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Abstract

We construct finite element methods for the incompressible magnetohydro-
dynamics (MHD) system that precisely preserve magnetic and cross helicity,
the energy law and the magnetic Gauss law at the discrete level. The vari-
ables are discretized as discrete differential forms in a de Rham complex. We
present numerical tests to show the performance of the algorithm.
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1. Introduction

Numerical simulation for the incompressible magnetohydrodynamics (MHD)
system is important in plasma physics. There have been a lot of efforts in
designing stable and efficient numerical methods for solving the MHD equa-
tions.

The MHD system has various conserved quantities. Among them, the
energy law and the magnetic Gauss law (∇·B = 0) have been proved crucial
both for the MHD physics and for computation, c.f., [1]. Moreover, topology
of magnetic and fluid fields plays an important role in many applications of
MHD. The linking and knot structures of the magnetic field are rearranged
in magnetic reconnection and this fact leads to a number of consequences in
physics. The helicity of a divergence-free vector field, which is conserved in
non-dissipative systems (ideal flows), is a standard measure for the extent to
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which the field lines wrap and coil around one another [2]. Fluid and MHD
helicity is known to be important in the turbulence regime as discussed in,
for example, [3, 4]. Helicity also provides a local lower bound for the energy
[5, p. 122], i.e., a topological obstruction of energy relaxation. We refer to
[5, 6, 7, 8, 9] and the references therein for more discussions on MHD helicity,
and [10] for discussions on knots in plasma physics.

In many algorithms, these conservation laws are only approximated up to
a discretization error, rather than exactly conserved. These approximation
errors may then pollute the solution with unphysical behavior. It is therefore
of great interest to construct numerical methods that precisely preserve the
helicity up to the machine precision, together with other conservative quan-
tities including the energy and the magnetic Gauss law. These conservation
laws are related to each other. For example, to obtain well defined magnetic
helicity

∫
Ah ·Bh dx at the discrete level, where Ah is any magnetic poten-

tial of Bh satisfying ∇×Ah = Bh, the discrete magnetic field Bh has to be
precisely divergence-free. As a consequence, it is necessary to use algorithms
preserving the magnetic Gauss law.

While it is very difficult to provide a complete review of the huge literature
on MHD simulations, let us only mention some early work on finite element
methods [11, 12], and recent work on finite element methods that preserve
the energy law and the magnetic Gauss law at the discrete level [13, 14, 15].
However, neither magnetic nor cross helicity is preserved in most, if not all,
of these finite element schemes even in a semi-discretization with continuous
time. We refer to Section 3.1 below and [16] for an analysis of the artificial
helicity pollution in one of these schemes (note that many schemes do not
preserve the precise divergence-free condition of the magnetic field, so the
helicity is even not defined for the numerical solutions).

On the other hand, we mention some existing efforts on helicity-preserving
schemes. Liu and Wang [17] studied helicity-preserving finite difference
methods for axisymmetric Navier-Stokes and MHD flows. Rebholz [18, 19]
constructed energy- and helicity-preserving finite element methods for the
Navier-Stokes equations. See [20] for further discussions on, e.g., turbu-
lence models. Kraus and Maj [21] studied helicity-preserving schemes for the
MHD system based on discrete exterior calculus. To the best of our knowl-
edge, however, it remains open to construct helicity-preserving finite element
methods for MHD.

The goal of this paper is to construct finite element methods for the
incompressible MHD system preserving the energy, the magnetic Gauss law
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and the magnetic and cross helicity at the discrete level in the ideal MHD
limit. Actually, the proposed scheme preserves the local helicity as well,
meaning that the helicity is conserved on any subdomain of Ω if the field
has certain vanishing conditions on its boundary. This in turn provides a
lower bound for the local discrete energy, i.e., a topological obstruction of
energy relaxation at the discrete level. As demonstrated by the numerical
results, the proposed algorithm also shows a significant improvement on the
approximation of helicity even for the resistive incompressible MHD models,
compared to popular schemes that are not constructed with an emphasis on
structure-preservation. We remark that a slightly different version of the
local helicity is defined by the Woltjer invariant,

WU :=

∫
φt(U)

A ·B dx,

where φt is the flow of the velocity vector field, U is any subdomain of Ω and
B · n∂U = 0 on ∂U . In this paper, we only consider fixed domains and will
not deal with the Woltjer invariant where the domain is dragged by the flow.

To preserve several conserved quantities at the discrete level, we adopt a
discrete differential form point of view. Comparing to recent efforts [22, 23]
on structure-preserving discretization for the fluid mechanics with H(div)-
conforming velocity, we use an H(curl)-based formulation for the fluid part to
preserve the helicity. A similar discretization for the Navier-Stokes equations
based on the Nédélec edge element can be found in [24]. However, helicity-
preservation was not addressed there. Comparing with existing works for
the MHD discretization, e.g., [13, 15], we introduce the discrete Hodge dual
(L2 projections) of the magnetic field and the vorticity as independent vari-
ables in proper spaces. As a summary, we use (uh,ωh, jh,Eh,Hh,Bh, Ph) ∈
[Hh

0 (curl,Ω)]5×Hh
0 (div,Ω)×Hh

0 (grad) as variables, where uh is the velocity,
ωh is the vorticity, jh is the current density, Eh is the electric field, Hh is
the magnetizing field, Bh is the magnetic field, and Ph is the total pressure,
respectively. Here we introduce the vorticity variable ωh ∈ Hh

0 (curl,Ω) inde-
pendent of ∇×uh ∈ Hh

0 (div,Ω) and the magnetic variable Hh ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω)

independent of Bh ∈ Hh
0 (div,Ω). Together with carefully designed discrete

variational forms ((16) below), these choices of unknowns and spaces are
the key of the helicity conservation. The algorithm is valid for unstructured
meshes on general domains and can be of arbitrary order in the framework
of the finite element exterior calculus (FEEC) [25, 26].
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The resulting system has more variables than the scheme in, e.g., [15],
but is still easy to solve. In the numerical tests, we use iterative methods to
solve the algebraic systems.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we provide pre-
liminaries and notation. In Section 3 we present our algorithm that preserves
the helicity. In Section 4, we present numerical results on the convergence
and helicity-preserving properties of our algorithms. In Section 5, we give
some concluding remarks. In the Appendix, we show the well-posedness of
the scheme presented in Section 3.

2. Preliminaries

2.1. Notation

Helicity can be defined on 3D contractible domains. One can extend the
definition to nontrivial topology and different space dimensions [5, Chapter
3]. However, for simplicity of presentation, in this paper we assume that
Ω ⊂ R3 is a contractible bounded Lipschitz domain.

We use the standard notation for the inner product and the norm of the
L2 space

(u, v) :=

∫
Ω

u · v dx, ‖u‖ :=

(∫
Ω

|u|2 dx
)1/2

.

Define the following H(D,Ω) space with a given linear operator D, which is
either grad, curl, or div:

H(D,Ω) := {v ∈ L2(Ω), Dv ∈ L2(Ω)},

and
H0(D,Ω) := {v ∈ H(D,Ω), tDv = 0 on ∂Ω},

where tD is the trace operator:

tDv :=


v, D = grad,

v × n, D = curl,
v · n, D = div.

We also define:

L2
0(Ω) :=

{
v ∈ L2(Ω) :

∫
Ω

v dx = 0

}
.
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By definition, H0(grad,Ω) coincides with H1
0 (Ω).

The de Rham complex in three space dimensions with vanishing boundary
conditions reads:

0 H0(grad,Ω) H0(curl,Ω) H0(div,Ω) L2
0(Ω) 0

grad curl div

(1)
The sequence (1) is exact on contractible domains, meaning that N (curl) =
R(grad) and N (div) = R(curl), where N and R denote the kernel and range
of an operator, respectively.

The main idea of the discrete differential forms [25, 26] or the finite el-
ement exterior calculus [27, 28] is to construct finite element discretizations
for the spaces in (1) such that they fit into a discrete sequence:

0 Hh
0 (grad,Ω) Hh

0 (curl,Ω) Hh
0 (div,Ω) L2,h

0 (Ω) 0
grad curl div

The discrete de Rham sequences can be of arbitrary order [26, 29]. We use
Qcurl
h , the L2 projection to Hh

0 (curl,Ω):

Qcurl
h :

[
L2(Ω)

]3 → Hh
0 (curl,Ω), (2)

and the discrete curl operator ∇h× : Hh
0 (div,Ω) → Hh

0 (curl,Ω) defined by
the following relation:

(∇h ×U ,V ) = (U ,∇× V ), ∀(U ,V ) ∈ Hh
0 (div,Ω)×Hh

0 (curl,Ω). (3)

We shall also use the L2 adjoint operator of the discrete gradient, i.e., the
discrete divergence operator ∇h· : Hh

0 (curl,Ω)→ Hh
0 (grad,Ω) defined by

(∇h · vh, φh) := −(vh,∇φh), ∀(vh, φh) ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω)×Hh

0 (grad,Ω). (4)

Let Vh be any subspace of L2 and PVh : L2 → Vh be the L2 projection.
Then we will frequently use the following property:

(PVhu, v) = (u,PVhv), ∀u, v ∈ L2. (5)

For any time-dependent function, we use a subscript t to denote its time
derivative. For example, (uh)t is the time derivative of the velocity if uh is
the velocity field.
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2.2. MHD equations and conserved quantities

Consider the following system of equations in Ω× (0, T ]:

∂tu− u× ω +R−1
e ∇×∇× u− cj ×B +∇P = f , (6a)

j −∇×B = 0, (6b)

∂tB +∇×E = 0, (6c)

R−1
m j − (E + u×B) = 0, (6d)

∇ · u = 0, (6e)

where ∂tu = ∂u/∂t and ∂tB = ∂B/∂t are the time derivatives of u and
B; u is the fluid velocity; and j, B and E are the volume current density,
the magnetic field and the electric field, respectively. In (6a), we use the
total pressure P := 1/2|u|2 + p as an unknown, where p is the physical
pressure. The fluid momentum equation (6a) is in the Lamb form [30] with
the vorticity ω := ∇×u. In (6), j ×B is called the Lorentz force, the force
that the magnetic field exerts on the conducting fluid, and c := V 2

A/V
2 is the

coupling number, where VA and V are the scales of the Alfvén speed and of
the flow, respectively. The parameters Re and Rm are the fluid and magnetic
Reynolds numbers, respectively. Throughout this paper, we will refer to the
version of (6) without R−1

m j and R−1
e ∇×∇× u (formally, Re = Rm = ∞),

as the ideal MHD system.
We consider the following boundary conditions for (2.2) on ∂Ω× (0, T ]:

u× n = 0, P := p+
1

2
|u|2 = 0, B · n = 0, and E × n = 0. (7)

where n is the unit outer normal vector. The initial conditions for the fluid
velocity and the magnetic field are given for any x ∈ Ω

u(x, 0) = u0(x), B(x, 0) = B0(x). (8)

In fact, the boundary conditions for u and P in (7) can be seen as a
vorticity boundary condition since u×n = 0 implies (∇×u) ·n = 0 on ∂Ω.
We refer to [24, 31] for similar boundary conditions for the Navier-Stokes
equations. As we shall see below, these boundary conditions are the ones
that lead to the helicity conservation of ideal MHD systems.

We briefly review some conserved quantities of (7) below. First of all,
MHD equation (6) preserves the energy.

6



Theorem 1. The MHD system (6) with the boundary condition (7) satisfies
the following energy identity:

1

2

d

dt
‖u‖2

0 +
c

2

d

dt
‖B‖2

0 +R−1
e ‖∇ × u‖2

0 + cR−1
m ‖j‖2

0 = (f ,u). (9)

The energy law (9) is well known (see, for example, [32]) and the key
of the proof is a cancelation between the Lorentz force term (j × B,u) =
((∇ ×B) ×B,u) obtained by multiplying u to the equation (6a) and the
magnetic advection (u×B,∇×B) obtained by multiplying B to (6c). This
cancelation reflects symmetry in the operator structure of the MHD system
(c.f., [33, (4.7)]).

We now discuss the helicity conservation for (6). There are two kinds of
helicity in the MHD system: the magnetic helicity Hm and the cross helicity
Hc, which are defined, respectively, as follows:

Hm :=

∫
Ω

B ·A dx, and Hc :=

∫
Ω

B · u dx.

Here A is any potential such that ∇×A = B. The definition of Hm is gauge
invariant, i.e., not depending on the choice of the magnetic potential A since∫

Ω
B · ∇φ dx = 0 for any scalar field φ with the given boundary conditions.
In ideal MHD systems, the magnetic and cross helicity is conserved. We

state a slightly more general helicity identity as follows. The proofs (usually
with vanishing boundary conditions and Re = Rm = ∞) can be found in,
e.g., [34].

Lemma 1. For the MHD system (6), the following identity holds:

d

dt
Hm = −

∫
∂Ω

(At + 2E)×A · n ds− 2R−1
m

∫
Ω

B · ∇ ×B dx, (10)

d

dt
Hc =

∫
∂Ω

([u×B]× u− PB −R−1
m (∇×B)× u−R−1

e ω ×B) · n ds

+

∫
Ω

f ·B dx− (R−1
e +R−1

m )

∫
Ω

∇×B · ∇ × u dx. (11)

Here the first term on the right hand side of (10) is due to the contribution
of boundary terms and the second term reflects the effect of diffusion. With
the boundary conditionB·n = 0 as (7), we can chooseA such thatA×n = 0
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and thus the first term vanishes. In ideal MHD systems, the second term also
vanishes and therefore the magnetic helicity is conserved. Similarly, with the
boundary conditions in (7) and f being any gradient field, the right hand
side of (11) vanishes in the ideal MHD limit and therefore the cross helicity
is conserved. This observation is summarized in the following theorem.

Theorem 2. In the ideal MHD systems with the boundary conditions (7)
with f being a gradient field, the magnetic helicity and the cross helicity are
conserved in the evolution:

d

dt
Hm =

d

dt
Hc = 0.

Note that the magnetic helicity is conserved as long as (formally)R−1
m = 0,

even if Re is finite.

3. Helicity-preserving numerical discretization

In this section, we construct finite element methods that preserve both
magnetic and cross helicity. To motivate the scheme, in Section 3.1 we show
that extra terms pollute the helicity in some existing numerical schemes, e.g.,
the algorithms in [15]. We present our new finite element methods in Section
3.2 and prove their properties.

3.1. Helicity-pollution in non-conservative schemes

Let V h ⊂ [H1
0 (Ω)]3 and Qh ⊂ L2

0(Ω) be an inf-sup stable Stokes finite
element pair and QV

h : [L2(Ω)]3 → V h be the L2 projection. Define Zh :=
V h × Qh × Hh

0 (div,Ω) × Hh
0 (curl,Ω) × Hh

0 (curl,Ω). A seemingly natural
discretization of (6), in the spirit of existing discretization schemes, e.g.,
[15, 35], is the following: Find (uh(t), Ph(t),Bh(t),Eh(t), jh(t)) ∈ Zh such
that for any (vh, Qh,Ch,Fh,kh) ∈ Zh:

(∂tuh,vh)− (u× (∇× uh),vh) +R−1
e (∇× uh,∇× vh)

−(Ph,∇ · vh)− c(jh ×Bh,vh) = (f ,vh),(12a)

(jh,kh)− (Bh,∇× kh) = 0, (12b)

(∂tBh,Ch) + (∇×Eh,Ch) = 0, (12c)

R−1
m (jh,Fh)− (Eh + uh ×Bh,Fh) = 0, (12d)

(uh,∇Qh) = 0. (12e)
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From (12b) and (12d), we have jh = ∇h×Bh and R−1
m jh = Qcurl

h (Eh+uh×
Bh) = Eh+Qcurl

h (uh×Bh) (since Eh is already in Hh
0 (curl,Ω)), respectively.

Therefore
Eh = R−1

m ∇h ×Bh −Qcurl
h (uh ×Bh). (13)

From (12c), (Bh)t +∇×Eh = 0, and d
dt

(∇ ·Bh) = 0. Assume that B0
h, the

initial data ofBh, satisfies the divergence-free condition∇·B0
h = 0. Then the

divergence-free condition ∇·Bh = 0 holds at any time t ≥ 0. Therefore there
exists Ah ∈ Hh

0 (curl) such that ∇×Ah = Bh. Then ∇× ((Ah)t +Eh) = 0
and without loss of generality (Ah is chosen up to a gradient potential), we
have (Ah)t +Eh = 0. Substituting Eh by (13), we have

(Ah)t = −R−1
m ∇h ×Bh + Qcurl

h (uh ×Bh).

Consequently, by the Leibniz rule and integration by parts,

d

dt
(Ah,Bh) = 2((Ah)t,Bh) = −2R−1

m (Bh,∇h ×Bh) + 2(uh ×Bh,Qcurl
h Bh)

= −2R−1
m (Bh,∇h ×Bh) + 2(uh ×Bh, (Qcurl

h − I)Bh).

For the second equality we have used the property (5). Here the first term
on the right hand side is due to the magnetic diffusion which is consistent
with the continuous level (10), while the second term is nonphysical due to
the numerical scheme.

To see the pollution of the cross helicity, take vh = QV
hBh in (12a) and

Ch = Qdiv
h vh in (12c), where Qdiv

h : L2 → Hh
0 (div,Ω) is the L2 projection to

the finite element space:

d

dt
(uh,Bh) = ((uh)t,Bh) + ((Bh)t,uh)

= (uh × (∇× uh),QV
hBh)− (uh × (Qcurl

h ∇× uh),Bh)

+ c((∇h ×Bh)×Bh, (QV
h − I)Bh)− (Ph,∇ ·QV

hBh) + (f ,Bh)

−R−1
m (∇h ×Bh,∇× uh)−R−1

e (∇uh,∇QV
hBh)

= (uh × (∇× uh), (QV
h − I)Bh) + (uh × ((I−Qcurl

h )∇× uh),Bh)

+ c((∇h ×Bh)×Bh, (QV
h − I)Bh)− (Ph,∇ ·QV

hBh) + (f ,Bh)

−R−1
m (∇h ×Bh,∇× uh)−R−1

e (∇uh,∇QV
hBh),

where the last three terms are due to source or diffusion terms as the con-
tinuous level, and the remaining terms are nonphysical due to the numerical
discretization.
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3.2. Full-discrete finite element formulation

We present a helicity-preserving full discretization for the MHD system.
We use the Crank-Nicolson method as the temporal scheme. Similar conclu-
sions also hold for semi-discretization with continuous time. We begin our
discussion by defining

Xh = [Hh
0 (curl,Ω)]5 ×Hh

0 (div,Ω)×Hh
0 (grad,Ω). (14)

Below we use uh,Bh,ωh, ph, jh,Hh,Eh to denote the variables evaluated
at the midpoint of the time interval [tn, tn+1]. For uh and Bh, this means

uh :=
un+1
h + unh

2
and Bh :=

Bn+1
h +Bn

h

2
. (15)

For other variables whose time derivatives do not appear in the equations,
one defines, e.g., Ph := P

n+1/2
h as an independent variable without referring

to P n
h or P n+1

h , i.e., one uses stagger grids in the time direction.
We also denote

Dt

∫
Ω

a · b dx :=
1

∆t
(

∫
Ω

an+1 · bn+1 dx−
∫

Ω

an · bn dx),

as the difference of the inner product at two successive time steps.
The main scheme can be written as follows.
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Algorithm 1 Main algorithm

Given (u0,B0) ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω)×Hh

0 (div,Ω) and f ∈ L2(Ω),
for n = 0, 1, · · · , N do

Find (un+1
h ,ω

n+1/2
h , j

n+1/2
h ,E

n+1/2
h ,H

n+1/2
h ,Bn+1

h , P
n+1/2
h ) ∈ Xh, such

that for all (vh,µh,kh,Fh,Gh,Ch, Qh) ∈Xh:

(Dtuh,vh)− (uh × ωh,vh) +R−1
e (∇× uh,∇× vh)

+(∇Ph,vh)− c(jh ×Hh,vh) = (f ,vh), (16a)

(DtBh,Ch) + (∇×Eh,Ch) = 0, (16b)

(R−1
m jh − [Eh + uh ×Hh],Gh) = 0, (16c)

(ωh,µh)− (∇× uh,µh) = 0, (16d)

(jh,kh)− (Bh,∇× kh) = 0, (16e)

(Bh,Fh)− (Hh,Fh) = 0, (16f)

(uh,∇Qh) = 0, (16g)

where

Dtuh :=
un+1
h − unh

∆t
and DtBh :=

Bn+1
h −Bn

h

∆t
, (17)

and

uh :=
un+1
h + unh

2
, Bh :=

Bn+1
h +Bn

h

2
, ωh := ω

n+1/2
h , Ph := P

n+1/2
h ,

Eh := E
n+1/2
h , Hh := H

n+1/2
h , jh := j

n+1/2
h .

end for

Figure 2 summarizes the choice of variables and spaces.
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Hh
0 (grad) Hh

0 (curl) Hh
0 (div) L2,h

0

grad curl div

Bh

Hh = Qh
curlBh

jh = ∇h ×Bh

Eh

Hh
0 (grad) Hh

0 (curl) Hh
0 (div) L2,h

0

grad curl div

∇× uh

ωh = Qh
curl(∇× uh)

uhph

coupling: uh ×Hh

Dt∇ ·Bh = 0

∇h · uh = 0

DtBh = −∇×Eh

Λ0 Λ1 Λ2 Λ3d

Bh

Hh = ∗Bh

jh = δBh

Eh

duh

ωh = ∗(duh)

uhph

coupling: uh ∧Hh

DtBh = −dEh

δhuh = 0

Λ0 Λ1 Λ2 Λ3

d d

d d d

Dt(dBh) = 0

Figure 1: Choice of variables, spaces and their relations. Top: functions and differential
operators. Bottom: differential form point of view.

Remark 1. There are a number of variables in (16). However, several of
them can be obtained easily as projections of other variables. For example,
from (16c)-(16g), we have

Eh = R−1
m ∇h ×Bh −Qcurl

h (uh ×Hh), ωh = Qcurl
h (∇× uh),

jh = ∇h ×Bh, Hh = Qcurl
h Bh.

In particular, ωh and Hh can be obtained by the local projections of ∇× uh
and Bh, respectively. Therefore in the numerical tests, one can solve the
system (16) efficiently.

In the analysis below, we will need the following basic fact about the Crank-
Nicolson scheme.

Lemma 2. For any given a = (an)n=0,1,··· ,N ⊂ [L2(Ω)]3, we have

(Dta,a) =
1

2∆t

(
‖an+1‖2 − ‖an‖2

)
. (18)
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Furthermore, for any pair of vectors (an, bn)n=0,1,··· ,N ⊂ [L2(Ω)]3 × [L2(Ω)]3,
we have the following identity:

Dt

∫
a · b dx =

∫
Dta · b dx+

∫
a ·Dtb dx, (19)

where

Dt

∫
a · b dx :=

1

∆t

(∫
an+1 · bn+1 dx−

∫
an · bn dx

)
. (20)

Recall that

Dta :=
an+1 − an

∆t
, a :=

an+1 + an

2
,

and the same convention is used for Dtb and b.

The Gauss law ∇ · B = 0 is automatically preserved in (16). Namely, we
have

Theorem 3. If the initial data satisfies ∇ ·B0
h = 0, then we have

∇ ·Bn
h = 0 ∀n ≥ 0. (21)

The proof is the same as in [15]. For completeness, we include the proof here.

Proof. From the equation

(DtBh,Ch) + (∇×Eh,Ch) = 0 ∀Ch ∈ Hh
0 (div,Ω). (22)

We have that DtBh = −∇×Eh. Taking divergence, we obtain that

Dt∇ ·Bh = 0. (23)

This completes the proof.

We now show the energy law for (16):

Theorem 4. The discrete energy law holds:

[(Dtuh,uh) + c(DtBh,Bh)] +R−1
e ‖∇ × uh‖2 + cR−1

m ‖jh‖2 = (f ,uh), (24)
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and

(‖un+1
h ‖2 + c‖Bn+1

h ‖2) ≤ 1

2
(‖u0

h‖2 + c‖B0
h‖2)− 1

2
R−1
e

n∑
j=0

(∆t)‖∇ × uj+1/2
h ‖2

− cR−1
m

n∑
j=0

(∆t)‖∇h ×Bj+1/2
h ‖2 +

1

2
(∆t)c2

pRe

n∑
j=0

‖f j+1/2‖2,

(25)

where cp is the constant in the Poincaré inequality ‖uh‖ ≤ cp‖∇ × uh‖ for
uh satisfying ∇h · uh = 0.

Proof. Taking vh = uh and Qh = Ph in the momentum equation of (16), we
obtain

(Dtuh,uh) +R−1
e ‖∇ × uh‖2 − c([∇h ×Bh]×Qcurl

h Bh,uh) = (f ,uh).

Moreover, we have that

(DtBh,Bh) = −(∇×Eh,Bh) = −(∇× [R−1
m jh −Qcurl

h (uh ×Qcurl
h Bh)],Bh)

= −R−1
m (jh,∇h ×Bh) + (uh ×Qcurl

h Bh,∇h ×Bh)

= −R−1
m ‖jh‖2 + (Qcurl

h (uh ×Qcurl
h Bh), jh)

= −R−1
m ‖jh‖2 + (uh ×Qcurl

h Bh, jh).

Here for the last identity we used the fact that jh ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω).

Therefore, we have

−c(uh ×Qcurl
h Bh, jh) = c(DtBh,Bh) + cR−1

m ‖jh‖2
0.

This shows the equality (24). Then (25) follows from a sum and the estimate

|(f ,uh)| ≤ ‖f‖‖uh‖ ≤
1

2
R−1
e c−2

p ‖uh‖2 +
1

2
c2
pRe‖f‖2

≤ 1

2
R−1
e ‖∇ × uh‖2 +

1

2
c2
pRe‖f‖2.

Remark 2. We have another version of the energy estimates using a dual
norm for the right hand side. Specifically, define

Zh := {zh ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) : ∇h · zh = 0}.
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By the discrete Poincaré inequality, ‖zh‖Zh := ‖∇ × zh‖ is a norm on Zh.
Then define the dual norm

‖f‖∗ := sup
vh∈Zh

|〈f ,vh〉|
‖vh‖Zh

.

By definition, |〈f ,vh〉| ≤ ‖f‖∗‖∇ × vh‖. Therefore we can remove the
Poincaré constant in (25) to get:

1

2
(‖un+1

h ‖2 + c‖Bn+1
h ‖2) ≤ 1

2
(‖u0

h‖2 + c‖B0
h‖2)− 1

2
R−1
e

n∑
j=0

(∆t)‖∇ × uj+1/2
h ‖2

− cR−1
m

n∑
j=0

(∆t)‖∇h ×Bj+1/2
h ‖2 + (∆t)Re

n∑
j=0

‖f j+1/2‖2
∗.

We now discuss the magnetic and cross helicity for the discrete MHD sys-
tem. The following theorems can be similarly stated and proved for any con-
tractible subdomain if the variables satisfy the conditions (7) on the boundary
of the subdomain. Therefore we obtain identities for both local and global
helicity. For simplicity of presentation, we focus on the helicity on Ω, i.e.,
the global helicity.

Theorem 5. For any solution of the discrete ideal MHD system (16), the
following identity of the magnetic helicity holds:

Dt

∫
Ω

Bh ·Ah dx = R−1
m

∫
Ω

Hh · jh dx, (26)

where Ah ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) is any vector potential of Bh satisfying ∇×Ah = Bh

in Ω.

Proof. Since the magnetic Gauss law is precisely preserved, there existsAh ∈
Hh

0 (curl,Ω), such that ∇×Ah = Bh in Ω. Hence

Dt

∫
Ω

Bh ·Ah dx =

∫
Ω

∇×DtAh ·Ah dx+

∫
Ω

DtAh ·Bh dx

=

∫
Ω

DtAh · ∇ ×Ah dx+

∫
Ω

DtAh ·Bh dx = 2

∫
Ω

DtAh ·Bh dx.

Note that DtBh = −∇×Eh and DtBh = ∇×DtAh. Therefore, there exists
φ ∈ Hh

0 (grad,Ω) such that DtAh = −Eh −∇φh. This means∫
Ω

DtAh ·Bh dx = −
∫

Ω

(Eh +∇φh) ·Bh dx = −
∫

Ω

Eh ·Bh dx. (27)
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However, Eh = −Qcurl
h (uh×Qcurl

h Bh)+R−1
m Qcurl

h jh by (16c) and (16f). There-
fore,

(Bh,Eh) = R−1
m

(
Bh,Qcurl

h jh
)

= R−1
m

(
Qcurl
h Bh, jh

)
. (28)

This completes the proof.

We now show identities for the cross helicity.

Theorem 6. The following identity holds for the cross helicity:

Dt

∫
uh ·Bh dx = −R−1

e (∇×uh,∇×Hh)−R−1
m (∇×uh, jh)+(f ,Hh). (29)

Proof. Taking vh = Qcurl
h Bh, we have from (16a):

(Dtuh,Bh) + (Qcurl
h [∇× uh]× uh,Qcurl

h Bh) + (∇ph,Bh)

+R−1
e (∇× uh,∇×Qcurl

h Bh) = (f ,Qcurl
h Bh). (30a)

We also note by (16c) and (16f) that

Eh = −Qcurl
h [uh ×Qcurl

h Bh] +R−1
m jh. (31a)

On the other hand, we have that

DtBh = −∇×Eh = ∇×Qcurl
h [uh ×Qcurl

h Bh]−R−1
m ∇× jh. (32a)

Consequently,

Dt

∫
Ω

uh ·Bh dx = (Dtuh,Bh) + (uh, DtBh)

= −((Qcurl
h ∇× uh)× uh,Qcurl

h Bh)− (∇ph,Bh)−R−1
e (∇× uh,∇×Qcurl

h Bh)

+(uh,∇×Qcurl
h [uh ×Qcurl

h Bh])−R−1
m (∇× uh, jh) + (f ,Qcurl

h Bh)

= −R−1
e (∇× uh,∇×Hh)−R−1

m (ωh, jh) + (f ,Hh).

From Theorem 5 and Theorem 6, we see that the discrete magnetic helicity
and the discrete cross helicity are both conserved in the ideal MHD limit
with suitable boundary conditions. We summarize this result as follows.
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Theorem 7. Assume that (f ,Hh) = 0. Then we have the helicity conser-
vation in the ideal MHD limit:

Dt

∫
Ω

Bh ·Ah dx = 0, Dt

∫
Ω

Bh · uh dx = 0,

i.e.,∫
Ω

Bn
h ·An

h dx = · · · =
∫

Ω

B0
h ·A0

h dx,

∫
Ω

Bn
h · unh dx = · · · =

∫
Ω

B0
h · u0

h dx.

The helicity provides a lower bound for the energy [5]. Thanks to the discrete
de Rham complex and its properties and a judicious choice of the discrete
formulation of the MHD equations, this bound can be carried over to the
discrete level, supplying a control of the (local) discrete energy from below.
We focus on the magnetic helicity, although a similar result holds for any
divergence-free field.

Proposition 1. There exists a positive constant C such that

Hm :=

∫
Ω

Bh ·Ah dx ≤ C‖Bh‖2. (33)

Proof. Choose Ah ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) such that ∇ × Ah = Bh, (Ah,∇ψh) =

0, ∀ψh ∈ Hh
0 (grad,Ω), and Ah × n = 0 on ∂Ω. By the discrete Poincaré

inequality [26, 28], there exists a universal positive constant C such that
‖Ah‖ ≤ C‖∇ ×Ah‖ = C‖Bh‖. Consequently,

Hm =

∫
Ω

Ah ·Bh dx ≤ ‖Ah‖‖Bh‖ ≤ C‖Bh‖2. (34)

Note that the same argument works for variables at each time step, i.e., Bn
h

and An
h. Then we get estimates at each time step∫

Ω

Bn
h ·An

h dx ≤ C‖Bn
h‖2, ∀n,

in addition to the estimates at midpoints∫
Ω

B
n+1/2
h ·An+1/2

h dx ≤ C‖Bn+1/2
h ‖2, ∀n,

which is stated in Proposition 1 by our convention of notation.
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4. Numerical Experiments

We report a couple of numerical tests on the convergence and the helicity
conservation of the proposed scheme. In particular, we investigate and com-
pare helicity changes with various Reynolds numbers in different algorithms.
The implementation is based on the FEniCS project [36], and we choose the
finite element spaces in the lowest order discrete de Rham sequence (first
order Nédélec and Raviart-Thomas elements etc.).

4.1. Convergence of the algorithm

In this section, we carry out a 3D convergence test with the following form
of solutions on the domain Ω = (0, 1)3. Let

p = h(x)h(y)h(z), (35)

where h(µ) = (µ2 − µ)2. Further, we let

g1(t) = 4− 2t, g2(t) = 1 + t and g3(t) = 1− t. (36)

We now introduce analytic velocity and magnetic fields that satisfy the
boundary conditions. Namely,

u =

 −g1h
′(x)h(y)h(z)

−g2h(x)h′(y)h(z)
−g3h(x)h(y)h′(z)

 and B = ω = ∇× u.

With this setting, u×n = 0,B·n = 0 and the modified pressure P = |u|2/2+
p satisfies the boundary condition. Furthermore, it holds that ∇·B = 0. In
the tests below, we include nonzero source terms in Algorithm 1 due to the
choice of the true solution.
Before presenting the convergence results, we first make some remarks on the
solvers of the coupled system. As we shall see, the coupled system is easy to
solve, even though it has more independent variables than existing schemes,
e.g., those in [15].
In the tests below, we will solve the coupled system (16) with an iterative
process, referred to as the outer iteration. In each outer iteration, the first
step is to solve uh, Ph by treating other terms in the momentum equation
explicitly, i.e., solving the following problem: find (uh, Ph) ∈ Hh

0 (curl,Ω) ×
Hh

0 (grad,Ω) for a given F and g, such that

(∆t)−1(uh,vh) + (∇Ph,vh) = (F ,vh), ∀vh ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) (37a)

(u,∇Qh) = (g,Qh), ∀Qh ∈ Hh
0 (grad,Ω). (37b)

18



If F = 0, the above system boils down to a Poisson equation for P . We
solve (37) by an AMG-preconditioned minimum residual iterative method.
Table 1 shows the uniform convergence with respect to the mesh size. After
obtaining uh and Ph from solving (37), we update other variables in (16)
by simple operations. For example, ωh and Eh are updated from (16d) and
(16c) by the L2 projections of ∇× uh and −uh ×Bh, respectively.
The outer iterations typically takes about 4 to 5 iterations to achieve the
appropriate tolerance, e.g., the difference of the L2 norms between two con-
secutive iterations divided by the time step size is smaller than 10−7. As
Re and Rm become smaller, the convergence takes more nonlinear (outer)
iterations.

Mesh size Iteration Numbers

hx = hy = hz = 2−2 11

hx = hy = hz = 2−3 11

hx = hy = hz = 2−4 13

hx = hy = hz = 2−5 13

hx = hy = hz = 2−6 13

Table 1: Number of iterations of preconditioned MINRES to achieve relative tolerance
10−10 for solving (37), ∆t = 1.

The convergence results are shown in Table 2.

4.2. Tests for Helicity conservation

In this section, we investigate the helicity behavior of our algorithms with
various Reynolds numbers. We also compare the algorithm to another dis-
cretization based on existing schemes [12].

h ‖B −Bh‖0 order ‖u− uh‖0 order ‖p− ph‖1 order
2−2 1.60E-3 x 4.15E-4 x 2.15E-4 x
2−3 7.80E-4 1.04 2.18E-4 0.93 1.24E-4 0.79
2−4 3.40E-4 1.20 1.05E-4 1.05 6.44E-5 0.95
2−5 1.63E-4 1.06 5.30E-5 0.99 3.25E-5 0.99

Table 2: Convergence results for the MHD system. The error is computed at the time level
T = 1 with the Crank-Nicolson time stepping with ∆t = 0.01. Re = Rm = 104.
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In the tests below, we use the following initial conditions for u0
h =

(u1, u2, u3)T :

u1 = − sin(π(x− 1/2)) cos(π(y − 1/2))z(z − 1)

u2 = cos(π(x− 1/2)) sin(π(y − 1/2))z(z − 1) and u3 = 0.

For the magnetic field, we provide the following initial condition:

B0
h = (− sin(πx) cos(πy), cos(πx) sin(πy), 0)T .

Figure 2 shows the initial conditions for uh andBh. We note that the desired
boundary conditions are satisfied:

u0
h × n = 0 and B0

h · n = 0 on ∂Ω. (38)

Figure 2: Top view, or projection on the xy-plane of initial data u0
h and B0

h

Furthermore, we have∇·B0
h = 0 for the initial data and the helicity vanishes,

i.e., Hm = Hc = 0.
To evaluate the magnetic helicity of our algorithm, we obtain Bh and
compute the potential Ah by solving the following equation: find Ah ∈
Hh

0 (curl,Ω) such that

(∇×Ah,∇×Ch) = (Bh,∇×Ch), ∀Ch ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω). (39)
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Figure 3: (Left) Energy and (Right)
∫

Ω

(
∇ ·Qdiv

h uh

)
dx plot as a function of time with

different Reynolds numbers. Note that h = 1/8,∆t = 1/1000 and Rm = 107.

Since curl has a nontrivial kernel, (39) is a singular system. However, this
non-uniqueness does not affect the helicity. In the implementation, we apply
the Krylov space method, i.e., GMRES with ILU preconditioners, to solve
(39), which is known to converge for consistent singular problems [37, 38].
We now discuss the effect of resistivity on the cross and magnetic helicity.
Figure 4 shows the evolution of helicity in Algorithm 1 with various choices
of Re and Rm. As Re and Rm increase, the helicity is closer to be conserved.
This is consistent with Theorem 7 stating that both the magnetic and the
cross helicity are conserved in the ideal MHD limit.
To compare the helicity from Algorithm 1 and other algorithms, we consider
another finite element algorithm based on the scheme proposed in [12] for
solving the stationary incompressible MHD system.
The finite element scheme presented in [12] has Bh in the Nédélec space with
any stable Stokes pair for uh and Ph. To show the effect of the discretization
for the magnetic part and adapt the scheme to the vorticity boundary condi-
tions (7), we shall only use the scheme for the magnetic part of the algorithm
and consider the time-dependent setting.

Algorithm 0. Find (uh,ωh,Bh, Ph) ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) × Hh

0 (curl,Ω) ×
Hh

0 (curl,Ω)×Hh
0 (grad,Ω) such that for all (vh,µh,Ch, Qh) ∈ Hh

0 (curl,Ω)×
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Figure 4: Changes in the right hand side of the equation for Hc (left) (29) and Hm (right)
(26) obtained by Algorithm 1 with various choices of Re and Rm. Here h = 1/16
and ∆t = 1/1000.

Hh
0 (curl,Ω)×Hh

0 (curl,Ω)×Hh
0 (grad,Ω),

(Dtuh,vh)− (uh × ωh,vh) +R−1
e (∇× uh,∇× vh)

+(∇Ph,vh)− c((∇×Bh)×Bh,vh) = 0, (40a)

(ωh,µh)− (∇× uh,µh) = 0, (40b)

(DtBh,Ch)− (uh ×Bh,∇×Ch) +R−1
m (∇×Bh,∇×Ch) = 0, (40c)

(uh,∇Qh) = 0. (40d)

In Algorithm 0, we use the Crank-Nicolson time stepping as Algorithm 1.
In [12] there is a Lagrange multiplier to impose the weak divergence-free
condition for the magnetic field, i.e.,

(Bh,∇zh) = 0, ∀zh ∈ Hh
0 (grad,Ω). (41)

However, we may drop this constraint in the above time dependent formu-
lation because we conclude (DtBh,∇zh) = 0, ∀zh ∈ Hh

0 (grad,Ω) by taking
Ch = ∇zh in (40c), i.e., if the initial data satisfies (41), then the solution
satisfies (41) at any time step.
Figure 5 compares the cross and magnetic helicity produced in Algorithm 0
and Algorithm 1, respectively. In fact, for Algorithm 0, we do not even have
a precise definition of the magnetic helicity since the discrete magnetic field
is not divergence-free. The curve in Figure 5 for Hm demonstrates a discrete
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Figure 5: Hc (left) and Hm (right) from Algorithm 0 and Algorithm 1, respectively, with
Re, Rm = 5000, c = 0.01, h = 1/16 and ∆t = 1/1000.

helicity computed by projecting the magnetic field to the divergence-free
Raviart-Thomas space.
Figure 5 shows that even for the resistive MHD systems, our asymptotic-
helicity-conservative scheme Algorithm 1 shows a significant difference in
the helicity behavior compared to Algorithm 0 which is not designed with an
emphasis on the helicity-preservation.
Figure 6 shows the helicity from computation with various fluid Reynolds
numbers and a large magnetic Reynolds number. The cross helicity varies in
the time evolution, while the magnetic helicity nearly remains constant. This
agrees with the fact that the evolution of the cross helicity depends on Re and
Rm, while the magnetic helicity only depends on Rm (see Lemma 1). Figure
6 also shows the helicity in the ideal MHD system (formally Re = Rm =∞),
where both the cross helicity and the magnetic helicity are conserved.
We also plot the snapshot of the velocity and magnetic fields in the time
evolution in Figure 7 to verify the stability of our computation.

5. Conclusion

We constructed finite element methods that preserve the discrete energy
law, the magnetic Gauss law and the magnetic, cross helicity precisely at the
discrete level. The construction relies on discrete de Rham complexes and
mathematical properties of the MHD system. In particular, the Lorentz force
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Figure 6: Plot of the cross helicity (left) and the magnetic helicity (middle) with Rm = 107

and various finite values of Re, and (right) Plot of cross and magnetic helicity for
the ideal case (Rm = Re = ∞) obtained from Algorithm 1 with c = 1, h = 1/8
and ∆t = 1/1000.

term and the magnetic advection term cancel with each other in the proof
of the energy law, and the fluid and magnetic advection terms cancel with
each other in the proof of the cross helicity conservation. These cancelations
reflect symmetry in the operator structures of the MHD system [33], carried
over from the continuous level to the discrete level, and can be important for
the construction of efficient solvers [33].
For the spatial discretization, we used finite element differential forms, e.g.,
the Nédélec and Raviart-Thomas elements, in the numerical tests. The dis-
cussions in this paper also hold with other discrete de Rham complex, e.g.,
spline spaces [39].
To preserve the helicity and energy in the full discretization, we used the
Crank-Nicolson scheme as the temporal discretization, c.f., [19]. One can
choose other temporal schemes that preserve quadratic invariants, c.f., [40].
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Figure 7: Plot of stream tube of the magnetic field Bh obtained with Algorithm 1 with
Re =∞, Rm =∞, h = 1/16 and ∆t = 1/1000. The lines with arrows show uh.
The plot shows a sequence of magnetic tubes as time goes from top left to going
right and then at the next row from left to right, each of which corresponds to
time level, T = 0.05, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.4, 0.5, 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, 0.9, 1.0 and 1.1.

Appendix A. Existence and uniqueness of solutions

In this appendix, we discuss the existence and uniqueness of solutions to the
nonlinear scheme. For technical issues and for simplicity, we will actually
work on a slightly modified system other than (16). We first introduce some
notation.
Define

Zh := {v ∈ Hh
0 (curl,Ω) : ∇h·vh = 0}, Hh

0 (div 0,Ω) := {Ch ∈ Hh
0 (div,Ω) : ∇·Ch = 0}.

Lemma 3. For Bh ∈ Hh
0 (div 0,Ω), we have ∇h · (Qcurl

h Bh) = 0.
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Proof. Denote Hh := Qcurl
h Bh.

(∇h ·Hh,∇h ·Hh) = −(∇∇h ·Hh,Hh) = −(∇∇h ·Hh,Bh)

= (∇h ·Hh,∇ ·Bh) = 0.

For functions in Zh and Hh
0 (div 0,Ω), we recall the following Gaffney type

inequalities [41]: there exist positive constants C such that

‖vh‖L3+δ ≤ C‖∇ × vh‖, ∀vh ∈ Zh, (A.1)

‖Bh‖L3+δ ≤ C‖∇h ×Bh‖, ∀Bh ∈ Hh
0 (div 0). (A.2)

Here δ ∈ (0, 3] is a positive number depending on the regularity of the domain
Ω ⊂ R3. If Ω is convex or has C1,1 boundary, we can choose δ = 3. In the
sequel, we assume that Ω is such that we can choose δ = 1, i.e., Zh ↪→ L4(Ω).
In the analysis below, we slightly modify the diffusion term in equations (16)
and assume that all the variables at the n-th time step are zero to avoid
dealing with the cross terms between the n-th and the (n+ 1)-th time steps.
The same analysis works for, e.g., a backward Euler time discretization.
Consider the following variational form: find (uh,Bh) ∈ Zh ×Hh

0 (div 0,Ω),
such that for any (vh,Ch) ∈ Zh ×Hh

0 (div 0,Ω),

(∆t)−1(uh,vh)− (uh ×Qcurl
h (∇× uh),vh) +R−1

e (∇× uh,∇× vh)
− c((∇h ×Bh)×Qcurl

h Bh,vh) = (F ,vh), (A.3)

(∆t)−1(Bh,Ch)−(uh ×Qcurl
h Bh,∇h ×Ch) + 1/2R−1

m (∇×Qcurl
h Bh,∇×Qcurl

h Ch)

+
1

2
R−1
m (∇h ×Bh,∇h ×Ch) = (G,Ch). (A.4)

Here F and G denote some general source terms.
Comparing with (16), we modified the magnetic diffusion term in (A.4) by
changing 1

2
R−1
m (∇h ×Bh,∇h ×Ch) to 1

2
R−1
m (∇×Qcurl

h Bh,∇×Qcurl
h Ch).

We write (A.3)-(A.4) in the following standard form: find (uh,Bh) ∈ Zh ×
Hh

0 (div 0,Ω), such that for any (vh,Ch) ∈ Zh ×Hh
0 (div 0,Ω),

a((uh,Bh), (uh,Bh); (vh,Ch)) = ((F , cG), (vh,Ch)), (A.5)
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where the trilinear form a(·; ·, ·) is defined by

a((wh,Kh), (uh,Bh); (vh,Ch)) := (∆t)−1(uh,vh)− (wh ×Qcurl
h (∇× uh),vh)

+R−1
e (∇× uh,∇× vh)− c((∇h ×Bh)×Qcurl

h Kh,vh) + (∆t)−1c(Bh,Ch)

− c(wh ×Qcurl
h Bh,∇h ×Ch) +

1

2
cR−1

m (∇h ×Bh,∇h ×Ch)

+
1

2
cR−1

m (∇×Qcurl
h Bh,∇h ×Qcurl

h Ch).

Introduce the following norm:

‖(uh,Bh)‖2
V := (∆t)−1‖uh‖2 + (∆t)−1c‖Bh‖2 +R−1

e ‖∇ × uh‖2

+cR−1
m ‖∇h ×Bh‖2 + cR−1

m ‖∇ ×Qcurl
h Bh‖2.

From Lemma 3, (A.1) and (A.2), we can further bound the following terms
by the ‖ · ‖V norm:

‖uh‖L4 + ‖Bh‖L4 + ‖Qcurl
h Bh‖L4 ≤ C‖(uh,Bh)‖V .

We include the existence theorem for nonlinear variational forms, which is
given in, for example, [42]. Since we focus on the discrete level, we only state
the results for finite dimensional problems.

Theorem 8. Assume that V is a finite dimensional vector space, and there
exists a positive constant α such that a bounded trilinear form a(·; ·, ·) on V
satisfies

a(v;v,v) ≥ α‖v‖2, ∀v ∈ V .
Then the problem: given f ∈ V ∗, find u ∈ V , such that for all v ∈ V ,

a(u;u,v) = f(v),

has at least one solution.

Lemma 4. The trilinear form a(·, ·, ·) is bounded, i.e., there exists a positive
constant C such that

|a((uh,Bh); (vh,Ch), (wh,Kh))| ≤ C‖(uh,Bh)‖V ‖(vh,Ch)‖V ‖(wh,Kh)‖V .
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Proof. It suffices to bound the nonlinear terms:∣∣(wh ×Qcurl
h (∇× uh),vh)

∣∣ ≤ ‖∇× uh‖‖wh‖L4‖vh‖L4

. ‖∇ × uh‖‖∇ ×wh‖‖∇ × vh‖,

∣∣((∇h ×Bh)×Qcurl
h Kh,vh)

∣∣ ≤ ‖∇h ×Bh‖‖Qcurl
h Kh‖L4‖vh‖L4

. ‖∇h ×Bh‖‖∇ ×Qcurl
h Kh‖‖∇ × vh‖,

and the estimate for (wh ×Qcurl
h Bh,∇h ×Ch) is the same.

Lemma 5. The trilinear form a(·, ·, ·) is coercive, i.e., there exists a positive
constant α such that

a((uh,Bh); (uh,Bh), (uh,Bh)) ≥ α‖(uh,Bh)‖2
V .

Proof.

a((uh,Bh); (uh,Bh), (uh,Bh)) = (∆t)−1‖uh‖2 + (∆t)−1c‖Bh‖2 +R−1
e ‖∇ × uh‖2

+
1

2
cR−1

m ‖∇h ×Bh‖2 +
1

2
cR−1

m ‖∇ ×Qcurl
h Bh‖2.

We are now in a position to state the existence of the discrete variational
form.

Theorem 9. For any (F ,G) ∈ (Zh)
∗× (Hh

0 (div 0),Ω)∗, there exists at least
one solution for (A.5).

The uniqueness of solutions of (A.5) with small data follows from standard
argument, c.f., [42].
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[12] D. Schötzau, Mixed finite element methods for stationary incompressible
magneto–hydrodynamics, Numerische Mathematik 96 (4) (2004) 771–
800.

[13] R. Hiptmair, L. Li, S. Mao, W. Zheng, A fully divergence-free finite ele-
ment method for magnetohydrodynamic equations, Mathematical Mod-
els and Methods in Applied Sciences 28 (04) (2018) 659–695.

[14] R. Hiptmair, C. Pagliantini, Splitting-based structure preserving dis-
cretizations for magnetohydrodynamics, The SMAI journal of computa-
tional mathematics 4 (2018) 225–257.

29



[15] K. Hu, Y. Ma, J. Xu, Stable finite element methods preserving ∇·B = 0
exactly for MHD models, Numerische Mathematik (2014) 1–26.

[16] K. Hu, Finite element exterior calculus for multiphysics systems, Ph.D.
thesis, Peking University (2017).

[17] J.-G. Liu, W.-C. Wang, Energy and helicity preserving schemes for
hydro-and magnetohydro-dynamics flows with symmetry, Journal of
Computational Physics 200 (1) (2004) 8–33.

[18] W. J. Layton, C. C. Manica, M. Neda, L. G. Rebholz, Helicity and
energy conservation and dissipation in approximate deconvolution LES
models of turbulence, Advances and Applications in Fluid Mechanics
4 (1) (2008) 1–46.

[19] L. G. Rebholz, An energy-and helicity-conserving finite element scheme
for the Navier-Stokes equations, SIAM Journal on Numerical Analysis
45 (4) (2007) 1622–1638.

[20] M. Olshanskii, L. G. Rebholz, Note on helicity balance of the Galerkin
method for the 3D Navier-Stokes equations, Computer Methods in Ap-
plied Mechanics and Engineering 199 (17-20) (2010) 1032–1035.

[21] M. Kraus, O. Maj, Variational integrators for ideal magnetohydrody-
namics, arXiv preprint arXiv:1707.03227.

[22] E. S. Gawlik, F. Gay-Balmaz, A variational finite element discretization
of compressible flow, arXiv preprint arXiv:1910.05648.

[23] E. S. Gawlik, F. Gay-Balmaz, A conservative finite element method
for the incompressible Euler equations with variable density, Journal of
Computational Physics (2020) 109439.

[24] V. Girault, Curl-conforming finite element methods for Navier-Stokes
equations with non-standard boundary conditions in R3, in: The Navier-
Stokes Equations Theory and Numerical Methods, Springer, 1990, pp.
201–218.

[25] D. N. Arnold, Finite element exterior calculus, Vol. 93, SIAM, 2018.

[26] D. N. Arnold, R. S. Falk, R. Winther, Finite element exterior calculus,
homological techniques, and applications, Acta numerica 15 (2006) 1.

30



[27] A. Bossavit, Computational Electromagnetism, Academic Press
(Boston), 1998.

[28] R. Hiptmair, Finite elements in computational electromagnetism, Acta
Numerica 11 (July 2003) (2002) 237–339.

[29] D. Boffi, F. Brezzi, M. Fortin, Mixed Finite Element Methods and Ap-
plications, Springer, 2013.

[30] H. Lamb, Hydrodynamics, Cambridge university press, 1932.

[31] T. J. Hughes, L. P. Franca, A new finite element formulation for compu-
tational fluid dynamics: Vii. the stokes problem with various well-posed
boundary conditions: symmetric formulations that converge for all ve-
locity/pressure spaces, Computer Methods in Applied Mechanics and
Engineering 65 (1) (1987) 85–96.

[32] C. Liu, An introduction of elastic complex fluids: an energetic varia-
tional approach, in: Multi-Scale Phenomena in Complex Fluids: Mod-
eling, Analysis and Numerical Simulation, World Scientific, 2009, pp.
286–337.

[33] Y. Ma, K. Hu, X. Hu, J. Xu, Robust preconditioners for incompressible
MHD models, Journal of Computational Physics 316 (2016) 721–746.

[34] O. Maj, A mathematical introduction to magnetohydrodynamics, in:
Vorlesung (SS 2017), 2017, pp. 1–222.

[35] K. Hu, J. Xu, Structure-preserving finite element methods for stationary
MHD models, Mathematics of Computation 88 (316) (2019) 553–581.

[36] M. S. Alnæs, J. Blechta, J. Hake, A. Johansson, B. Kehlet, A. Logg,
C. Richardson, J. Ring, M. E. Rognes, G. N. Wells, The FEniCS project
version 1.5, Archive of Numerical Software 3 (100) (2015) 9–23.

[37] I. C. Ipsen, C. D. Meyer, The idea behind Krylov methods, The Amer-
ican Mathematical Monthly 105 (10) (1998) 889–899.

[38] Y.-J. Lee, J. Wu, J. Xu, L. Zikatanov, A sharp convergence estimate for
the method of subspace corrections for singular systems of equations,
Mathematics of computation 77 (262) (2008) 831–850.

31



[39] A. Buffa, J. Rivas, G. Sangalli, R. Vázquez, Isogeometric discrete differ-
ential forms in three dimensions, SIAM Journal on Numerical Analysis
49 (2) (2011) 818–844.

[40] E. Hairer, C. Lubich, G. Wanner, Geometric numerical integra-
tion: structure-preserving algorithms for ordinary differential equations,
Vol. 31, Springer Science & Business Media, 2006.

[41] J. He, K. Hu, J. Xu, Generalized Gaffney inequality and discrete com-
pactness for discrete differential forms, Numerische Mathematik 143 (4)
(2019) 781–795.

[42] V. Girault, P. Raviart, Finite Element Methods for Navier-Stokes Equa-
tions: Theory and Algorithms, Springer, 1986.

32


