
Chapter 1
The Raw Material of Cluster Formation:
Observational Constraints

Cathie J. Clarke

Star clusters form from reservoirs of dense cold gas (‘Giant Molecular Clouds’,
henceforth GMCs) and in the following chapters we explore the wealth of recent
simulations that follow this process, together with simulations that model the later
(essentially gas-free) evolution of clusters.

A first step in any simulation is to decide on the initial conditions and for the
cluster formation problem we need to specify the properties of GMCs (their typical
densities and temperatures, levels of internal motions, homogeneity, etc.). We will
mainly base these parameter choices on observational data and hence this chapter
provides an overview of GMCs’ observed properties. We will also use insights from
larger scale (galaxy-wide) calculations in which GMCs emerge from simulations of
the large scale interstellar medium (henceforth ISM). This brief overview is angled
towards the kinds of issues that are relevant to understanding cluster formation and
is no substitute for the kind of broader review of molecular clouds that can be found
elsewhere: see for example Blitz (1991), Williams et al. (2000), McKee and Ostriker
(2007), Fukui and Kawamura (2010), and Tan et al. (2013).

1.1 Overview of Molecular Cloud Observations

The total inventory of molecular gas in the Galaxy is estimated to be around 2.5 ×
109 M�, with about a third of the gas mass inward of the solar circle believed to be in
molecular form (Wolfire et al. 2003); this number is somewhat uncertain because of
the difficulty in detecting a possibly significant component in very cold gas (Loinard
and Allen 1998). It is well known that molecular clouds are associated with spiral
arms, both in the Milky Way (Heyer et al. 1998; Stark and Lee 2006) and in external
galaxies (Helfer et al. 2003). This association is to be expected since spiral arms are
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conspicuous in the blue light associated with young stars; since these stars have not
had time to migrate far from their birth locations one would expect their natal gas to
trace a similar pattern. The origin of the spiral pattern in the gas is believed to be the
formation of shocks as the gas flow responds to the spiral pattern in the underlying
mass distribution (Roberts 1969).

Stars form from molecular gas because the associated Jeans mass is low. The
Jeans mass is the minimum mass required for gravitational collapse against support
by pressure gradients and is given by:

MJ = 0.2M�
(

T 3
10

n5

)1/2

, (1.1)

where T10 is the temperature in units of 10K and n5 is the number density of hydrogen
normalised to 105 cm−3 (which is typical of the densest regions within GMCs). The
corresponding length scale (rJ) is obtained by equating MJ with the mass contained
within a sphere of radius rJ so that we obtain:

rJ = 0.06 pc

(
T10
n5

)1/2

. (1.2)

A simple heuristic way of arriving at these scales is obtained by equating the
timescales for free-fall collapse with the sound crossing timescale across a region. It
is then unsurprising that cold and dense conditions (as found inGMCs) are associated
with a low Jeans mass and a tendency towards gravitational collapse on small scales.

It is hard to assign meaningful ‘average’ properties to molecular clouds because
of the hierarchical organisation of the ISM, consisting of nested structures on a large
dynamic range of scales (see e.g. Scalo 1990; Elmegreen 2002). A plethora of ter-
minology is used to describe local over-densities in terms of ‘clumps’ or ‘cores’
(Williams et al. 2000; Bergin and Tafalla 2007). We will discuss methods of charac-
terising this hierarchy in Chap.3 but for now there are a few numbers that are worth
noting: molecular gas is organised into GMCs with typical masses in the range of a
few ×105 M� (these often being surrounded by atomic envelopes of similar mass;
Blitz 1991). The mass distribution of GMCs is describable as a power-law with
index −1.6 (Blitz et al. 2007), i.e. the fraction of clouds by number in a given mass
range scales with cloud mass, Mcl, as M−1.6

cl . This distribution is shallower (more
mass on large scales) than the corresponding distribution for massive stars where the
power-law index is −2.35 (Salpeter 1955). In the case of GMCs the power-law is
however only defined over about an order of magnitude in mass since the largest
GMCs in the Milky Way have masses slightly in excess of 106 M� and the distribu-
tion is limited by completeness at the low mass end.

The mean column densities and mean volume densities of molecular clouds are of
particular interest, being a little less than ∼1022 cm−2 and ∼300 cm−3 respectively.
We discuss below how the former quantity depends on how the cloud boundary is
defined (see Lombardi et al. 2010). The typical column density is at least partly
set by the requirement that clouds are dense enough to be self-shielded against
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photodissociation by the Galaxy’s ambient ultraviolet radiation field (van Dishoeck
and Black 1988). The mean density ρ̃ (which does not necessarily relate to a typical
density of structureswithin clouds, given their clumpy structure, but is simply derived
from the ratio of total mass to total volume) can be used to estimate a characteristic
free-fall timescale through tff ∼ (Gρ̃)−1/2: this turns out to be about a Myr. This
number will be relevant to our later discussions about whether GMCs collapse and
form stars on a free-fall timescale.

Before proceeding further with a description of the empirical ‘laws’ that are
applied to the internal structure of GMCs we now set out a brief guide to the tech-
niques that are used to measure the properties of molecular clouds.

1.2 Observational Techniques Applied to GMCs

GMCs are predominantly composed of molecular hydrogen: it is therefore highly
inconvenient that this molecule has no permanent dipole moment since this limits
the transitions corresponding to observable lines. Indeed the lowest pure rotational
level of H2 has an excitation temperature of 510K, which is far higher than the
temperatures of molecular clouds (typically 10 s of K away from regions of massive
star formation). This problem has led to a number of other diagnostics being used
as a proxy for H2. Below we summarise the complementary information that can
be gleaned from line emission, dust emission and dust absorption, and discuss the
advantages and disadvantages of each technique.

1.2.1 Molecular Line Emission

Line emission from a variety of abundant molecules is used to study cloud structure
and kinematics. Early surveys (Solomon et al. 1987) used the second most abundant
molecule in GMCs (12CO); molecular clouds are generally optically thick in this
emission so that it does not provide a goodmeasure of cloudmass. It is thus preferable
to use lower abundance molecules that are optically thin up to higher overall column
densities. One of the most commonly used tracers is 13CO (see Heyer et al. 2009);
other commonly usedmolecules instead trace the densest gaswithinmolecular clouds
(e.g. NH3: Bergin andTafalla 2007; Juvela et al. 2012;HCN:Gao and Solomon 2004;
Wu et al. 2005 and CS: Plume et al. 1997; Shirley et al. 2003).

Themost obvious benefit of usingmolecular line data in the present context is that
it provides a unique diagnostic of cloud kinematics via Doppler shifted emission. It
thus allows a determination of the dynamical state ofGMCs and thiswill turn out to be
very important information for initialising cluster formation simulations. Moreover,
the use of transitionswith different critical densities (i.e. densities atwhich collisional
and radiative de-excitation rates are equal) provides information on volume densities,
whereas dust emission/absorption only measures column densities. Finally, for those



6 C.J. Clarke

with an interest in the chemistry of molecular clouds, molecular emission spectra
provide important diagnostic information (see the reviews ofBergin andTafalla 2007;
Caselli and Ceccarelli 2012), constraining for example the free electron abundance
(e.g. Bergin et al. 1999; Caselli et al. 2002) and the ages of star-forming regions
(Doty et al. 2006).

On the other hand, chemical considerations can be a complicating factor when it
comes to deriving the column density of H2 from the flux in a given spectral line.
There is a considerable debate in the literature about whether one can use a global
conversion factor betweenCO andH2 (Solomon et al. 1997; Blitz et al. 2007; Tacconi
et al. 2008; Liszt et al. 2010; Wolfire et al. 2010; Sandstrom et al. 2013); additionally
at high densities there is the issue of depletion of molecular gas on to grains (Redman
et al. 2002; Jørgensen et al. 2005) so that gas phase diagnostics do not necessarily
relate straightforwardly to the total abundance levels.

1.2.2 Dust Emission

Another widely used diagnostic of molecular cloud structure is thermal emission
from dust. In order to derive the column density of gas from the flux density of
dust emission at a single wavelength (usually in the millimetre or sub-millimetre
range) one needs to be confident in a number of assumptions. One needs to know the
fractional abundance of dust grains (compared with hydrogen), the dust emissivity
law and the temperature of the emitting material. In practice one does not usually
know the temperature a priori and thus multi-wavelength data is used to constrain
this. Mapping with the Herschel Far Infrared satellite at wavelengths of 70–500µm
has recently provided dust continuum measurements at shorter wavelengths and has
proved valuable for improving temperature constraints (e.g. Könyves et al. 2010).

The great advantage of thermal dust emission measurements is that they can
not only be used to survey entire clouds—since even relatively dense structures in
molecular clouds are still optically thin at millimetre wavelengths—they also allow
themapping of the densest regions of GMCs known as ‘dense cores’ (e.g.Motte et al.
1998; Johnstone et al. 2000). The disadvantages (apart from the lack of kinematic
information) relate to uncertainties in the relationship betweendust emissivity andgas
mass (deriving both from uncertainties in dust emission properties and the dust to gas
ratio). Moreover, in the case where a telescope beam contains emission components
at a range of temperatures the mapping between multiwavelength dust emission and
the total dust column can be under-constrained by the data.

1.2.3 Dust Absorption

This last difficulty is circumvented in the case of dust absorption measurements.
This is because the attenuation of background sources by intervening dust depends
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only on the dust opacity and absorption coefficients and not on the dust temperature.
‘Extinction mapping’ (e.g. Lombardi and Alves 2001; Lombardi et al. 2006) is based
on measuring spatial variations in the distribution of infrared colours of background
stars. By comparing this distribution with that in control fields ‘off-cloud’ such
measurements can be used to deduce a column density map of the cloud (again with
the aboveprovisos about uncertainties in the dust opacities anddust to gas ratio).Deep
near-infraredmeasurementsmean that it is possible to penetrate large limiting column
densities (∼1023 cm−2; Román-Zúñiga et al. 2010) and thus allow the mapping of
dense cores; deep observations also improve the spatial resolution since they allow
a denser sampling of the background stellar sources. Detailed comparison of maps
obtained via continuumemission and via extinctionmapping indicates fair agreement
over all though with some differences (Bianchi et al. 2003; Goodman et al. 2009;
Malinen et al. 2012).

1.3 Magnetic Support and the Star Formation
Efficiency Problem

Following this summary of observational methods for measuring cloud masses and
kinematics, we now consider the energy budget within clouds. It is well-established
that the gravitational, kinetic and magnetic energies of GMCs are comparable in
magnitude whereas their thermal energy is orders of magnitude smaller. (See below
for a description ofmagnetic fieldmeasurements inmolecular clouds). This hierarchy
of energies immediately implies that GMCs are not (in contrast to stars) supported
by thermal pressure and this has led to the view that clouds are supported by either
turbulent motions or magnetic fields. There is however a problem with sustaining
such support. As we have noted, clouds are highly clumped and since the kinetic
energy densities are much higher than thermal energies this means that these clumps
are in a state of highly supersonic motion. Collisions between clumps are expected
to be highly dissipative and this should lead clouds to collapse on a free-fall time.
At one time it was believed that this situation would be mitigated by magnetic fields
(even if these fields were themselves insufficient to support a static cloud) since
shocks are less dissipative if they are magnetically cushioned by fields in the plane
of the shock.However, simulations of hydrodynamical andmagneto-hydrodynamical
(MHD) turbulence (Gammie and Ostriker 1996; Mac Low et al. 1998) demonstrated
that magnetic fields do not increase the turbulent dissipation timescale (an effect that
can be broadly understood from the fact that in a turbulent medium the fields are not
always parallel to shock fronts).

On the other hand, magnetic fields of sufficient strength can impede cloud col-
lapse even in the absence of internal cloud motions. The ability of magnetic fields to
support a static cloud against gravitational collapse can be cast in terms of a critical
mass-to-flux ratio (Mouschovias and Spitzer 1976). We can derive a heuristic esti-
mate for this value (by analogy with our description of the Jeans mass above) by
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comparing the free-fall collapse time with the timescale for Alfven wave prop-
agation: Alfven waves propagate through a magnetised medium at a speed of
(B2/μ0ρ)1/2 (for magnetic flux density B, magnetic permeability μ0 and den-
sity ρ) and represent an important dynamical communication mode in magne-
tised media. The result of this exercise is that the critical mass-to-flux ratio is
simply given by a factor of order unity times G−1/2. Note that the critical Jeans
mass (see Eq.1.1) depends on gas density and therefore this changes—if the
initial mass exceeds the initial Jeans mass—as a cloud collapses; for magne-
tised clouds the critical mass-to-flux ratio is however constant. Thus—provided
that the magnetic field remains ‘frozen’ to the gas (i.e. the mass-to-flux ratio
is fixed)—the ratio of a cloud’s mass-to-flux ratio to the critical value is itself con-
stant. The extent to which a cloud is either subcritical or supercritical thus does not
change during collapse. It was at one time widely assumed that magnetic fields are
indeed sub-critical and thus non-ideal MHD effects (specifically ambipolar diffu-
sion: Mestel and Spitzer 1956; Galli and Shu 1993; McKee et al. 1993) were invoked
as a means to slowly increase the mass-to-flux ratio and hence modulate the rate of
cloud collapse (and star formation).

Subsequently there has been considerable observational effort devoted to themea-
surement of magnetic fields in star-forming clouds. Although the morphology of the
magnetic field in the plane of the sky can be inferred from dust polarisation mea-
surements (e.g. Heiles 2000), its magnitude can only be estimated through Zeeman
polarimetry on Zeeman sensitive lines such as OH, CN and HI. Such measurements
however only measure the component of the magnetic field along the line-of-sight
and thus needs to be assessed in a statistical sense from a large ensemble of mea-
surements. Early studies (Crutcher 1999) indicated that the mass-to-flux ratios in
molecular clouds were close to critical (i.e. confirming that the magnetic energy den-
sity was of comparable magnitude to the gravitational potential energy). A decade
of further observations and analysis has led to the conclusion that the mass-to-flux
ratio is roughly twice critical: Crutcher et al. (2010) noted that the Zeeman data
was ‘inconsistent with magnetic support against gravity’ and noted that the observed
scaling of magnetic field strength with density (B ∝ ρ2/3) was as expected if the
magnetic field was being passively advected in a gravitationally dominated flow.
This situation is in contrast to that in the diffuse (atomic) interstellar medium where
magnetic fields are instead sub-critical (Heiles and Troland 2004) and the lack of
correlation between magnetic field strength and density is indicative of magnetically
dominated conditions.

Clearly, therefore, magnetic fields must be important in the process of GMC
formation from the diffuse medium (Kim and Ostriker 2006; Mouschovias et al.
2009). Even on the scale of GMC interiors (which will form the subject of much of
these chapters), the only mildly super-critical conditions mean that magnetic fields
should not be ignored. It is worth emphasising that most of the simulations described
below omit magnetic fields for purely practical reasons.

The above results have an important implication for what is often described as the
‘star formation efficiency problem’.Given that hydrodynamical andMHD turbulence
both dissipate on a free-fall time and given that magnetic fields are insufficient to
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prevent collapse, we are left to conclude that clouds should collapse on a free-fall
timescale, unless there are mechanisms that re-inject energy into the turbulence. We
might therefor expect—unless the formation of stars itself disperses the remaining
gas—that the timescale on which a GMC is converted into stars is its free-fall time
(∼1Myr). There are however a number of observational indications that this is not the
case. If we divide the entire mass of molecular gas in the Milky Way (∼109 M�) by
a typical cloud free-fall timescale, we would expect that the Galactic star formation
rate would be ∼103 M� yr−1, which exceeds the observed rate by more than two
orders of magnitude. We therefore conclude that the star formation rate associated
with GMCs (averaged over the time that gas is within GMCs) is much less than the
total mass in GMCs divided by the free-fall time.

This conclusion, based on galaxy-wide scales, has been confirmed by recent stud-
ies within individual GMCs. Probably the most comprehensive study to date is that
of (Evans et al. 2009) which used the Spitzer ‘Cores to Disks’ Legacy Survey to
compare the census of young stars with the magnitude of the available mass reser-
voir. The results of this exercise confirmed that star formation is indeed inefficient
with around 3–6% of the cloud mass being converted into stars per free-fall time.

1.4 Scaling Relations

Following the first large-scale surveys of the structure and kinematics of molecular
clouds, several correlations (‘scaling relations’) were noted by Larson (1981). These
are now knownwidely as ‘Larson’s Laws’ and concern the inter-relationship between
mass, linear size and velocity width for structures within molecular clouds:

1. The velocity dispersion σ across structures of different size (R) scales as σ ∝
R0.5 (see Solomon et al. 1987). Since this relation was derived from radio line
observations it is often termed the ‘size linewidth’ relation: see Fig. 1.1.

2. The mass (M), R and σ are related by M ∼ Rσ 2/G.
3. The mean density varies inversely with R or (equivalently) different structures

within clouds share a roughly constant column density: M ∝ R2. Note that a situ-
ation of constant column density cannot be true in detail or else there would be no
contrast between different structures within clouds. Lombardi et al. (2010) have
shown that extinction mapping (see Sect. 1.2.3) within several GMCs demon-
strates that the distribution of column densities within a cloud is describable as
a log normal. The mean column density within a cloud depends on the level at
which the data is thresholded (i.e. what is the lower limit on extinction used to
define the cloud boundary). Since the distribution of column densities appears to
be rather similar from cloud to cloud, the mean column density is indeed similar
in different clouds, provided the clouds are analysed above the same extinction
contour.
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Fig. 1.1 Size-line width radius relationship for molecular clouds in M33 (crosses). The grey dots
represent Milky Way molecular cloud data from Solomon et al. (1987) and Heyer et al. (2001). The
power-law fit gives �V ∝ r0.45±0.02. Figure from Rosolowsky et al. (2003)

It can immediately be seen that any two of Larson’s laws imply the third and so
one would like to know which two of the laws are ‘fundamental’ and which one is
just a consequence of the other two. We will consider (1) and (2) in a little more
detail.

It is often said that molecular clouds exhibit supersonic turbulence: supersonic
motions are of course immediately implied by the high ratio of kinetic to thermal
energy in GMCs that was noted in Sect. 1.3. It is debatable whether these strong
internal motions can strictly be described as turbulence (where this is understood
to represent a steady state cascade of energy from a large [driving] scale to the
small scale at which it is dissipated). Larson however pointed out that the first law
was roughly consistent with such a scenario. If one considers a power spectrum
P(k) ∝ k−a (where k is related to the wavelength, λ via k = 2π/λ) then the kinetic
energy per unit mass associated with wave vectors in the range k, to k + dk is given
by P(k)k2dk. From this one can deduce that the mean square velocity associated
with size scale R should scale as σ 2 ∝ R(a−3) and thus the Larson Law would
suggest a power spectrum with a = 4. This value is suggestively close to several
well-studied categories of turbulence (e.g. incompressible ‘Kolmogorov’ turbulence
has a = 11/3, compressible ‘Burgers’ turbulence has a = 4 while MHD turbulence
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has a = 3.5). Myers and Gammie (1999) explored this possibility further, examining
the case of injection at finite driving scales. They pointed out that the asymptotic
relationships described above should flatten out at size scales above the ‘driving’
scale: the fact that this is not observed within GMCs (see Fig. 1.1) then implies that
the driving scale is large (of order 100pc or above), and would suggest that energy
is injected into the clouds from the larger scale galactic environment.

A large body of work has been devoted to modelling GMCs as turbulent systems
but it is worth repeating that we do not know whether GMCs have had time to
achieve the steady state turbulent cascade that is observed in situations of laboratory
turbulence. If they are indeed in such a steady state, then the turbulent structure
depends only on the physical conditions in the medium (compressibility, presence
of magnetic fields, etc.) and not on the initial conditions. If they are not in a steady
state (as is the case for a large category of the simulations that we will discuss in
forthcoming chapters, where clouds fragment into stars on a free-fall time) then the
statistics describing kinematic and density structures are constantly evolving. In this
case the power spectrum partly reflects the formation history of the cloud and it
becomes particularly important to understand the nature of the relationship between
the internal kinematics of GMCs and their interaction with the wider environment.

Turning now to Larson’s second law, we note that there are several different
interpretations. One extreme interpretation would be to say that Larson’s 1st and 3rd
laws are ‘fundamental’ for some reason and that therefore the 2nd law (σ 2 ∝ M/R) is
just a mathematical consequence of the other two laws. In this extreme interpretation,
this scaling has nothing to do with the role of gravity in molecular clouds. Another
interpretation is to note that the constant of proportionality in this relation is of order
G (the gravitational constant), suggesting that self-gravity plays an important role in
determining cloud structure.Note that this is aweaker statement than another extreme
version which maintains that clouds are in a state of virial equilibrium (which has
led to this assumption being used in order to determine cloud masses, e.g. Blitz et al.
2007; Bolatto et al. 2008).

Much observational data has been assembled on the masses and kinematics of a
range of clouds, both in the Galaxy (Heyer et al. 2009) and in extragalactic environ-
ments (Rosolowsky 2007; Bolatto et al. 2008). These studies express the degree of
gravitational boundedness of clouds in terms of a parameter αvir which is propor-
tional to the ratio of kinetic energy to potential energy and which would be unity in
the case of a spherical cloud in virial equilibrium (and equal to 2 in the case of a mar-
ginally unbound spherical cloud). A large scatter in αvir values is found at all masses,
with values ranging from somewhat less than 1 to around 10 (see Fig. 1.2). It is not
clear what fraction of this scatter can be attributed to observational uncertainties. The
mean is close enough to unity to discourage the idea that gravity is irrelevant to this
relation. Nevertheless the large scatter means that it is still arguable whether the bulk
of clouds are gravitationally bound or unbound; as we shall see later (see Chap.4,
Fig. 4.1), rather small differences in αvir in the region of marginal boundedness can
have dramatic effects on the star formation rate.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-47290-3_4
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Fig. 1.2 Plot of the gravitational parameter (α; see text) as a function of molecular cloud mass
from Solomon et al. (1987) and Heyer et al. (2009). Figure from Dobbs et al. (2011b)

1.5 GMCs and the Large-Scale ISM

At this point we can start to see that the properties of GMCs are quite well charac-
terised observationally but that we do not understand some important empirical facts
(such as why the fraction of clouds that is converted into stars per crossing time is so
low, nor what drives the inter-relationship between the Larson scaling relations). In
both cases it is likely that the answers are related to processes that originate beyond
the GMCs themselves in the wider galactic environment.

In recent years, advances in computational power have enabled some ambitious
galaxy-wide simulations that have started to shed some light on the relationship
betweenGMCs and thewider ISM: for example, the grid based calculations of Tasker
and Tan (2009) and the complementary smoothed particle hydrodynamics (SPH)
calculations of Dobbs et al. (2011a). From the perspective of our present discussion,
the main questions of interest are whether such galaxy-wide simulations give rise to
GMC-like structures that, for example, obey the scaling relations discussed above
(it should be stressed that the ‘clouds’ formed in this simulation are in themselves
insufficiently resolved for one to follow star formation within them directly). It is
found that the simulations do a reasonable job at reproducing the size-line width
relation, although the dynamic range of the simulated clouds is small compared with
that covered by observations. It is however hard to identify exactly what physical
processes contribute to the form of the relationship in the simulated clouds (indeed
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Dobbs and Bonnell 2007 have shown that such a relationship is readily obtained from
a variety of situations where clouds form in clumpy shocks, even in the absence of
self-gravity).

The kinetic and potential energy contents of clouds formed in galaxy-wide simu-
lations have also been analysed and demonstrate that a number of factors (including
numerical resolution; Tasker and Tan 2009) affect whether clouds are predominantly
bound or unbound. For example, Dobbs et al. (2011a) found that clouds were pre-
dominantly unbound in the case of magnetised simulations on account of the role
of magnetic fields in inhibiting collapse. In the absence of magnetic fields or (para-
metrised) supernova feedback, cloud collapse produces a roughly virialised (hence
bound) state; however even in the absence of magnetic fields the number of unbound
clouds increases strongly as the strength of the feedback is increased. Dobbs et al.
(2011a) argued that the latter is more realistic since the unbound clouds in the sim-
ulation are rather aspherical (similar to those observed; Koda et al. 2006) whereas
gravitationally bound clouds collapse to more spherical configurations.

A further cloud diagnostic that may relate to the mode of cloud assembly is
whether the net cloud rotation is prograde or retrograde (with respect to the rotation
of the host galaxy). Rosolowsky et al. (2003) noted that a surprisingly large number
of clouds in M33 were counter-rotating and that the magnitude of rotation in the
prograde population was too small to be consistent with angular momentum con-
serving collapse associated with gravitational instability. The simulations of Dobbs
(2008) suggested that those (generally higher mass) clouds that are self-gravitating
are indeed prograde, but that an important population of smaller clouds, which are
formed mainly by agglomeration, display a mixture of prograde and retrograde spin
directions.

A final point to emerge from these larger scale simulations is that they agree on
the importance of encounters between clouds. This is a caveat that should be borne
in mind when interpreting the simulations that we will be discussing later, which
(for reasons of computational economy) consider cloud evolution in isolation. For
example, Tasker andTan (2009) emphasise that their cloud-cloud collision timescales
are shorter than many estimates of GMC lifetimes and that ‘...an individual GMC
is just as likely to have its properties dramatically altered by a merger than by a
destructive mechanism such as supernova feedback or ionization feedback’. In a
similar vein, Dobbs et al. (2011a) note that ‘...the constituent gas in GMCs is likely
to change on timescales ofMyr... A cloud seen after 30Myr may not be a counterpart
to any cloud present at the current time’.

Evidently such large-scale simulations are in their infancy and at this stage some
of the insights are rather qualitative. It however appears ‘rather easy’ to produce
clouds whose properties (mass, spins, morphology, internal kinematics, gravita-
tional energy) roughly match those observed. In the simulations, both self-gravity
and agglomeration play roles in cloud creation, with the former being increasingly
important at larger cloud scales. Moreover, the simulations raise important doubts
about the legitimacy of treating any GMC’s evolution as being truly isolated from its
environment and paint a picture in which clouds’ individual identities are mutable
on timescales of Myr.
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1.6 Summary: Key Observational Constraints
for Simulations

We will proceed in the following chapters to describe a variety of hydrodynamical
simulations of star and cluster formation and so we end this chapter by listing the key
factors that should inform the design and interpretation of such simulations: (i) It is
necessary to model loosely bound and unbound clouds. (ii) Ideally such simulations
should include magnetic fields, since the magnetic energy density in clouds is similar
in magnitude to their kinetic and gravitational energies. (iii) Ideally such simulations
should model interaction with the surroundings—this is particularly hard to model in
a meaningful way without resorting to galaxy-scale simulations and thus sacrificing
resolution within clouds. (iv) Clouds should not necessarily be regarded as examples
of fully developed (steady state) turbulence, especially given the insights above about
the transient lifetimes of clouds as distinct entities. (v) Finally, the results of such
simulations need to be monitored with regard to the ‘efficiency’ (rate per free-fall
time) of their resulting star formation, in order that they do not exceed the upper
limits imposed by observations.
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