from the smallest
scales. Theoretical predictions are derived for the slopes of the spectra in the infrared range,
depending on the initial data. More generally, these results suggest complementing DNS by a
theoretical Supergrid Scale model (See Soulard et al. [41] and reference therein).

More conventional, with Subgrid Scale (SGS) models, an extension of pseudo-spectral DNS
to LES in the hydro case is touched upon in conclusion, whereas this topic is addressed in
Section 5.2 in the magnetized case.

4. CFD towards geophysical applications

A larger part of this review will address the case of magnetized fields, in the next section. This
topic is relevant for geophysics only in the upper atmosphere, or magnetosphere, and in the
liquid metal core of the Earth, but we will first consider applications to atmospheric and oceanic
flows, in three parts, as follows.

(i) DNS, LES, and spectral statistical closures are relevant for our basic knowledge of rotating
and stably stratified flows. It is important to distinguish the cases with and without forcing.
The first case in rotating flows roughly recovers that energy concentrates on the 2D modes, as
suggested by the Proudman theorem; in this case, the important Coriolis parameter should be
less the Rossby number than a kind of Rayleigh number, the ratio of the external force to the
Coriolis force. In the unforced case, however, the interplay of (nonlinear) inertial waves with the
QG mode is much more subtle, see again [36], and a complex anisotropy can be analyzed scale-
by-scale, up to the largest, as in Delache et al. [42]. Among several studies carried out by the
team of Annick Pouquet, the analysis of the strength of the inverse cascade in rotating stably-
stratified flows is performed for a large range of the N / f (stratification to Coriolis frequency)
parameter (see Marino et al. [43], Figure 11.5). As for the interpretation of Nastrom–Gage spectra,
the scalings in terms of N and f were recently revisited by Galperin and Sukorianski [44], with
the new observation that these scalings are latitude-dependent. Local structure with scalings
of atmospheric or oceanic turbulence can be investigated using the additional S, shear rate
parameter (see Chapter 11 in [30] on “N ,S, f ” couplings), with baroclinic and precessional
effects, namely. Finally, at the largest scale, atmospheric and oceanic flows, and even plasmas
in the next section, are often dominated by zonal jets, which are investigated in the recent book
edited by Galperin and Read [45].

(ii) It is possible to move from small scale and mesoscale to synoptic scales, towards global
planetary circulation. Planetary circulation mainly results from the combination of a meridional
motion with a zonal one. The meridional convective motion is induced by the differential solar
heating, from cold polar zones to the hot equatorial belt. The trends to create zonal flows is
then induced by the Coriolis force. Planetary circulation is dominated by zonal jet flows in the
atmosphere of giant planets, and the circulation is rather stable and predictable. Even the red
spot of Jupiter can be observed almost unchanged from observations separated by decades! The
situation is much more complicated, more chaotic and less predictable in our Earth, because
of its size and its rotation rate, both moderate. Of course, an additional difference is the inner
structure of giant planets versus rocky ones. In spite of the high complexity of the dynamics of
Earth’s atmosphere, simple models are very efficient, at least for short-time prediction or forecast.
In a quasi 2D geostrophic model, isobar lines are streamlines, and it is possible to derive many
useful information from a classical map of isobars, about cyclonic and anticyclonic winds, and
so on. An unexpensive computational approach is derived with close connection to the Resolvent
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Figure 4. Global atmospheric model simulation with a quadtree-adaptive mesh algorithm.
The model solves for a general circulation model and, in the figure, we show a snapshot of
the temperature. The finest mesh resolution is of the order of 1° of the sphere (i.e., ∼100 km
in the equator, which would allow for capturing a cyclone event). (Courtesy of S. Popinet).

analysis (RA) carried out for near-wall turbulence (e.g., McKeon [46]) and geophysics (e.g., Farrell
et al. [47]). The dynamical approach combines a linear action of a mean flow on a fluctuating one,
with a feed-back from the fluctuating to the mean via (gradients of) the generalized Reynolds
stresses. As in RDT, the interaction of the fluctuating flow with itself is ignored; in this sense the
so-called adiabatic reduction is similar to RA and RDT; for the quasi-2D planetary circulation the
mean flow is obtained by zonal averaging and only depends on the latitude.

(iii) Finally, we can say a few words of CFD for environmental flows, with various approaches,
from RANS to DNSs, with many hybrid methods. In atmospheric and oceanic models, the mas-
sive disparity between the largest and the smallest eddies requires the use of subgrid models.
Since the first atmospheric climate models [48], it was realized that the parameterization of
the subgrid interactions impacts the accuracy of the large-scale flows. This effect is even more
complicated in oceanic climate models as baroclinic instability occurs at much smaller scales.
Statistical dynamical closures are also used for determining SGS models in oceanic and atmo-
spheric simulations. Frederiksen and co-workers developed eddy damped quasi-normal Mar-
kovian (EDQNM) and DIA closure models for barotropic turbulent flows in spherical geometry,
including a quasi-diagonal DIA (QDIA) closure for inhomogeneous turbulence.

Despite the theoretical efforts, the closure models are difficult to be applied into multi-field
models such as General Circulation Models (GCMs). For this reason, a direct stochastic modelling
approach may be a more tractable methodology as well as entropy approaches as proposed by
Holloway [49].

Alternatively, RANS approaches are also used in multi-field atmospheric GCMs models that
can be solved with mesh adaptation as proposed by van Hooft et al. [50]. An example of the
GCM with adaptive mesh is shown in Figure 4. Similarly, for ocean GCMs, RANS models are used
such as the one proposed by Gent and McWilliams [51], which mimics the effects of baroclinic
turbulence.

Adequate treatments of turbulence will become increasingly prominent for the design of next-
generation climate models. One example of this is the study by Williams [52] and Watanabe et
al. [53] that predict that the amount of clear air turbulence will increase significantly in the future
as the climate changes on transatlantic flight routes and over the North Pacific. Similarly, due
to the uncertainty associated with the clouds’ response to warming, future atmosphere models
require high-resolution simulations (with adaptive mesh refinement of Figure 4). The interested
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reader in the physics of climate variability and climate change is referred to Ghil and Lucarini [54].
Furthermore, Pressel et al. [55] also discussed the utility of explicit and implicit subgrid models
in large eddy simulations of stratocumulus clouds.

5. CFD towards astrophysics, MHD and plasmas

The theories and numerical techniques for hydrodynamic turbulence that we have reviewed
above have been applied and extended to plasmas (ionized matter composed by ions and free
electrons). However, as we will review below, plasma turbulence have particularities due to their
interplay with the electromagnetic field. In this section, we will review the history of DNSs in
MHD as well as some statistical closures and SGS/LES models. Finally, we will discuss some
applications for astrophysical and laboratory plasmas. The task of doing a complete review is
daunting. For this reason, we refer the interested readers to the excellent monographs in the
references [56–58], Chapter 12 of [30], and Section 11 of [2] for more details.

5.1. Main differences between plasma and hydrodynamic turbulence

The first particularity of plasmas, especially in astrophysical scenarios, is the large-scale separa-
tion between the problem size, the ion scales, the electron scales, and the dissipation scales. This
separation of scales is shown by Kiyani et al. [59] as measured in situ in the solar wind. These
measurements show different inertial ranges in the energy spectrum, one at scales larger than
the gyroradius and another one for scales below the gyroradius. Despite the challenge of describ-
ing all these scales, most of the work focuses on the evolution of the macroscopic and the scales
larger than the ion gyroradius, as described by the MHD equations.

The second difference from the hydrodynamic turbulence is that the MHD turbulent fluctu-
ations are accompanied by magnetic field motions. In the presence of a large-scale magnetic
field B0, the Alfvénic perturbations produce fluctuations of the velocity and magnetic field trans-
verse to B0 that propagate at the Alfvén speed v A = B0/

√
4πρ0 along B0. These perturbations

can be described by a reduction of the MHD equations that solve for the so-called Elsässer fields,
Z± = u±b/

√
4πρ0, where u and b are the fluid and magnetic-field perturbation perpendicular to

B0; Z+ propagates along B0 and Z− in the opposite direction.
The presence of a large-scale magnetic field B0 cannot be eliminated by a Galilean transfor-

mation and hence it introduces a different time scale associated to the Alfvén speed. This scale
can therefore change the energy-transfer time across the inertial range. By using this time instead
of the eddy-turnover time, Iroshnikov (1963, in [2]) and Kraichnan (1965c, in [2]) proposed a dif-
ferent energy spectrum that in MHD turbulence has a slope at −3/2 instead of the −5/3 of the
“Kolmogorovian” vision. However, both the Kolmogorov and the Iroshnikov–Kraichnan spectra
assume the turbulence to be isotropic. In the presence of a magnetic field, as the magnetic field
resists bending, the small-scale modes are primarily excited perpendicular to the magnetic field,
k⊥ ≫ k∥. This anisotropy was taken into account by Goldreich and Sridhar [60] to derive a differ-
ent phenomenological cascade, which in the case of strong turbulence (critical balance) evolves
as a Kolmogorov cascade in the perpendicular direction and as a −5/2 cascade parallel to B0. As
we will see in the following, the slope of the inertial range in MHD is still an open question that
illustrates the difficulty of plasma turbulence.

Plasma turbulence has an additional difficulty due to the many different regimes that can
arise, e.g., the presence or not of a large-scale magnetic field (isotropic/anisotropic turbu-
lence), different dissipation regimes (i.e., regimes of kinetic Reynolds and magnetic Reynolds),
balanced/imbalanced turbulence (i.e., zero/non-zero cross-helicity), weak/strong turbulence,
MHD/Hall-MHD turbulence (i.e., turbulence in scales larger or smaller than the ion gyro-radius),
different partition between kinetic and magnetic energies, etc.
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In addition, MHD turbulence is more “intermittent” than hydrodynamic turbulence. The in-
termittency in plasmas is also linked to the self-organization into elongated current sheets (struc-
tures with electrical current confined into a high aspect ratio regions). The link between turbu-
lence and magnetic reconnection and the tearing mode (the condensation of the current inside
the sheet into magnetic islands) is still an open question in plasma turbulence and numerical
simulations can play an important role to unveil the influence of the local reconnection in the
global dynamics.

5.2. From fundamental DNS to statistical closures and LES modelling

The first DNS simulations of MHD turbulence appeared in the late 70s in the wake of the work
on hydrodynamic turbulence. The work of Montgomery and co-workers [61], Pouquet and Pat-
terson [62] or Orszag and Tang [63] paved the way by addressing fundamental questions on the
inertial-range cascade, turbulent dynamo or intermittency. However, the Reynolds numbers and
resolutions that could be achieved at the time (e.g., Rλ ∼ 40, 323 points of Pouquet and Patter-
son [62]) did not allow to clearly distinguish the slope of the cascade. By the end of the subse-
quent decade, the improvement in the computational performance, allowed for higher resolu-
tions and Reynold numbers, e.g., Rλ ∼ 160 and 10242 by Biskamp and Welter [64]. Nevertheless,
in the 90s, the question about the spectral indices of the cascade was still in the spotlight due to
the limitation of the simulations, e.g., 1803 points and Rλ = 544 by Politano et al. [65]. The first
works that showed high-resolution 3D simulations appeared in the beginning of the new cen-
tury [66] with simulations with 5123 nodes and Rλ ∼ 100), which found that the spectrum in 3D
was showing a Kolmogorov-like spectrum. However, the better-resolved 3D simulations of the
beginning of the century did not fully address the questions on the paradigm for the MHD tur-
bulent cascade. Mininni and Pouquet [67] presented a numerical analysis of 3D incompressible
free-decaying MHD turbulence run on a grid of 15363 points and Rλ ∼ 1100, with an energy spec-
trum that is a combination of two components: at small scales, it shows a k−2 spectrum whereas
at the large scales, a law compatible with the k−3/2 Iroshnikov–Kraichnan theory. In order to shed
some light in this apparent discrepancy between the numerical results and the different scaling
laws, a novel idea came to the scene: the dynamic alignment by Boldyrev [68]. This theory could
explain the k−3/2 energy spectrum with ideas that were compatible with [60] model. However,
this theory was contested by Beresnyak [69] who claimed that the theory failed at small scales.
This history of the evolution of paradigm in MHD turbulence brings us to our days. The best-
resolved numerical simulations can be found in [70] with 40963 points and Rλ ∼ 2000, support-
ing a −5/3 law. Other recent work that illustrates the state-of-the-art in DNS MHD turbulence
are Linkmann et al. [71] and Bandyopadhyay et al. [72] with magnetic Prandtl numbers differ-
ent to unity MHD with a strong magnetic field at a resolution of 20483, or on elongated periodic
domains with 16384−20482 grids [73, 74].

Complementary to DNS, CFD is also used to solve statistical closures for MHD turbulence.
In plasma turbulence, the “weak” wave turbulence theory [75–77] takes a significant body of the
literature. Nevertheless, as discussed by Zhou [2], Cambon et al. [78], Sagaut and Cambon [30],
this theory is connected to QNM models. In isotropic EDQNM models, the seminal work of
Pouquet et al. [79] found a new eddy-damping with the contribution of three terms: the non-
linear eddy-distortion rate, the non-local effect determined by the field (effect of Alfvén waves),
and the collisional dissipation effects. Matthaeus and Zhou [80] generalized the triple correlation
decay time from previously presented “golden rules” as proposed by Grappin et al. [81, 82] for
correlated turbulence and Pouquet et al. [79] for helical turbulence. More recently, Briard and
Gomez [83] reexamined the EDQNM for decaying isotropic, homogeneous MHD, showing the
impact of the cross-helicity on the global dynamics. Several models have attempted to include
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anisotropy into the EDQNM closure. In the low-magnetic Reynolds regime (also called quasi-
static MHD) Cambon [84] proposed the first strongly anisotropic EDQNM approach that was
revisited and investigated by Favier et al. [85] by taking into account the EDQNM1 and EQNM2
models (see Sagaut and Cambon [30]). Zhou and Mattheus [86] have generalized the eddy-
damping relaxation time by taking into account the anisotropic feature in the Alfvénic time, as
previously discussed by Goldreich and Sridhar [60], Ng and Battacharjee [87], Galtier et al. [77].

As we have seen above, the interaction between the large and the small scales plays an impor-
tant role in MHD turbulence, which can impact LES/SGS modeling [88]. SGS models for MHD
turbulence have been mostly constructed as extensions of the nonmagnetized hydrodynamic
models. Some examples of MHD gradient-diffusion-type SGS models can be found in Agullo
et al. [89] and Müller and Carati [90] for magnetic Prandtl unity or Knaepen and Moin [91] for
small magnetic Prandtl number. A Smagorinsky-type SGS model was proposed by Yoshizawa [92]
motivated by statistical results from a multi-scale DIA formulation. Spectral eddy viscosity and
resistivity, and backscatter viscosity and resistivity were computed using the EDQNM simula-
tions by Zhou et al. [93]. A coarse-graining methodology was used by Aluie [94] to derive effec-
tive equations for the subscale stress and a subscale electromotive force. Additionally, technique
of the renormalization group theory was also proposed for the MHD equations as reviewed by
Zhou [95].

5.3. Towards more complex DNS, LES for plasmas, from laboratory to stars

The turbulence theories and models described above have offered a fundamental support to
the simulations of astrophysical and laboratory plasma phenomena. Carrying out a systematic
review of all these applications is colossal and, therefore, we will limit our review to some
representative examples. We will start with the models describing the cyclic regeneration of
the Sun’s large-scale magnetic field, which is at the origin of the “solar activity” [96, 97]. The
solar cycle is captured by the anelastic incompressible MHD equations (see e.g., Lantz and
Fan [98] and Braginsky and Roberts [99]) that simulate the convective zone of the Sun (the
computational domain represents a shell that extends from around 0.72 to 0.97 of the solar
radius): a rotating (Ro < 1) and unstably stratified thermally-driven turbulent convective plasma
(with Re > 1010 and Pm < 10−3). The turbulent motion produces a mean electromotive force
due to the fluctuation of the flow and the magnetic field that is usually modelled with an ILES
technique [100] or prescribed SGS coefficients [101]. More complex models are used to simulate
smaller portions of the convective zone (see e.g., Figure 5 and Kitiashvili et al. [102], Wray et
al. [103]) through the compressible MHD equations coupled to the radiative transfer equation. In
these simulations, LES SGS turbulence models are used, inspired by the hydrodynamic models
by Smagorinsky [48] and Moin et al. [104].

Above the convection zone lies the solar atmosphere, a complex layer of plasma that extends
from the weakly-ionized collisionally dominated photosphere to the fully-ionized magnetically-
dominated corona. The transition between these layers, the so-called chromosphere, is a very
dynamic region where the motion of the neutral gas and the plasma decouples and therefore
the non-equilibrium effects are fundamental to explain the dynamics (see, Alvarez Laguna et
al. [105]). In particular, the magnetic reconnection is invoked to play a fundamental role in
heating the atmosphere to the 106 K of the corona (see Alvarez Laguna et al. [106]). Numerical
simulations of small regions of the lower sun atmosphere combine the MHD equations (in
some cases the multi-fluid equations to model the neutral gas dynamics) with radiation models
and non-equilibrium models (Khomenko et al. [107], Maneva et al. [108], Gudiksen et al. [109],
Kitiashvili et al. [110]). Due to the complexity of the simulations (shocks, magnetic reconnection,
non-equilibrium effects), the role of turbulence is still an open question in these simulations.
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Figure 5. Vertical velocity at the solar photosphere in a solar granulation simulation from
the Stellar box code [103]. The simulation combines the MHD equations with an LES model
to the radiative transport equation. The resolution is 12.5 km.

The outer layer of the sun, the solar corona stretches out into the heliosphere by means of the
solar wind. Van de Holst et al. [111] proposed a global model from the upper chromosphere to
the corona and the heliosphere that takes into account the Alfvén wave turbulence (as previously
proposed by Dmitruk et al. [112]) by resolving an equation for the wave energy density for the two
Elsässer variables.

Another scenario of interest for plasma physicists are the astrophysical disks. These disk
accrete thanks to the turbulent transport of angular momentum that is larger than the collisional
one. The model of a Taylor–Couette flow with an inner radius and an outer radius, and centered
on the center of the star (or the presumed black hole) is very popular. But the most radical
simplification was proposed by Balbus and Hawley [113], as the Shearing Sheet Approximation
(SSA) sketched on Figure 6.

However, a non-local effect that participates in the inverse energy cascade and which is not
captured by local averaging schemes is vortex merger. This conclusion was shown by Salhi and
Cambon [114], comparing rapid distortion theory to DNS and LES.

Finally, we will briefly discuss turbulence scenarios in laboratory plasma simulations. Anoma-
lous transport plays a fundamental role in fusion plasmas (see e.g., Balescu [115]), as well as
other magnetized plasma discharges such as Hall-effect thrusters (Lafleur et al. [116], Koshkarov
et al. [117], Charoy et al. [118]). This process is generally attributed to the turbulence that is
driven by micro-instabilities. Historically, the Hasegawa–Mima equation and other reduced mod-
els were invoked to describe the oscillations of electric potential in tokamaks. In tokamaks, the
interaction between disparate size structures such as zonal flows play an important role in both
the regulation of plasma microturbulence and the full-scale dynamics (see Gürcan et al. [119]
for a model of the turbulent spectra with disparate-scale interactions). Nowadays, turbulence is
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Figure 6. Scheme of the SSA for accretion discs.

studied also in a kinetic framework, the phase space through the gyrokinetic description in theo-
retical models [120] or through the computational models such as GYSELA [121].

6. Conclusions on the future of CFD for fundamentals in fluid and MHD flows

In the present work, we have briefly reviewed the interplay and complementarity of CFD and
theory in DNS and statistical theory approaches of turbulence. As seen in this work, significant
progress has been made since the pioneering works in the 70s that were considering idealized
flows (e.g., HIT in a periodic box) until the simulations of our days that involve additional body
forces that introduce strong anisotropies, which are fundamental to fully understand turbulence
in geophysical and astrophysical environments. As seen in Section 2.4, the Reynolds numbers
that are achievable in DNS simulations are still limited nowadays by the computational costs. As
stated by Chaouat [122], the computational time of a DNS simulation can be estimated to follow
a law t ∝ Re11/4. This estimation shows that, despite the progress as predicted by Moore’s law,
DNS still remains difficult to avoid finite Reynolds effects (e.g., to capture decaying turbulence).
Finally, other related topics that have not been treated in depth in this work but that are the
result of the interaction between theory and CFD are the study of turbulence with complex
geometries (of interest for different engineering applications), or the study of intermittency
(see, e.g., Falkovich et al. [123] for a comprehensive review). Due to the complexity of these
topics, further theoretical and numerical studies are still needed for a full understanding of these
phenomena.

At the time of this writing, the installment of the first exascale supercomputer, Frontier, is al-
ready underway. Therefore, the comparative advantage is heavily favored by the CFD in solving



16 Claude Cambon et al.

idealized and practical turbulence problems. With the arrival of increasingly powerful supercom-
puters, the DNS would allow researchers to extract more complete sets of measurements con-
cerning fully developed, complex turbulent flow fields far beyond those available from the sta-
tistical closure theories. Furthermore, the LES approach, which models the unresolvable scales
with a statistical parameterization scheme, would give scientists access to much higher Reynolds
number flows than those obtained from DNS. In some fundamental problems, where the order of
magnitude of the dissipation rate is not known, as in astrophysics, the most convenient method
is an ILES or a simple scheme of hyperviscosity. Taking advantage of the vast amount of data,
turbulence theorists can play an important role in striving to further our understanding of the
physics of turbulent flows, developing improved SGS models for LES or providing a more precise
estimation of effective subgrid dissipation for ILES.

Theory, closures and beyond, and DNSs can cooperate in other domains. Theoretical stud-
ies of the infrared range can suggest “supergrid scale” models in a spectral zone where the res-
olution of DNSs is sparse, and especially its capture of directional anisotropy. About the spec-
tral description, efforts will follow for unifying “weak” and “strong” turbulence. In this sense, we
have emphasized multipoint spectral description, as “triads” for three-point triple correlations,
especially with strong anisotropy and related elaborate numerics. This description is mandatory
in wave turbulence theory, first for defining dispersion laws of waves, second for accounting for
solenoidal (divergence-free in physical space) fields. For instance, the nonlinearity is cubic in
plasma fields or in quantic turbulence, so that nonlinearity calls into play four-point fourth-order
correlations, and therefore quartets in (solenoidal) Fourier space. This is the counterpart of tri-
adic closures for quadratic nonlinearities, that were privilegied in our review. On the other hand,
spectral description is only a mathematical convenience to treat both linear and nonlinear inter-
actions of solenoidal fields. This is not an impediment to give results for statistical correlations in
physical space, as for a possible extension of more anisotropic structure functions, that are more
familiar for studying intermittency and scaling.
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