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The search for solutions to the theory of weakly nonlinear internal gravity wave turbu-
lence is an active research topic. It is notably stimulated by the fact that this regime could
drive fine-scale ocean dynamics for which the identification of a physical model could
yield improved parametrizations in global oceanic models. In this context, analytical works
lead to diverse predictions and the experimental observation of a regime of developed
weakly nonlinear internal wave turbulence constitutes a major, still unachieved, objective
of experimentalists in the field. In this study, building on recent experimental develop-
ments, we present laboratory observations of internal gravity wave turbulence in a linearly
stratified fluid, performed in a large-scale three-dimensional facility allowing the forcing
of long-wavelength internal waves. Our setup allows us to access large Reynolds numbers
favoring the development of turbulent power-law spectra while keeping the Froude number
relatively low in order to remain weakly nonlinear. As the forcing amplitude increases, the
flow seems to approach a wave turbulence regime: We indeed observe the progressive
construction of a continuous distribution of energy in both the frequency and wave number
spaces, whereas the spatiotemporal spectra indicate that the energy remains almost exclu-
sively carried by internal gravity waves, verifying the dispersion relation. We finally show
that, as the transition to turbulence proceeds, the bicoherence spectrum of the velocity
field becomes smooth over the internal wave frequency domain, taking values of the order
of the Froude number. While these observations are in line with the phenomenology of
weakly nonlinear wave turbulence, the power laws in k−3 we report over about a decade
for the horizontal and vertical spatial energy spectra agree with the prediction that can be
made from raw dimensional arguments for a strongly nonlinear so-called saturated wave
turbulence. Whether these power laws could alternatively be compatible with a weakly
nonlinear wave turbulence regime remains to be explored theoretically.

DOI: 10.1103/71dk-9p1c

I. INTRODUCTION

Density stratified fluids are the support of a specific class of waves, dispersive and anisotropic,
called internal gravity waves. Considering an inviscid and linearly stratified fluid, their dispersion
relation is written

ω = N
k⊥√

k2
⊥ + k2

z

, (1)
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where ω is the angular frequency and k⊥ and kz are the norm of the horizontal and vertical
components of the wave vector k, respectively. The strength of the stratification is quantified in
Eq. (1) by the buoyancy frequency N = √−g/ρ0dρ̄/dz, where g is the gravitational acceleration,
ρ0 the mean density of the fluid, and ρ̄(z) the vertical profile of the density of the fluid at rest (z is
oriented opposite to gravity). It is worth noting that Eq. (1) is obtained from the Euler equation under
the Boussinesq approximation, which consists in considering weak density variations with respect
to the reference density ρ0 [1–3].

Ubiquitous in geophysical flows, internal gravity waves contribute to the redistribution of energy
over frequencies and spatial scales through a variety of nonlinear processes [4] and as such they play
a key role in the so-called small-scale turbulent dynamics of the atmosphere and the oceans [5–9].
In the atmosphere, a strongly nonlinear regime of internal wave turbulence is observed [10–12]
for which the strongly stratified turbulence phenomenology has been proposed [13]. In contrast,
at small scales in the oceans, typically from a few hundred meters to a few meters in the vertical
direction [14], a weakly nonlinear regime called internal wave turbulence is expected [15]. The
small scales in question are not resolved in global oceanic models [9,16–18] and are accounted for
by empirical parametrizations of the power drained by the small-scale turbulence. In this context,
the development of parametrizations based on a physical model could provide a major contribution
to improving oceanic dynamics predictions [15].

From a fundamental point of view (and considering Péclet numbers much larger than 1 for which
the effects of the diffusion of mass are negligible [19]), the different regimes of turbulence in a
stratified fluid [20–22] can be classified by introducing three nondimensional numbers: the Reynolds
number Re = τν/τnl, the Froude number Fr = 1/τnlN , and the nondimensional frequency ω∗ =
ω/N , where τnl and τν are the characteristic nonlinear and viscous timescales of the flow structures
at scale �, respectively, and 1/ω is their linear timescale (the wave period), which might be different
from τnl (with ωτnl � 1). In practice, a cautious analysis of the anisotropic equations of the dynamics
is necessary to identify the scaling of the nonlinear and viscous times as a function of the horizontal
u⊥ and vertical uz velocity components and of the horizontal �⊥ and vertical �z length scales. In this
context, in order to simplify the problem, theoreticians most often consider the strongly anisotropic
limit �z � �⊥ in which the nonlinear and viscous timescales follow τnl ∼ �⊥/u⊥ and τν ∼ �2

z /ν,
respectively [13,23]. In contrast, most experimental works involve waves with ω∗ = ω/N neither
too close to 0 nor too close to 1, for which � ∼ �z ∼ �⊥ and simple scaling can be written for the
Reynolds Re = u�/ν and Froude Fr = u/N� numbers.

Considering high Reynolds numbers, two families of turbulence can be identified. The first
one, the strongly nonlinear regime also called the critical balance or saturated wave regime, is
expected when Fr � ω∗, reflecting the fact that the linear and nonlinear timescales are of the same
order of magnitude at a given spatial scale. Drawing on a raw dimensional analysis, one expects
in this regime one-dimensional (1D) kinetic energy spectra scaling as E (k) ∼ N2k−3 [24,25]. A
more thorough study, using the additional assumption of strong anisotropy k⊥ � kz, leads to the
strongly stratified turbulence phenomenology [13] describing a regime which is also referred to
as layered anisotropic stratified turbulence (LAST) in the literature [19]. In this regime, which
has been proposed as a relevant scenario for intermediate- and small-scale atmospheric turbulence
[8], distinct predictions for the horizontal and vertical 1D spatial energy spectra have been made,
E (k⊥) ∼ ε2/3k−5/3

⊥ and E (kz ) ∼ N2k−3
z , respectively (where ε is the mean rate of energy dissipation

per mass unit).
The other type of stratified turbulence, called wave turbulence [20,26,27], is expected when the

Froude number Fr is much smaller than the nondimensional frequency ω∗. Here the kinetic and
potential energies are carried by quasilinear internal gravity waves and exchanged among spatial
scales over timescales much larger than the wave period. Nonlinearities remain weak compared to
the effects of the buoyancy, hence the other name of weak turbulence used to refer to this regime.
As already said, weak stratified turbulence has often been suggested as a potential explanation for
the oceanic dynamics at small scales [4,14,15,28] without, however, a definitive confirmation so far.
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The general weak wave turbulence formalism [26,27] has been applied to the case of stratified fluids
by several theoretical teams in the past decades, leading to various (anisotropic) predictions for the
energy spectra [15,23,29–35]. The obtained solution depends in particular on the assumptions made
during the derivation (e.g., two dimensionality, low-frequency waves, selection of a certain type of
interactions, exclusion of the steady mode), the general case seeming out of reach analytically. In
this context, numerical simulations of the so-called kinetic equation, the central equation in wave
turbulence theory, appears as a natural strategy to identify the solutions of the weak internal gravity
wave turbulence problem. Although technical obstacles to evaluate the collision integral (driving
the dynamics in the kinetic equation) have long been overcome [28], this approach, which is very
costly in computational resources, has only recently started to yield promising results [36,37].

An alternative strategy is attempting to reach the regime of weak turbulence of internal waves in
laboratory experiments or numerical experiments (direct numerical simulations). This is, however,
also very challenging in both cases. On the one hand, it requires large facilities in the exper-
imental case to fulfill simultaneously the conditions Re = u�/ν � 1 and Fr = u/N� � ω∗ � 1
under which weak turbulence is expected. On the other hand, it begs for important computational
resources to numerically simulate the Navier-Stokes equations in this regime, especially because
of the linear-nonlinear timescale separation, characteristic of wave turbulence, which imposes an
integration of the dynamics over particularly long durations. Satisfying the second condition (of
weak nonlinearity) Fr � ω∗ � 1 is indeed equivalent to having separated linear and nonlinear
timescales. In practice, this condition involves to force internal waves, by imposing independently
their frequency and their velocity. This strategy has been explored in several experimental works
[38–46] as well as in numerical simulations of the Navier-Stokes equations under the Boussinesq
approximation [47].

A detailed review of these works is presented in Ref. [20]. We will therefore limit ourselves here
to briefly describing some of their important common features. In all these studies, internal gravity
waves are forced at a specific frequency ω∗

0 either directly by oscillating an object in the fluid domain
[40–46] or indirectly through a parametric instability, by oscillating the fluid container at 2ω∗

0
[38,39,47]. Most of them report, when increasing the forcing amplitude on the road to turbulence,
the emergence of a first nonlinear state of the flow characterized by the presence of discrete
peaks in the temporal energy spectrum, most often associated with internal wave eigenmodes (or
quasieigenmodes) of the experimental domain [38–43,46]. The prevalence of these peaks clearly
suggests that the attraction of energy by eigenfrequencies of the experimental aquarium is central to
such studies attempting to reach internal wave turbulence. This notably implies a discretization
of the energy in the frequency and wave vector spaces which strongly deviates these (almost
turbulent) flows from the regimes described by theories as well as from the small-scale oceanic
turbulence, where finite-size effects are either absent or weak, and a turbulent cascade forms an
energy continuum. In several studies discussed in this paragraph, further increasing the forcing
amplitude leads the temporal energy spectrum to progressively become continuous over the internal
wave frequency domain [40–43,46]. This transition from discrete to continuous nevertheless seems
to drive the flow toward a strongly nonlinear regime. Indeed, a common feature of most of the
works discussed in this paragraph is the emergence at the largest amplitudes of forcing of 1D
spatial energy spectra following scalings in k−3

⊥ and k−3
z (or k−3 for the spectrum averaged over the

orientation) [43,46,47] or of a ω−3 scaling for the temporal spectrum interpreted as the transposition
of a k−3

z spatial spectrum by an intense turbulent sweeping [38]. These scalings suggest that the
flow approaches a regime of strongly nonlinear saturated wave turbulence, which is also supported
in some of these studies by the observation of intense wave breaking events [45] and of a significant
mixing of the background density stratification [40,41]. We should nonetheless note that these k−3

power-law behaviors are not observed over more than half a decade of wave numbers, revealing
that the turbulent cascade is still not well developed at the Reynolds numbers reached in these
experiments.
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Two main features should thus be improved in laboratory experiments aiming at reaching a
fully developed, weakly nonlinear, internal wave turbulence regime. First, the concentration of
energy in the wave eigenmodes of the fluid domain should be prevented. In this regard, the work
of Lanchon et al. [46] proposed an efficient practical solution consisting in introducing slightly
inclined panels at the top and/or at the bottom of the experimental domain: By slightly modifying
the wavelength of the reflected waves, the panels prevent the appearance of standing modes in the
flow. The second change that should be implemented is a significant increase in the wavelength �

at which the energy is injected and incidentally an increase in the size of the water tank. The goal
is to access large Reynolds numbers Re = u�/ν, to observe turbulent spectra with developed power
laws, while remaining in the weakly nonlinear regime, which implies reducing the Froude number
of the flow Fr = u/N�. The study presented in this article specifically aims at meeting these needs.
In the following, we report results obtained with an experimental device allowing the forcing of
long-wavelength internal gravity waves in a 2-m-high 2-m-diameter three-dimensional water tank,
filled with 8000 liters of a stratified column of salt water.

II. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

Experiments are performed in a cylindrical tank of diameter 2.15 m and height 2.5 m equipped
with two square plexiglass vertical openings of 90 × 90 cm2 for visualization purposes, as illus-
trated in Fig. 1. The tank is filled up to a height of 2.15 m with a linearly stably stratified water
solution of salt obtained using the double-bucket method [48–50]. Two geared pumps are used to
connect the two 4500-liters filling tanks to the 9000-liters experimental tank. The stratification is
made over 21 h using 500 kg of salt, and we obtain a typical buoyancy frequency N of about 0.6
rad/s. The density profile ρ̄(z) (of the fluid at rest) is measured using a conductivity and temperature
probe (Mettler Toledo InLab 731-ISM-10m) mounted on a motorized vertical translation axis and
calibrated using a fluid densimeter (Anton Paar DMA35). A typical stratification is presented in
Fig. 2 with the measured density profile ρ̄(z) [Fig. 2(a)] and the corresponding buoyancy frequency
profile N (z) [Fig. 2(b)]. While processing the data, we retain the value N = 0.59 rad/s consistently
measured, over the different experiments, in the bulk of the fluid (in the region where the velocity
field is measured; see Fig. 1).

The flow is forced at the top of the fluid domain by means of a horizontal wave generator, adapted
from [51], consisting of a series of 30 horizontal bars of a 5 × 5 cm2 square section, 1 m long,
spaced by 0.5-cm gaps, and aligned along the diameter of the tank (see Fig. 1). Each bar is connected
to a linear motor able to drive it in a vertical motion. The wave generator motion approximates a
truncated sinus wave profile of spatial period λ0 = 7 × 5.5 cm = 38.5 cm (5.5 cm is the width of
an oscillating bar plus the gap separating two bars) and spatial extension about 4.3 λ0, explicitly

Z (x, t ) = H + A[cos(ω0t − k0x) − 1], (2)

with k0 = 2π/λ0 and ω0 = 0.81N the forcing angular frequency. The amplitude A of the bars’
vertical motion is varied between 2 and 18 mm. In the linear regime, this wave generator is expected
to produce an internal wave beam at frequency ω0, which is therefore propagating in a direction
making an angle θ = sin−1(ω0/N ) � 54◦ with the horizontal. The forced wavelength is expected to
be λ f = λ0 sin θ � 31 cm. In addition, two 90 × 90 cm2 square panels inclined at an angle α � 4◦
with respect to the horizontal are placed at the bottom of the tank (see Fig. 1) in order to inhibit the
formation of standing-wave modes in the fluid domain, following a method described in Ref. [46].

The two components ux and uz of the velocity field are measured in a vertical area in the
central region of the tank using a two-dimensional two-component particle image velocimetry
(PIV) system. We nevertheless use two cameras aiming at two (overlapping) fields of view of
different sizes (see Fig. 1) in order to access an extended range of spatial scales during the data
analysis. The fluid is seeded with 10-µm glass tracer particles, injected at different heights of
the stratification using a homemade immersed manifold. The PIV vertical laser plane, shifted
by 30 cm from the central vertical axis of the tank, is created using a 140-mJ Nd:YAG pulsed

084804-4



LABORATORY OBSERVATION OF INTERNAL GRAVITY …

FIG. 1. Schematic of the top and side views of the experimental apparatus. A horizontal wave maker,
composed of 30 vertically oscillating bars, produces a sinusoidal horizontally propagating transverse wave
motion of phase velocity vϕ . The cylindrical tank is filled with a linearly stratified water solution of salt up to
a height of 215 cm.

laser. Successive images covering two areas of 
x × 
z = 817 × 615 mm2 (field 1 in Fig. 1)
and 
x × 
z = 310 × 261 mm2 (field 2) are recorded by two cameras of 2360 × 1776 pixels and
2432 × 2048 pixels, respectively. The PIV cross correlation between successive images is computed
using 24 × 24 pixel interrogation windows with a 50% overlap, providing velocity fields with
spatial resolutions of 4.2 and 1.5 mm/pixel, respectively. The image acquisition rate is adjusted
depending on the flow typical velocity, ranging from 2 to 5 Hz. Image acquisition starts 30 forcing
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FIG. 2. (a) Vertical density profile ρ̄(z) measured after the tank filling procedure. The reference z = 0
corresponds to the bottom of the experimental tank. (b) Corresponding profile of buoyancy frequency N (z) =√−g/ρ0dρ̄/dz. The buoyancy frequency measured over the water column (outside of the top and bottom
boundary layers) evolves in the range 0.58 ± 0.02 rad/s. Its average value over the region where the PIV
measurements are realized, at middepth of the fluid, is N = 0.59 rad/s.

periods T = 2π/ω0 before the forcing device is started and lasts between 530 and 1030 T in total,
depending on the experimental run.

The parameters of the experiments discussed in the following are presented in Table I. The root
mean square (rms) velocity urms used to estimate the Reynolds Rerms and Froude Frrms numbers is
computed as urms = 〈√〈u2

x + u2
z 〉t 〉x, where 〈 〉t stands for the temporal average (in the statistically

steady state of the flow) and 〈 〉x for the spatial average over the PIV region (large view, field 1).

III. RESULTS

First, we present in Fig. 3 snapshots of the horizontal component of the velocity field computed
from images of the narrow- and wide-view cameras. The velocity fields are reported for the
experiments at forcing amplitudes of 2 and 18 mm, which correspond to flow in a linear and a

TABLE I. Parameters of the experiments presented in the article. Here A is the amplitude of the vertical
motion of the bars of the wave generator [see Eq. (2)]. The reported Reynolds Rerms = urmsλ f /ν and Froude
Frrms = urms/λ f N numbers are estimated using measurements of the flow rms velocity urms, the forced wave-
length λ f = λ0ω0/N � 31 cm, and ν = 10−6 m2/s for the fluid kinematic viscosity.

A (mm) urms (mm/s) Rerms Frrms

2 1.1 340 0.006
3 1.4 430 0.008
6 2.4 740 0.013
8 3.0 930 0.016
10 3.7 1100 0.020
14 4.6 1400 0.025
18 5.4 1700 0.030
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FIG. 3. Snapshots of the horizontal component of the velocity field, at t = 250 T after the start of the wave
generator, computed from images of the (a) and (b) wide- and (c) and (d) narrow-view cameras. The fields in
close view correspond to the rectangular region indicated at the bottom right corner of the large-view fields.
The experiment was performed at (a) and (c) A = 2 mm forcing amplitude (linear regime) and (b) and (d)
A = 18 mm (turbulent regime).

turbulent regime, respectively. In the linear regime at low forcing amplitude [Figs. 3(a) and 3(c)],
the plane wave structure of the forced mode can be clearly identified with a typical horizontal
wavelength perfectly consistent with the generator wavelength λ0 = 38.5 cm. The inclination of
the planes of constant phase is also consistent with the tilt of θ = sin−1(ω0/N ) � 54◦ with respect
to the horizontal expected from the dispersion relation. The field observed in Figs. 3(a) and 3(c)
nevertheless shows some deviations from a pure plane wave structure which results from the
reflections of the forced wave on the tank walls interfering with the primary beam. At large forcing
amplitude A = 18 mm, the velocity field snapshots [Figs. 3(b) and 3(d)] reveal a flow composed of
a wide spectrum of scales smaller than the forced wavelength, with the qualitative appearance of
wave turbulence.

In Fig. 4 we explore in a more quantitative way the generated flows by reporting the temporal
kinetic energy spectra computed from the PIV measurements (large view, field 1) for the set of
experiments listed in Table I. This series of curves illustrates the transition of the flow from a
linear to a turbulent regime as the forcing amplitude goes from A = 2 mm to A = 18 mm. The
spectrum of the experiment at A = 2 mm reveals a single energy peak at the forcing frequency
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FIG. 4. Temporal kinetic energy spectrum E (ω∗) as a function of the nondimensional frequency ω∗ = ω/N
computed for all the experiments at various forcing amplitudes. The spectra are computed over 330 to 530
forcing periods 2π/ω0 in the statistically steady state of the experiments. In all spectra, we observe a dominant
energy peak at the forcing frequency ω∗

0 = 0.81 (vertical dashed line). A vertical shift by a factor 30 has
been introduced between successive spectra for better visualization. The inset shows the same temporal kinetic
energy spectrum for A = 18 mm in log-log scale. The vertical line indicates ω∗ = 1.

ω∗
0 = 0.81, confirming the linear nature of the flow (if we set aside a very weakly energetic peak

at zero frequency). Triadic resonance instability (TRI) arises in the experiment at A = 3 mm, with
two clear subharmonic peaks at ω∗

1 � 0.32 and ω∗
2 � 0.49 in triadic resonance with the primary

wave frequency [3]. These energy peaks are accompanied by much weaker peaks (two orders of
magnitude lower than the peaks at ω∗

1 and ω∗
2) at frequencies in nonlinear coupling with the three

leading modes, e.g., ω∗
2 − ω∗

1 and 2(ω∗
2 − ω∗

1 ). These modes might be the trace of the production of
bound waves as noticed in Refs. [44,46]. As the forcing amplitude increases, a progressive filling
of the temporal energy spectrum is observed, mainly at subharmonic frequencies, i.e., ω � ω0. At
A = 6 mm, we indeed observe that the two subharmonic peaks of the experiment at A = 3 mm give
way to two couples of wide subharmonic bumps in triadic temporal resonance with the forced mode
(the bumps are symmetric with respect to half the forcing frequency ω0/2). Then, as the forcing
amplitude is increased up to A = 18 mm, the subharmonic energy bumps progressively transform
into a nearly flat continuum of energy over the whole internal wave frequency domain ω∗ � 1. For
the experiment at the largest forcing amplitude A = 18 mm, as evidenced by the inset in Fig. 4, the
energy spectrum decays quite rapidly above the buoyancy frequency N , i.e. above ω∗ = 1, which is
the cutoff frequency for internal waves, suggesting that the flow might have reached a kind of wave
turbulence regime.

In several previous experimental studies of internal gravity waves, the transition of the flow
towards a turbulent regime as the forcing amplitude is increased was shown to go through a regime
where the temporal spectrum is dominated by an ensemble of sharp peaks due to the concentration
of energy in resonance frequencies associated with wave eigenmodes of the fluid domain [42,43,46].
Lanchon et al. [46] demonstrated that introducing slightly tilted panels at the top and the bottom
of the fluid domain allows one to inhibit this concentration process. In the present experiments
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where we also implement such tilted panels, we do not observe the emergence of a family of sharp
energetic peaks in the series of temporal energy spectra reported in Fig. 4 (even if a few small peaks
are observed here and there), suggesting that, at all studied forcing amplitudes, the flow is mainly
composed of propagating internal waves.

Finally, it is important to note the presence in the energy spectra of Fig. 4 of a peak of energy at
zero frequency, which corresponds to a nearly steady mode of the flow. This mode has already been
reported in previous studies of internal wave turbulence [44,46], where it was shown, in a given
horizontal slice, to be close to a large vortex of vertical axis, nearly centered in the water tank and
of the scale of the water tank. The rate of this fluid rotation was shown to slowly evolve with the
vertical coordinate, even involving changes in the direction of rotation depending on the height. We
recover the same structure in the present experiments, as can be seen in the velocity field reported
in Appendix A for the experiment at A = 8 mm. It is interesting to note that the energy in the peak
at zero frequency in the spectra of Fig. 4 increases from weak values (less than 1%) to about 15%
of the total energy of the flow as the forcing amplitude goes from A = 2 mm to 18 mm.

A dedicated study would be necessary to properly identify the nonlinear mechanism at the origin
of this mean flow. Although it is beyond the scope of this article, we can nevertheless suggest that
it could result from a nonlinear process directly affecting the primary wave mode at the forcing
frequency. Such processes have indeed often been reported in stratified fluid experiments and in
numerical simulations where internal waves are directly driven by a harmonic forcing. In these
studies, the nonlinear process may occur either in the bulk of the forced wave mode [52–55] or
in the vicinity of the wave makers [56–58]. In some of these works, the nonlinear mechanism
has been identified to be of streaming type [53–55,58] or of Stokes drift type [52]. These two
nonlinear processes take place in oscillating flows with a spatially inhomogeneous amplitude and
result in the production of a steady flow proportional to the square of the periodic base flow velocity
[52,53,55,59]. Finally, it is worth mentioning that there might be some connection between the
emergence of a slow horizontal shear flow observed in our experiments and the one reported in
experiments aimed at mimicking the quasibiennial oscillation of the earth’s equatorial stratosphere.
In these experiments [60,61], a slow horizontal flow, nonlinearly driven by internal gravity waves,
undergoes periodic reversals at a frequency far lower than that of the forced internal waves.

In Fig. 5 we now explore the spatial content of the flow by reporting the 1D kinetic energy spectra
in the horizontal [Fig. 5(a)] and vertical [Fig. 5(b)] directions for the experiments listed in Table I.
These spectra are estimated by computing the 1D spatial Fourier transform of the instantaneous
two-point velocity correlation, along x or z, using the Wiener-Khinchin theorem, before taking the
temporal average and spatial average over the remaining spatial direction (for more details, see
Appendix A in Ref. [46]). The power spectral densities obtained from both cameras, with different
sizes of field of view, are shown in order to extend the accessible range of wave numbers. For a
given experiment, if we set aside the boundaries for each of the two spectra, we generally observe
good agreement over their overlapping intervals in both kx and kz. Focusing first on the horizontal
spectra [Fig. 5(a)], we observe a dominant bump of energy around kx/2π = 0.025 cm−1, a wave
number consistent with the horizontal wavelength λ0 = 38.5 cm prescribed by the wave generator
to the forced mode. This bump of energy at large scale, initially alone for the linear experiment
at small forcing amplitude A = 2 mm (lowest curve), is progressively complemented by additional
energy spots at larger wave numbers as the forcing amplitude is increased. This nonlinear transition
eventually leads, for the largest forcing amplitude A = 18 mm (top curve), to a continuum of energy
following a power law in k−3

x , starting just above the forcing energy bump and spanning over nearly
a decade of wave numbers, from 0.035 to 0.25 cm−1. Above kx/2π � 0.25 cm−1, a slower decay
of the energy spectrum at A = 18 mm is observed and corresponds a priori to wave numbers in the
noise of the PIV measurements. This behavior can actually be observed in all the spectra of Fig. 5(a)
at large wave numbers. It is therefore worth noting that the (steep) power law in k−3

x observed in the
spatial energy spectrum at A = 18 mm possibly extends to wave numbers larger than 0.25 cm−1, at
which scale our current PIV measurement noise would nevertheless prevent us from seeing it.
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FIG. 5. One-dimensional spatial kinetic energy spectra in the (a) horizontal and (b) vertical directions
computed in the stationary regime for experiments at various forcing amplitudes. For the sake of clarity, a
vertical shift by a factor 5 is introduced between successive spectra. For each spectrum, the data from both
cameras, large view and close view, are reported.

Looking now at the vertical spectra of Fig. 5(b), we observe a dominant bump of energy at large
scale around kz/2π = 0.015–0.020 cm−1, which is again compatible with the vertical wavelength
λ0 tan(θ ) � 53 cm expected for the forced mode. As in the horizontal spectra, a continuum of
energy progressively emerges at wave numbers larger than the forced wave number as the forcing
amplitude increases. Note that this continuum, however, starts at a wave number significantly larger
than the forcing one (typically three times). For the experiment at the largest forcing amplitude
A = 18 mm, this continuum in the spatial spectrum seems compatible with a power law in k−3

z

extending from kz/2π � 0.06 cm−1 to 0.4 cm−1. We should highlight that this last remark is mainly
based on the spectrum computed from the large-view camera. The spectrum computed from the
close-view camera indeed deviates here significantly from the other one at its smallest wave numbers
(in the range kz/2π � 0.05–0.15 cm−1).

As noted in the Introduction, 1D spatial kinetic energy spectra compatible with a power law
in k−3

x , k−3
z , and/or k−3 (for the angular averaged spectrum) have already been reported in several

experimental and numerical studies [38,43,46,47] in which energy was injected into internal gravity
waves in order to reach a turbulent regime. These k−3 power laws were however not observed over
more than half a decade of wave numbers. Here we clearly observe, for our experiment at the largest
forcing amplitude A = 18 mm, a k−3

x scaling for the 1D horizontal energy spectrum over nearly a
decade. The same result is also observed for the vertical energy spectrum with a k−3

z behavior over
nearly a decade. This last result (for the vertical spectrum) should nevertheless be taken with some
caution since there are some discrepancies between the vertical spectra measured with the data from
our large-view and close-view cameras. As also discussed in the Introduction, such scaling in k−3

is compatible with regimes of saturated wave or critical balance turbulence, in which the nonlinear
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FIG. 6. Normalized energy content log[E (ω∗, θ )/E (ω∗)] of the measured velocity field in the (ω∗, θ =
tan−1(kx/kz )) plane for the experiments at forcing amplitude (a) A = 2, (b) A = 6, (c) A = 10, and
(d) A = 18 mm. A threshold is applied so that data are reported only when E (ω∗) � 10−4 × E (ω∗

0 ). The dashed
curve shows the dispersion relation ω∗ = sin(θ ) = kx/

√
k2

x + k2
z of internal gravity waves propagating in the

measurement plane, i.e., waves with ky = 0.

time saturates on the value of the wave period and 1D kinetic energy spectra in N2k−3 are expected
[20,24,25].

After studying separately the spatial and temporal energy spectra of the flow, it is important to
analyze its spatiotemporal content in order to assess the prevalence of internal gravity waves. In
Fig. 6 we show the normalized energy content log[E (ω∗, θ )/E (ω∗)] of the measured velocity field
as a function of the nondimensional angular frequency ω∗ and of the angle θ = tan−1(kx/kz ) of the
wave vector with the vertical in the measurement plane. The energy spectrum E (ω∗, θ ), reported for
the experiments at forcing amplitudes A = 2, 6, 10, and 18 mm, is computed from the integration
of the spatiotemporal spectrum E (ω∗, kx, kz ) (representations of which are shown in Appendix B)
along the direction defined by the angle θ = tan−1(kx/kz ) as

E (ω∗, θ ) =
∫ ∞

−∞
E (ω∗, k cos θ, k sin θ )k dk. (3)
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In such a representation, the energy of internal gravity waves propagating in the vertical mea-
surement plane, i.e., waves with ky = 0, should gather along the internal wave dispersion relation
ω∗ = sin(θ ), which is reported as a dashed line in Fig. 6. It is interesting to note that, in the rep-
resentation of Fig. 6 following from the fact we study PIV measurements in a given vertical plane,
the concentration of energy along the line ω∗ = sin(θ ) = kx/

√
k2

x + k2
z is also fully compatible with

a flow composed of a statistically axisymmetric distribution of internal gravity waves around the
vertical axis in the Fourier space (see Appendix B of Ref. [46]).

For the linear experiment at forcing amplitude A = 2 mm [Fig. 6(a)], we observe a single spot
of energy lying on the dispersion relation at the forcing frequency ω∗

0 = 0.81. When increasing the
forcing amplitude, the onset of the TRI previously observed in the temporal spectrum (Fig. 4) leads
to the emergence of energy spots at discrete subharmonic frequencies again along the dispersion
relation of internal waves [Fig. 6(b)]. Then, as the forcing amplitude is further increased, the
progressive enrichment of the temporal energy content of the flow over the wave frequency domain
(ω∗ � 1) observed in Fig. 4 is associated in Fig. 6 with the emergence of a continuum of energy
gathered along nearly the whole wave dispersion curve [Figs. 6(c) and 6(d)]. Overall, the data
reported in Fig. 6 indicate that, from the linear regime at A = 2 mm up to the turbulent regime
at A = 18 mm, the flows produced in our experiments are almost only composed of internal gravity
waves verifying the wave dispersion relation.

As previously mentioned and as demonstrated in Appendix B of Ref. [46], the observable
reported in Fig. 6 does not allow us to discriminate between a 2D wave turbulence invariant along
the horizontal out-of-PIV-plane direction y and a 3D turbulence with a statistically axisymmetric
distribution of wave vectors. We nevertheless believe that the turbulent flow produced in our
experiment is far from being two dimensional. While the geometry of the forcing device imposes
that the primary wave beam is nearly two dimensional, i.e., invariant in the horizontal y direction,
most of the modes composing the turbulent flow are more likely to be three-dimensional for several
reasons. On the one hand, triadic resonant interactions of internal gravity waves are known to
drive energy transfers in three dimensions and spontaneously produce wave modes propagating
in different vertical planes [4,34,62,63]. On the other hand, the multiple reflections of the waves,
including the forced wave beam, on the vertical cylindrical wall of the experimental apparatus
will also rapidly increase the statistical axial symmetry of the flow. As such, the wave turbulence
we report may not be perfectly statistically axisymmetric, but it is certainly far from being two
dimensional due to the nonlinear mechanisms at play and the geometry of the system.

To conclude our discussion of Fig. 6, it is finally interesting to note that the nice agreement
between the spatiotemporal energy spectra and the dispersion relation we observe demonstrates that
the mean horizontal shear flow discussed earlier does not induce any significant Doppler shift in
wave frequency. As observed in previous experimental works on internal gravity [45] and inertial
[64] waves, the advection of an internal wave turbulence by a large-scale horizontal slow mode can
indeed profoundly modify its frequency signature. Figure 6 shows that the horizontal mean flow
here is however too weak to produce such an effect. We should also highlight that, even when the
Doppler shift or sweeping effect by a horizontal mean flow is weak, some theoretical works (see,
e.g., Ref. [65]) predict that it can produce a scattering of internal waves leading to a diffusion of
wave energy toward small spatial scales. This process, however, leads to horizontal spatial energy
spectra scaling in k−2

x and a conservation of the wave frequency, two predictions which are not in
line with our observations.

In a weakly nonlinear internal wave system, the turbulent dynamics is expected to be driven
by interactions involving triads of waves verifying, in addition to the dispersion relation, spatial
and temporal resonances on their wave vectors (k1 ± k2 ± k3 = 0) and frequencies (ω1 ± ω2 ±
ω3 = 0), respectively [3,4]. Since the spatial resonance is intrinsic to the description of the Euler
equation in the Fourier space [26,27,66], it is crucial to assess the importance of the triadic temporal
resonances in our flow. To this end, we compute the bicoherence spectrum of the horizontal velocity
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FIG. 7. Logarithm of the bicoherence B as a function of (ω∗
1, ω

∗
2 ) and for forcing amplitudes (a) A = 2,

(b) A = 3, (c) A = 6, (d) A = 10, (e) A = 14, and (f) A = 18 mm. The value of the bicoherence is reported
only when

√
e(ω1)e(ω2)e(ω1 + ω2) � 10−5 × max[

√
e(ω1)e(ω2)e(ω1 + ω2)] in order to focus on significantly

energetic interactions. In each panel, the dashed lines indicate the forcing frequency, i.e., ω∗
1 = ω∗

0 and ω∗
2 = ω∗

0 ,
and couples of frequencies in resonance with the forced mode such that ω∗

1 + ω∗
2 = ω∗

0 .

field, defined as

B(ω1, ω2) = |〈ũx(x, ω1)ũx(x, ω2)ũ�
x (x, ω1 + ω2)〉x|√

e(ω1)e(ω2)e(ω1 + ω2)
, (4)

where ũx(x, ω) is the temporal Fourier transform of the horizontal velocity, the star exponent
denotes the complex conjugate, 〈 〉x stands for the spatial average over the measurement region,
and e(ω) = 〈|ũx(x, ω)|2〉x. This bicoherence spectrum, already considered in a few experimental
studies of internal waves [41,44], probes the phase correlation of modes at frequencies ω1, ω2,
and ω1 + ω2 and therefore the strength of their triadic coupling. For an internal wave turbulence
matching the classical theoretical assumptions of large domain and weak nonlinearity (Fr � ω∗),
the bicoherence spectrum B(ω1, ω2) is expected to be a smooth function that takes values of the
order of the nonlinearity parameter Fr/ω∗ over the wave frequency domain [67,68]. It is instead
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expected to be composed of peaks with values of order 1 when an ensemble of discrete modes in
the frequency and wave vector space interact nonlinearly (see the discussion in Ref. [68]).

The bicoherences B associated with the experiments at forcing amplitude A = 2, 3, 6, 10, 14, and
18 mm are presented as a function of (ω∗

1, ω
∗
2 ) in Fig. 7. In the (quasi)linear regime [with A = 2 mm,

Fig. 7(a)], three peaks can be observed, associated with the nonlinear interaction of the forced mode
at ω∗

0 with itself and the mean flow at zero frequency, in line with the corresponding temporal
spectrum in Fig. 4. Such a bicoherence spectrum is consistent with a (weak) steady flow directly
forced by nonlinearities affecting the sinusoidal waves at the forcing frequency. Such processes have
often been reported in harmonically forced stratified fluid experiments and numerical simulations
[52–54,56–58], where in some cases the authors were even able to identify the nonlinear mechanism
at play to be steady streaming [53,54,58] or Stokes drift [52].

Figure 7(b), corresponding to the experiment at forcing amplitude A = 3 mm, shows the emer-
gence of additional isolated spots of bicoherence mainly at (ω∗

1 � 0.32, ω∗
2 � 0.49) and (ω∗

1 �
0.49, ω∗

2 � 0.32) revealing a discrete triadic resonance with the forced mode such that ω∗
1 + ω∗

2 �
ω∗

0. These two spots are in line with the two peaks of energy observed in the temporal spectrum
at A = 3 mm in Fig. 4 which have been attributed to the triadic resonance instability of the forced
waves at frequency ω∗

0. In Fig. 7(b), weaker spots of bicoherence can also be observed along the
lines ω∗

1 = ω∗
0 and ω∗

2 = ω∗
0, revealing secondary interactions between the forced mode and the

modes produced by TRI.
Increasing the forcing amplitude to A = 6 mm [Fig. 7(c)], the discrete hierarchical pattern

of bicoherence spots becomes richer with the emergence of new generations of discrete triadic
interactions (in a way similar to Ref. [41]). We also note that the spots of bicoherence start to
spread in the frequency space (ω∗

1, ω
∗
2 ). In line with this feature, exploring larger forcing amplitudes

A = 10, 14, and 18 mm [Figs. 7(d)–7(f), respectively] leads the bicoherence to progressively evolve
from a discrete pattern of spots of large amplitude (of order 10−1) to a smooth function taking values
in the range 10−3–10−2 in the wave frequency domain (and smaller values outside). These values
of the bicoherence for the experiment at the largest forcing amplitude are roughly of the order of
the Froude number Fr reported in Table I, as expected for an internal wave turbulence satisfying
the random-phase approximation [68]. Overall, the series of bicoherence spectra shown in Fig. 7
reveals a gradual transition from a regime of discrete-wave interactions to a regime of internal wave
turbulence, characterized by smooth temporal, spatial, and bicoherence spectra.

IV. CONCLUSION

The present study is a substantial addition to previous works seeking to achieve a fully developed
weakly nonlinear internal gravity wave turbulence in a laboratory experiment. By upscaling the
volume of the fluid domain to 8000 liters while keeping it three dimensional and by increasing
the wavelength of the forced internal wave, we manage to reach a Reynolds number Re (based
on the rms velocity and the actual wavelength) of about 2000 while keeping the Froude number Fr
relatively small (to 0.03), which is the theoretical condition for the wave dynamics to remain weakly
nonlinear.

By gradually increasing the forcing amplitude, we observe a transition from a quasilinear regime
to what arguably constitutes an internal wave turbulence. This transition proceeds by taking the
system through an intermediate state made of nonlinear triadic interactions within a set of discrete
internal waves before a continuum of energy develops over the wave frequency domain and the
wave vector space at the largest forcing amplitudes.

In the most turbulent state, we observe 1D vertical and horizontal spatial kinetic energy spectra
compatible with power laws in k−3

x and k−3
z . Such scalings have already been reported in several

experimental and numerical studies of internal gravity wave turbulence [20,43,46,47], where the
k−3 power laws were nevertheless not observed over more than half a decade of wave numbers.
Here we clearly observe this behavior over about a decade, at scales smaller than the injection
scale, in both the horizontal and vertical directions. Such scaling in k−3 is compatible with the raw
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prediction (1D kinetic energy spectra in N2k−3) that can be made on dimensional grounds for the
regimes of saturated wave or critical balance turbulence in which the nonlinear time saturates on
the value of the wave period [20,24,25]. If this interpretation of our observations is correct, it would
mean that the internal wave turbulence regime reached at high forcing amplitudes in our experiments
is strongly nonlinear and that the ratio of the Froude number to the nondimensional wave frequency
Fr/ω∗

0 � 0.05 (at the forcing scale) is still not sufficiently small to achieve a weakly nonlinear wave
turbulence.

Nevertheless, other observations presented in our study invite us to temper this interpretation in
terms of strongly nonlinear wave turbulence. We indeed show that the energy continuum observed
at large forcing amplitudes is associated, in the spatiotemporal spectra, with a concentration of
almost all the kinetic energy along the dispersion relation of internal gravity waves, as expected in
a weakly nonlinear regime. We also present in this article the bicoherence spectra of the measured
velocity fields, an observable that probes the phase correlation within resonant triads of waves,
which are precisely expected to drive the energy transfers in an internal wave turbulence [3,4]. For
our experiment at the largest forcing amplitude, we report a bicoherence spectrum behaving as a
relatively smooth function taking values of the order of the nonlinearity parameter Fr/ω∗ over the
wave frequency domain. This observation and the fact that we observe a concentration of the energy
on the dispersion relation in the spatiotemporal spectra are in line with what is expected for an
internal wave turbulence matching the classical theoretical assumptions of large domain and weak
nonlinearity (Fr � ω∗) [67,68]. In the event that this interpretation is correct and that the observed
turbulence is not a strongly nonlinear saturated wave turbulence, another (weakly nonlinear) inter-
pretation should be made for the reported spatial kinetic energy spectra in k−3. Unfortunately, we
are unable to propose such an alternative theoretical description in the present article.

In any case, the question of whether the internal gravity wave turbulence we observe with clear
power laws follows from a weakly or strongly nonlinear dynamics remains open. A definitive
experimental answer would involve exploring truly asymptotic regimes of stratified turbulence that
would be both developed (high Reynolds number Re) and unambiguously weakly nonlinear (low
ratio of the Froude number to the nondimensional wave frequency Fr/ω∗). This implies increasing
even further the injection wavelength and therefore also the size of the fluid domain to achieve, even
better than in this work, the separation between the linear and nonlinear timescales characteristic of
weak nonlinearity while keeping the flow turbulent.
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APPENDIX A: QUASISTEADY MODE

In this Appendix we present in Fig. 8(a) the velocity field of the quasisteady mode for the
experiment at A = 8 mm. This field is computed by a temporal average of the measured velocity
field over 100 forcing periods during the statistically steady state of the experiment. For comparison,
we show in Fig. 8(b) a snapshot of the velocity field during the same stage of the flow.
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FIG. 8. (a) Velocity field of the quasisteady mode of the experiment at A = 8 mm computed by a temporal
average of the measured velocity field over 100 forcing periods during the statistically steady state of the
experiment (between t = 900 and 1000 T after the start of the wave generator; wide-view camera). (b) An
instant of the measured velocity field during the same stage of the flow for the same experiment (more precisely
at t = 964 T).

APPENDIX B: SPATIOTEMPORAL SPECTRUM E(ω∗, kx, kz )

In this Appendix we present examples of two-dimensional cuts of the spatiotemporal kinetic
energy spectrum E (ω∗, kx, kz ) from which the energy spectrum E (ω∗, θ ) as a function of the nondi-
mensional angular frequency ω∗ and the angle θ = tan−1(kx/kz ), reported in Fig. 6, is derived [see
Eq. (3)]. More precisely, we show in Fig. 9 the logarithm of the spatiotemporal spectrum normalized
by the energy content at each frequency, log[E (ω∗, kx, kz )/E (ω∗)], for the experiment at forcing
amplitude A = 18 mm for six frequencies in the internal wave domain, ω∗ = 0.12, 0.26, 0.56, 0.64,
0.81, and 0.92. The reader can find details on the calculation of E (ω∗, kx, kz ) in Appendix A of
Ref. [46].

In Fig. 9 the dashed lines show the dispersion relation |kz| = |kx|(1/ω∗2 − 1)1/2 of internal
gravity waves that are invariant in the y direction, i.e., with ky = 0. In the general case, plane internal
waves verify the dispersion relation |kz| = (k2

x + k2
y )1/2(1/ω∗2 − 1)1/2 and will be associated in

Fig. 9 with energy in the two regions defined by |kz| � |kx|(1/ω∗2 − 1)1/2. Nevertheless, it has
been shown in Appendix B of Ref. [46] that, even in the case of an ensemble of internal gravity
waves with an axisymmetric distribution of wave vectors, we expect the spectrum E (ω∗, kx, kz )
(computed from two-dimensional two-component PIV measurements in a vertical plane y = y0) to
be dominated by energetic spots close to the 2D dispersion relation |kz| = |kx|(1/ω∗2 − 1)1/2, in a
way similar to a flow composed only of waves propagating in the (x, z) measurement plane (ky = 0).

In each panel of Fig. 9 we see that most of the energetic regions are indeed found close to the 2D
dispersion relation (ky = 0); this observation is fully compatible with a flow composed of internal
gravity waves verifying the dispersion relation. The energetic regions typically span a wave number
range (in k/2π units) from 0.02 to 0.15 cm−1, which corresponds to length scales in the range from
7 to 50 cm. We also note a tendency for the energetic regions to spread toward lower scales for
decreasing frequencies, in agreement with the observation of Ref. [46].
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FIG. 9. Logarithm of the normalized spatiotemporal kinetic energy spectrum E (ω∗, kx, kz )/E (ω) for the
experiment at A = 18 mm for six values of the nondimensional frequency (a) ω∗ = 0.12, (b) ω∗ = 0.26,
(c) ω∗ = 0.56, (d) ω∗ = 0.64, (e) ω∗ = 0.81, and (f) ω∗ = 0.92. In each panel, the dashed lines represent
the dispersion relation |kz| = |kx|(1/ω∗2 − 1)1/2 of internal gravity waves at frequency ω∗ with ky = 0, i.e.,
propagating in the vertical measurement plane.
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