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Abstract: Much of a planet’s composition could be determined right at the onset of formation.
Laboratory experiments can constrain these early steps. This includes static tensile strength
measurements or collisions carried out under Earth’s gravity and on various microgravity platforms.
Among the variety of extrasolar planets which eventually form are (Exo)-Mercury, terrestrial planets
with high density. If they form in inner protoplanetary disks, high temperature experiments are
mandatory but they are still rare. Beyond the initial process of hit-and-stick collisions, some additional
selective processing might be needed to explain Mercury. In analogy to icy worlds, such planets
might, e.g., form in environments which are enriched in iron. This requires methods to separate
iron and silicate at early stages. Photophoresis might be one viable way. Mercury and Mercury-like
planets might also form due to the ferromagnetic properties of iron and mechanisms like magnetic
aggregation in disk magnetic fields might become important. This review highlights some of the
mechanisms with the potential to trigger Mercury formation.

Keywords: mercury; planet formation; protoplanetary disk; iron-silicate separation; extrasolar planets

1. Planet Formation

The problem of planet formation has not been solved. There have been many reviews and
books on planet formation over previous years though to highlight the state-of-the-art knowns and
unknowns [1–9]. Some of these have focused more on theoretical aspects or numerical modeling. A few
have approached the problem from the meteoritical side. Also, some have focused on earlier times of
protoplanetary disks while others focused more on the later stages of planetary system evolution.

This review is also biased. Here, we highlight processes that would be in favor of the formation
of a planet like Mercury. In particular, we put the focus on laboratory experiments simulating the early
phases of planet formation. The rough structure of the review is as follows. First, a sketch of what
is generally known about planet formation is laid out as the fundamental basis. Then, a laboratory
technique is introduced which, in previous years, has proved to be highly useful for studying the
interaction of many particle systems of dust grains and aggregates thereof. This might be very specific,
but it is not widely known. In particular, the underlying physics that it is based upon is itself important
in protoplanetary disks of low pressure. This becomes important again later on. These experiments
lead to the bouncing barrier and ways how it might be overcome. This is then the entry point for
introducing the special nature of Mercury-like planets. Naturally, the influence of temperature is
discussed next, as Mercury is the innermost planet of the solar system that is closest to the sun.
To explain the metal-rich planet photophoresis and thermoluminescent erosion are introduced as
metal-selective. Finally, the effects of magnetic selection due to the ferromagnetic nature of iron are
discussed based on novel experiments, and the review is closed with a short conclusion.
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The Red Lines of Planet Formation

Johansen et al. [6] called their review “multifaceted planetesimal formation”. Indeed planets
and planetesimal formation have many aspects. Nevertheless, some milestones and processes from
micrometer dust to planet size objects are accepted by most in the field. Previous research has focused
on different details along these few red lines in planet formation. Aspects of planet formation along
these lines that are currently considered to have a reasonable share in planet formation are shown in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Some standard ideas on planet formation. The top left, blue shaded region concerns the
processing of small grains and is, in part, accessible to laboratory experiments. Sand, pebble, and boulder
are used for particles of different size ranges. Solid lines indicate standard ways to proceed in size.
Dotted lines are alternatives or still under discussion. Dashed ways refer to the influence of pebbles
(cm-sized objects), currently studied for a number of different phases of planet formation. Red: some
dominating processes in certain phases; bold: most important milestones.

Starting in a protoplanetary disk, gas giants have to form at least within a few million years
before the disk is dispersed [10,11]. In the core accretion scenario, a core that would count as a nice
Super Earth by itself has to be formed first to efficiently accrete gas afterwards [12,13]. Much of
the planet formation in this scenario and for terrestrial planets anyway is a bottom up perspective
where dust is the starting point and ever larger bodies evolve one way or the other. The details of
“one way or the other” is actually the important and interesting, debatable part of planet formation.
Laboratory experiments are one possible way to constrain these details, especially, the formation of
km-size planetesimals.

The two mechanisms that have been discussed for planetesimal formation are collisional
growth [14] and self-gravity [15]. Initially, all relevant experiments and simulations show that
conquering the first few orders of magnitude in size can easily proceed by collisional aggregation.
Starting from Brownian motion-induced collisions between sub-micrometer dust grains [16,17] over
fractals [18,19] to compact sub-mm aggregates [20–22], there is no doubt that collisional growth is
efficient. Exact timescales are set by the local dust densities and variations in collision velocities related
to the disk’s gas. If the aggregates are in the sub-mm or mm range after this initial dust merging might
be debated, but the first of several hard stops in growth is then encountered.



Geosciences 2018, 8, 310 3 of 20

Once the dust aggregates are compact, the collision energy can essentially no longer be dissipated
by restructuring, and collisions lead to bouncing, hence, this was termed the bouncing barrier [23].
Cases of sticking in individual collision experiments have been observed aplenty [24–26]. This might
be taken as a hint that the bouncing barrier might not be so rigid. However, experiments with
ensembles of grains showed that such connections between grains are only temporary [26]. Being very
weak, the connections act like rated breakpoints only to be broken by any later collision. In an ever
colliding ensemble, one collision can easily disassemble a connected cluster that has formed previously,
returning Sisyphos’ stone back downhill. It is important to note that in a disk dominated in mass by
the gas, the bouncing of solids does not lead to a collisional cooling. The mm grains couple to the
gas on timescales far smaller than collision timescales, and collision velocities stay constantly “high”.
Self-consistent growth experiments starting with smaller grains have shown that a bouncing barrier
naturally evolves [27–30]. A snapshot of an initial and final configuration from a levitation experiment
by Demirci et al. [27] is shown in Figure 2.

1 mm

Figure 2. Initial and final ensemble in a laboratory experiment where dust aggregates are
levitated at low ambient pressure on a hot surface by a self-generated Knudsen compressor.
Starting with 100 micrometer dust aggregates, mm-aggregatges grow at speeds of mm/s to cm/s.
(from Demirci et al. [27]).

Relevant collision velocities in protoplanetary disks are only in the mm/s to cm/s range for mm
grains. Being slow makes it hard to study free collisions in laboratory experiments. Therefore, two
main roads were taken to study such processes. First, microgravity allows slow collisions to be studied
without the interference of sedimentation [31,32]. Early on, it was shown that bouncing collisions
can prevail among the different outcomes of collisions [33]. The microgravity time that can be used
more regularly in facilities, like drop towers or parabolic flights, is short—in the order of, e.g., 9 s for
a launched experiment in the Bremen drop tower or somewhat larger than 20 s in parabolic flights.
Long term evolution cannot be studied here. This requires sub-orbital flights with microgravity times
of minutes [34,35] or experiments in orbit [16,25,36]. Such opportunities are rare though and require
long development times.

2. Experiments with Levitated Grains

Alternatively, gravity can be accounted for by different levitation mechanisms. One that was
used frequently for studies related to planet formation was introduced by Kelling and Wurm [37].
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One might ask if it might be useful to elaborate this specific experimental technique in more detail here.
Considering that this is a review, we still think this is valuable, as the underlying physics is related to
the later fundamental process of photophoresis or thermoluminescent erosion. It is prime evidence
that the effects of low pressure non-equilibrium physics are more than simply a detail as they even
allow the Earth’s gravity to be counteracted. The levitation principle is therefore visualized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. At low ambient pressures, thermal creep through dust aggregates generates an air cushion
for the aggregates to levitate upon (from Kelling et al. [30]).

The way this works is as follows. Along a surface with a temperature gradient, gas always flows
from cold to warm in a thin layer that is the size of the mean free path of the molecules. This is called
thermal creep. Thermal creep might be slightly counterintuitive. Thinking of an ideal gas being heated,
the gas expands, moving from warm to cold. Thermal creep is gas moving along a surface the other
way from cold to warm. Usually, there is a backflow above that layer and thermal creep goes unnoticed
at high pressure. If so, it can safely be ignored. In some cases though, being as remote as it can be for
many every-day applications, thermal creep comes with surprises. In a capillary, which is smaller than
or on the order of the mean free path, the backflow is suppressed and capillaries can act as pumps,
called Knudsen pumps due to some pioneering work by Knudsen [38].

The pores of a dust aggregate in the experiments mentioned here act like capillaries. So if
dust aggregates are placed on a heater their bottom heats up. The top sides cool by radiation.
If the pressure is now reduced to some mbar, thermal creep starts working and the dust aggregates
become small Knudsen pumps. An overpressure is generated between heater and dust aggregate.
If that pressure increase is strong enough—and in fact it can be much stronger than an aggregate’s
weight—the aggregate lifts itself. Even ice aggregates can be lifted this way as long as the top
side is much cooler e.g., using a liquid nitrogen cooled sky above the ice aggregates though
thermophoresis, the motion of a solid particle in a gas with temperature gradient, has to be considered
in addition [39–41]. Aumatell and Wurm [42] used this to study the break-up of sublimating ice
aggregates, which is a mechanism discussed to generate dust enrichment close to the snowline [43,44]
or as part of a more elaborate scheme of snowline effects on planet formation [45,46]. Anyway, the
maximum overpressure in a capillary Knudsen pump can be calculated by [47,48].

∆P = Pavg
∆T
Tavg

QT
QP

, (1)

where Pavg and Tavg are the average pressure and temperature. If the aggregate could freely pump and
would not create a pressure difference, a continuous flow rate density Ṁ can be generated according to

Ṁ = Pavg
F√

2kB/µTavg

(
L
Lx

∆T
Tavg

QT

)
, (2)
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with F as fraction of the area covered by capillaries. In both equations Q are parameters depending on
the Knudsen number Kn (ratio between mean free path and particle size). QT harbors the physics of
thermal creep. L is the diameter of the capillary or pores, Lx is the thickness of the dust layer or length
of the capillary. As mentioned above for high pressure (small Kn) QT turns to zero. These equations
are displayed here to highlight the important parameters. Details, e.g., on calculating QT and QP can
be found in the respective references. Based on laboratory experiments Koester et al. [49] set up a
model of the granular Knudsen compressor accurate to a factor of 2 and details can be found there.

Thermal creep and related effects get some more attention in this review for several reasons.
It drives levitation which proved to be a powerful tool for laboratory studies as indicated above.
In contrast to e.g., a flow table at normal pressure to levitate macroscopic objects, collisions can
essentially be studied as ballistic due to the low pressure. Second, the same mechanism of thermal
creep can also provide internal overpressure in experiments to measure tensile strength. It especially
provides a way to produce overpressure in very small, very fragile dust aggregates [50]. In short,
if a weakly bound, warm aggregate cools, it cools outside-in. That generates a temperature
gradient and thermal creep. Again gas flows toward the warm side, this time the center of the
aggregate. This way, it generates an overpressure within the aggregate, which can overcome
tensile strength [50]. Combining both, levitation and overpressure by cooling allows a systematic
study of tensile strengths on the Pa level, e.g., important for cometary matter (Demirci, personal
communication). Maybe even more interesting, as further aspect though, beyond its technical
application, low pressure/non-equilibrium gas physics is actually a mechanism acting under the
real conditions of protoplanetary disks and planet formation itself. Especially Mercury formation
might in parts depend on it. Before highlighting some of these aspects we would like to return to the
bouncing barrier first, though.

Evolution beyond Bouncing

How can pre-planetary evolution proceed if, due to bouncing, collisional growth no longer works
for sand size particles? There are two options which can both kind of get started with the question:
What if we just assume for a moment that not sand but larger pebble or boulder size bodies were
present in the disk for some unknown reason?

Also here, as first option, collisions have been considered. The results of collisions change strongly
with a larger body present. Larger bodies get more sensitive to turbulence and radial drift velocities
increase. Taken together they move with higher velocity through the disk [51–53]. If they collide
among themselves they tend to get destroyed easily as has also been seen in experiments [54–56].
This fragmentation is generally considered an obstacle for further growth [57,58]. However, if these big
aggregates collide with smaller particles, i.e., the sand-sized population stuck at the bouncing barrier,
they can still grow [55,59–61]. An example is shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. If small aggregates collide with larger ones the small fragmenting projectile leaves some
mass on the larger target (from Teiser and Wurm [60]).
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The small collision partner (projectile) does fragment but some part sticks to the larger body
(target). This is sometimes called mass transfer collision. This way growth of planetesimals is possible
in principle as larger bodies feed upon the smaller grains [62,63]. It is also interesting that the bouncing
barrier is actually beneficial for producing ever larger bodies. If all grains could grow in all collisions
there would be many large objects eventually, only to be destroyed again while colliding among
themselves. This is prevented if most mass is left within the smaller grains. This process is rather slow
though and 100 m bodies would only grow at 3 AU on timescales of a million years [62]. Work in this
field continues. In any case, mass transfer works and it will be an important process in the detailed
evolution of solids in protoplanetary disks even if it should turn out not to be the initial process to set
off the first wave of planetesimal formation.

As alternatives, mechanisms have been worked out to concentrate the solids to a level that
self-gravity takes over and leads to a direct formation of planetesimal. Most prominent after some
initial increase in dust to gas density “one way or the other” is the streaming instability [64,65].
As indicated above, the streaming is also based on the assumption that larger particles would already
be present in large quantities, e.g., by drifting inward [58]. The streaming instability especially in
the inner regions of protoplanetary disks would need grains of cm-size, or “pebbles”, rather than
sub-mm sized “sand” [6]. There are many active works on the streaming instability. It has to be noted
though that they are all of theoretical or numerical nature and are not the focus here. Nevertheless,
first attempts to verify the concept in laboratory experiments are currently underway and indeed
streaming like, collective motions in a cloud of grains has been observed [66].

The connection between collisional and non-collisional formation path is still not very tight if
overlapping at all. It is curious that grains so small as sand are already problematic in the making of
planets of thousands of km. So the question of how to proceed after the bouncing barrier is still not
settled. What further options are there?

3. Mercury-Like Planets

At this stage, we leave the common ground of planet formation and focus on Mercury-like planets.
In the solar system, there is a general trend for denser terrestrial planets to be found further inward.
For example, regarding the uncompressed density , Mercury is very dense at 5.3 g/cm3, Earth is
somewhat less dense at 4.4 g/cm3, and Mars even lighter at 3.8 g/cm3 [67]. The high density of
Mercury is attributed to its large iron core. In agreement with the radial trend in density attributed to
iron, meteorites, originating mostly from the asteroid belt, have much lower iron contents [68]. There
are, by now, a number of extrasolar planets that have a high density, also indicating that they have
large iron cores [69–72]. How do these high density planets fit into the scheme of planet formation?
We do not discuss late stage processing, like giant impacts or evaporation, which would both strip
off the mantle of lower density planets [73,74]. Somehow, results from the MESSENGER probe seem
incompatible with such very high temperature events [75]. Even though the data are still sparse,
Mercury-like planets might form far inside of 1 AU, and the process might favour iron. Therefore,
processes that preferentially form these planets might be sensitive to thermal conductivity, assuming
iron to be in a metal phase. Growth processes might also be selective for increasing the temperature, or
the ferromagnetic nature of iron might be important. We erode these possibilities a bit more in the
following sections.

3.1. Temperature and Collisional Growth

Material is one way to play around with for planet formation quite generally. It is also well known
from experiments that water ice is much stickier than silicates [41,76–78]. This led to the idea that
beyond the snowline, literally huge, incredibly low density aggregates of nm-size ice grains might
grow, circumventing all barriers before they compact [79,80]. Further out in the disk, where, e.g.,
CO2 condenses, this advantage of increased stickiness dissolves again as has been shown in collision
experiments by Musiolik et al. [81]. This changes the evolution of “dust” in protoplanetary disks and
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its appearance [82]. Nevertheless, a few AU dominated by water ice might have the potential for
collisional growth of water-icy planetesimals.

If the inner terrestrial planets, i.e., Mercury, were born locally this cannot be the whole story.
It is still worth following along a similar path and also considering changes in composition in the
inner disk, as dust is a multi-component mixture of different minerals. At higher temperatures,
mineral transformations are possible, as grains in protoplanetary disks drift inwards towards higher
temperatures. Radial inward drift of solids naturally occurs in disks with outward decreasing pressure.
The gas in the disk is pressure gradient supported and moves slower than Keplerian. The grains couple
to the gas, and they also move slower than Keplerian and thus, feel some residual gravity dragging
them inwards [53]. Pressure bumps might locally stop, trap, and concentrate particles in the disk.
Anyway, does drift towards higher temperature regions change the composition and does that change
sticking? One way to study this in laboratory experiments is as follows: Dust of a given composition
that is initially at room temperature is tempered at different higher temperatures for a certain period
of time. This heating might transform minerals. Therefore, the composition of the sample is studied
after tempering when the dust is cooled again to room temperature. The same tempered dust samples
are used for collision experiments. This way a correlation between sticking properties and radial
inward drift in protoplanetary disks can be studied. This approach was taken by Demirci et al. [27].
They started with a basalt sample and noted that tempering (in air) induced strong changes in iron
bearing minerals as, e.g., seen in Figure 5. They observed a decline in the fractions of olivines and
pyroxenes and in the formation of iron oxides.
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Figure 5. Changes in mineral content measured by Moessbauer spectroscopy for a basalt sample
heated in air at different temperatures (from Demirci et al. [27]).

The authors also note that tempering in air does not exactly simulate the solar nebula environment.
This will change the mineralogy but, so far, these are the only experiments on this topic, and more
relevant ambient environments are planned for the future as the effects on aggregation have been
proved to be significant. After tempering, collision experiments were carried out. They showed that
these mineral changes influence the sticking properties. While they also noted an increase in the
constitutent grain size during tempering which cannot be ruled out completely as a factor, this change
was continuous with temperature, while the aggregation changed stepwise. The size of aggregates
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grown from dust tempered at more than 1000 K is a factor of 1.5 smaller than for dust not treated at
temperatures that high. Is such a small factor really significant for planetesimal formation? It is, at
least, a first hint. On one hand, this is the only experiment that has been carried out so far. It is likely
that scanning the large parameter space of minerals, temperatures, ambient gas during tempering,
and grain sizes might turn out larger factors. However, even if the factor is that small, not much
more might be needed to decide if planetesimals form or not. There is currently only a small gap
between the bouncing barrier and streaming instabilities, and small factors might be sufficient. As seen
in Figure 6, exoplanet statistics suggest that they occur less frequently beyond 1000 K. This is still a
general statement for planet formation at high temperatures. Whether this favours iron rich minerals
in general is an open question.
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Figure 6. The occurence of small extrasolar planets depending on orbit temperature. The lines mark
the sticking transition observed in experiments at 1000 K and the limit of sublimation. The inset shows
the same data as a histogram over temperature (from Demirci et al. [27]).

Real collisions can be complemented by the measurement of static mechanical properties.
Tensile strength, which was mentioned above, is among the important ones. It quantifies a pressure
applied to a sample directed outwards to the point that this sample is ripped apart. In a qualitative
sense, as it is related to sticking forces, it gives a measure of the capability of a sample to form larger
objects in collisions. They do not give a direct hands-on size-limit for growing dust as directly evident
from collision experiments. Nevertheless, tensile strength enters e.g., in collision simulations of larger
bodies, which are out of bounds for laboratory experiments [83–85]. Systematic measurements were
carried out by Blum and Schraepler [86] for high porosity and Meisner et al. [87] for untempered,
compact SiO2 aggregates.

A first approach to study a higher temperature case was taken by de Beule et al. [88]. They found
that the tensile strength of tempered palagonite dust increased at about 800 K. This suggests better
sticking and growth of larger aggregates, in contrast to the results found by Demirci et al. [27] where
the size of the dust aggregated at the bouncing barrier decreased beyond 1000 K. However, the tensile
strength might not translate directly to larger aggregate growth, and they used a different mineral
composition. How these static measurements can be interpreted in the context of collisions requires
the combined study of static and dynamic properties. In any case, collision experiments suggest that
the formation of extrasolar planets might be decreased inside of the 1000 K distance. While this is still
tentative, this is in agreement with extrasolar planet statistics (Figure 6).

The experiments mentioned so far simulated mineral transformation, but experiments were
carried out under rather cool conditions. So, the dust was only tempered for some time. In addition,
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effects on collisions and sticking properties have to be expected if the material’s viscosity is decreased,
or when the material becomes plastic when grains really collide under hot conditions, i.e., approaching
their melting point . A very prominent case from the early phases of planet formation showing that
two mm particles glue together if they collide when hot involved compound chondrules . Chondrules,
in general, are formed by flash heating in the solar nebula to temperatures of 1800 K to 1900 K [89].
They are abundant in the meteorite class of chondrites which owe their name to their existence.
Chondrules likely were dust aggregates beforehand. Cooling is expected to proceed on a timescale of
minutes to hours. If they collide early on during the cooling phase, they collide in a hot state and form
compound chondrules. Early experiments on compound chondrule formation were carried out by
Connolly et al. [90]. Recent collision experiments with mm-glass and basalt grains by Bodgan et al. [91]
approached this from the lower temperature end and with sticking properties in mind. By heating up
to 1500 K, they showed that collisions only get stickier above 1000 K, and the coefficient of restitution
(velocity after collision/velocity before a collision) only approaches 0 at 1100 K for glass and 1200 K for
basalt grains. In any case, no sticking was observed at a collision velocity of about 1 m/s. The coefficient
of restitution for basalt is shown in Figure 7. Heating at higher temperatures for 24 h allowed grains
to sinter together if possible which suggests that the formation of compounds only occurs in a small
temperature range between 1350 and 1450 K.

Figure 7. Coefficient of restitution (k) for collisions between a hot mm basalt sphere and a cold glass
target on the ground. The collision velocity was about 1 m/s. The inset shows the onset of sintering
and strong melting if heated for 24 h at higher temperatures (from Bodgan et al. [91]).

Similar effects have to be expected not only for compound chondrule formation but, in general, in
the hot inner part of protoplanetary disks. Experiments on hot collisions of basalt dust aggregates,
once again using the levitation technique described above but with a different heater (laser),
have already been carried out (Demirci et al., in preparation). Up to temperatures of 1100 K, increased
sticking probabilities were observed at collisions with speeds in the order of 1 cm/s, though sticking is
still an exception. Thus far , these experiments have only probed a small range of parameters, and we
are still far from a picture of particle growth at high temperatures. In view of Mercury, a selective view
on iron properties during high temperature collisions is needed. It is clearly too early to say whether
mineral transformations and growth at high temperatures would favour the formation of Mercury
planets . Actually, the few works that have been carried out did not look into this. However, it is
quite obvious that temperature does not only matter for ice but also at the higher end. If Mercury-like
planets form in the inner parts of protoplanetary disks, such effects should be considered for their
making, but to what end this leads, remains to be seen. It might support or prohibit planet formation
in certain parts of the inner regions of protoplanetary disks.
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3.2. Photophoresis

Approaching the inner edge of protoplanetary disks, eventually, it has to be considered what effect
stellar radiation has on planet formation. It has been shown in a number of papers that photophoresis
is an efficient non-gravitational force in such environments, e.g., Krauss and Wurm [92] and Wurm and
Krauss [93] were the first to apply photophoresis to protoplanetary disk conditions. They showed that
rings in disks can naturally be formed in optically thin but gaseous disks. Similar aspects were studied
by Herrmann and Krivov [94], Takeuchi and Krauss [95], and Husmann et al. [51] for transitional
disks. When working in transitional disks assumed to be close to dissipation, this might not be a
prime mechanism for planet formation, but rather, it may be important for shaping the later stages of
disks and late stages of planet formation. An important point is that photophoresis requires directed
illumination, which, in optical thick parts of protoplanetary disks, is not provided by the central star .
In any case, disks have inner edges in their dust distribution, and these are places where the action of
photophoresis is not debatable.

Photophoresis has some nice features which make it tempting for application to Mercury or
iron-rich planet formation. Photophoresis is a force that acts on a particle in a dilute gas due to
the temperature difference between the illuminated and non-illuminated sides of a grain [96–99].
This already hints at its importance in the context of Mercury’s formation. As photophoresis depends
on the temperature gradient along a grain, it is stronger for particles which do not conduct heat
well [100]. Therefore, it clearly distinguishes between metal (iron) grains and silicates. The latter can
be pushed outwards by photophoresis while metal grains are left behind. In this way, a natural iron
gradient evolves over the protoplanetary disk or initially along its edge, as shown by Wurm et al. [101].
This compositional differences emerging from photophoretic drag were also seen in more complex
simulations of disks [102].

While metals are left behind, silicates are transported outwards. This might explain how minerals
formed in a hot state are delivered to the cool comet forming regions [103–105]. If an inner edge
is moving outward, photophoresis might trigger a wave of planetesimal formation that is relevant
to the meteoritical record [106]. The problem with the optical thick inner part of protoplanetary
disks might be bypassed by moving grains over the optical thin surface [107,108]. However, direct
stellar radiation might not be the sole driver for photophoresis, e.g., Loesche et al. [109] showed that
temperature fluctuations, e.g., those witnessed by chondrule formation, lead to efficient photophoretic
forces. McNally and Hubbard [110] investigated photophoresis in more detail in dense environments .
Therefore, e.g., relative velocities might just be increased for silicates, not for metal grains, giving pure
iron a head start in growth.

In any case, focusing on experiments here, besides the numerous numerical simulations that
eroded the idea of photophoretic drag, experiments were carried out to quantify the strength for
relevant particles in protoplanetary disks. Wurm et al. [111] studied the strength for chondrules
and dust aggregates in drop tower experiments. Loesche et al. [112] improved these measurements,
Kuepper et al. [113] quantified photophoresis on very small dust aggregates, and von Borstel and
Blum [114] also added microgravity data about photophoresis.

An example of particle movement in a drop tower experiment is shown in Figure 8. Grains
can easily speed up to cm/s, but it should be noted that the large grains still accelerate due to long
gas-grain coupling times. Only once the drag force equals the photophoretic force do particles move
with constant velocities. At low pressures, the photophoretic strength decreases, but the drag force
also decreases . Therefore, the final velocities are independent of the ambient gas pressure, and
final velocities can be taken as a direct measurement of the expected speeds in protoplanetary disks
depending on the light flux.
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Figure 8. Photophoresis on JSC Mars 1a grains in a drop tower experiment. Two images with
superpositions of 200 frames each from a movie sequence (duration = 0.4 s). The illumination is from
the top with a laser beam with 20 kW/m2. The particle velocities depend on the size (smaller grains
are generally slower) which is visible in the different track lengths. Larger grains still speed up though,
as the gas–grain coupling time is in the order of the elapsed experiment time (see Kuepper et al. [113]
for details of the setup).

While microgravity is well suited to quantify small photophoretic forces, thermal gradient forces
can also be stronger than the Earth’s gravity [39,115]. Therefore, van Eymeren and Wurm [116]
analyzed the rotation of grains in the context of photophoresis for levitated grains. The result was that
rotation is not usually an obstacle to photophoretic forces.

The experiments and numerical simulations led to better quantification of photophoretic forces,
as given by Loesche et al. [117] and Loesche and Husmann [118], i.e., at low protoplanetary disk
pressures, photophoretic motion due to temperature differences induced by illumination with a given
light flux (I) was approximated with high accuracy by [117]:

F = −π

3
α

P
T+ · T

r2 I J1
k
r + 4σεTb

3 (3)

T+ = T + α (Tb − T) (4)

Tb =
4

√
I

4σ
+ T4. (5)

Here, T is the gas (and radiation) temperature; J1 is the asymmetry factor, often assumed to
be J1 = 0.5; α is the thermal accomodation factor which is smaller than 1; ε is the emissivity of the
grain which is also smaller than 1; σ is the Stefan–Boltzmann constant; and r is the particle radius.
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Importantly in the context of sorting, e.g., due to metal and silicates, is the thermal conductivity (k)
which can vary by orders of magnitude.

No doubt, in dark disks in thermal equilibrium, photophoresis does not work. However, in the
illuminated regions or regions out of equilibrium, photophoresis is not a detail but can, e.g., be
stronger than stellar gravity. We note that photophoresis has also been discussed in atmospheric
science [115,119]. Here, a different photophoretic mechanism is often invoked based on differences in
the accomodation coefficients over the surface of one individual grain. Then, it is sufficient for the
grain to have a temperature different to the gas temperature, but the grains would move in arbitrary
directions or the movement would depend on aligning torques [120]. Nevertheless, this might
increase the collision velocities and change the early phases of planet formation as well. Experimental
findings on levitated grains have sometimes been interpreted as α-photophoresis [121–123]. Specific
experiments for dust in protoplanetary environments concerning this α-mechanism are missing or
have been non-conclusive.

3.3. Thermoluminescent Erosion of Pre-Planetary Surfaces

In the context of inner planets close to the star, light-induced forces are important, as illumination
not only pushes grains outwards. A subsurface overpressure can actually destroy larger dusty bodies
by continuously shedding its surface layers as experiments and calculations, as shown by Wurm [124]
and Wurm and Krauss [125]. A number of further experiments and detailed works have been carried
out in that field [126–128]. One of them has already been mentioned above in the context of tensile
strength measurements of tempered minerals [88]. An example of a particle ejection from a dusty
surface at a low ambient pressure is shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Grains that were eruptively ejected from an illuminated surface at a low ambient pressure
(from Kelling and Wurm [127]).

Both, ground-based as well as microgravity experiments have been used to quantify the idea
of surface erosion by thermal creep, photophoresis, or thermophoresis. In a certain way, this is
comparable to the Knudsen compressor levitation experiments described above. Here though, the
temperature is set by the illumination. This effect has also been applied to Mars [129–131]. This shows
that even moderate illumination of a few hundred W/m2 provides efficient lift.

In the context of Mercury planets, this mechanism is again sensitive to the material, e.g.,
heat conduction. At this point, we can only speculate that, again, selective erosion might leave
iron rich planetesimals behind, but experiments on selective erosion are missing.
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3.4. Magnetic Aggregation

Iron, as a metal, is not only a good heat conductor but also bears the well known ferromagnetism.
Could this be important for the formation of iron rich planets? Meteorites show that metallic iron was
present during the early phases of planet formation. The selective growth of Mercury-like planets
might, therefore, be tied to magnetism. The underlying process is rather simple. Magnetic dipoles
attract each other. This force can be much larger than van-der-Waals forces for sticking grains and can
act over larger distances. Aggregates of magnetic dipoles should, therefore, be formed more easily and
should be more stable. If this bias of magnetic aggregation translates into larger aggregate sizes of iron
rich material, further processes, e.g., streaming will carry this bias to planetesimal size. There are a
few works and experiments that have investigated the aggregation of iron [132–134]. They studied
the aggregation of dust without an external magnetic field though, which limits the magnetization
to some remanent magnetic fields. Iron can do more. In the inner regions of protoplanetary disks
magnetic fields in the order of 1 mT or more can be present [135,136]. This is sufficient to magnetize
iron strongly and might lead to the preferential growth of iron aggregates where silicate aggregates
would no longer grow. Hubbard [137] suggested a mechanism that he called magnetic erosion, where
the speed up of approaching magnetized dust destroys an aggregate and removes the silicates but
keeps the iron bound.

Kruss and Wurm [138] just recently carried out first collision experiments with levitated aggregates
consisting of a mix of iron and silicates placed in a magnetic field. While magnetic erosion has not been
verified so far, another interesting observation was made. Depending on the field strength and the iron
content, the aggregates clustered together, forming larger clusters of aggregates as compounds, bound
together by magnetic dipole interaction. Turning off the magnetic field, the clusters dissolved again.
The clusters of aggregates in a magnetic field turned on and off allows the clustering to be visualized
nicely (Figure 10).

2mm

2mm

Figure 10. Formation of an elongated cluster of aggregates after applying a magnetic field of 7 mT
(from Kruss and Wurm [138]).
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This mechanism can clearly shift the bouncing barrier to larger sizes, preferentially for metal
(iron) rich aggregates. Therefore, below the Curie temperature of 1040 K where iron is ferromagnetic
and decreasing with distance to the star, the preferential growth of Mercury-like (iron rich) planets
might be initiated. This is also consistent with the general trend of iron depletion with the radial
distance. It is also interesting that this mechanism is again tied to a temperature threshold of about
1000 K as also found in the collision experiments with tempered dust and—more important—in the
(preliminary) statistics of terrestrial extrasolar planets [27]. The study of magnetic aggregation has just
started, but the first results show promising potential, especially for Mercury formation.

4. Conclusions

Laboratory experiments are a valuable tool for testing and quantifying different mechanisms that
might be important for planet formation. With a focus on Mercury, processes that act better at small
distances to the star and that distinguish between iron and silicates are of special interest. Increasing
temperatures are one aspect, and clearly, collisions depend on the temperature—its history as well as
the actual temperature during collisions. No concluding remark can be given yet, except that growth
changes. More work is needed in this field beyond the handful of experiments carried out.

For the application of photophoresis, light, or at least temperature fluctuation, is a prerequisite.
So, in a sense, this mechanism always has to fight for light. However, if any directed or fluctuating
radiation field is present, at least ranging from visible to IR, its effect is huge, and it cannot be neglected.
It has the advantage of combining two aspects: it is, in principle, stronger closer to the star and it can
separate iron from silicates, both supporting the radial metal gradient and Mercury’s iron nature.

Last but not least, aggregation in magnetic fields also fulfills both requirements. Magnetic
fields are stronger closer to the star, and aggregation is favoured for metallic iron dominated grains
(below 1040 K).

Laboratory experiments are limited to small size scales. So, these mechanisms can only trigger
formation processes. How this is inherited by proceeding formation phases is a different story. At this
point, it is unclear if this all regularly leads to the formation of Mercury planets or if Mercury is rather
exceptional. However, there are some promising candidate mechanisms supported by laboratory
experiments to explain the high density of Mercury and the making of Exo-Mercury planets.
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128. Kocifaj, M.; Klačka, J.; Wurm, G.; Kelling, T.; Kohút, I. Dust ejection from (pre-)planetary bodies by
temperature gradients: Radiative and heat transfer. Mon. Not. R. Astron. Soc. 2010, 404, 1512–1518.
[CrossRef]

129. Schmidt, F.; Andrieu, F.; Costard, F.; Kocifaj, M.; Meresescu, A.G. Formation of recurring slope lineae on
Mars by rarefied gas-triggered granular flows. Nat. Geosci. 2017, 10, 270–273. [CrossRef]

130. De Beule, C.; Wurm, G.; Kelling, T.; Koester, M.; Kocifaj, M. An insolation activated dust layer on Mars.
Icarus 2015, 260, 23–28. [CrossRef]

131. Neakrase, L.D.V.; Balme, M.R.; Esposito, F.; Kelling, T.; Klose, M.; Kok, J.F.; Marticorena, B.; Merrison, J.;
Patel, M.; Wurm, G. Particle Lifting Processes in Dust Devils. Space Sci. Rev. 2016, 203, 347–376. [CrossRef]

132. Nuth, J.A.; Berg, O.; Faris, J.; Wasilewski, P. Magnetically enhanced coagulation of very small iron grains.
Icarus 1994, 107, 155. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://dx.doi.org/10.3847/1538-4357/834/1/48
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/mnras/stw2279
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0004-637X/814/1/37
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2010.01.033
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0004-637X/792/1/73
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaerosci.2014.06.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1051/0004-6361/201219622
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2966.2011.20020.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaerosci.2016.04.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaerosci.2016.08.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaerosci.2005.02.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011JD015958
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0021-8502(85)90018-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0021-8502(89)90722-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2966.2007.12105.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.96.134301
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16711990
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0004-637X/763/1/11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0004-637X/733/2/120
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2966.2010.16370.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ngeo2917
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2015.06.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11214-016-0296-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/icar.1994.1013
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11539125


Geosciences 2018, 8, 310 20 of 20

133. Nübold, H.; Poppe, T.; Rost, M.; Dominik, C.; Glassmeier, K.H. Magnetic aggregation. II. Laboratory and
microgravity experiments. Icarus 2003, 165, 195–214. [CrossRef]

134. Dominik, C.; Nübold, H. Magnetic Aggregation: Dynamics and Numerical Modeling. Icarus 2002,
157, 173–186. [CrossRef]

135. Dudorov, A.E.; Khaibrakhmanov, S.A. Fossil magnetic field of accretion disks of young stars.
Astrophys. Space Sci. 2014, 352, 103–121. [CrossRef]

136. Brauer, R.; Wolf, S.; Flock, M. Magnetic fields in circumstellar disks. The potential of Zeeman observations.
Astron. Astrophys. 2017, 607, A104. [CrossRef]

137. Hubbard, A. Explaining Mercury’s density through magnetic erosion. Icarus 2014, 241, 329–335. [CrossRef]
138. Kruss, M.; Wurm, G. Seeding the formation of Mercurys: An iron sensitive bouncing barrier in disk magnetic

fields. Icarus 2018, submitted.

c© 2018 by the author. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0019-1035(03)00153-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/icar.2002.6813
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10509-014-1900-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1051/0004-6361/201731140
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2014.06.032
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Planet Formation
	Experiments with Levitated Grains
	Mercury-Like Planets
	Temperature and Collisional Growth
	Photophoresis
	Thermoluminescent Erosion of Pre-Planetary Surfaces
	Magnetic Aggregation

	Conclusions
	References

