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A vortex tube is a simple device without moving parts that separates a swirling gas stream into two 

vortexes, different in temperature, usually above or below the temperature of the inlet gas. This paper 

presents the mathematical model of a vortex tube which is based on gas dynamics laws and supplemented 

by a k − turbulence model. A description of the technique is given for constructing a finite-volume mesh 

with definition of the near-wall region based on the blockMesh utility when the conditions for the 

uniformity of the mesh elements are met while maintaining their orthogonality. The numerical solution is 

carried out on a computational cluster using the sonicFoam solver of the OpenFOAM free software. Three 

episodes of numerical simulation experiments were carried out to determine the temperature distribution in 

the channel of a cold air diaphragm depending on the diaphragm diameter. Each episode uses a grid of one 

of the three scales specified in the study: rough, normal, or fine. It is shown that mesh size reduction 

improves the convergence of simulation results. It is also demonstrated that qualitatively correct results can 

be obtained by generating a mesh in which the average linear size of a finite volume does not exceed 0.4 

mm (0.025 in dimensionless representation). To improve the accuracy of quantitative data, an even greater 

computational mesh size reduction is required; in particular, a fine mesh with an average linear size of the 

finite volume less than 0.02 is considered in this work. The results obtained on a fine mesh are in good 

agreement qualitatively with the data for a tough mesh, but quantitatively the numerical values can differ 

significantly. This is shown in the calculations for a large diameter of the cold air diaphragm. Thus, when 

modeling a computational mesh for a vortex tube, it is necessary to maintain a balance between the required 

modeling accuracy and the time spent on its implementation.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The vortex tube effect, also referred to as the Ranqie–Hilsch effect, is a phenomenon associated 

with the separation of a compressed air stream into two vortexes with temperatures above and below 

the initial temperature of the injected air. The effect is produced in a simple mechanism such as 

cyclone, characterized by complete absence of moving parts. 

The vortex tube effect and a device, which makes the effect and subsequently called the vortex 

tube, were discovered by Georges Joseph Ranque in 1931, as he reported at the conference in 1933 

[1]. However, his results caused a skeptical reaction, so the second publication describing the effect 

turned out to be a much later written article by Rudolf Hilsch [2], published in 1947 in a regular 

journal and managed to arouse interest to the discussed phenomena. This interest is well confirmed 

by the fact that a review of articles about vortex tubes and the Ranque–Hilsch effect [3], published in 

1954, contained more than a hundred references. 

There are a lot of applications of vortex tubes because of its simple design. So, in addition to trivial 

use in refrigeration equipment and for cooling plants and chemical reagents, the Ranque–Hilsch tubes 

can provide control and stabilization of the temperature for diving, hyperbaric chambers, NMR 

equipments, gas drying, phase separation, including disperse phase separation, as well as temperature 

stabilization in a nuclear reactors [4–8]. 

Of particular interest are publications showing this effect not only for gases but also for liquids [9, 

10]. 

It is important to note that research of the vortex tube effect continues these days. The constant 

increase in the number of publications number devoted to vortex tubes [11–13], is due to the lack of 

an unambiguously working explanation of the nature of the Ranque-Hilsch effect formation. Thus, 

Piralishvili’s monograph [14] outlines the main theories for the vortex effect, however, all of them 
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have a common drawback, which is that each of the theories has predictive power only within the 

parameters of some particular cases. So, to construct new devices with vortex effect and modify 

existing ones, as well as in order to search for a full-fledged theory to explain the mechanism of the 

effect, a significant amount of research is being carried out. As shown in the reviews [11–13] 

mentioned above, in the absence of a valid theory, the main approaches to the study and development 

of vortex tubes are still physical and numerical experiments. Both directions have their own 

advantages and disadvantages. 

When conducting numerical simulation, if we exclude the stage of selection and justification of 

the applied mathematical model, but take into account the proposed numerical method, the main 

difficulty will be a mesh of nodal points. In the work, we used the mesh of finite volumes, which 

satisfies some parameters, such as uniformity, weak distortion, orthogonality. The development of a 

finite volume mesh with the same parameters was described in the articles [15, 16]. In [15], several 

variants for placing hexahedral blocks when constructing a mesh in the OpenFOAM software are 

considered, where a hexahedral mesh is made for a geometrically full model of a vortex tube. In [16], 

a version of the mesh with a periodical boundary conditions were successfully applied only for a 

quarter of the vortex tube volume. It was shown that this approach does not affect simulation results, 

however, it can significantly reduce the simulation time. 

In this paper, we evaluate the influence of a mesh size on the data of numerical simulation 

describing the Ranque–Hilsch effect. The model of a vortex tube, is being studied, for which, due to 

the use of periodic boundaries with rotational symmetry with a period 2 , a quarter of the described 

volume is covered. The qualitative and quantitative analysis is done of the physical values of the air 

in the cold outlet on meshes of different sizes using the example of changing the diameter of the cold 

side diaphragm. 

 

2. Definition of the problem 

2.1. Mathematical model 

 

A swirling gas flow in a vortex tube channel can be described in terms of standard gas dynamics 

equations using an appropriate turbulence model [17, 18]. The need to use the turbulence model is 

dictated by the physical features of the vortex tube, as well as by the significant expenditure of 

computational resources, calculation time and hardware parameters if we use a direct numerical 

simulation of the processes under study [19]. 

Thus, in the problem under consideration, the air velocity can achieve over 400 m/s for a vortex 

tube with its channel diameter of 16 mm. Therefore, the lower estimated value for the Reynolds 

number will be 5Re 10= which indicates the obviously turbulent nature of the processes.  

The mathematical model in the article includes 

– continuity equation 

 

– momentum equation (the Navier–Stokes equation) in a vector form 

 

 

– equation of specific total energy 
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– perfect gas equation of state 

 

 

Another relationships can be used as an equation of state, however, the simplest equation is enough 

for the investigation goals. 

Calculation of temperature is based on a specific total energy value 

 

 

Here we use the notations:   is an adiabatic coefficient; 
iu  are components of a velocity vector 

U ; , ,i j k  are coordinate indexes here and below;   is a gas density;  

( )2 2iE e u= +   is a specific total energy of gas, which is written by specific internal energy e ; p  

is pressure; p vc c=  is specific heat at constant volume; 1005vc =  J/K is specific heat at constant 

pressure, that is given in the model. The equation also has a stress tensor ij : 

 

 

Here   is a coefficient of dynamic viscosity; 
t  is a coefficient of turbulent dynamic viscosity, that 

is calculated by the formula 
t t  = , and 

t  is a coefficient of turbulent kinematic viscosity taken 

from the model of turbulence; ij  is Kronecker symbol. 

The turbulence model k −  chosen for this problem is characterized by high nonlinearity. 

However, it is convenient to apply the k −  model with near-wall functions, that is, this model is 

well suited for calculating turbulence in regions with closely spaced walls, which is naturally 

represented by a vortex tube. 

The k −  model of turbulence belongs to the class of two-parameter models and can be described 

by two equations: 

– equation for turbulent kinetic energy k  

 

 

– equation for specific rate   of turbulent energy dissipation  

 

k  and   calculated by these equations, give a kinematic turbulent viscosity value t k = . 
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The above turbulence model equations include a number of empirical parameters with the 

following values 

 

2.2. Geometry of the modeling area 

 

 Simulation of a countercurrent vortex tube with a vortex chamber is carried out. The vortex 

chamber has an enhanced diameter and four inlet channels placed symmetrically along the axis of the 

tube. The hot outlet diaphragm is a narrow circular gap between tube walls and a truncated cone. 

Since the device has axial symmetry, the calculation time can be saved by reducing of the simulation 

area. In Figure 1 the scheme is shown of the simulation area of a vortex tube model used in this paper. 

So, due to the rotational symmetry about the tube channel axis, in the presented case, by analogy 

with [16], only the fourth (i.e. assume a rotational period 2 ) part of tube 1 with the main channel 

diameter equal .D was chosen for calculations. For the same reason, periodic boundary conditions 

are set at boundaries 2 . Another reason for choosing a computational area with periodic boundaries 

is related to the simulation time. The introduction of periodic conditions at the boundaries makes it 

possible to obtain an almost fourfold gain in time during simulation. 

Figure 1 also shows area 3 with an inlet channel, which bring pressed gas to the vortex chamber 

4. We assume that diameter of the vortex chamber is equal 1,1 .D  The dimensions of the vortex 

chamber are determined by the diameter of the inlet channel. Structural design of the vortex chambers 

can be very diverse, but its main goal is to ensure the swirling flow formation of tangentially or close 

to the tangential direction of the injected gas. 

The channel of the cold outlet diaphragm 5 begins from the end of the vortex chamber wall placed 

in the center, designed to remove cold air. A cone of a throttle makes a hot air side of diaphragm 6. 

This diaphragm is for hot air outlet, produced at the near-wall area of air flow. The central frustum 

of the cone mirrors a downflow vortex. 

Finally, the areas for gas outlets, which have special boundary conditions, have number 7. These 

areas are removed from the actual hot and cold outlets of a vortex tube to reduce the influence of the 

boundary conditions on the dynamics of the outlet gas. Discussion about boundary conditions and 

their influence on the results of a vortex tube simulation are given in the article [20]. 

 
Figure 1. The simulation area scheme: walls (1) are drawn with a dark grid; periodical boundaries 

(2) are marked with lighter grid; the pressed gas injection area with inlet tube (3); vortex chamber 

(4); the cylindrical outlet channel of the cold air diaphragm (5); frustum of the cone of the hot outlet 

diaphragm (6); and the areas with boundary conditions for outlet gas (7). 
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In the present work, we used a counter flow vortex tube scheme, which has the following 

parameters. The main channel length is 120L =  mm and its diameter is 16D =  mm; the pressed air 

injection is organized with four inlet tubes, which have square section and their sizes are 2 2  mm, 

also these tubes have an angle of 40 degrees with the tangential direction; the vortex chamber diameter 

is 1,1D ; the hot side diaphragm is frustum of a cone, which has the top diameter of 8 mm and the 

ground diameter, which is calculated from the hot diaphragm gap size 

( 4 h =  mm); the cold diaphragm diameter was taken from 5 to 12 mm. In other words, a series of 

problem is considered for the values of the dimensionless parameter 0,3 0,75d D =  . The cold side 

diaphragm is opened to a cylindrical channel of length 10 l =  mm and its diameter equals to the 

diameter of the diaphragm. Gas outlets of cold and hot diaphragms have a distance to faces with outlet 

boundary conditions. This distance equals to 20 mm. 

 

2.3. Initial and boundary conditions 

 

At the initial moment of time 0t = , it is considered that the gas (air) is under normal 

thermodynamics conditions and is stationary, i.e. over the entire simulated area, speed is 0 0=U  m∙s-

1, temperature is 0 293T =  K, and pressure equals to barometric 0 100 p =  kPa, initial density is 

calculated from the equation of state. The turbulence parameters (turbulence kinetic energy and its 

specific dissipation rate) are taken constant over the entire area and their values are 5k =  m2∙s-2 and 

0,5 =  s-1. 

On the inlet it is accepted that the injected air has the same temperature as the initial 
0

inlet 293T T= =  K; the pressure is 
inlet 650p =  kPa, that is often used value in experiments; velocity 

(i.e. volumetric or mass rate of air flow) is dictated by the pressure gradient; turbulent kinetic energy 

and specific rate of turbulent kinetic energy dissipation are constant and equal to initial values. 

In the outlets, pressure is assumed close to atmospheric (
outlet 100p =  kPa) and all other physical 

parameters have flow boundary conditions, i.e. the normal derivative equals zero, the no-slip 

boundary conditions are assigned on solid walls and near-walls functions for the turbulence are 

specified. In OpenFOAM software, the function kqRWallFunction is used, which models Neumann 

boundary conditions for the turbulent kinetic energy k . The specific rate of turbulent energy 

dissipation is described by boundary function omegaWallFunction with constant value 0,01 =  s-1.  

 

3. Finite volume mesh structure 

3.1. Finite volume mesh creating and development 

 

The finite volume mesh is made by blockMesh utility, which is a part of OpenFAOM software. 

There are steps of data preparing for the mesh generating. First, spatial coordinates of hexahedrons’ 

vertexes are described, then vertexes are connected with each other and organize hexahedrons’ faces. 

These resulting hexahedral blocks are divided into smaller finite volumes, taking into account the fact 

that the number of finite volumes and their vertexes on common faces of the two adjacent blocks 

should be the same. 

The construction of a finite-volume mesh for a vortex tube is associated with a number of 

complexities, which are effects of a simulation area structure. There is a system of nested coaxial 

cylinders, which has an axis common with the axis of a vortex tube main channel (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 shows the cross sections for two constructions of a vortex tube with the following division 

into blocks of hexahedrons (described from the center to the periphery): the central block 1 with the 

radius, that assigned with the cold air diaphragm radius. Block 2 is between internal area by the block 

1 and near-wall layer (block 3). The radius of block 3 equals the main channel radius of a vortex tube. 

A vortex chamber is described with block 4. 
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Figure 2. The scheme of hexahedral blocks (1–4) positioning on the cross section of the simulated 

area: the standard area splitting for the nested cylinders case (a); the splitting is used in the presented 

article (b), which includes additional blocks 5 and inlet channel block 6. 

 

This nesting of cylinders makes it difficult to mesh a cylindrical area. It is known that the best 

quality mesh for a cylinder consists of five blocks, the central hexahedron and four surrounding it. 

As the simulated area is a sector with the angle 2  of an initial tube model, in its representation, 

due to symmetry, it is enough to consider three blocks out of five. After splitting these blocks into 

finite volumes, the resulting mesh is characterized by good uniformity and is sufficiently 

orthogonalized. However, in a situation where the innermost cylinder has a relatively small radius, 

and the mesh constructing method, that is described above, is unchanged throughout the 

computational area, the mesh loses uniformity in cylinders with a larger radius, since their finite 

volumes is tangentially longer and radially shorter vs ones into the inner cylinder, where finite 

volumes have the same volumetric size (see the figure 2a, blocks 2–4). 

Thus, it is necessary to take some special actions, when dividing the computational area considered 

in this paper into elements in order to preserve the uniformity of finite volumes and, at the same time, 

not to violate their orthogonality. 

Figure 2b shows the scheme of the simulated area splitting in cross section for the developed 

variant of hexahedron configuration. In order to increase the number of finite volumes in the 

tangential direction, additional blocks are introduced, indicated by the number 5. It can be seen in the 

scheme that this approach leads to triplication of finite volume quantity in the external cylinders, and 

their tangential size becomes comparable to the finite volume sizes into the central area.  

However, the introduction of additional blocks leads to distortion of the shape (non-orthogonality) 

of finite volumes adjacent to the boundaries of these blocks. As a result, some finite volumes can 

have angle between a pair of edges much different form right one. But, despite the obvious deviation 

from orthogonality, critical values are not reached, and the finite-volume mesh built according to this 

approach fully complies with the requirements of OpenFOAM and passes the test conducted by the 

checkMesh utility without any errors or warnings. 

In the direction along the tube axis, several zones are also distinguished (see Figure 1): “cold” 

boundary, the channel of the cold outlet diaphragm; the vortex chamber with additional blocks 4 and 

6 shown in Figure 2b; the main channel of a vortex tube with the cone of the hot outlet diaphragm; 

the “hot” boundary. Thus, the computational mesh for the vortex tube studied in this work is 

constructed by the blockMesh utility with uniform splitting of 92 hexahedrons into finite volumes. 

 

3.2. Modeling mesh sizes 

 

Three episodes of numerical simulation were carried out in the investigation. The gas dynamics in 

a vortex tube was simulated for different diameters of the cold side diaphragm. For each episode eight 

calculations were performed with sequential changing in the diameter of the cold diaphragm from 5 
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to 12 mm in increment of 1 mm. All episodes differed from each other both in the size of finite 

volumes of their grids and their numbers, the corresponding parameters are presented in Table 1. 

The average number of finite volumes in the roughest mesh can be estimated at 86000. The average 

calculation time in one model problem for a time period from zero to 0.1 s on twelve processor cores 

takes approximately 40 hours. For a mesh of conventionally standard size with an average number of 

finite volumes of about 175000, the calculation time is about 90 hours. Finally, with the finest of the 

meshes tested (with approximately 265000 finite volumes), the simulation time reaches 145 hours. 

Thus, with an increase in the number of finite volumes, the calculation time increases linearly. The 

fact can be fully explained, since the approach used in spatial decomposition, such as decomposition 

style, numerical algorithm and spatial area are in good agreement with the conditions necessary for a 

completely parallel solution of the problem [21]. 

 

Table 1. Parameters of meshes and duration of numerical simulations 

The 

episode 

number  

The caliber of the 

mesh 

The average 

number of 

finite volumes 

The average finite 

volume linear size , 

mm 

The average 

simulation 

tine, s 

1 rough 86039 0,462 148405 

2 standard 174870 0,365 329951 

3 fine 267547 0,317 522856 

 

In Table 1, the average values of linear sizes of finite volumes for all kinds of meshes are also 

shown. It is clear that finite volume number doubling leads to the decrease of linear sizes of each 

volume on 3 2  times. However, even such a change in volume size (as it will be shown below) affects 

the quantitative results. 

 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. Hardware and software 

 

The numerical simulations were performed on the supercomputer at Ufa State Aviation Technical 

University [22]. Each numerical experiment was run on a separate node and executed 12 cores, to 

eliminate data transfer losses. Linear spatial decomposition of the modeling area was carried out only 

by one coordinate, along the symmetry axis of the vortex tube channel. 

We used OpenFOAM free software [23] for our simulations. The finite volume mesh for a studied 

tube was generated by the blockMesh utility. The standard solver sonicFoam turned out to be 

sufficient for calculation the problems with small changes that determined physical and mechanical 

parameters of the injected medium.  

The described approach makes it possible to get results that fully correspond to the problem 

solution and allow us to draw conclusions about the dynamics of the processes both in the vortex tube 

channel and at the outlets [24]. 

 

4.2. Relaxation of the process in numerical simulations 

 

The problem under consideration is essentially non-stationary, however, after a certain time 

period, all calculated physical parameters come to quasi-periodical pulsations about the average 

values. In this regard, it is possible to talk only about the establishment of a solution only based on 

the evaluation of time-averaged results, when changes in one or another calculated physical parameter 

deviate from a certain value by a small relative amount. 

Thus, during the calculations, the time value was empirically obtained, which can be considered 

the moment of establishing the simulated process in the sense of quasi-periodic pulsations of the 
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average values of the investigated physical parameters. The relaxation is observed at the time about 

0.05–0.06 s from the beginning of simulation. 

In connection with the found time of relaxation, a range of values of 0.07–0.1 s was used for time 

averaging of all considered physical parameters. 

 

4.3. Distribution of the temperature along the cold outlet channel 

 

Let us estimate the simulation results for three different meshes, used for the investigation of cold 

air production dependence from the only geometrical parameter, that is a diameter of a cold side 

diaphragm. The dependences of the air temperature along a cold air outlet channel on the diaphragm 

diameter are shown in Figure 3. The data of three episodes of computational experiments described 

in section 3.2, are shown: the results for “rough” mesh are shown in Figure 3a, the “normal” mesh 

results are shown in Figure 3b and the “fine” mesh ones are shown in Figure 3c. In all Figures, the 

reduced length of the cold outlet channel is set horizontally, and the ratio of the cold diaphragm to 

the diameter of the main channel of the vortex tube is set vertically. The color levels indicate the air 

temperature normalized by the injected gas temperature 
0T . 

The temperature in every point was calculated by the double averaging. First, we calculated the 

average value for the cross-section along the channel, and then these results were averaged over 

several time steps in order to avoid the quasi-periodic pulsation affect. 

Figure 3 shows the weak qualitative dependence of the results on a mesh scale, but quantitatively 

they can differ markedly. Thus, we can see in Figure 3c that the gas temperature on the cold side 

outlet channel with the fine mesh for big ratios d D  exceeds not only the temperature obtained with 

other mesh scales, but also the temperature of the injected gas 
0T .  

 

  

 

 

 

Fig.3. Here are distributions of the 

dimensionless air temperature along the 

cold outlet channel axis (the 

dimensionless length value 0l =  

corresponds to the coordinate on the 

cold side diaphragm and 1l =  

correspond to the channel outlet) for 

different ratios d D , where d  is the 

cold outlet diaphragm and D  is the 

diameter of the vortex tube main 

channel, on next mesh scales: the rough 

mesh (a), the standard mesh (b) and the 

fine one (c). 

 

b a 

c 
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Let us consider the results of simulations in terms 

of finding the minimal temperature value at the 

cold outlet. For this case in Figure 3 we can see 

that temperature minimum is independent from a 

mesh scale, the minimum is at the relation value 

0,56d D = , or in other words, if the cold 

diaphragm diameter is 9d =  mm. 

In Figure 4 the curves of the dimensionless 

temperature values, which was averaged on cross 

section and time, along the cold outlet channel are 

shown for the three discussed finite volume 

meshes, for the model case 9d =  mm. 

Qualitatively, the temperature distribution 

obviously differs only on the roughest mesh 

(curve 1). In this case, the area of the minimum 

temperature of the outlet gas is shifted to the cold 

diaphragm (to the dimensionless coordinate 0l =

). When the number of finite volumes increases 

(refining the mesh to standard (2) and fine (3) 

scales), the difference is rather quantitative. The 

result on a more detailed mesh only indicates that 

the temperature of the outlet air is lower. 

Table 2 contains calculation parameters for three calibers of meshes. These simulations were 

performed for the vortex tube with the cold side diaphragm diameter 9 d =  mm. In consideration of 

the above discussion of the curves in Figure 4 and the data from the Table, it can be concluded that the 

choice should be between the standard mesh, which has the average finite volume linear size 0,4  

mm (or dimensionless size 0,025 , where D= ) and the fine mesh, where the average linear size 

is 0,3  mm ( 0,02 ). With this choice, the balance will be maintained between the counting time 

and good quality (accuracy) of the results. 

Table 2. Parameters of finite volume meshes and their simulation time for the geometry with 

relation 0,56d D =  

The 

episode 

number 

The 

caliber 

of the 

mesh 

The 

number of 

finite 

volumes 

The average finite 

volume linear size 

, mm 

The 

dimensionless 

average finite 

volume linear 

size D=  

The 

simulation 

tine, s 

1 rough 93325 0.449 2.910–2 161717 

2 standard 164520 0.372 2.310–2 291712 

3 fine 264810 0.317 2.010–2 510518 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

In the article, it was found that the finite volume meshes constructed in accordance with the method 

described in section 3, while maintaining uniformity and orthogonality, leads to the qualitatively 

similar results with an average linear size of the finite volume less than 0.4 mm. Thus, in order to 

estimate the behavior of the gas in the vortex tube channel we can use relatively rough meshes to 

reduce the duration of computational experiment and calculation time. In this work, the term “not 

very fine” can be applied to the mesh denoted as “standard”. 

 

Figure 4. The distributions of the 

dimensionless temperature along the cold side 

outlet channel with the relation 0,56d D =  

for different meshes: the rough mesh with 

number of finite volumes equals 93325 (the 

curve 1), the standard mesh (164520 finite 

volumes, the curve 2) and the fine one 

(264810 finite volumes, the curve 3). 
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It should be noted that the approach of mesh making is efficient when implemented on 

multiprocessor computing devices, with the fulfillment of some simple requirements it is possible to 

achieve almost linear acceleration of calculations. Important for further research is the fact that the 

discrete analog of the simulation area, i.e., a mesh constructed according to the scheme of Section 3, 

makes it possible to perform calculations in a significant range of values of a number of geometrical 

parameters of the vortex tube. 

It was also found that mesh refinement changes the quantitative results. This fact can indicate the 

convergence of the numerical simulations. For greater reliability, it is necessary to compare the results 

of the experiments and numerical simulations on different mesh scales. The implementation of such 

a comparison is planned by the author in future. 

The availability of qualitatively correct simulation data of the vortex tube makes it possible to use 

the computational meshes described in this work in numerical simulations aimed at in-depth studies 

and explanation of the physical mechanism of the vortex effect. 

 

The numerical simulations were carried out on the computer cluster of USATU, Ufa [22]. The 

study was supported by the state budget (state task 246-2019-00520 for 2019-2022). 
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