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Abstract 

Shock waves in magnetohydrodynamic (MHD) plasmas play a critical role in many 

astrophysical, space and laboratory plasma environments. When an electrically conducting 

fluid or plasma is traversed by a strong discontinuity in velocity, density, pressure or 

magnetic field, an MHD shock forms and influences transport, energy dissipation and 

magnetic topology. This paper provides a simplified overview of the modelling of MHD 

shock waves, the governing equations and jump (Rankine–Hugoniot) conditions, and 

common computational approaches used to simulate them. Practical factors such as magnetic 

field orientation, resistivity, and numerical method choices are discussed. The emphasis is on 

understanding how shock structure and behaviour differ from purely hydrodynamic shocks 

due to magnetic effects, and on how simulation tools can capture these features. 
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1. Introduction 

Shock waves in plasmas and electrically‑conducting fluids occur when a disturbance travels 

faster than characteristic wave speeds (sound, Alfvén or magneto‐acoustic speeds). In the 

presence of magnetic fields, the shock structure, jump conditions and stability are modified 

compared to classical hydrodynamic shocks. These MHD shocks are of great interest in space 

physics (e.g., solar wind bow shocks, planetary magnetospheres), astrophysics (supernova 

remnants, accretion shocks), and laboratory plasmas (fusion devices, pulsed power systems). 

Understanding how magnetic fields, plasma resistivity, field orientation (parallel, 

perpendicular, oblique) and computational modelling affect shock structure is crucial for 

accurate prediction of plasma behaviour. This paper outlines the essential theory of MHD 
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shock waves, introduces the modelling framework, describes numerical methods used and 

highlights some computational issues. 

2. Theory of MHD Shock Waves 

2.1 Governing Equations 

The dynamics of a perfectly conducting plasma in a single‐fluid MHD approximation are 

described by the mass continuity equation, momentum equation (including Lorentz force), 

induction equation, and energy equation. For example: 

● Continuity: 

● Momentum: 

● Induction: 

● Energy: 

Here , is the resistivity, viscosity, density, pressure, velocity, magnetic field, specific heat 

ratio. 

2.2 Jump Conditions (Rankine–Hugoniot Conditions) 

Across a steady planar shock front, conservation of mass, momentum, energy and magnetic 

flux yield the well‐known MHD jump conditions. For example (in the shock rest frame): 

 

 

 

 

 

The presence of a magnetic field changes the relation between upstream/downstream states 

and the structure of the transition layer (shock thickness, dissipation region, wave precursor). 

For example, the classic work of H. K. Sen (1956) analysed the structure of a perpendicular 

MHD shock in a plasma. 

2.3 Shock Structure and Magnetic Field Orientation 
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If the magnetic field is perpendicular to the shock normal (“perpendicular shock”) the 

compression and field amplification differ from a parallel shock. Resistivity, viscosity and 

heat conduction determine the internal structure of the shock transition (thickness, monotonic 

or oscillatory profiles).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Liu’s dissertation (1967) demonstrated oscillatory vs monotonic shock thickness depending 

on resistivity. 

3. Computational & Numerical Modelling Approaches 

3.1 Choice of Models 

Several modelling strategies exist for MHD shock waves: 

● Ideal MHD (zero resistivity) captures the jump conditions but not internal structure. 
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● Resistive (viscous) MHD includes resistivity/viscosity to resolve finite shock 

thickness. 

● Extended MHD / Hall‑MHD / kinetic models become important in collisionless 

plasmas but are computationally far heavier. 

3.2 Numerical Methods 

Typical computational approaches include finite‐volume and finite‐difference methods using 

high‐resolution shock‐capturing schemes (e.g., Godunov methods, HLL/HLLD Riemann 

solvers) that respect conservation laws and handle discontinuities. 

 Key issues: maintaining divergence‑free magnetic field (), capturing steep gradients without 

spurious oscillations, ensuring stable time stepping in presence of fast characteristic speeds. 

Many studies (e.g., modelling of the Earth’s magnetosheath flow) use Eulerian codes (e.g., 

BATS‑R‑US) for global MHD shock simulation. 

3.3 Boundary and Upstream Conditions 

In simulations of MHD shocks, care must be taken in specifying upstream plasma parameters 

(density, pressure, velocity, magnetic field orientation) and matching them to analytic jump 

conditions for validation. Resistivity and viscosity must often be set artificially to achieve 

numerical stability and correct shock thickness. 

3.4 Post‑Processing: Shock Detection & Analysis 

After simulation runs, shock position, Mach or Alfvén Mach numbers, compression ratios, 

magnetic field jumps, and downstream turbulence are assessed. Tools for shock tracking 

(based on rapid changes in variables) are common. Effective shock thickness, entropy 

increase, and field rotation across the shock are inspected. 

4. Example Application: Modelling a Perpendicular MHD Shock 

Consider a one‑dimensional planar perpendicular shock where the magnetic field is initially 

perpendicular to the flow direction. A resistive MHD code is used to compute the structure: 

upstream velocity , field , density specified, and solution computed for . The structure reveals 

a narrow transition region (~few ion‐Larmor‐radii) and downstream amplification of 

magnetic field and density.  
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The compression depends on the upstream Mach number and the ratio of magnetic to gas 

pressure (plasma‑β). The results align with classic theory. 

5. Discussion & Challenges 

5.1 Magnetic Field‑Driven Differences 

Unlike hydrodynamic shocks, MHD shocks can transmit magnetic field jumps, include field-

line rotation or switch‐off / switch‐on shocks, and have upstream and downstream Alfvénic 

characteristic speeds that matter. The presence of the magnetic field can reduce effective 

compression, change shock stability, and produce precursor waves. 

5.2 Numerical Challenges 

● Resolving thin shock layers: Resistive‐MHD shock thickness can be extremely small 

requiring fine grids. 

● Divergence cleaning: Ensuring is challenging around discontinuities. 
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● Physical fidelity vs computational cost: Extended MHD or kinetic models capture 

microphysics (ion skin depth, kinetic instabilities) but at very high cost. 

● Parameter sensitivity: Shock behaviour (oscillatory vs monotonic) depends on 

resistivity levels, the ratio of magnetic to gas pressure, and upstream conditions. 

5.3 Relevance for Applications 

MHD shock wave modelling is important for: 

● Space weather (solar‐wind shock interaction with planetary magnetospheres). 

● Astrophysical jets and supernova remnants (magnetised shock fronts). 

● Laboratory plasmas (pulsed power devices, magnetised plasma guns). Accurate 

modelling of the shock front structure and magnetic field jump is crucial for 

predicting downstream heating, turbulence and particle acceleration. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has provided a simplified overview of MHD shock waves in plasma: their theory, 

modelling and computational approaches. Key points: 

● Magnetic fields significantly alter shock structure and jump relations compared to 

hydrodynamic shocks. 

● Numerical simulation of MHD shocks requires careful choice of model, solver and 

grid resolution, especially when resistivity and shock thickness are relevant. 

● Applications of MHD shock modelling span astrophysics, space, and laboratory 

plasma contexts. 

 Future work should pursue high‐resolution kinetic or hybrid modelling to capture 

microphysical effects (ion‐scale structures, particle acceleration) in magnetised shock 

fronts. 
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