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Abstract

Recently, there has been a huge effort to develop highly efficient libraries to perform Artificial
Intelligence (AI) related computation on different computer architectures (for example, CPU,
GPU and AI computers) and in the majority of the cases these libraries are open source. This
has not only made the algorithms based on these libraries highly efficient and portable between
different architectures, but also has substantially simplified the entry barrier to develop meth-
ods using AI. In this way, prototyping and developing highly efficient and architecture-agnostic
algorithms has become the norm in the field due to the ubiquity of these libraries. Here, we
present a novel methodology to bring the power of AI software and hardware into the field of nu-
merical modelling by repurposing AI methods, such as Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs),
for the standard operations required in the field of the numerical solution of Partial Differential
Equations (PDEs). The aim of this work is to bring the rapid prototyping, high performance
and architecture agnosticism into the field of solving numerically PDEs. We present a method-
ology to solve the advection-diffusion equation, the non-linear Burgers equation incompressible
flow past a bluff body. For some of these problems we use a convolutional neural network as
a multigrid solver. We show that the presented methodology can solve all those problems us-
ing repurposed AI libraries in an efficient way, and presents a new avenue to explore in the
development of methods to solve PDEs and CFD problems.

Keywords: Numerical solutions of PDEs, Multigrid, Discretisation, Convolutional Neural
Network, Convolutional Autoencoder, Computational Fluid Dynamics

1. Introduction

In recent years, Artificial intelligence (AI) has provided the ability to solve problems that pre-
viously could not be solved by classical means. AI algorithms have been able to solve problems
such as image identification, spam control, predictive writing, self-driving cars [1]. This huge
success has encouraged not only the development of better and more sophisticated methods
within the field of AI, but also the development of open source libraries devoted to simplify
the entrance to and usage of AI. Some of the most popular libraries, PyTorch [2], Tensor-
Flow [3], scikit-learn [4], and XGBoost [5], are maintained by large companies such as Google
and Facebook, as well as contributed to by the external community. These machine learning
(ML) libraries are highly optimised, easy to use, well documented and already deployed on many
different hardware architectures. Moreover, to access these libraries, the language of choice is
Python. Since Python is a scripting language, as long as the interpreter is compatible with the

Preprint . . . November 26, 2022



D
ra
ft
in
pr
og
re
ss

operating system, the resulting code does not need to be rewritten. Therefore, programming
using the aforementioned AI libraries means that the Python code can easily be deployed on
different hardware and software without any rewriting required. In this way, these libraries are
effectively the modern BLAS [6] and LAPACK [7] libraries for machine learning. Moreover,
specific CPU architectures optimised for AI operations are becoming more and more common,
namely the Tensor Processing Unit (TPU), providing a set of CPUs that are faster than con-
vectional CPUs or GPUs for solving problems using AI. A noteworthy recent development is
the “AI computer” called Cerebras CS-2 [8], which has nearly 1 million cores on a single chip
and is potentially faster than even GPUs as well as being memory and energy efficient. The
latter is particularly important for green computing as we may not be able to afford to run large
petascale or exascale simulations that use the energy resources required by current CPUs due
to our need to reduce our energy usage and the associated impact on our planet. The approach
proposed here, of solving numerically Partial Differential Equations (PDEs) using AI software,
therefore makes the use of these new AI computers potentially more accessible and the solu-
tion of the large systems of equations formed by discretisation of PDEs, more environmentally
friendly.

The development of CFD software [9–11] is a challenging task as the developer needs to un-
derstand the mathematics, the physics and write optimised code for serial and for many cores,
normally using a distributed memory approach based on OpenMPI libraries. In addition to this,
normally further effort is required to ensure that the resulting code can be run on different oper-
ating systems (e.g. Windows and RHEL) and on different processor architectures (x86, ARM, or
even GPUs). There have been attempts in the past to use Python to simplify this process [12],
but a scripting language (Python in this case) is not as efficient as low level languages such as
C, C++ or Fortran and therefore these attempts have not received sufficient attention to be
considered a good alternative.

Here, we propose a way of developing CFD software based on AI libraries, which can simplify the
development of CFD software by repurposing the AI libraries to perform the same operations
that CFD software would normally do. In this way, for example, a convolutional neural net-
work (CNN) can be repurposed to become a structured multigrid solver, where the convolution
operator is equivalent to the restriction operator and the smoothing steps are performed using
a neural network. By repurposing readily available software, we expect that the development
of CFD can benefit in at least two areas: (i) deployment to different computer architectures
(such as TPUs and new AI computers with distributed memory) will be more efficient, and
the resulting code will be specifically optimised for that architecture; and (ii) reduction of the
implementation time and lowering of the entry barrier by making the code more “high-level”
than current CFD software implementations.

2. Results

In this section we present results for a one-step multigrid solver applied to the advection-diffusion
equation; an explicit time discretisation of the advection-diffusion equation; a solution of the
nonlinear Burgers equation and finally results are presented for incompressible flow past a bluff
body by solving the Navier-Stokes equations combining the methods used in solving the three
previous problems. Throughout this section, lengths are in metres, times are in seconds and
velocities are in metres per second.

2.1. Multigrid solver for the advection-diffusion equation

Here we show results for the solution of the advection-diffusion equation:

∂T

∂t
+ q · ∇T − ν∇ · ∇T = s (1)
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by a multigrid method implemented using a CNN. In Equation (1), T is the scalar solution
field, q = (1, 1)T is the advection velocity, s the source strength and ν the constant diffusivity.
For a domain measuring 128 by 128, we advect an initial condition of Gaussian distribution
centred at (x0, y0) = (0, 0) and the coefficient representing the width of the distribution is
γ = 10 (see Equation (2)). The velocity field is uniform at (u, v) = (1, 1) and the uniform
diffusion coefficient is k = 2m2s−1. The finite difference cell sizes in the x and y directions
are constant at ∆x = ∆y = 1. The Courant number associated with the grid is C = 50 and
the time step size is ∆t = 50. We investigate one time-step solution, starting with an initial
guess of T 1,0 = T 0 = 0, using the multigrid with upwind differencing in space for advection and
central differencing for diffusion, see Section 4.2. The Jacobi iterative method is embedded in
the proposed neural network representing the multigrid method and a skip connection (or skip
layer) is used to transfer the residuals between the convolutional layers, see Section 4.1. The
numerical methods used to generate these results are implemented by initialising the weights
of the kernel of a convolutional layer. No training of the network is performed. The results of
applying this network to the initial condition are shown in Figure 1 and indicate the converged
numerical prediction by CNN-based multigrid framework. In this figure we show how the solution
converges with iteration number. We also show the difference iterations which shows how the
multi-grid corrects the solution to obtain the final converged solution. We also show this in
graph form and show the residuals at different multi-grid levels which shows how the solution
is corrected on each grid level. This shows that the course grids levels seem to do much of the
work in representing the solution correction.

2.2. Advection-diffusion equation

We apply the proposed CNN to solve the 2D time-dependent advection-diffusion equation in a
domain measuring 300 by 300 with the origin located at the centre of the domain. A Gaussian
distribution centred in the middle of the domain at (x0, y0) = (0, 0) and with a width of γ = 10
(see Equation (2)) is taken as the initial condition. The advection velocity is (u, v) = (0, 0) and
the diffusion coefficient k has value 2m2s−1. The model is compared with a traditional PDE
solver and tested on different grids, showing that the results are identical to within round-off
error (see the line plots in Figure 2). For the same domain, we advect an initial condition with a
uniform velocity field (u, v) = (1, 1) and a uniform diffusion coefficient k = 2m2s−1. The finite
difference cell sizes in the x and y directions are constant at ∆x = ∆y = 1. The grid Courant
number C = 0.1 and the time-step size is ∆t = 0.1. We investigate the advection and diffusion
of a combination of a Gaussian distribution and a square. This combination can be written as

T 0(x, y) = exp

(
−
(
(x− x0)

2

2γ2
+

(y − y0)
2

2γ2

))
(Gaussian distribution) (2)

+

{
1, x ∈ [-25,25], y ∈ [-75,-125]

0, otherwise
(Uniform distribution) (3)

in which T 0 represents the initial condition of the scalar field T , x, y ∈ [−150, 150], the centre
of the Gaussian distribution is at (x0, y0) = (−50, 0), and the coefficient representing the width
of the distribution is γ = 40. The square distribution is centred at (x0, y0) = (0,−100). We in-
vestigate two discretisation methods, both with a predictor-corrector time discretisation that is
second order accurate and with Crank-Nicolson time stepping: (i) a first order upwind differenc-
ing for advection and central differencing for diffusion; (ii) a second order central differencing for
both advection and diffusion operators. Both discretisation methods are implemented by speci-
fying the weights of the kernel of a convolutional layer, see Section 4.2 (and by not performing
any training). From Figure 2, we see that both methods produce similar results, and, for longer
times, the effect of diffusion becomes more pronounced as expected.
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2.3. Burgers equation solution

For a domain measuring 300 by 300 with the origin at the centre of this, we validate the CNN
which has been initialised in such a way that it can solve the Burgers equation on different grids
and compare the results with a PDE solver. The results from the CNN and the traditional
PDE solver were found to be identical up to round-off errors. Subsequently, two tests were
performed. The first with a v velocity component of zero (which remains at zero throughout)
and a u velocity component that is initialised using the Gaussian distribution, (see the first
term in Equation (2)). The finite difference cell sizes in the increasing x and y directions are
constant at ∆x = ∆y = 1. For the first example, the Gaussian distribution is centred at
(x0, y0) = (−100, 0) with a width defined by γ = 15. For the second example, the Gaussian
(associated with u0(x, y) and v0(x, y)) is centred at (x0, y0) = (0, 0) with a width of γ = 40m.
In these examples, the viscosity, absorption and source terms of the Burgers equation are set to
zero. We run both simulations with central differencing in space for diffusion and a predictor-
corrector time discretisation scheme. First-order upwind differencing and central differencing
schemes in space are used for the advection. The Courant number is set to be C = 0.1 using
∆t = 0.1. To solve the Burgers equation, the discretisation schemes are coded as proposed, by
initialising the weights of the kernel of a convolutional layer, but also by modifying the activation
function so it is able to capture the non-linearity of the Burgers equation, see Section 4.3. The
results can be seen in Figure 3. We see that the method resolves the non-linearity of Burgers
equation resulting in the expected shock formation.

2.4. Flow past a bluff body - Navier-Stokes solutions

Here we integrate the proposed CNN’s ability to forecast 2D and 3D flow past a bluff body by
solving the incompressible Navier-Stokes equations as described in section 4.4. The domain has
dimensions 512 by 512 and has a 40 by 40 solid square block centred at (x0, y0) = (128, 256).
The cell size is uniform in the x and the y directions (∆x and ∆y) and set to 1. The initial
velocity and pressure fields are set to zero across the whole domain. A zero pressure boundary
condition is imposed at the right boundary and other three sides are applied with zero derivative
boundary condition for the pressure field. Boundary conditions for the velocity field include the
use of the slip boundary condition at the bottom and the top walls. An inflow and an outflow
velocity in the x-direction of 1 are imposed at the left and the right boundaries and a velocity in
the y-direction of 0 is imposed on these boundaries. The Reynolds number used here is 200 and
is specified through the viscosity of the flow, assuming a unity density. We run the simulation
with central differencing in space for the viscous and advection terms, while a second order
accurate predictor-corrector scheme is applied to discretise the time derivative, see Section 4.2.
A fixed time step ∆ = 0.1 is used. To solve the Navier-Stokes equations, the discretisation
scheme is coded by initialising the weights of the kernel of a convolutional layer. The two
components of the velocity field u, v for 2D and three velocity components u, v, w, in 3D, are
treated separately as inputs of the neural network. The pressure field is obtained by applying
multigrid networks to solve the resulting Poisson equation, see Equation (28). The activation
function is modified to capture the non-linearity of the advection terms. The results are shown in
Figure. 4. We see that the method resolves the flow structures around bluff body, including the
unsteady separation of flow and vortex shedding. In the 2D AI simulation, the non-dimensional
frequency of vortex shedding or Strouhal number is calculated to be 0.142 from our results for
Re = 200, which is very close to the database value of 0.147 established by [13]. We further
explore the vortex structure in 3D flow past a bluff body by extending the proposed network into
3D. For this case, the dimension of the domain is 128 by 128 by 128 with a 10 by 10 by 10 solid
square block centred at (x0, y0, z0) = (32, 64, 64) and in which the solution domain is defined by
x ∈ [0, 128], y ∈ [0, 128], z ∈ [0, 128]. The results are shown in Figure 4(a)-(c). The length of
the re-circulation bubble l1 is 22m and the distance between the centre of the circulation bubble
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where there is no velocity and the cube l2 is 10m. The ratio of l1 to l2 can be computed as 2.2,
showing a close agreement with the value calculated in [14].

3. Discussion

We have demonstrated how neural networks can be used to solve differential equations, and
have presented some simple applications and theory to underpin the approach. Implementing
discretisations of PDEs using AI libraries with the method proposed here, has been found to
produce identical results, to within round-off error, to PDE solvers written in more conven-
tional programming languages e.g. modern Fortran. This, and similar work that is underway, is
showing how the vast quantity of highly optimised AI software can be leveraged to solve differ-
ential equations across disciplines. For example, in fluids, solids, electromagnetism, radiation,
economics or finance.

Programming PDE solutions using AI software is potentially very important because it enables
interoperability between GPUs, CPUs and AI computers, which, in turn, enables exploitation
of AI community software. Furthermore, energy shortfalls and climate change mean that the
use of energy efficient computers will become increasingly desirable. Running software on any
new architecture can be difficult, however, as these machines are designed to run AI software,
this problem will have already been solved. Finally, it is also important because it can help
to combine AI-based Reduced-Order Modelling (referred to here as AI-Physics modelling) and
discretisation of the differential equations, facilitating a number of approaches including AI-
based Subgrid-Scale (SGS) models and physics-informed methods [15]. It is now accepted that
future SGS methods will be increasingly based on AI and that these often require implicit
coupling to CFD: AI programming is the only satisfactory implementation approach.

The key advantages of programming numerical discretisations of PDEs using AI software include:
(a) relatively easy implementation of multigrid methods and preconditioners; (b) model hierar-
chies can be readily formed ranging from high fidelity CFD to both fine and coarse AI-Physics
models to make the methods much more computationally efficient; (c) CFD and AI-Physics
modelling can be embedded in a single neural network, which is necessary for the implicit treat-
ment within CFD of sophisticated SGS models based on AI and Physics-Informed methods;
(d) automatic adjoint generation for digital twins that are able to assimilate data, perform un-
certainty quantification and optimisation (see [16, 17]) using the optimisation engines embedded
in all AI software, see [16]; (e) the realisation of new features in modelling without writing
large quantities of code (e.g. mixed arithmetic precision or coupling different physics); (f) using
AI software would make model development more accessible than programming within existing
CFD codes, which can be highly complex; (g) the code generated by programming in AI software
would be automatically optimised and be interoperable between computer architectures: CPU,
GPU and AI computers, including exascale computers; (h) long term sustainability as code
is based on long standing, community supported, AI software. For unstructured meshes and
parallel computing one can generalise the above approach. For example, model parallelisation
can be implemented, using MPI message passing to update the halos on the perimeters of the
partitioned subdomains. In addition, this approach also allows blocks of different patterns to
be used which enables semi-structured or block structured grids to be used and merges the use
of parallelisation and unstructured meshes: more than one subdomain can be used on a given
core using the MPI approach. In addition, the stencils or discretisations associated with fully
unstructured meshes can be held on graph neural networks (see [18, 19]) in which there is no
structured stencil. Instead, there is a sparse graph just as with an unstructured finite element
method. On this graph we can define the discretisations as we have done before, except there
may be a need to define every weight individually associated with the edges of the graph rather
than using convolutional filters.
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To form the multigrid method we can take the approach of coarsening the graph as often done
in graph CNNs, see [20]. However, one can use mappings to structured 1D grids as used in
the Space Filling Curve (SFC) CNN approach, see [21]. This is particularly efficient as the 1D
grid structure can map highly efficiently onto the memory of the computer and with no indirect
addressing.

For unstructured meshes, one can generalise the above approach by using graph neural networks
(GNNs) [18, 19]. When using multigrid methods, the graph can be coarsened, as often done in
GNN approaches [20] or one could use space-filling curves to generate mapping to structured
1D grids [21]. The latter could be highly efficacious as the 1D grid structure can map efficiently
onto the memory of the computer, with no indirect addressing. To implement the parallelism,
message passing (MPI) can be used to update the halos on the perimeters of the partitioned
subdomains. We intend to explore these possibilities in the future.

4. Methods

4.1. Multigrid methods based on CNNs

For incompressible flow CFD simulators, the most computationally expensive part of the sim-
ulation is the resolution of the linear system of equations. multigrid are the fastest solvers for
solving these large systems of equations. The similarities between CNN and multigrid solvers
are striking and work is already underway to use CNNs to solve systems of descrete equations,
from CFD, using multigrid methods, see [22].

A Geometric Multigrid method works by creating a hierarchy of nested meshes and using the
coarser meshes to correct the solution of the finer meshes. Multigrid methods consist of three
basic operations: (i) Smoothing: 1, 2 or 3 iterations of a linear solver such as Jacobi or Gauss-
Seidel are performed; (ii) Restriction: interpolation of the residual from a given fine mesh to its
lower coarse mesh; (iii) Prolongation: extrapolation of the error correction from a coarse mesh
to the finer mesh. A multigrid loop consists of performing the following steps:

• Smooth (η) times.

• Compute residual and restrict to a coarser mesh

• Smooth (η) times.

• Repeat steps 2 and 3 until reaching the coarsest mesh desired.

• Solve exactly the system.

• Prolongate from coarse mesh and correct the solution from the finer mesh

• Smooth (ϕ) times.

• Repeat steps 6 and 7 until reaching the finest mesh.

In this work we use the simplest multigrid (MG) method similar to an F-cycle [23] but going
from coarse resolution to fine resolution each multigrid iteration, see Figure 5.

Here we effectively, send the equation residuals onto the different grid levels, starting from
the coarsest grid level we perform alternating Jacobi relaxation of the solution followed by
prolongation of the resulting solution to the next grid level up in the hierarchy. The approach
uses the coarsening levels of the CNN and in this case a single convolutional filter is used to
represent the matrix equation, see Figure 5 (top). The approach is outlined in 1D and for 4 cells
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in Figure 5 (middle row of pictures). Here we have labelled on the left the weights of the neural
network which can be effected by a single filter between the layers. The filters change between
the layers, when we apply Jacobi relaxation, because the grid spacing ∆x changes between the
layers.

We have indicated, only on the output layer, how biases (middle row left picture of Figure 5) can
be applied to the neurons to effect the source problem associated with the Jacobi relaxation.
However, biases are not consistent with the feed-forward propagation of the neural network
information i.e. placing residuals from previous convolutional layers into the biases. Thus we
use in our implementation layer skipping to send these residuals from the coarsening action of the
convolutional neural network in a method akin to the use of the U-net (a commonly used neural
network, see [24]), see Figure 5 bottom row left diagram. This figure shows the structure of the
neural network for one multigrid cycle (we use 1MG to denote the resulting neural network).
Several 1MG networks, or multigrid cycles, can be strung together to form an overall multigrid
(MG) method, see figure bottom row left diagram Figure 5.

Assuming we are solving Ax = s, the Jacobi smoother or relaxation method can be defined as
a Jacobi iteration:

xnewi =
1

aii

∑
j

aijx
old
j + si

 . (4)

Now applying relaxation xi = αxnewi + (1− α)xoldi results in:

xi = αxnewi + (1− α)
1

aii

∑
j

aijx
old
j + si

 . (5)

Here, we use α = 1 for the relaxation coefficient, although, in general, α ∈ (0, 2]. Thus

xi =
∑
j

bijx
old
j + ci (6)

in which

bij = α
1

aii
aij if i ̸= j, (7)

bii = 1, (8)

and ci = α

(
1

aii

)
si, (9)

where ci is the bias, realised by CNN layer skipping, see Figure 5, bottom left diagram. Thus
wij = bij are the weights of the convolutional filter.

4.2. Advection-diffusion solution

The advection-diffusion equation solved here is given by:

∂T

∂t
+ u

∂T

∂x
+ v

∂T

∂y
+ σT − ν∇2T = s , (10)

in which T is a scalar concentration field, (u, v) are the advection velocities, σ is an absorption
term, ν the constant diffusivity and s the source. In the advection-diffusion simulations presented
here, σ = s = 0 although none zero values of σ will be used for the momentum equations,
Equations 25. The discretisation of Equations (10) are written out in full to enable easier
comparison with the discretisations that follow.
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For simplicity we write out the discretisation only for a simple central difference advection
scheme, second-order diffusion scheme and second order in time. We also use a first order upwind
advection scheme in some of the applications and more complex central difference discretisations
of advection and diffusion for the flow past a bluff body, see supplementary notes. For a regular
grid (∆x = ∆y) and an advection velocity of (u, v) = (1, 1), the spatial derivatives can be
written as (

∂T

∂x

)
ℓ,m

≈
Tℓ+1,m − Tℓ−1,m

2∆x
, (11)

(
∂T

∂y

)
ℓ,m+1

≈
Tℓ,m − Tℓ,m−1

2∆x
, (12)

(
∂2T

∂x2

)
ℓ,m

≈
−Tℓ+1,m + 2Tℓ,m − Tℓ−1,m

∆x2
, (13)

(
∂2T

∂y2

)
ℓ,m

≈
−Tℓ,m+1 + 2Tℓ,m − Tℓ,m−1

∆x2
, (14)

in which the solution field (e.g. temperature, concentration, velocity component) at the ℓth
node in the increasing x direction and the mth node in the y-direction is written as Tℓ,m. To
implement a predictor-corrector scheme, we define the following

(
∂T

∂x

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

≈
(T̃n+1

ℓ,m + Tn
ℓ,m)− (T̃n+1

ℓ−1,m + Tn
ℓ−1,m)

4∆x
, (15a)

(
∂T

∂y

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

≈
(T̃n+1

ℓ,m + Tn
ℓ,m)− (T̃n+1

ℓ,m−1 + Tn
ℓ,m−1)

4∆x
, (15b)

(
∂2T

∂x2

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

≈
−(T̃n+1

ℓ+1,m + Tn
ℓ+1,m) + 4(T̃n+1

ℓ+1,m + Tn
ℓ,m)− (T̃n+1

ℓ−1,m + Tn
ℓ−1,m)

2∆x2
, (15c)

(
∂2T

∂y2

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

≈
−(T̃n+1

ℓ,m+1 + Tn
ℓ,m+1) + 4(T̃n+1

ℓ,m + Tn
ℓ,m)− (T̃n+1

ℓ,m−1 + Tn
ℓ,m−1)

2∆x2
, (15d)

in which T̃n+1
ℓ,m represents the best guess for the solution at node ℓ, m at time level n + 1.

Initially, the best guess for T̃n+1
ℓ,m is Tn

ℓ,m. A prediction is calculated by using this best guess,
Equations (15) and the following

Tn
ℓ,m +∆t

((
∂T

∂x

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

+

(
∂T

∂y

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

+ ν

(
∂2T

∂x2

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

+ ν

(
∂2T

∂y2

)n+1/2

ℓ,m

)
, (16)

in which ∆t is the time step size. Using Equation (16) to update the best guess, this is substituted
back into the equations in system (15) and the result substituted into Equation (16) to give the
corrected approximation to the solution at node ℓ, m at time level n + 1. Defining a 3 by 3
matrix of values on the grid as

[T ]nℓ,m :=

 Tn
ℓ−1,m+1 Tn

ℓ,m+1 Tn
ℓ+1,m+1

Tn
ℓ−1,m Tn

ℓ,m Tn
ℓ+1,m

Tn
ℓ−1,m−1 Tn

ℓ,m−1 Tn
ℓ+1,m−1

 . (17)
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We can rewrite the predictor corrector scheme from Equations (15) and (16) as

T̃n+1
ℓ,m = Tn

ℓ,m+sum


 ∆t

4∆x

 0 1 0
−1 0 1
0 −1 0

+
ν∆t

2∆x2

 0 −1 0
−1 4 −1
0 −1 0

⊙ ([T̃ ]n+1
ℓ,m + [T ]nℓ,m

) ,

(18)
where the Hadamard product is represented by the symbol ⊙ and the sum function sums all
the entries of the matrix to give a scalar value (sometimes denoted as trace). Writing the
predictor-corrector scheme in this way reveals the similarity between this discretisation and a
convolutional layer which has with linear activation functions, a 3 by 3 kernel or filter with
weights of

[A] :=
∆t

4∆x

 0 1 0
−1 0 1
0 −1 0

+
ν∆t

2∆x2

 0 −1 0
−1 4 −1
0 −1 0

 , (19)

operating on a grid of values [T̃ ]n+1
ℓ,m + [T ]nℓ,m for all values of ℓ, m and in which we define the

filter as [A]. Thus, the time stepping simply becomes:

T̃n+1
ℓ,m = Tn

ℓ,m + sum
{
[A]⊙

(
[T̃ ]n+1

ℓ,m + [T ]nℓ,m

)}
, (20)

which can then be implemented by CNNs. For generality of the approach it will be useful to
write matrices in index notation and in this case Equation (20) becomes:

T̃n+1
i = Tn

i +
∑
j

aij

(
T̃n+1
j + Tn

j

)
, (21)

in which the matrix components aij are the result of the applying the filter [A] as described
above and cell in 2D indexes l,m correspond to cell i e.g. Tn

i = Tn
ℓ,m.

The boundary conditions here are enforced by using the zero padding option which enforces a
zero solution on the boundaries and is also applied to the Burgers equation solution.

4.3. Burgers equation solution

The Burgers equation can be written as

∂q

∂t
+ u

∂q

∂x
+ v

∂q

∂y
+ σq − ν∇ · ∇q = s , (22)

in which q = (u v)T are the velocities in 2D, s = (sx sy)
T is a source (taken as zero), σ is an

absorption term (taken as zero) and ν is the viscosity coefficient. This equation is discretised in
a similar way to the advection-diffusion equation described in the previous section.

The implementation we have used for this problem addresses the need to allow for non-uniform
advection velocity fields. This either means we have to define a different stencil for each cell
of the mesh or we include the non-uniform velocity field in the neural network itself by re-
defining the activation functions used. We have taken the latter approach, because, for non-
linear problems, this allows the system of discrete equations to be differentiated and also allows
non-linear multigrid methods to be used. We have implemented specifically designed activation
functions To effectively implement the multiplication needed to discretise the non-linear terms
we have used activation functions that perform multiplication within tensor flow. However, one
could for, more complex non-linearity’s, used specially designed activation functions.

We still use the fixed 3× 3 filters on a 2D regular grid and use the same discretisation approach
in space (either central or upwind differencing in space) and two step second order accurate in

9
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time time-stepping method. We discretise each velocity component in q = (u v)T and thus to
maintain consistency with the previous section of advection-diffusion equation solutions we can
denote a velocity component (either u or v) as T and solve for each one separately (first T ≡ u,
then T ≡ v), see Figure 6 top diagrams. The discretisation results in a matrix system expressed
with index notation (implemented through individual CNN filters as described in the previous
section):

(
Tn+1
i –Tn

i

∆t

)
+ σiT

n+1
i + ui

∑
j

ãij(1/2)(T̃
n+1
j + Tn

j ) (23)

+ vi
∑
j

βij
1

2
(T̃n+1

j + Tn
j ) +

∑
j

µij(T̃
n+1
j + Tn

j ) = si,

in which aij =
1
2 ãij∆t, bij =

1
2βij∆t and kij =

1
2
µij∆t

(1+∆tσi)
. Then,

Tn+1
i =

1

(1 + ∆tσi)
Tn
i + si +

ui
(1 + ∆tσi)

∑
j

aij(T̃
n+1
j + Tn

j ) (24)

+
vi

(1 + ∆tσi)

∑
j

bij(T̃
n+1
j + Tn

j ) +
∑
j

kij(T̃
n+1
j + Tn

j ) .

The three filters used are defined by the matrices aij , bij and kij which help discretise the velocity
in the u and v and the diffusivitiy terms respectively in Equation (10). The half in the below
is used to obtain second order accuracy in time, T̃n+1

i is the best guess for Tn+1
i which might

be Tn
i . ∆t = time step size. ã, β are advection/diffusion stencils/discretisations. See Figure 6

for the diagram (top right left) showing the corresponding CNN with the filters indicated. Here
we use non-linear activation functions defined by Equation (24) after operating using filters a
and b. We need to use this CNN twice to achieve second order accuracy in time: once for the
predictor step and once for the corrector.

The approach used for the Burgers equation is the same as that used for the momentum equation
except we use a viscosity (diffusion) coefficient and central difference for the advection term.
For the Burgers equation is discretised based on both first order upwind and central difference
advection discretisation. Since we initialise the velocity based on a Gaussian function (2) for the
u velocity component and the initial v velocity is zero. Thus only one component of velocity is
non-zero and these are the results we present in Figure 3.

4.4. Navier-Stokes solution

For the momentum equation we need to solve for both the velocity components and we use
two separate networks with the same architecture as shown top left but with different inputs
as shown in figure top middle row. These two networks are combined to form a single network
shown top right of figure 6. This is the network used shown for the velocity increment in time in
the overall Navier-Stokes solution CNN outlines in figure 6 bottom. We use central schemes for
the advection as well as diffusion operations. We use a FEM discretisation based on a bilinear
rectangular (in 2D) and quadrilateral (in 3D) finite element for the advection terms. We also
use the 27 point stencil for the diffusion operation. Both the advection and diffusion operators
are described in the supplementary documentation.

The Navier-Stokes equations can be written as

∂q

∂t
+ u

∂q

∂x
+ v

∂q

∂y
+ σq − ν∇ · ∇q = −∇p , (25)

10
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∇ · q = 0 , (26)

in which q = (u v)T in 2D and q = (u v w)T in 3D, p is the pressure, σ is an absorption term
(taken as zero) and ν is the viscosity coefficient. This equation is discretised similarly to the
Burgers equation (Equation (22)), but with a source of s = −∇p.

The boundary conditions here are enforced by using a method similar to zero padding but
populating the padding with a value if we have a Dirichlet boundary condition that is not zero
and if we have a no-normal derivative boundary condition populating the corresponding field
with the values next to the padding region.

Here we use a projection based solution method formed by manipulating the discretised equations
which results in (see Figure 6 for a summary - bottom diagram):

Algorithm 1 Projection-based solution method for velocity and pressure (see top diagram of
Figure 6 for a summary).

1: Solve for qn+1 using the two-step approach outlined for the Burgers and advection-diffusion
equation but treating the term involving σ fully implicitly:

qn+1 − qn

∆t
+ un

∂qn+
1
2

∂x
+ vn

∂qn+
1
2

∂y
+ σqn+1 − ν∇ · ∇qn+

1
2 = −∇pn . (27)

2: Solve for pressure correction ∆p:

∇2∆p = − 1

∆t
∇ · qn+1. (28)

3: Solve for the velocity correction ∆q using the multigrid solver (Figure 5):

∆q = −∆t∇∆p. (29)

4: Update pressure solution: pn+1 = pn +∆p
5: Update velocity solution: qn+1 ← qn+1 +∆q.
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Supplementary documentation

2D and 3D Convolutional Filters for Diffusion and Advection Discretization

The 3 by 3 filters implemented in the proposed 2D and 3D convolutional neural networks are
shown below based on ∆t = 0.1s, ∆x = 1 m and u = 1 ms−1. 2D 5-point stencil (diffusion
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operator, advection operator in x and advection operator in y in which u and v are the advection
velocity components in the increasing x− and y−directions)

ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.0 1.0 0.0
1.0 −4.0 1.0
0.0 1.0 0.0

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.5 0.0 −0.5
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t v

∆x

 0.0 −0.5 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.5 0.0

 .

2D 9-point stencil (diffusion operator, advection operator in x and advection operator in y)

ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.25 0.5 0.25
0.5 −3.0 0.5
0.25 0.5 0.25

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.08 0.0 −0.08
0.33 0.0 −0.33
0.08 0.0 −0.08

 ,
∆t v

∆x

 −0.08 −0.33 −0.08
0.0 0.0 0.0

0.08 0.33 0.08

 .

3D 7-point stencil diffusion operator (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 1.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 , ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.0 1.0 0.0
1.0 −6.0 1.0
0.0 1.0 0.0

 , ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 1.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 .

3D 7-point stencil advection operator in x (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

∆t u

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.5 0.0 −0.5
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 .

3D 7-point stencil advection operator in y (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

∆t v

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t v

∆x

 0.0 −0.5 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.5 0.0

 ,
∆t v

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 .

3D 7-point stencil advection operator in z (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer, w is the velocity
component in the z−direction)

∆t w

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.5 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t w

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t w

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 −0.5 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 .

3D 27-point stencil diffusion operator (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.077 0.115 0.077
0.115 0.231 0.115
0.077 0.115 0.077

 , ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.115 0.231 0.115
0.231 −3.385 0.231
0.115 0.231 0.115

 ,

ν
∆t

∆x2

 0.077 0.115 0.077
0.115 0.231 0.115
0.077 0.115 0.077

 .

3D 27-point stencil advection operator in x (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

∆t u

∆x

 0.014 0.0 −0.014
0.056 0.0 −0.056
0.014 0.0 −0.014

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.056 0.0 −0.056
0.22 0.0 −0.22

0.056 0.0 −0.056

 ,
∆t u

∆x

 0.014 0.0 −0.014
0.056 0.0 −0.056
0.014 0.0 −0.014

 .
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3D 27-point stencil advection operator in y (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

∆t v

∆x

 −0.014 −0.056 −0.014
0.0 0.0 0.0

0.014 0.056 −0.014

 ,
∆t v

∆x

 −0.056 −0.22 −0.056
0.0 0.0 0.0

0.056 0.22 0.056

 ,

∆t v

∆x

 −0.014 −0.056 −0.014
0.0 0.0 0.0

0.014 0.056 −0.014

 .

3D 27-point stencil advection operator in z (1st layer, 2nd layer and 3rd layer)

∆t w

∆x

 0.014 0.056 0.014
0.056 0.22 0.056
0.014 0.056 0.014

 ,
∆t w

∆x

 0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0
0.0 0.0 0.0

 ,
∆t w

∆x

 −0.014 −0.056 −0.014
−0.056 −0.22 −0.056
−0.014 −0.056 −0.014

 .
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T 1,5 − T 1,0 T 1,10 − T 1,5 T 1,15 − T 1,10 T 1,20 − T 1,15

Residual on 2× 2 Residual on 4× 4 Residual on 8× 8 Residual on 16× 16

Residual on 32× 32 Residual on 64× 64 Residual on 128× 128 Smoothed solution

Figure 1: Multigrid solution of advection-diffusion equation by a CNN. The first row, at the top, shows the
solution with an initial condition of a Gaussian distribution centred at (x0, y0) = (0, 0) after 5, 10 and 15
multigrid iterations (T 1,i where i represents the iteration number). The second row shows the difference between
the solutions after two particular numbers of iterations. The middle line plot represents the L1 norm of difference
between the solutions at the current and previous iterations. The last of the bottom 8 plots represents the final
solution, and the remaining plots represent the spatial evolution of residuals on different grids within one multigrid
iteration.

16



D
ra
ft
in
pr
og
re
ss

0.7998

0.8887

0.9409

0.7998

0.8887

0.9409

Scalar concentration

(a)

(b)

0 s 25 s 50 s 100 s

Figure 2: Numerical solution of the advection-diffusion equation by a CNN at 0, 25, 50 and 100. The top two
line plots compare the solution of the advection-diffusion equation (with no advection) for an initial condition of
a Gaussian distribution by a traditional fluid dynamics code (left) and using the approach described here based
on CNNs (right). The three values shown in each graph correspond to the maximum values of the solution,
occurring at x=0. The eight contour plots relate to the solution of the advection-diffusion equation for an initial
condition of the combination of a square and a Gaussian centred at (x0, y0) = (0,−100) and (x0, y0) = (−50, 0)
respectively. Both sets of results have a second-order time discretisation scheme with central differencing in space
for the diffusion operator. The plots on row (a) have upwind differencing for the advection operator; and on
row (b) have central differencing for the advection operator.
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Figure 3: Numerical prediction of 2D nonlinear Burgers equation by a CNN. The top 12 plots relate to the flow
field with only the u component and a Gaussian-shaped wave initially centred at (x0, y0) = (−100, 0), at 10, 30
and 60. The bottom 12 plots relate to the flow field with the u and v components and a Gaussian-shaped wave
initially centred at (x0, y0) = (0, 0), at 10, 30 and 60. Columns represent second-order time stepping scheme: (a)
and (b) upwind differencing for advection operator and central differencing for diffusion operator in space; (c)
and (d) upwind differencing for advection operator and second-order central differencing for diffsuion operator in
space.
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Figure 4: Numerical prediction of 2D and 3D flow past a bluff body by a CNN. The 12 plots relate to the
two velocities and the pressure of the 2D flow field, at 500 s, 1000 s, 1500 s and 2000 s. The dimension of 2D
computational domain is 512m by 512m, where a solid square body is modelled as 40m by 40m and centred
at (x0, y0) = (128m, 256m). The bottom 3 plots relate to the steady vortex structure in the 3D flow field at
1000 s: (a) and (b) are the rear and side views of the isosurface representing ωx = ±0.01 with red and blue for
positive and negative; (c) is 2D steady streamlines coloured by the u-component velocity. The dimension of 3D
computational domain is 128m by 128m by 128m, where a solid square body is modelled as 10m by 10m by
10m and centred at (x0, y0, z0) = (32m, 64m, 64m). The Reynolds number of the two case is set by 200. Both
sets of results have a second-order time discretisation scheme with central differencing in space for the diffusion
and the advection.

19



D
ra
ft
in
pr
og
re
ss

Figure 5: Schematic showing the how the CNNs are repurposed to produce a multigrid (MG) method. Top row:
The CNN with different levels and an example of a filter thats passed over the convolutional layers, see [25].
Middle row left: How a 1D CNN multigrid method works with biases f . Middle right: The four 1D cells that
have two levels of coarsening and the schematic showing how this multigrid method works. Bottom row left:
Schematic showing how one multigrid (MG) cycle works using layer skipping to pass the residiual between the
layers akin the U-net - this is a better alternative to using biases for the residuals. Bottom row right: Schematic
showing how three multigrid cycles are brought together to form an overall matrix solution method.
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Figure 6: Schematic showing the how the neural networks works for time stepping. Top: For a scalar T and
velocity components. The green, orange and purple coloured filters are associated with advection in u and v
directions and diffusivity respectively. Bottom: A single time step for the Navier-Stokes solution.
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