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No mafic layer in 80 km thick Tibetan crust

Gaochun Wang® "3, Hans Thybo® #>°™ & Irina M. Artemieva® &/.8%

All models of the magmatic and plate tectonic processes that create continental crust predict
the presence of a mafic lower crust. Earlier proposed crustal doubling in Tibet and the
Himalayas by underthrusting of the Indian plate requires the presence of a mafic layer with
high seismic P-wave velocity (V,>7.0km/s) above the Moho. Our new seismic data
demonstrates that some of the thickest crust on Earth in the middle Lhasa Terrane has
exceptionally low velocity (V, < 6.7 km/s) throughout the whole 80 km thick crust. Observed
deep crustal earthquakes throughout the crustal column and thick lithosphere from seismic
tomography imply low temperature crust. Therefore, the whole crust must consist of felsic
rocks as any mafic layer would have high velocity unless the temperature of the crust were
high. Our results form basis for alternative models for the formation of extremely thick
juvenile crust with predominantly felsic composition in continental collision zones.
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t is widely accepted that the continental lower crust is com-

posed of mafic rocks!, as generally observed globally in the

thick crust of orogens, shields, and platforms2-8. It has been
suggested that the lower crust does not need to be basaltic’, but
until now all seismic observations show high P-wave velocity,
which requires that the bulk composition of the lower crust must
include at least 20-40% of mafic rocks!?. The ongoing Indo-Asian
continental collision has created some of the thickest crust on
Earth, which is conventionally assumed to include a thick mafic
lower crust with high seismic velocity (V,>7.0km/s)!1-17,
although the lowest crustal velocity remains relatively uncon-
strained by the hitherto available data.

The crustal velocity structure of inner Tibet is sparsely con-
strained due to complicated fieldwork logistics under the extreme
climatic and topographic conditions. Tectonically, the Himalayan-
Tibetan orogen includes a series of amalgamated terranes, which
are separated by major suture zones. The Tethyan Himalaya (TH)
has Gondwana affinity and may have formed part of the Indian
Plate. Further north, the Lhasa terrane (LT) is part of the Eurasian
Plate, and it is usually assumed to be underthrust by the Indian
Plate. The resulting crustal doubling!!~17 implies that the crust
should contain large amounts of mafic material.

Most of the few available controlled source seismic profiles in
the LT (Fig. 1c) were acquired at low resolution and with limited
depth coverage due to sparse horizontal sampling!8. These rela-
tively old profiles, acquired between 1974 and 1992, provide
indication for low velocity and felsic material in the crust in
LT down to the Moho at ca. 60 km depth!8-20, All seismic models
of thicker crust sampled in Tibet and elsewhere on Earth,
including the Andes, include a high-velocity lower crust!821-24,
In particular, models close to the suture between the Lhasa and
Qiangtang terranes in northern LT include a lower crust with
high velocity and an unconstrained high velocity gradient from
6.6 to 7.3 km/s between 42 and 62 km depth around 89-92 °E2122
and up-to 6.9-7.3km/s between 50 and 75km depth around
93 °E22, However, due to sparse distribution of shot points, these
results have large uncertainty and the velocity gradient is
unconstrained by the data in both profiles.

Surface wave tomography results include a low shear wave
velocity feature in the crust at the depth range of 20-40 km,
which is interpreted as partial melting or mineral alignment in
most of central Tibet?>~27. The reference S-wave velocity model
for ChinaZ® includes low velocity down to Moho at 60-70 km
depth in most of southern Tibet, but there is a trade-off between
the velocity of the lower crust and the upper mantle, such that the
lower crustal velocity determined from surface wave tomography
has relatively large uncertainty. Joint inversion of surface waves
and receiver functions has identified an up-to 75 km thick crust in
western Tibet, including a high-velocity lower crust?8.

Magnetotelluric data identify low resistivity?® in the middle
crust along the southern margin of the Tibetan plateau and in
northern and eastern Tibet’¥, which the authors explain by
the presence of minor conducting phases, melt, or water2>3],
consistent with low seismic velocity in the middle crust2>20,
However, the models indicate that the resistivity increases in the
lower crust below ~50 km depth in the LT. The high resistivity is
interpreted as a relatively cold and thick lithospheric structure
compared to the Qiangtang terrane, and it may also indicate high
seismic wave velocity2.

Receiver function results image two lower crustal converters in
parts of the LT, which have been interpreted as indication for
crustal doubling (Fig. 1c) caused by the presence of subducted
Indian lower crust below southern Tibet!1-17. This model implies
that a mafic crustal layer, possibly in eclogite facies with high
seismic velocity!3, is present below Tibet from the TH in the
south to the Qiangtang Terrane in the north!! or at least to 31 °N

in northern LT!314 Receiver function studies report Moho
depths of up-to ~70-75 km in the LT!1-14 and exceptionally thick
crust extending to depths of around 90 km in the Quintang Block
in western Tibet3 and in Pamir34. These interpretations assume
that the lower crust has high seismic velocities which, however,
are unconstrained by the applied methods. Therefore, the inter-
pretations of the crustal lithology, the nature of the seismic
converters, and their depths so far remain unconstrained.

Here, we present and interpret the velocity structure in the TH
and the LT in central-southern Tibet along a NS-striking wide-
angle reflection and refraction profile. Comparison of our results
with typical crustal lithologies shows that the whole crust consists
of felsic rocks, including the lower crust at depths of ~50-80 km.
The presence of felsic lower crustal rocks to depths of 80 km in
some of the thickest crust on Earth provides data-based evidence
for new understanding of the evolution of the continental crust
and the formation of the Tibetan plateau.

Results

Seismic data and interpretation. Our new 450 km long, NS-
striking controlled source seismic profile (Fig. 1) constrains the
velocity structure of the whole crust at high resolution in the LT
and TH. This refraction/wide-angle reflection seismic profile
extends at around 88.5 °E between ca. 28.3 °N in the TH and the
Bangong-Nujiang suture (BNS) at ca. 32 °N with a station spacing
of ~1.5km and a nominal shot spacing of ~45km (Fig. 1b). In
total, 311 short-period geophones recorded signals from ten large
shots, each with 2000-4000 kg of explosives detonated in ~50 m
deep boreholes (Fig. 1b, “Methods” section).

The data were interpreted by phase correlation and traveltime
picking of the main seismic phases from the crust and uppermost
mantle, followed by tomographic inversion and ray tracing
traveltime modeling of the crustal velocity structure as well as
extensive tests of uncertainties in the model (“Methods” section,
Supplementary Figs. 1, 5, 6 and 7).

Seismic model. Our seismic velocity model (Fig. 2) challenges
conventional models of continental crustal structure and
previous models of the Tibetan region. It shows the following
characteristics:

(1) Presence of very thick crust in LT extending down to 80 +
2 km, which is among the thickest crust observed on Earth
and thicker than generally observed in LT.

(2) Distinct difference in velocity structure between the crust of
LT and TH, which challenges previous interpretations
based on lower-resolution seismic data.

(3) Presence of a high-velocity zone in the lower crust of TH
with V,>7.0 +0.2 km/s.

(4) Absence of a high velocity lower crust in LT in contrast to
any other thick continental crust, which conventionally
includes a thick mafic lower crustal layer (Fig. 3). The
extremely low velocity in the whole crust down to Moho at
80+ 2km in LT is everywhere <6.7 £ 0.2 km/s (on average
6.32-6.45km/s for the whole crust), whereas velocities
>7.0km/s are everywhere observed in other extremely
thick crust.

(5) Presence of a continuous Moho along the whole seismic
profile, which indicates that the Indian lower crust cannot
subduct into the upper mantle below TH and LT.

(6) Normal Pn velocity (8.1 + 0.2 km/s) from TH to the middle
part of LT and low Pn velocity (7.6 + 0.2 km/s) further to
the north.

The presence of a high-velocity lower crust in the southern end
of the profile is consistent with underthrusting of Indian Plate
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Fig. 1 Topographic map, seismic profile location in Tibet and geologic setting. a Topographic map with major tectonic units and sutures. Black rectangles
show locations of maps in b and ¢. b. Location of seismic refraction/wide-angle reflection profile across LT and TH. Blue dots: seismometer locations; red
stars: seismic source locations; circles: location and hypocentre depth for all deep (>50 km depth) earthquakes within the map from 1990 to 2017 (ISC,
http://www.isc.ac.uk/). ¢ Major geological structures®263 and areal coverage of three series of volcanism#8-50.64, | ocations of proposed underthrusted
Indian Plate from receiver functions (“crustal doubling”) are marked'21315-17_Earlier seismic refraction/wide-angle reflection profiles are shown by stippled
lines, and thick purple lines indicate ray coverage for Moho reflections. Insert shows location of study area. QB Qaidam Basin, SB Sichuan Basin, SGT
Songpan-Ganzi Terrane, QT Qiangtang Terrane, LT Lhasa Terrane, HB Himalayan Block, TH Tethyan Himalaya, BN Bangong-Nujiang suture, GCF Gyaring
Co fault, JS Jinshajiang suture, LMF Luobadui-Milashan Fault, IYS Indus-Yarlung suture, STD South Tibet Detachment, MBT Main boundary thrust, SNMZ
Shiquan River-Nam Tso Mélange Zone, TYR Tangra YumCo rift, PXR Pumqu-Xianza rift, YGR Yadong-Gulu rift.

lower crust below TH and at maximum ca. 50 km into LT (Fig. 2).
The continuous and smooth Moho interface and constant Pn
velocity show that the lower crust of the Indian Plate cannot
extend further north than to 30 °N. The observed high-velocity
lower crust below TH is characteristic of the Indian Plate lower
crust, e.g., the crust of the Dharwar Craton in India includes a

lower crustal layer between 32 and 42 km depth with a velocity
>7.0 km/s73> (Fig. 3), whereas the LT lower crustal velocity is
small (<6.7km/s). This shows that the Indian crust cannot
underthrust LT because the lower crustal velocity then would be
high. If the Indian crust were subducting into the upper mantle
below LT, the Moho would be disrupted and low Pn velocity would
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Fig. 2 Seismic P-wave velocity structure along our wide-angle seismic profile across LT and TH. a Elevation of the seismic profile with location of faults
and suture zones (red arrows) and location of different terranes (color line). b Crustal velocity structure along the seismic profile. Seismic sources: red
stars; velocity discontinuities: white lines; location of earthquakes within a 100 km wide corridor: black circles; € Horizontal resolution for the velocity model
estimated as the Fresnel zone width. d Ray tracing coverage of the seismic model for the end shots 01 and 10, illustrating the high resolution of the lower
crust and depth to Moho, see also Supplementary Fig. 5. e Traveltime fit for seismic phases for the two end shots. Lines show calculated traveltimes and
vertical bars show observed traveltimes with length of bar corresponding to uncertainty of pick. f Seismic section for SPO1 reduced by 8 km/s with
traveltime picks. g Seismic section for the reversed SP10 with traveltime picks. Abbreviations as in Fig. 1.

be observed in the sub-Moho mantle (Fig. 2b). The present well
constrained seismic observation contradicts earlier suggestions that
Indian crust extends across LT and dips into the upper mantle!1-1>,

The unusual low-velocity continental crust in LT is well
constrained by our newly acquired, high-resolution seismic data.
The resolution of depth and velocity are #2km and +0.2 km/s,
respectively (Supplementary Fig. 1, “Methods” section). The
horizontal resolution varies with depth and is better than 8 km at
the Moho at ~80km depth (Fig. 2c). We have carried out
extensive robustness tests based on linear least-squares inversion,

which demonstrate that neither higher lower crustal velocity nor
deeper Moho can explain the seismic observations (Supplemen-
tary Figs. 6 and 7, “Methods” section).

Interpretation of lithology. To interpret the possible composi-
tion of the anomalous crust of LT, we compare crustal velocity-
depth profiles for TH and southern, central and northern LT
with velocity-depth profiles for typical crustal lithologies (Fig. 4),
calculated by the thermodynamic, phase equilibrium code,
Perple_X3037, for relevant temperature regimes8. The chosen
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mafic composition, which makes its structure unique.

compositions represent felsic and mafic-to-intermediate granu-
lites as observed in xenoliths from southern LT (~29.3 °N, 87 °E)
ca. 30 km north of the TYS3%40 as well as pelite granulite! and a
global average continental lower crust?l.

No reliable heat flow measurements exist in the study region
because all measurements were carried out in shallow boreholes
along roads that follow fault zones and include hot springs in their
vicinity*243, However, the presence of deep earthquakes in LT
(Figs. 1b and 2b), down to the Moho at ~80 km depth, demonstrates
that the crustal temperatures are low (<550-600°C), because
otherwise the crust would not be able to sustain sufficient stress to
generate earthquakes*4. Low heat flow has also been inferred from
integrated geophysical-petrological interpretation3?, and is sup-
ported by the finding of up-to 300km thick lithosphere from
seismic tomography in the same area*>%0. In this low temperature
regime only felsic rock types, such as felsic granulite, can explain the
observed low Vp velocities in the lower part of this exceptionally
thick crust (Fig. 4c). Even at very high temperature, mafic
composition cannot explain the low Vp at the base of the LT crust
(Fig. 4d-f).

The observed seismic velocities in the lower crust of TH are
consistent with granulite compositions if temperatures are relatively
high (800-900°C at Moho) or relatively felsic compositions if
temperatures are similar to LT (Fig. 4d, e). The calculated average
global lower crustal composition (Fig. 4f) predicts seismic velocities
that are too high to explain the observed velocities for any
temperature regime.

Discussion

We conclude that the whole crust in LT along our profile is felsic
from surface to the Moho, despite it represents some of the
thickest crust on Earth with a thickness of 80 km. This precludes
the presence of mafic lower crust and therefore the lower crust of
LT cannot consist of underthrust crust of the Indian Plate along

our profile, contrary to earlier models based on receiver function
interpretations!1~1°, It also precludes the presence of a lower
crustal layer in eclogite facies above the Moho!>!* along the
profile, because such rocks would have high seismic velocity. The
model shows that the Indian plate cannot underthrust the LT
for more than ca. 50 km in the region around our profile at ca.
88.5 °E, whereas the underthrusting may extend for 100-150 km
north of the IYS in a receiver function profile at around 85 °E!3.

The concentration of deep (down to 80 km depth) seismicity in
the felsic low-velocity crust of central LT is remarkable. Its origin
should be tectonic, because earthquakes associated with meta-
morphic transformations into eclogite facies, as recently proposed
for TH¥, cannot be generated in LT due to the lack of mafic
material.

The crustal structure of the LT (thickness, velocity and com-
position) is different from crust observed anywhere else on Earth,
including other regions with exceptionally thick crust (Fig. 3),
which challenges classical views on the nature of the continental
crust. We stress that volcanic rocks from the LT (Fig. 1c) are
characteristically almost entirely felsic*®4° in contrast to the
surrounding terranes**->l. We speculate that this surprising
crustal structure of LT indicates that it formed by a new type of
tectono-magmatic process.

If the 80 km thick felsic crust formed by magmatic processes,
there must have been equally massive production of mafic rocks that
are no longer present in LT. This implies massive removal of the
mafic part of the new crust, which may have contributed to the high
topography in Tibet>2. However, it appears unlikely that new crust
formed by magmatic processes in a subduction environment at any
time could include an 80 km thick felsic crust above a similarly thick
mafic lower crust. Such extremely thick crust would be unstable and
metamorphic processes in the lower, mafic crust would soon form
rocks with very high density. We therefore speculate if either tec-
tonic processes repeatedly separated the newly formed upper felsic
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crust from the lower mafic crust, or if the newly formed mafic lower
crust episodically delaminated due to metamorphic reactions, while
the crust-forming magmatic processes were active. The presence of
significant amounts of water from the long-lasting subduction of the
Tethyan oceans®® and high pressure in superdeep crustal layers
would facilitate metamorphic reactions. The negative buoyancy of
eclogite facies rocks with density substantially higher than mantle
peridotites would make the newly formed deep lower crust prone to
recycling into the mantle each time the eclogitic portion reached a
critical mass, leaving behind the extremely thick, entirely felsic crust
of LT. This mechanism has similarity to a recently proposed crust-
forming process!®>3, although the exceptionally thick crust may be
essential for the process to operate efficiently.

Seismic Pn velocity of the sub-Moho mantle supports this
model. Whereas the Pn velocity of 8.1 km/s along most of the
profile is consistent with a peridotitic mantle, the Pn velocity is
unusually low (7.6km/s) in northern LT below a clear Moho
reflector despite the crustal structure does not change across the LT.
This observation is consistent with recent results of Pn tomography
of Tibet>®. The low Pn velocity requires either the presence
of partial melt and high temperature in mantle material or the

presence of crustal material below the seismic Moho, such as mafic
granulite partially in eclogite facies. For an eclogite velocity of
8.6 km/s and a typical lower crustal velocity of 7.2 km/s, the Pn
velocity of 7.6 km/s implies that ca. 30% of the mafic granulite is in
eclogite facies below the Moho. Assuming densities of 3.0 and
3.6 g/cm? for mafic granulite and eclogite, the sub-Moho density is
ca. 3.2 g/cm3, which is less than mantle peridotite density. We,
therefore, speculate that the metamorphic process in northern LT
did not fully transform the mafic part of the newly formed crust
into eclogite facies, and that this part never delaminated due to
insufficient density and volume so that the low Pn velocity in
northern LT has a compositional instead of thermal origin.

The elevation of the LT was ~4 km at ~60 Ma after which uplift
has been slow and with small amplitude until now®>°°, If the
crust-forming processes involved continuous or episodic loss of
lower crustal material, the uplift of the Tibetan plateau was
probably not abrupt due to sudden loss of the whole high-density
lower crust®?. Instead the rise of LT would have been continuous
and gradual, simultaneous with the crust-forming processes, and
the rate of uplift may provide a proxy for the rate of felsic crust
production.
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The absence of a mafic lower crust in the central part of the
middle LT precludes future delamination due to lack of mafic
rocks that may transform into high density eclogitic rocks.
Therefore, models proposing future destruction of the entire
high-altitude Tibetan plateau by crustal delamination, such as
proposed for western Europe®2, followed by isostatic topographic
collapse®’, may be seriously questioned for LT. With the present
crustal structure, destruction of the Tibetan plateau in LT can
only happen by surface erosional processes or by basal thermal
erosion.

Our results provide the first direct geophysical observation of
exceptionally thick, fully felsic crust, as determined from unex-
pected low seismic velocity and low temperature for the 80 km
thick crust in the middle part of the LT. This finding challenges
earlier proposed geodynamic models for Tibet. Our results
demonstrate that some of the thickest crust on Earth lacks a mafic
lower layer and, therefore, its presence is inconsistent with
“classic” crust-forming models.

Methods

Seismic data. Our ~450 km long refraction/wide-angle reflection seismic profile
was acquired along ~88.5 °E longitude from September to October 2016 between
ca. 28.3 °N in the TH and the BNS at ca. 32 °N (Fig. 1b). Instruments were
deployed close to the only existing road in the area, which follows a major fault-
controlled depression in the surface, the Pumqu-Xianza rift. The seismic profile
includes data from 311 seismic stations and ten shots (Fig. 1b) with a station
spacing of ~1.5 km and a nominal shot spacing of ~45 km. The seismic instruments
were equipped with 2.5 Hz short-period 3D component geophones and the sample
rate was 10 ms. The seismic sources were four shots each with 4000 kg of explosives
each (shots SP01, SP02, SP09, and SP10) at the ends of the profile and six shots
each with 2000 kg of explosives (shots SP03-SP08, Fig. 1b and Supplementary
Table 1). All shots included charges in several boreholes at a depth of ~50 m.

Seismic analysis. Interpretation of the data includes phase correlation and tra-
veltime picking of the main seismic phases from the crust and uppermost mantle
(Fig. 2 and Supplementary Figs. 2-4), followed by tomographic inversion and ray
tracing traveltime modeling of the crustal velocity structure. The resolution of
depth and velocity are +2 km and +0.2 km/s, respectively (Supplementary Fig. 1),
and the horizontal resolution varies with depth as illustrated in Fig. 2c.

The seismic phases from the crust and upper mantle were correlated and
traveltimes were picked by use of the ZPlot software package (modified by P. Sroda
from ZPlot written by C. A. Zelt>3, Supplementary Fig. 2). The traveltime
tomography and ray tracing (Fig. 2 and Supplementary Figs. 2 and 5) to obtain the
P-wave velocity model were carried out with the software packages FAST® and
rayinvr8. The ray tracing modeling included a state-of-the-art, top-to-bottom
modeling procedure. We took into consideration the traveltime characteristics of
refracted and reflected phases in the crust and uppermost mantle. This includes
matching the apparent velocities of refracted phases, ensuring match of reciprocal
arrivals, to obtain true velocities in the Earth. Because the deeper seismic phases
primarily consist of overcritical reflections, we paid specific attention to match
traveltimes both around the critical point and in the far field reflections, which
primarily constrain the true velocities in the Earth, as well as the offset of the
critical point for the reflections, which constrains the velocity contrast across the
reflectors. The model is well constrained by reversed arrivals, also for the Pn phase
from the sub-Moho mantle.

Resolution of the seismic model. We use the diagonal values of the resolution
matrix to test the model reliability for depths and velocities®’. A parameter of the
velocity model is considered reliable if its diagonal value is larger than 0.5 within a
depth variation of Ad = +2 km. Almost all nodes within the area covered by seismic
rays are resolvable within 2 km at all depths (Supplementary Fig. 1a). By adding an
alternating velocity perturbation of +0.2 km/s to the velocity nodes followed by
inversion for the crustal velocity structure, we obtained the diagonal values of the
resolution matrix for velocities (Supplementary Fig. 1b). These values are larger
than 0.5 in almost the whole central part of the seismic profile, where the ray
coverage is denser than at the ends of the profile (Supplementary Fig. 5). High
resolution is also found around the IYS zone, although a few nodes have values
between 0.25 and 0.50.

Traveltime fit for seismic phases. Our velocity model has high resolution in the
shallow crust. The P waves traveling in the upper crystalline crust (Pg phase) can be
traced to offsets of more than 100 km and are identified in all the seismic sections
with clear onsets, which enables precise determination of arrival times. In the
following description we disregard the data from the low-energy shot SP02, which
only carried observable energy to ca. 60 km, and only for the Pg phase. The Pg

phase can be picked out to between ~40 and 110 km offset in all other seismic
sections (Supplementary Fig. 2). They show a clear delay across the IYS, which
indicates that our velocity model also constrains the low velocity structure beneath
the IYS. The sections show higher signal-to-noise level in LT than in TH, which
indicates that the seismic signals propagate better from TH into LT than in the
opposite direction and that the noise level may be higher in TH than in LT. These
observations are similar to observations of better transmission from sedimentary
basins to cratonic crust than in the opposite direction®!. However, the signals in all
sections are confidently correlated and the traveltimes are checked for reciprocity.

We picked five different types of reflection arrivals (Pc1P, Pc2P, Pc3P, Pc4P,
and Pc5P) in the crust from the interfaces C1, C2, C3, C4, and C5 as well as the
PmP reflection from the Moho and the Pn phase, which is the refracted wave below
the Moho (Supplementary Figs. 2 and 3). All the reflection arrivals are clear and
readily recognizable, although they have a relatively lower signal-to-noise ratio than
the P, phase. We estimate the crustal velocities deeper than ca. 10 km from the
slopes of the reflections, assuming that the observed reflections are super-critical,
such that the slope at the onset (critical point) represents the apparent velocity
below each discontinuity, and the slope at the far end represents the maximum
apparent velocity immediately above the discontinuity, corresponding to the merge
with the deepest diving wave in the layer. We further used the observed critical
distances for the reflections for determination of the velocity contrast across the
discontinuities. The apparent velocity is also affected by the dip of the discontinuities,
which generally is small, and which we correct for by the modeling and inversion. The
velocity in the uppermost mantle in the central part of the section is well constrained
by reversed refracted Pn arrivals.

The Pc1P phase is the reflection phase from interface C1 at depths of
~15-21 km. It generally appears at 20-80 km offset and can be traced to ~150 km
offset. This phase has high signal-to-noise ratio in the sections for shots 01, 03, 04,
05, 06, 07, and 08 and is observable in the sections for shots 09 and 10. Pc1P
merges with the Pg phase at far offsets, which provides credibility to our approach
for estimating the deeper velocities in the model from the slopes of reflected phases.
The slopes for the Pc1P phase at critical points (apparent velocity below interface
C1) range from about 6.4 to 6.7 km/s and the slopes at far ends (apparent velocity
above the interface C1) range from about 6.2 to 6.5 km/s, with the smallest values
around IYS.

The Pc2P phase, from interface C2 at depths of ~22-33 km, has apparent
velocities in the interval of 6.3-6.7 km/s, with about 6.7 km/s at critical points and
about 6.3-6.5 km/s at far ends. The Pc2P phase has large amplitude in the seismic
sections of shots 05, 06, 07, 08, and 09, in particular between 280 and 380 km along
the profile for shot SP05 and 300-380 km for shot SP06. The apparent velocity of
6.3-6.5 km/s above the C2-reflector is slower than for the Pc1P phase in the central
to northern part of the profile, where it indicates the presence of a possible low-
velocity zone between interfaces C1 and C2.

The Pc3P reflection with an apparent velocity of 6.4-6.5 km/s from interface C3
at depths of ~27-42 km is slightly weaker than Pc2P. It is identified in all seismic
sections except for shot SP02, and it shows strong amplitudes relative to other
phases at the far end. The slopes for Pc3P phase are about 6.75 km/s at critical
points and about 6.5 at far ends.

The Pc4P from interface C4 at depths of 33-48 depth is traced over long offset
intervals in the sections for shots 01, 03, and 10 and over relatively shorter intervals
in the other seismic sections. The slopes for Pc4P phase are about 6.7-7.0 km/s at
critical points and 6.5-6.7 km/s at far ends.

The Pc5P at depths of 47-59 km with strong amplitude and good continuity can
confidently be traced from 150 to 250 km offset in the section for shot SPO1 and
from 165 to 280 km offset in the section for shot SP10, whereas it only appears at
the end of the profile in other sections.

The ray tracing results show that each phase provides good spatial ray coverage
at all depths in the velocity model because the seismic phases generally are
correlated over large offset intervals (Supplementary Fig. 2). The crustal velocity
structure is therefore well constrained as is also evident from the resolution test
(Supplementary Fig. 1).

The PmP phases are correlated in the seismic sections for shots 01, 03, 04, 05,
08, 09, and 10 with variable waveform and amplitude. For shot SP01
(Supplementary Figs. 2a and 4a), the PmP reflection is observed from 250 to
360 km offset with weak amplitude. The PmP is strong for shot SP03
(Supplementary Figs. 2c and 4b) between 200 and 310 km offset, i.e., out to the end
of the profile. For the central shot points, the Moho reflection is only identified at
the far ends of the profiles for shots SP04, SP05, as well as for shots SP08 and SP10
(Supplementary Figs. 2d, e, h, j and 4c, e), and over the offset interval 220-300 km
for shot point SP09 (Supplementary Figs. 2i and 4d). The far offset amplitude of the
PmP reflection is strong for SP8 and SP10 (Supplementary Fig. 4c, e), probably
because the reflection is observed in the down-dip direction, which by reciprocity
improves the reliability of the PmP observations for SP1 and SP3 (Supplementary
Fig. 4a, b). As a result, the lower crustal velocities and Moho depths in our velocity
model are well constrained between 110 and 370 km along the profile with a small
gap between 310 and 330 km (Supplementary Fig. 2d, e).

To further test the velocity resolution, we also calculate the arrival times of the
PmP phases with different velocities in the lower crust (Supplementary Fig. 6). The
top lines in each slice show the calculated arrivals with the velocity of 6.5 km/s in the
lower crust of LT, and the bottom lines show the calculated arrivals with the velocity
of 6.8 km/s in the lower crust of LT. The shadow zones between the top and bottom
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lines show the arrival times between the velocity of 6.5 and 6.8 km/s. This test clearly
illustrates that the velocity in the lower crust cannot be larger than 6.7 km/s.

The Pn phases are correlated in the seismic sections of shots 01, 03, 08, 09, and
10. Clear arrivals for this diving wave in the upper mantle are identified from 250
to 390 km offset for shot SPO1 (Supplementary Figs. 2a and 3a), although the phase
is not identified between 335 and 350 km offset. For shot SP03 (Supplementary
Figs. 2c and 3b), the Pn phase is very clear from 300 to 330 km offset; there are
clear arrivals from 250 to 290 km offset in the seismic section of shot SP08
(Supplementary Figs. 2h and 3c); but the Pn phases can only be identified on some
of the seismograms from 280 to 320 km offset in the seismic sections of shots SP09
and SP10 (Supplementary Figs. 2i, j and 3d, e). The Pn phases provide good ray
coverage in the uppermost mantle between 120 and 320 km along the profile.

The 2-D ray tracing velocity model in Fig. 2b is constrained by about 99.5% of
the traveltimes picked from the seismic section (Supplementary Table 2). A picking
error of 100 ms is associated with the Ps and Pg phase, i.e., the first arrival
refractions from the sedimentary cover and the shallow crystalline basement, and
an uncertainty of 150 ms is associated with the traveltime picks for intra-crustal
reflections, PmP and the Pn. With these estimated uncertainties, the y? measure for
the calculated traveltimes is ~2.6 for the Pg phase and smaller for other phases,
resulting in an overall y2 of 1.7 for all phases constraining the velocity model
(Supplementary Table 2). A perfectly fitting model within uncertainties would
result in a )(2 of 1. The rms traveltime residual (trms) is less than the associated
picking error for all phases with an average value of 104 ms. All the calculated
traveltimes from each shot match the traveltime picks with few outliers as indicated
by the global x> measure.

The plot of ray coverage (Supplementary Fig. 5) and the traveltime residuals
(Supplementary Table 2) show that the crustal velocity model is well constrained
by the interpreted seismic phases.

Test of the robustness of lower crustal velocity and Moho depth. The
exceptionally low velocity of the 80 km deep lower crust in our seismic model is a
main finding. Resolution test shows that the model is very well constrained, and the
PmP and Pn phases are modeled within a rms traveltime misfit of 99 ms (Sup-
plementary Table 2 and Supplementary Fig. 2). Here, we provide further test of the
robustness of this key observation (Supplementary Fig. 7).

We test if the lower crustal velocity may be higher than in our preferred model
by manually changing it to a fixed value of 7.0 km/s and then inverting for Moho
depth. The result shows that there is no acceptable solution for this high lower
crustal velocity, and that the traveltime misfit remains larger than 220 ms for all
models (Supplementary Fig. 7i), which is larger than the estimated uncertainty of
the picks. Allowing the inversion algorithm to invert simultaneously for lower
crustal velocity and Moho depth leads to a model similar to our preferred model
with a lower crustal velocity of 6.7 km/s and a Moho depth of ca. 80 km in central
LT (Supplementary Fig. 7ii).

We further test if the Moho may be deeper than in our preferred model by
manually fixing all Moho depths in the model to 5 km deeper than in the preferred
model and then inverting for the lower crustal velocity. The result shows that there
is no acceptable solution and that the best obtainable model has a rms traveltime
misfit of 225 ms and that this model does not explain 19 out of 279 traveltime picks
(Supplementary Fig. 7iii). Allowing the inversion algorithm to invert
simultaneously for lower crustal velocity and Moho depth leads to a model similar
to our preferred model with a lower crustal velocity of 6.7 km/s and a slightly
shallower Moho than in the preferred model, although with larger rms traveltime
misfit of 115 ms and loss of coverage for 20 out of 279 traveltime picks
(Supplementary Fig. 7iv).

Data availability

All data are available in the manuscript and in Supplementary Figs. 2 and 3.

Code availability
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https://terra.rice.edu/department/faculty/zelt/.

Received: 10 September 2020; Accepted: 19 January 2021;
Published online: 16 February 2021

References

1. Rudnick, R. & Fountain, D. Nature and composition of the continental crust—
a lower crustal perspective. Rev. Geophys. 33 https://doi.org/10.1029/
95RG01302 (1995).

2. Carbonell, R. et al. Crustal root beneath the urals: wide-angle seismic evidence.
Science 274 https://doi.org/10.1126/science.274.5285.222 (1996).

3. Mechie, J. et al. Crustal and uppermost mantle velocity structure along a
profile across the Pamir and southern Tien Shan as derived from project
TIPAGE wide-angle seismic data. Geophys. J. Int. 188, 385-407 (2012).

10.

11.

13.

14.

15.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

Oncken, O. et al. Seismic imaging of a convergent continental margin and
plateau in the central Andes (Andean Continental Research Project 1996
(ANCORP'96)). J. Geophys. Res. 108(B7), 2328 (2003).

Thybo, H. et al. Upper lithospheric seismic velocity structure across the
Pripyat Trough and the Ukrainian Shield along the EUROBRIDGE'97 profile.
Tectonophysics 371, 41-79 (2003).

Clowes, R., Burianyk, M., Gorman, A. & Kanasewich, E. R. Crustal velocity
structure from SAREX, the Southern Alberta Refraction Experiment. Can. J.
Earth Sci. 39, 351-373 (2011).

Vijaya Rao, V. et al. Crustal velocity structure of the Neoarchean convergence
zone between the eastern and western blocks of Dharwar Craton, India from
seismic wide-angle studies. Precambrian Res. 266, 282-295 (2015).
Christensen, N. I. & Mooney, W. D. Seismic velocity structure and
composition of the continental crust: a global view. J. Geophys. Res. 100,
9761-9788 (1995).

Hacker, B. R., Kelemen, P. B. & Behn, M. D. Continental lower crust. Annu.
Rev. Earth Planet Sci. 43, 167-205 (2015).

Gao, S. et al. How mafic is the lower continental crust? Earth Planet. Sci. Lett.
161, 101-117 (1998).

Owens, T. J. & Zandt, G. Implications of crustal property variations for
models of Tibetan plateau evolution. Nature 387, 37-43 (1997).

Kind, R. et al. Seismic images of crust and upper mantle beneath Tibet:
evidence for Eurasian Plate Subduction. Science 298, 1219-1221 (2002).
Nabelek, J. et al. Underplating in the Himalaya-Tibet collision zone revealed
by the Hi-CLIMB experiment. Science 325, 1371-1374 (2009).

Wittlinger, G., Farra, V., Hetényi, G., Vergne, J. & Nébélek, J. Seismic
velocities in Southern Tibet lower crust: a receiver function approach for
eclogite detection. Geophys. J. Int. 177, 1037-1049 (2009).

Shi, D. et al. Receiver function imaging of crustal suture, steep subduction, and
mantle wedge in the eastern India-Tibet continental collision zone. Earth
Planet. Sci. Lett. 414, 6-15 (2015).

Zhang, Z. et al. The Moho beneath western Tibet: shear zones and
eclogitization in the lower crust. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 408, 370-377 (2014).
Xu, Q. et al. Detailed configuration of the underthrusting Indian lithosphere
beneath western Tibet revealed by receiver function images. J. Geophys. Res.
Solid Earth 122, 8257-8269 (2017).

Zhang, Z. et al. An overview of the crustal structure of the Tibetan plateau after
35 years of deep seismic soundings. J. Asian Earth Sci. 40, 977-989 (2011).
Xiong, X. & Liu, H. Crustal structure in the western Tibetan plateau. Chin. Sci.
Bull. 42, 665-669 (1997).

Liu, H. 3D structure of the physical properties and state of the deep materials, and
its forming dynamical process beneath the Tibetan Plateau (No. G1998040806),
in Research Report of National 973 Project—the forming and evolution of
Tibetan Plateau and its effects on environment and resources. (2003).

Zhao, W. et al. Crustal structure of central Tibet as derived from project
INDEPTH wide-angle seismic data. Geophys. J. Int. 145, 486-498 (2001).
Zhang, Z. & Klemperer, A. L. West-east variation in crustal thickness in
northern Lhasa block, central Tibet, from deep seismic sounding data. J.
Geophys. Res. 110 https://doi.org/10.1029/2004JB003139 (2005).

Beck, S. L. & Zandt G. The nature of orogenic crust in the central Andes. J.
Geophys. Res. 107 https://doi.org/10.1029/2000JB000124 (2002).

Yuan, X. et al. Moho topography in the central Andes and its geodynamic
implications. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 199, 389-402 (2002).

Yang, Y. et al. A synoptic view of the distribution and connectivity of the mid-
crustal low velocity zone beneath Tibet. J. Geophys. Res. 117, B04303 (2012).
Shen, W. et al. A seismic reference model for the crust and uppermost mantle
beneath China from surface wave dispersion. Geophys. J. Int. 206, 954-979
(2016).

Huang, S., et al. High-resolution 3-D shear wave velocity model of the Tibetan
Plateau: implications for crustal deformation and porphyry Cu deposit
formation. J. Geophys. Res. Solid Earth, 125 https://doi.org/10.1029/
2019JB019215 (2020).

Gilligan, A., Priestley, K. F., Roecker, S. W, Levin, V. & Rai, S. S. The crustal
structure of the western Himalayas and Tibet. J. Geophys. Res. Solid Earth 120,
3946-3964 (2015).

Unsworth, M. et al. Crustal rheology of the Himalaya and Southern Tibet
inferred from magnetotelluric data. Nature 438, 78-81 (2005).

Bai, D. et al. Crustal deformation of the eastern Tibetan plateau revealed by
magnetotelluric imaging. Nat. Geosci. 3, 358-362 (2011).

Wei, W. et al. Detection of widespread fluids in the Tibetan crust by
magnetotelluric studies. Science 292, 716-719 (2001).

Vozar, J. et al. Integrated geophysical-petrological modeling of lithosphere-
asthenosphere boundary in central Tibet using electromagnetic and seismic
data. Geochem. Geophys. Geosyst. 15, 3965-3988 (2014).

. Wittlinger, G. et al. Teleseismic imaging of subducting lithosphere and Moho

offsets beneath western Tibet. Earth Plan. Sci. Lett. 221, 117-130 (2004).
Schneider, F. M. et al. The crust in the Pamir: insights from receiver functions.
J. Geophys. Res 124, 9313-9331 (2019).

8 | (2021)12:1069 | https://doi.org/10.1038/541467-021-21420-z | www.nature.com/naturecommunications


https://terra.rice.edu/department/faculty/zelt/
https://doi.org/10.1029/95RG01302
https://doi.org/10.1029/95RG01302
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.274.5285.222
https://doi.org/10.1029/2004JB003139
https://doi.org/10.1029/2000JB000124
https://doi.org/10.1029/2019JB019215
https://doi.org/10.1029/2019JB019215
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

ARTICLE

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

Sarkar, D. K. et al. Crustal velocity structure of western Dharwar Craton,
South India. J. Geodyn. 31, 227-241 (2001).

Connolly, J. Multivariable phase diagrams: an algorithm based on generalized
thermodynamics. Am. J. Sci. 290, 666-718 (1990).

Holland, T. & Powell, R. An improved and extended internally consistent
thermodynamic dataset for phases of petrological interest, involving a new
equation of state for solids. J. Metamorph. Geol. 29, 333-383 (2011).
Artemieva, I. M. & Mooney, W. D. Thermal thickness and evolution of
Precambrian lithosphere: a global study. J. Geophys. Res. 106, 16387-16414 (2001).
Wang, R. et al. Xenoliths in ultrapotassic volcanic rocks in the Lhasa block:
direct evidence for crust-mantle mixing and metamorphism in the deep crust.
Contrib. Mineral. Petr. 171 https://doi.org/10.1007/s00410-016-1272-6 (2016).
Chan, G. H. et al. Probing the basement of southern Tibet: evidence from
crustal xenoliths entrained in a Miocene ultrapotassic dyke. J. Geol. Soc. Lond.
166, 45-52 (2009).

Rudnick, R. L. & Gao, S. 3.01 composition of the continental crust. Treatise
Geochem. 3, 1-64 (2003).

Francheteau, J. et al. High heat-flow in Southern Tibet. Nature 307, 32-36
(1984).

Jiang, G. Z. et al. Terrestrial heat flow of continental China: updated dataset
and tectonic implications. Tectonophysics 753, 36-48 (2019).

Chen, W.-P. & Molnar, P. Focal depths of intracontinental and intraplate
earthquakes and their implications for the thermal and mechanical properties
of the lithosphere. J. Geophys. Res. 88, 4183-4214 (1983).

Tilmann, F. & Ni, J. INDEPTH III seismic team. Seismic imaging of the
downwelling Indian lithosphere beneath central Tibet. Science 300, 1424-1427
(2003).

Liang, X. et al. 3D imaging of subducting and fragmenting Indian continental
lithosphere beneath southern and central Tibet using body-wave finite-
frequency tomography. Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 443, 162-175 (2016).
Jamtveit, B., Ben-Zion, Y., Renard, H. & Austrheim, H. Earthquake-induced
transformation of the lower crust. Nature 556, 487-491 (2018).

Yin, A. & Harrison, T. H. Geologic evolution of the Himalayan-Tibetan
orogen. Ann. Rev. Earth Pl Sci. 28, 211-280 (2000).

Chung, S.-L. et al. Tibetan tectonic evolution inferred from spatial and
temporal variations in post-collisional magmatism. Earth Sci. Rev. 68,
173-196 (2005).

Lee, H.-Y. et al. Geochemical and Sr-Nd isotopic constraints on the genesis of
the Cenozoic Linzizong volcanic successions, southern Tibet. J. Asian Earth
Sci. 53, 96-114 (2012).

Guo, Z. & Wilson, M. Late oligocene—early miocene transformation of
postcollisional magmatism in Tibet. Geology 47, 776-780 (2019).

Meénard, G. & Molnar, P. Collapse of a Hercynian Tibetan Plateau into a late
Palaeozoic European Basin and Range province. Nature 334, 235-237 (1988).
Lee, C.-T. & Anderson, D. L. Continental crust formation at arcs, the arclogite
“delamination” cycle, and one origin for fertile melting anomalies in the
mantle. Sci. Bull. 60, 1141-1156 (2015).

Nie, S. et al. Pn uppermost mantle tomography of Central Tibet: implication for
mechanisms of N-S rifts and conjugate faults. Tectonophysics 788, 228499 (2020).
Ding, L. et al. Quantifying the rise of the Himalaya orogen and implications
for the South Asian monsoon. Geology 45, G38583.38581 (2017).

Su, T. et al. No high Tibetan Plateau until the Neogene. Sci. Adv. 5, eaav2189
(2019).

England, P. & Houseman, G. Extension during continental convergence, with
application to the Tibetan Plateau. J. Geophys. Res. 94, 17561-17579 (1989).
Zelt, C. A. & Smith, R. B. Seismic traveltime inversion for 2-D crustal velocity
structure. Geophys. J. Int. 108, 16-34 (1992).

Zelt, C. A. & Barton, P. J. Three-dimensional seismic refraction tomography: a
comparison of two methods applied to data from the Faeroe Basin. J. Geophys.
Res. 103, 7187-7210 (1998).

Zelt, C. A. Modelling strategies and model assessment for wide-angle seismic
traveltime data. Geophys. J. Int. 139, 183-204 (1999).

Thybo, H. Crustal structure along the EGT profile across the Tornquist Fan
interpreted from seismic, gravity and magnetic data. Tectonophysics 334,
155-190 (2001).

62. Kapp, P, Yin, A, Harrison, H. & Ding, L. Cretaceous-tertiary shortening,
basin development, and volcanism in central Tibet. Geol. Soc. Am. Bull. 117,
865-878 (2005).

63. Styron, R,, Taylor, M. & Okoronkwo, K. Database of Active structures from
the Indo-Asian Collision. Eos 91 https://doi.org/10.1130/GES00217.1.Wessel
(2010).

64. Wang, L. Q,, Pan, G. T,, Ding, J. & Yao, D. S. Guidebook of 1:1,500,000
Geological Map of the Qinghai-Xizang (Tibet) Plateau and Adjacent Areas
1-288 (Geological Publishing House, 2013).

Acknowledgements

Seismic instruments were provided by the Short-period Seismograph Observation
Laboratory, IGGCAS (Beijing). The data acquisition was led by professor X. Tian
from Institute of Geology and Geophysics, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing.
We would like to thank all members of the IGGCAS group for collecting the seismic
data in the field. We thank PhD student at IGGCAS, Yibing Li, for calculating the
velocity-depth profiles using the Perple_X program. This research was supported by
the National Key R&D Program of China (Grant No. 2016YFC0600301). The inter-
pretation was supported by grant No. 92055210 from National Science Foundation of
China to H.T., and grants DFF-1323-00053 to I.LM.A. and FNU16-059776-15 to H.T.
from the Danish Research Council. H.T. and LM.A. were also partially supported
through the MOST special funds for GPMR State Key Laboratory (CUG-Wuhan)
(GPMR2019010).

Author contributions

G.W. interpreted the seismic data under supervision by H.T. The interpretation was
developed by LM.A., H.T. and G.W. in intensive discussion of the results and their
implications. All authors contributed to writing the paper. G.W. drafted the illustrations.

Competing interests

The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1038/541467-021-21420-z.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to H.T. or LM.A.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Xiaohui Yuan and Ramon
Carbonell for their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer reviewer reports are
available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affiliations.
Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
BY Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

| (2021)12:1069 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-21420-z | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9


https://doi.org/10.1007/s00410-016-1272-6
https://doi.org/10.1130/GES00217.1.Wessel
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-21420-z
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	No mafic layer in 80 km thick Tibetan crust
	Results
	Seismic data and interpretation
	Seismic model
	Interpretation of lithology

	Discussion
	Methods
	Seismic data
	Seismic analysis
	Resolution of the seismic model
	Traveltime fit for seismic phases
	Test of the robustness of lower crustal velocity and Moho depth

	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




