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a b s t r a c t
The Peruvian ﬂat slab is by far the largest region of ﬂat subduction in the world today, but aspects of
its structure and dynamics remain poorly understood. In particular, questions remain over whether the
relatively narrow Nazca Ridge subducting beneath southern Peru provides dynamic support for the ﬂat
slab or it is just a passive feature. We investigate the dynamics and interaction of the Nazca Ridge and
the ﬂat slab system by studying upper mantle seismic anisotropy across southern Peru. We analyze shear
wave splitting of SKS, sSKS, and PKS phases at 49 stations distributed across the area, primarily from
the PerU Lithosphere and Slab Experiment (PULSE). We observe distinct spatial variations in anisotropic
structure along strike, most notably a sharp transition from coherent splitting in the north to pervasive
null (non-split) arrivals in the south, with the transition coinciding with the northern limit of the Nazca
Ridge. For both anisotropic domains there is evidence for complex and multi-layered anisotropy. To the
north of the ridge our ∗ KS splitting measurements likely reﬂect trench-normal mantle ﬂow beneath the
ﬂat slab. This signal is then modiﬁed by shallower anisotropic layers, most likely in the supra-slab mantle,
but also potentially from within the slab. To the south the sub-slab mantle is similarly anisotropic,
with a trench-oblique fast direction, but widespread nulls appear to reﬂect dramatic heterogeneity in
anisotropic structure above the ﬂat slab. Overall the regional anisotropic structure, and thus the pattern
of deformation, appears to be closely tied to the location of the Nazca Ridge, which further suggests that
the ridge plays a key role in the mantle dynamics of the Peruvian ﬂat slab system.
© 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Episodes of ﬂat or shallow subduction are often associated
with volcanic gaps, increased intra-plate seismic energy release,
and widespread deformation of continental interiors (e.g. Gutscher,
2002). Despite the signiﬁcant impact of ﬂat subduction upon the
surface, and the prominence of shallow subduction worldwide today (representing ∼10% of subduction zones globally; Gutscher
et al., 2000), the formation, evolution and dynamics of ﬂat slabs
remain poorly understood. For example, there has long been a suggestion that ﬂat slabs result from the subduction of thick oceanic
crust, such as plateaus, but the global correlation between such
oceanic features and shallow subduction is imperfect (Skinner and
Clayton, 2013).
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Even at the regional scale, for the Peruvian ﬂat slab, open
questions exist over the importance of the Nazca Ridge, which is
presently subducting beneath southern Peru, considering the large
difference in size between the Nazca Ridge (∼200 km wide) and
the ﬂat slab segment (∼1500 km wide). Investigation of the mantle ﬂow ﬁeld surrounding the Peruvian ﬂat slab, particularly in the
vicinity of the Nazca Ridge, has the potential to shed light on the
dynamics and inner workings of this and other ﬂat slab systems.
Our goal is therefore to explore the interaction between the ridge
and the ﬂat slab from the point of view of how the surrounding
mantle deforms. In this way we hope to better understand what
role, if any, the Nazca Ridge plays in the development of the ﬂat
slab.
Over the last few decades shear wave splitting has become an
invaluable tool for probing seismic anisotropy and the dynamics
of the earth’s interior. Seismic anisotropy describes the directional
dependence of seismic wave speed. Shear wave splitting is the process whereby a shear wave passing through such an anisotropic
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medium is polarized into two quasi-S waves with distinct polarizations in a fast direction (ϕ ) and a slow direction. The two
waves travel at different velocities through the medium and therefore accumulate a delay time (δt) between their arrivals on the
seismogram. The size of the delay time accrued depends on the
strength of the anisotropy and the length of the path through
the anisotropic material (which is proportional to the thickness of
the anisotropic layer).
One of the most signiﬁcant anisotropic domains within the
earth is in the upper mantle, in which strain (deformation) in the
dislocation creep regime results in the lattice preferred orientation (LPO) of anisotropic minerals such as olivine (e.g. Karato et
al., 2008). This non-random distribution of crystallographic axes results in an effective bulk anisotropy that is detectable by seismic
waves. Armed with knowledge of the relationship between mantle strain and LPO fabric geometry, we can exploit observations of
seismic anisotropy to infer the orientation of deformation and ﬂow
in the upper mantle.
For olivine, the most abundant upper mantle mineral, there are
several known LPO fabrics (most commonly A-, B-, C-, D-, and
E-types) that occur under different physical and chemical conditions, such as temperature, stress, and water content (Jung and
Karato, 2001; Jung et al., 2006; Karato et al., 2008; Katayama et al.,
2004). Each fabric type represents different 3D orientations of the
crystallographic axes with respect to a given strain geometry. Under conditions typical of the upper mantle, A-, C-, or E-type fabrics
are most likely, and for all three fabrics the fast splitting direction tends to align with the direction of shear (Karato et al., 2008).
Under low temperature, high stress and water rich conditions, as
expected in the fore-arc mantle wedge (Kneller et al., 2007, 2005),
B-type fabric likely dominates. In this regime, the fast axis aligns
within the shear plane, orthogonal to the shear direction (Jung and
Karato, 2001; Jung et al., 2006).
Shear wave phases that pass through the core, such as SKS,
are particularly well suited for probing upper mantle anisotropy.
These phases are polarized in the radial direction upon conversion
from a P wave in the liquid outer core, thus removing any effect from seismic anisotropy on the source side. They are sensitive
to anisotropy anywhere along their paths from the core–mantle
boundary to the receiver. In most cases, however, contributions
from D  , the lower mantle, and the crust are thought to be minimal, with upper mantle anisotropy making the dominant contribution to the signal. This is evidenced by, for example, a ﬁrst
order global correlation between SKS splitting observations and
predictions based on surface plate motions and geodynamic models of mantle ﬂow (e.g. Conrad et al., 2007; Long and Becker, 2010;
Walpole et al., 2014).
Occasionally SKS phases arrive at seismic stations displaying no
signs of having been split, in what is known as a null measurement. This can occur when the initial SKS polarization is aligned
with the fast or slow axis of anisotropy; therefore, null measurements can be useful in constraining the anisotropic orientation.
When stations are dominated by null measurements over a wide
range of backazimuths, however, this can signify an isotropic (or
weakly anisotropic) upper mantle, destructive interference of two
or more layers of anisotropy, or a vertical axis of (transversely
isotropic) symmetry. The last option is typically interpreted as vertical mantle ﬂow, either in the form of active mantle upwelling,
e.g., beneath Bermuda (Benoit et al., 2013), or down-welling, e.g.,
for a proposed lithospheric drip beneath Nevada (West et al.,
2009).
Simple correlations between SKS splitting (or nulls) and ﬂow in
the upper mantle break down, however, around subduction zones
(e.g. Long and Silver, 2008, 2009), where mantle ﬂow is likely
more complex and the interpretation of SKS splitting becomes increasingly diﬃcult. A factor in this diﬃculty is the possibility of
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multiple domains of anisotropy, with potential contributions from
the sub-slab mantle, slab, mantle wedge, and overriding plate. Additional complications may also arise from the effects of slab dip
and volatile inﬂux. In particular, the presence of water can significantly affect the olivine LPO fabric geometry and the distribution
of highly anisotropic hydrous phases such as serpentine. Challenges in interpreting SKS splitting measurements in subduction
systems are confounded when using data from temporary seismic arrays, which are usually deployed for ∼2 yr. In this case,
it is often diﬃcult to acquire suﬃcient backazimuthal coverage
to discriminate among single-layered, multi-layered and/or dipping
anisotropy (e.g. Eakin et al., 2010).
In this study we use data from the temporary PULSE (PerU
Lithosphere and Slab Experiment) deployment located over the
Peruvian ﬂat subduction zone (Fig. 1). This location provides several advantages that ameliorate some of the challenges inherent
in interpreting SKS splitting in a subduction zone. First, in the ﬂat
subduction regime, once the slab approaches ∼100 km depth the
slab dip angle is very shallow (∼10◦ ) (Cahill and Isacks, 1992;
Hayes et al., 2012), so dipping anisotropy is less likely. Second,
there is no substantial mantle wedge to consider; at most only
a thin layer of mantle (∼30 km) remains between the ﬂat slab and
overlying continental crust, and directly above the Nazca Ridge this
layer is absent (Bishop et al., 2013; Phillips and Clayton, 2014).
Third, previously published studies of local direct S and sourceside teleseismic S phases independently constrain the supra-slab
and sub-slab anisotropy, respectively (Eakin and Long, 2013; Eakin
et al., 2014). Fourth, a detailed analysis of SKS splitting at the
long-running GSN station NNA, located in our study area, has provided suﬃcient sampling in backazimuth and frequency to constrain multiple layers of anisotropy (Eakin and Long, 2013). This
permanent station therefore provides us with a valuable benchmark with which to compare and contrast SKS splitting measured
at our temporary stations.
SKS splitting provides a depth-integrated view of upper mantle anisotropy, and is therefore particularly useful for looking at
lateral variations in anisotropic structure. Complementary to this,
splitting from local and source-side S phases provide important
information about anisotropy within different sub-domains of the
subduction zone (i.e. sub-slab vs. wedge anisotropy), but their interpretation can be hampered by the heterogeneous and often biased distribution of slab seismicity. In contrast, the nearly vertical
propagation of SKS phases ensures eﬃcient sampling of the upper
mantle beneath seismic stations and thus provides a more uniform
sampling of regional anisotropic patterns. SKS splitting thus provides an ideal tool for exploring lateral variations in upper mantle
anisotropy beneath southern Peru and understanding how those
variations relate spatially to Nazca Ridge subduction, thus shedding light on the dynamic interactions between the ridge and the
ﬂat slab. In this study we document a sharp contrast in anisotropic
structure, and therefore mantle deformation, in association with
the Nazca Ridge. This is illuminated by the SKS splitting patterns,
which show apparent splitting north of the ridge (mostly likely reﬂecting a combination of multiple layers of anisotropy), while nulls
are pervasive directly over the ridge and to its south.
2. Peruvian ﬂat slab subduction and the Nazca Ridge
The Peruvian ﬂat slab subduction zone extends 1500 km along
strike from 3◦ S to 15◦ S, representing the largest region of ﬂat
subduction in the world today (Cahill and Isacks, 1992; Hayes et
al., 2012). Based on seismicity patterns (Cahill and Isacks, 1992),
receiver functions (Phillips and Clayton, 2014), and surface wave
tomography (Ma and Clayton, 2014), the slab appears to ﬂatten at
around 100 km depth, and continues for several hundred kilometers inboard before steepening and re-subducting into the mantle.
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Fig. 1. Tectonic setting and station locations. Slab contours (dashed dark gray lines) are from the Slab 1.0 model (unit: km) (Hayes et al., 2012). Map on the right shows
distribution of stations (inverted triangles color coded by seismic network) used in this study, with station names shown. Thick white line shows continuation of the
subducted Nazca Ridge. Dotted white lines show estimated position of the ridge in the past (Hampel, 2002). Grey arrow represents the absolute plate motion of the Nazca
plate in a hotspot reference frame from HS3-NUVEL1A (Gripp and Gordon, 2002). Volcano locations (red triangles) are from Siebert and Simkin (2002). (For interpretation of
the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

At the surface the ﬂat slab is most easily recognized by the stark
paucity of contemporary arc volcanism (Fig. 1), in contrast to the
more steeply dipping (∼30◦ ) subduction regimes to the north and
south. The lack of volcanism above the ﬂat slab is most likely due
to the constriction of the mantle wedge and therefore restricted
asthenospheric corner ﬂow (e.g. Barazangi and Isacks, 1976). Only
a thin mantle layer (∼30–50 km thick) exists between the slab and
the overlying continental crust, which is approximately 50–70 km
thick (Assumpção et al., 2013; Feng et al., 2007; Lloyd et al., 2010;
Van der Meijde et al., 2013; Phillips and Clayton, 2014).
Another distinctive characteristic of the region that spatially coincides with the ﬂat slab is the subduction of the Nazca Ridge
at 14–17◦ S on the Peru–Chile Trench (Fig. 1). The Nazca Ridge
is a linear aseismic ridge feature on the Nazca plate that lies
offshore of southern Peru. It is thought to have formed at the
Paciﬁc–Farallon (now Paciﬁc–Nazca) spreading center during the
Cretaceous and is associated with the Easter hotspot (Hampel et
al., 2004; Pilger, 1981; Pilger and Handschumacher, 1981; Woods
and Okal, 1994). The Nazca Ridge ﬁrst intersected the Peru-Chile
trench around 9–11◦ S approximately 11–15 million years ago,
and subsequently migrated southward at a relative velocity of
43 mm/yr due to the oblique plate convergence (Hampel, 2002;
Rosenbaum et al., 2005) (Fig. 1).
Offshore, the Nazca Ridge is over 1000 km long and 200 km
wide and sits at an elevation of 1500 m above the surrounding
seaﬂoor (Hampel, 2002). Seismic and gravity surveys indicate that
the ridge has an unusually thick crust (∼17–18 km), of which
two thirds is gabbroitic lower crust (Couch and Whitsett, 1981;
Hampel et al., 2004; Woods and Okal, 1994). The positive buoyancy of this subducting thickened oceanic crust is evidenced by
enhanced tectonic erosion at the margin, the westward shift of the
coastline, and the uplift of the Fitzcarrald Arch, a 500 km wide
topographic high (mean elevation ∼600 m) in the Amazonian foreland (Espurt et al., 2007; Hampel et al., 2004).
A global correlation between areas of ﬂat or shallow subduction
and over-thickened oceanic crust in the subducting plate has long

been noted (e.g. Gutscher et al., 2000), but the strength and universality of this correlation has recently been questioned (Skinner
and Clayton, 2011, 2013). In the case of Peru, it is clear that the
subducting Nazca Ridge is relatively buoyant, it is unclear however
whether this feature provides dynamic support to the whole length
of the Peruvian ﬂat slab. The Nazca Ridge has been sweeping south
through Peru over the past ∼15 Ma, suggesting a possible correlation between the presence of the ridge and slab ﬂattening. At
present, however, the Nazca slab is ﬂat over a wide area, spanning ∼1500 km along strike (see black bar in Fig. 1). This includes
the northern end of the ﬂat slab region (north of 9◦ S), which
has never experienced the subduction of the Nazca Ridge. It has
been suggested that the northern portion of the ﬂat slab experienced subduction of a different buoyant feature known as the
Inca Plateau (Gutscher et al., 1999), but this is disputed (Skinner
and Clayton, 2013). Major questions therefore remain over how the
Nazca Ridge interacts with the Peruvian ﬂat slab and what role the
ridge plays in the dynamics of the ﬂat subduction system. The goal
of this study is therefore to understand the present-day dynamics
and deformational history of the region, by analyzing how seismic
anisotropy varies both laterally and with depth across the subduction zone.
3. Data and methods
We investigate shear wave splitting at 49 broadband seismic
stations located throughout the ﬂat slab region of southern Peru
(Fig. 1). The majority of these stations (40 out of 49) belong
to the recent PULSE (PerU Lithosphere and Slab Experiment) deployment, which was in operation from October 2010 until June
2013. We also used data from 8 stations belonging to PeruSE
(Peru Subduction Experiment), which operated concurrently from
November 2010 until April 2013. Finally, we reinvestigate data
from permanent station NNA over the same time period. This
station is located near Lima, and belongs to the Global Seismographic Network (GSN). It is the only long-running station located
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in the region, and provides an extended record (>20 yr) of shear
wave splitting (Helffrich et al., 1994; Kaneshima and Silver, 1995;
Eakin and Long, 2013).
We analyze all teleseismic events of magnitude 6.0 and greater
for the presence of splitting of various shear wave phases. Specifically, we study SKS and sSKS phases in the epicentral distance
range 88◦ –130◦ , and PKS phases in the range 130◦ –150◦ , in an
attempt to increase backazimuthal coverage. SKKS phases did not
prove to be useful, due to a lack of suitable events at backazimuths
different than those already well sampled by SKS and PKS, and so
were omitted from our study. At such distances the arrivals have
almost vertical incidence (<10◦ for SKS, and <13◦ for PKS).
The shear wave splitting analysis was performed with the SplitLab software package (Wüstefeld et al., 2008). Two independent
splitting measurement methods were applied to estimate the splitting parameters (fast direction: ϕ , and delay time: δt): the transverse component minimum energy (SC) method of Silver and
Chan (1991), and rotation-correlation (RC) method (Bowman and
Ando, 1987). We only retained measurements which yielded consistent estimates with both measurement methods; henceforth we
present results obtained via the SC method as it is stable over the
widest range of backazimuths (Wüstefeld and Bokelmann, 2007).
In all cases a bandpass ﬁlter was applied, with variable cutoff frequencies, in order to best enhance the signal-to-noise ratio on
each individual seismogram. The low frequency cutoff varied from
0.02–0.06 Hz, and the high frequency cutoff from 0.09–0.35 Hz.
Even though variable bandpass ﬁlters have been applied, in general
the ∗ KS phases typically contain energy at ∼0.08 Hz (characteristic period of ∼12.5 s; see Fig. S1 of the supplementary material).
We therefore do not expect our results to be strongly inﬂuenced
by frequency-dependent effects. This is further demonstrated by
Fig. S2.
All the splitting measurements were visually inspected and underwent quality control, with both qualitative and quantitative
conditions applied. Quantitative conditions included a signal-tonoise ratio (SNR) cutoff greater than 5, and errors less than 1 s
in δt and less than 22.5◦ in ϕ at the 95% conﬁdence level. Additionally, we required agreement between the RC and SC methods
with |ϕ | < 22.5◦ , and δt RC /δt SC > 0.7 (Wüstefeld and Bokelmann,
2007). Qualitative measures included the observation of similarly
shaped shear wave pulses on the estimated fast and slow directions, minimal energy on the corrected transverse component, and
linearization of the original elliptical particle motion following the
correction for splitting. An example of a well-constrained splitting
measurement is shown in Fig. S3.
Observations of null ∗ KS arrivals were also recorded in this
study. In this case we required a clearly visible shear phase on
the radial component with little energy on the uncorrected transverse component (i.e. linear uncorrected particle motion). Again,
we applied an SNR cutoff greater than 5. For an example of a null
measurement see Fig. S3. In general, null arrivals suggest that the
shear wave has not undergone any splitting. There can be various
explanations for this; for example, the upper mantle beneath the
receiver is isotropic, or has strongly heterogeneous anisotropy (and
thus effective isotropy), or the incoming polarization of the phase
(i.e. backazimuth for ∗ KS phases) is aligned with the fast or slow
axis of anisotropy.
4. Shear wave splitting results
Our analysis yielded 234 splitting measurements and 341 null
observations from teleseismic ∗ KS phases arriving at the 49 stations across southern Peru (Fig. 2a). We observed distinct differences in the spatial distribution of split and null results across
the region. A ﬁrst-order pattern of robust splitting measurements
predominates in the northern section of the array, while nulls
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dominate towards the south (Fig. 2b). The transition from robust
splitting to predominantly nulls appears to occur at a latitude
of ∼13◦ S, and is exempliﬁed by the record section displayed in
Fig. 3. In this example, a clear SKS arrival is observed on the transverse component across the northern (FN) stations in all frequency
bands, but towards the south (stations beginning with FM and FS)
it becomes increasingly diﬃcult to pick out the SKS energy on the
transverse component above the background noise, indicating that
the shear phase has not been split upon arrival at the station.
Focusing on the northern group of stations (labeled FN in
Fig. 1), we observe consistent splitting with fast directions oriented
approximately NW–SE (blue–purple–magenta bars in Fig. 2a),
roughly trench-parallel. In this sub-dataset, 69% of the measurements are splits (157 splits, 71 nulls), and the mean splitting
parameters are −62◦ for ϕ , and 1.23 s for δt. As is typical for
the region, the backazimuthal distribution of these results is relatively limited (Fig. 4), so backazimuthal variations in apparent
splitting cannot be ruled out. The vast majority of events in our
study (74%) originate from the Tonga subduction zone, and therefore arrive from southwesterly backazimuths. The backazimuths of
most of the remainder differ mostly by ∼90◦ , arriving from the
northwest. With that caveat, however some backazimuth variability is present at a few of the northern stations; in particular, we
observe an apparent rotation in ϕ over the backazimuth range
45◦ –75◦ at stations NNA, FN01, FN05, FN13, FM01 (Fig. S4) as well
as variability in δt over the same range. This is consistent with previous measurements by Eakin and Long (2013) at station NNA over
a longer 20 yr time period, which revealed a robust rotation in ϕ
over the same backazimuth range and over different frequency
bands. This trend was used to constrain models of multiple layers
of anisotropy beneath NNA. The 10 best-ﬁtting two-layer models
that were found to match the observations in the Eakin and Long
(2013) study are plotted in Fig. S4. Although our results are often clustered within a narrow backazimuthal range, and therefore
cannot resolve the number of anisotropic layers present, our new
measurements are not inconsistent with the best ﬁtting two-layer
models from Eakin and Long (2013).
For the southern group of stations, null observations become
much more predominant, representing 81% of the measurements
(198 nulls compared to 47 splits). These dominantly null stations
cover a large area of southern Peru (Fig. 2b), and there are indications that this characteristic pattern continues to the south of our
array (Biryol et al., 2013). As was the case further to the north, the
backazimuthal distribution of these null results is limited (Fig. 4),
although nulls do persist over the backazimuth range that is wellsampled (∼40◦ –75◦ ). We further note that null arrivals are often
observed from events arriving from 2 or 3 different backazimuth
quadrants (see, for example, FM02-07, FM09, FM12, FS03, FS05,
FS06, FS1A, FS6A, PG08, PG26, PH10, PH20 stereoplots in Fig. S5).
We often observe a small number of split measurements at these
null-dominated stations (∼1–2 per station), but their orientations
are scattered and geographically variable. Often their delay times
are also either modest (45% less than 1 s) or quite large (28% more
than 1.5 s), which can often be an indication that the measurement
is actually approaching a ‘near-null’ (Wüstefeld and Bokelmann,
2007) and is poorly constrained.
A third group of 7 stations located in a line to the east of Cusco
displays a different set of characteristics (Fig. 2 and Fig. S5). At
these stations there are still many nulls (72 measurements out of
102) recorded over the same available range of backazimuths, but
there are also a substantial number of splits (30 measurements,
or 29% of the sub-dataset). The fast directions of these splits tend
to align west to northwest (mean ϕ : −65◦ ; blue/purple bars in
Fig. 2a), similar to the orientations found for the northern stations.
The delay times, however, tend to be larger (mean δt is 1.7 s), and
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Fig. 2. (a) Map of individual SKS, sSKS, and PKS shear wave splitting measurements made at each station. Each ∗ KS splitting measurement is represented by a bar, oriented
and colored by ϕ (see color scale on the right). The length of the bar is scaled by δt (1 s example shown in the legend in bottom left corner). Null measurements are
represented by small black crosses aligned according to the possible fast/slow directions, based on the backazimuth of the event. The region has three distinct zones of
shear wave splitting patterns, which are delineated by the dotted white lines. Thick white bars are source-side splitting measurements from Eakin and Long (2013) that
represent anisotropy of the mantle beneath the slab, plotted at the event location. The two-layer anisotropic model found at station NNA by Eakin and Long (2013) is shown
in the box in the upper left corner. The lower layer is represented by dark gray and the upper layer by pale gray. The gray thick arrows represent the best model, while the
shaded regions represent the acceptable range of best-ﬁtting models. Transparent white band across the region highlights the estimated position of the subducting Nazca
Ridge. Dashed slab contours and volcano locations are the same as for Fig. 1. (b) Map of the percentage of nulls relative to the total number of measurements (splits and
nulls) at each station. Stations with less than ﬁve measurements in total are not included on the map. Stations north of the Nazca Ridge are dominated by split results (blue
diamonds) whilst towards the south they are dominated by null results (red diamonds). (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is
referred to the web version of this article.)

it does not appear that the splitting parameters vary signiﬁcantly
with backazimuth (Fig. S5).
5. Discussion
It is clear from the results described above that the anisotropic
structure of the Peruvian ﬂat slab region varies signiﬁcantly along
strike, with split ∗ KS arrivals dominating in the north and nulls
dominating to the south. An important step in the interpretation
of this dataset is to understand the origin and implications of the
geographic variability in measured splitting patterns.
For the northern stations, it is clear that the measured NW–
SE oriented fast splitting directions appear consistently trenchparallel. This orientation agrees with early studies of shear wave
splitting at stations NNA (near Lima) and CUS (near Cusco) in the
region (Helffrich et al., 1994; Kaneshima and Silver, 1995), and
also with the classic interpretation by Russo and Silver (1994)
of trench-parallel sub-slab mantle ﬂow along the South American margin induced by trench rollback (Fig. 6). Both these early
studies and the results presented here are, however, based on only
a few years worth of data, and are severely hindered by the limited
backazimuthal coverage. This limitation is particularly acute for
South America, which generally suffers from poor backazimuthal
coverage at the epicentral distances relevant for core phases. With
measurements over a limited backazimuthal range it is diﬃcult to
rule out complex anisotropy, which would complicate the interpretation of fast splitting directions.
Our previous work at station NNA, using the full 20+ years of
data recording, produced evidence for frequency dependent and
backazimuthally variable splitting parameters, indicating the presence of complex, multi-layered anisotropy (Eakin and Long, 2013).
When we revisit NNA to measure shear wave splitting over a more
limited time frame such as the PULSE deployment (∼2.5 yr), we
ﬁnd that it is not possible to detect the same level of detail or
variability in the results that would be diagnostic of anisotropy

beyond a single ﬂat homogeneous layer. This is demonstrated in
Fig. 5, which shows that the misﬁt for the best one-layer model
of anisotropy is similar to that for the best two-layer model of
anisotropy; therefore, it is not possible to distinguish between single versus multiple layers of anisotropy using the PULSE dataset
alone.
Given the similarity in ﬁt between the one- and two-layer models, we would normally opt for the simplest model to explain
our results: i.e. a single layer of anisotropy with fast axes orientated trench-parallel (mean ϕ ∼ 62◦ ), and such a model is entirely
valid. There is, however, prior information available from Eakin and
Long (2013), who showed that it is possible constrain two layers
of anisotropy at permanent station NNA when the full 20+ years
of data recorded there were used. Interestingly, when we conﬁne
ourselves to the time period of the PULSE deployment, the shear
wave splitting pattern found across the northern PULSE stations
is very similar to that resolved at NNA with the same 2.5 yr of
data (Fig. 2a and Fig. S5). We note, additionally, that the misﬁt
level between the splitting results at the northern PULSE stations
and predictions of the best two-layer model from Eakin and Long
(2013) is comparable to the model misﬁt at NNA over the same
time period (red line, Fig. 5).
Based on these observations and the proximity of the PULSE
northern line to permanent station NNA, we therefore suggest that
beneath the central part of the Peruvian ﬂat slab (i.e. beneath the
northern PULSE stations) there are probably at least two layers
of anisotropy present. The range of best ﬁtting models found by
Eakin and Long (2013) at NNA suggests that the lower layer is
most likely oriented N–S to NE–SW (approaching trench-normal),
while the upper layer is oriented E–W to NW–SE (approaching
trench-parallel) (see upper left corner of Fig. 2a). If the lower layer
corresponds to strain in the sub-slab mantle, then the likely range
of fast directions (0◦ –45◦ ) is compatible with source-side shear
wave splitting measurements from the ﬂat-slab region (Eakin and
Long, 2013). These source-side measurements directly isolate the
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Fig. 3. Record section of a single event (Mw = 6.4 originating in the Tonga subduction zone on 11th May 2013 at 20:46:57) arriving from the southwest, highlighting
the transition from splitting of SKS phases in the north to nulls in the south. The
transverse component is plotted in color, and the radial component in dashed black.
The transverse component is colored blue if a well-constrained splitting measurement was made at that station, versus red if it was a null. Signiﬁcant SKS energy
on the transverse component indicates splitting. All traces are scaled such that the
radial component is normalized to amplitude 1; the transverse component amplitudes were multiplied by 2 after normalization to aid visibility of the SKS phase (or
lack thereof). Station names are listed on the left (see Fig. 1 for their locations). Dotted black horizontal lines represent the same spatial boundaries as the dotted white
lines in Fig. 2. All seismograms were bandpass ﬁltered from 0.04 to 0.15 Hz. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to
the web version of this article.)

anisotropic contribution from the sub-slab mantle and while there
is scatter in the results, most of the fast directions are approximately trench-normal (Fig. 7). It therefore seems likely that the
mantle ﬂow direction beneath the ﬂat-slab in central Peru is actually closer to trench-normal (assuming A-, C- or E-type olivine LPO
fabric), an interpretation that at ﬁrst glance contrasts with the simplest understanding of generally trench-parallel ∗ KS fast directions
observed at the surface.
In comparison, local S splitting measurements (that sample
supra-slab anisotropy) over the same region (Eakin et al., 2014)
show predominantly trench parallel fast directions (Fig. 7). These
are similar to the ∗ KS splitting pattern and in rough agreement
with the upper layer of the range of best ﬁtting two layer models from Eakin and Long (2013), although the upper layer may
trend slightly more east–west (see Fig. 2a). The local S delay
times are, however, much smaller on average (mean δt = 0.27 s)
compared to the ∗ KS (mean δt = 1.24 s) and the modeled up-
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per layer (∼1–2.5 s). This discrepancy may be due in part to
the differing frequency content (local S ∼ 1.2 Hz versus teleseismic ∗ KS ∼ 0.08 Hz). We have previously argued that the local S
splitting mainly reﬂects anisotropy in the thin mantle layer between the ﬂat slab and the continental crust and proposed that the
migration of the Nazca Ridge across the southern ﬂat-slab region
produced shearing of the mantle, generating olivine fabric with a
trench parallel fast direction (Eakin et al., 2014).
Based on the local S and source-side results we therefore
have additional evidence that is independent of our ∗ KS dataset
for at least two layers of anisotropy in this region: trenchnormal anisotropy in the mantle beneath the slab and trenchparallel anisotropy in the mantle above the slab. The discrepancy in delay time between the supra-slab local S results and
the modeled upper layer hints that an additional third layer of
anisotropy may be required to fully explain the data, perhaps
located within the slab. Eakin and Long (2013) did, however,
test for the possibilities of three layers of anisotropy beneath
NNA; we found that a third layer, while possible, could not be
constrained by the available data, unlike the two-layer structure
described previously. If the slab were anisotropic, however, then
the most likely source would be from anisotropy frozen in at
the paleo-spreading center. Based on the present-day orientation
of the East Paciﬁc Rise and plate motion direction, we would
expect trench-oblique ϕ (∼ENE) within the subducting Nazca
slab. When combined with a layer of trench-parallel ϕ above
the slab, as seen by the local S splitting, then this could produce constructive or destructive interference (i.e. both larger or
smaller delay times) depending on the initial polarization direction.
Moving further south along strike, the NW–SE fast direction
pattern of the northern stations transitions into mostly null observations for the middle (FM) and southern (FS) PULSE stations.
The geographical location of this transition appears to correlate
with the northern boundary of the subducting Nazca Ridge (Fig. 2).
This is also co-located with a transition in local S splitting patterns (Eakin et al., 2014) from trench parallel north of the ridge,
to null measurements directly over the ridge (Fig. 7). Unlike the
local S results, however, which transition back to relatively strong
but variable splitting south of the ridge, the ∗ KS results continue to
be dominated by nulls throughout the southernmost extent of our
study area. This is the ﬁrst indication of pervasive null ∗ KS arrivals
in the area, and was largely unexpected. Other teleseismic shear
wave splitting studies over the central Andes in the region of the
orocline (below 17◦ S) show relatively strong coherent splitting (e.g.
Polet et al., 2000; Bock et al., 1998; Wölbern et al., 2014), suggesting that the dominantly null region must end somewhere to the
south of our study region (Fig. 6). So while the northern extent of
the nulls appears bounded by the northern limit of the subducting ridge, its southern extent is currently unknown but stretches
at least as far as the end of the ﬂat slab region. The origin of this
predominantly null splitting pattern is therefore rather curious.
There are many potential explanations for the observation of
null ∗ KS arrivals. First, the initial polarization direction of the wave
(corresponding to the backazimuth for core phases) may be aligned
in the fast or slow direction of the anisotropic medium. Second,
vertical mantle ﬂow may dominate beneath the station; if there
are lateral gradients in ﬂow velocity, a vertical fast symmetry axis
would result, leading to little or no splitting of ∗ KS phases. A third
possibility is that the upper mantle is isotropic. Fourth, there may
be two layers of anisotropy with orthogonal fast directions, leading to destructive interference. A ﬁfth possibility is that the upper
mantle is anisotropic, but there is strong heterogeneity present,
leading to an effectively isotropic medium on the length scale relevant for ∗ KS waves.
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Fig. 4. Distribution of all the events which yielded shear wave splitting results. On the left is a world map of the events (red circles). On the right is a rose histogram of
the event backazimuth distribution (10◦ bins). The majority of events come from the Tonga subduction zone; the Aleutians also provide some suitable events, but these are
generally separated in backazimuth by ∼90◦ from Tonga. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this
article.)

Fig. 5. Model predictions for the shear wave splitting pattern at seismic stations north of the Nazca Ridge with one versus two layers of anisotropy. Model misﬁt is calculated
by ﬁnding the L1 norm (sum of the absolute difference between the model predictions and splitting measurements). Total misﬁt at each station is divided by the number of
results (bottom panel), to allow for comparability across the network. The values plotted in the top and middle panels therefore reﬂect the average misﬁt of the results from
the model at each station. The one layer model is derived from the mean splitting parameters across the stations shown. The two-layer case is the best-ﬁt model found by
Eakin and Long (2013) using over 20 yr of data recording at station NNA and plotted in the upper left corner of Fig. 2a. When only two years of data are available (i.e. over
the PULSE deployment), the ﬁt of this two layer model across all the northern stations is comparable to that resolved at NNA with the same two years of data (red dotted
line). (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

The ﬁrst three scenarios can be ruled out as explanations for
our observations. For example, the ﬁrst mechanism, in which the
backazimuth is aligned in the fast or slow direction, would require
that null measurements occur only at those speciﬁc backazimuths.
The backazimuth distribution is limited for southern PULSE stations, but nulls are consistently recorded across the modest backazimuth range we do have, including events arriving from two or

three different backazimuth quadrants (Fig. S5). For the second or
third mechanism (vertical mantle ﬂow or upper mantle isotropy),
we would expect source-side splitting measurements (which isolate sub-slab anisotropy) to also return nulls, especially given that
the source-side measurements are made at the same frequency
as SKS and therefore sample similar volumes of the upper mantle as SKS (i.e., their Fresnel zones are similar). However, source-
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Fig. 6. Regional compilation of ∗ KS splitting results both from previous studies and
this study. For clarity purposes only the average (mean) result at each station has
been plotted, to illustrate the spatial behavior of splitting dominated stations (colored bars), versus null dominated stations (large black dots). It is important to be
aware that these station-averaged results hide the presence of any backazimuth
variability and likely are a simpliﬁcation of complex anisotropy at depth. For the
results of this study, stations with more than 3 null measurements (and ≤3 split
measurements) are designated as null stations. For PULSE or PeruSE stations with
few measurements (i.e. ≤3 of either splits or nulls) are not plotted. Slab contours
and volcano locations (white triangles) are the same as for Fig. 1.

side splitting measurements made on S phases originating from
slab earthquakes near the southern part of our study area indicate
1–2 s of splitting with trench-oblique to sub-parallel fast directions (Eakin and Long, 2013) (Fig. 2a and Figs. 7–8). This suggests
that the sub-slab mantle beneath the null region is substantially
anisotropic, and that vertically propagating shear waves, such as
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SKS, should accumulate splitting after traversing the sub-slab mantle.
Based on these source-side results, the anisotropic signal from
the sub-slab mantle must therefore experience destructive interference somewhere in the upper layers of the subduction system
when traversed by ∗ KS (Fig. 8). The fourth mechanism mentioned
above is a possibility. In this case, analytical equations for multiple
layers of anisotropy suggest that from a theoretical point of view,
two anisotropic layers cancel each other out (to produce apparent null splitting) when the fast directions of each layer differ by
exactly 90◦ (Silver and Savage, 1994). The fast orientations must
be exactly orthogonal to cancel, however, as a deviation as small
as ∼5◦ from orthogonality will still produce strong apparent splitting and non-nulls (e.g., Eakin and Long, 2013). The presence of
widespread destructive interference from perfectly orthogonal layers throughout the wide region in which we observe dominantly
null ∗ KS splitting seems improbable, particularly since local S measurements (which sample supra-slab anisotropy) in south Peru display scattered or variable fast directions rather than a uniform
geometry associated with a uniform upper layer (see Fig. 2 of Eakin
et al., 2014).
We are left therefore with the ﬁfth and ﬁnal scenario, in which
the upper mantle is anisotropic but that the anisotropy is strongly
heterogeneous, with properties that vary rapidly laterally, or with
depth, or both. Strong vertical heterogeneity in ϕ (where ϕ rotates
as a function of depth, but the strength of anisotropy remains constant) has been shown to produce a strong scattering effect (Saltzer
et al., 2000). This scattering effect results in reduced energy on
the transverse component and smaller apparent delay times; if the
scattering is strong, it can result in effectively null splitting. Similarly, Rümpker and Silver (1998) showed that for multiple layers of
anisotropy with randomly assigned ϕ and δt within each layer the
apparent δt accumulated through all the layers decreased as the
number of layers increased. It is therefore possible for small delay
times and null ∗ KS arrivals to result from heterogeneity in ϕ , even
when the strength of anisotropy may be constant. This could well
be the case beneath the southern PULSE stations if there are many
different layers of anisotropy at depth. In this scenario, however,
it may be diﬃcult to explain why we previously observed splitting of direct S phases with raypaths above and below the slab
in the same region (Fig. 7), unless ∗ KS phases traverse a strong
heterogeneity in a region previously unsampled (i.e. within the
slab).
If we consider the possibility of lateral heterogeneity, instead
of variability with depth, we can imagine a similar scenario in

Fig. 7. Schematic overview of the regional splitting patterns found from studies of different shear-wave phases (local S, source-side teleseismic S, and ∗ KS) across our
study area. The predominant anisotropic fast directions within each region are plotted with schematic large arrows (not scaled by delay time). For the range of individual
measurements see the papers listed at the bottom of each map. Slab contours are the same as for Fig. 1. All three maps show a change in anisotropic character from NW to
SE across the Nazca Ridge.
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Fig. 8. Schematic diagram illustrating our preferred interpretation of ∗ KS splitting
measurements in the southern portion of our study region. The cartoon represents a
2D slice at the southern end of the Peruvian ﬂat-slab region illustrating ray geometries for different shear wave phases and their corresponding shear wave splitting
results. Source-side splitting measurements (pink) indicate that the sub-slab mantle
is anisotropic, and local S measurements (purple) also indicate that the supra-slab
is anisotropic. When SKS phases (blue) traverse the entire upper mantle, however
the results are mostly null, suggesting that the SKS waves have not been split, or
have undergone destructive interference along their raypath. (For interpretation of
the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

the sub-slab splitting signal (∼1–2 s lag time). Further work that
implements a regionally speciﬁc model incorporating ﬁnite frequency effects is needed; such a model would invoke a coherent,
uniform anisotropic fabric in a lower layer and heterogeneous
anisotropy with lateral (and/or depth) variations in ϕ in the shallower mantle. Such a study is beyond the scope of the present
work. There is some evidence however, from a ﬁnite frequency
point of view, that shear wave splitting of relatively low frequency
phases such as SKS (≤0.1 Hz), are more sensitive to anisotropy in
the shallower layers of the upper mantle (Saltzer et al., 2000).
Overall, there is no completely satisfactory explanation for
the predominance of null ∗ KS measurements across the southern
PULSE stations, and their occurrence remains puzzling, although
the observations are robust. We favor shallow, small-scale heterogeneity (as reﬂected in local S splitting patterns) as a mechanism
for destructive interference with splitting due to deeper anisotropy,
but this remains speculative at this stage. Further work constraining the southward extent of the null region and carrying out
ﬁnite-frequency forward modeling for heterogeneous anisotropy
will likely further elucidate the elusive origin of the nulls.
Finally, the third subset of stations, to the east of Cusco (Fig. 2),
displays a mixture of split and null arrivals, even over similar backazimuths (Fig. S5). This region is also located near a transition in
slab geometry; it is located just to the east of the ﬂat-slab segment where the slab contours begin to get closer and the slab
begins to bend and re-subduct. The most likely possibility is that
∗ KS phases measured at these stations may reﬂect a different or
additional source of anisotropy associated with the dipping slab
to the east. Source-side measurements with ray paths through the
dipping portion of the slab indicate the presence of distinct intraslab anisotropy (Eakin and Long, 2013).
6. Conclusion

Fig. 9. An illustration (looking from above) of a possible mechanism for generating
nulls at the southern stations with SKS phases. Small Fresnel zones of local S phases
(purple circles) sample small pockets of uniform anisotropy. Larger Fresnel zones
of SKS phases (blue circle) average over heterogeneous anisotropy resulting in no
preferred orientation. Black arrows are representative of the fast direction (in the
horizontal plane) at each location. (For interpretation of the references to color in
this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

which ϕ changes rapidly over relatively short distances, resulting
in a similar scattering effect and generation of nulls. For this to occur ϕ must vary over distances smaller than the size of the ﬁrst
Fresnel zone (i.e. the volume over which seismic phases are most
sensitive). There is already evidence for lateral anisotropic heterogeneity above the slab from our local S splitting dataset (Eakin et
al., 2014), which found scattered and variable fast directions south
of the Nazca Ridge (Fig. 7), but relatively constant δt. The local
S phases, however have a relatively high frequency content, with
an average characteristic frequency of ∼1.2 Hz. The width of the
ﬁrst Fresnel zone at mantle depths is therefore small (∼30 km;
Gudmundsson, 1996). The ∗ KS phases, in contrast, are much lower
frequency (∼0.08 Hz) and the Fresnel width is an order of magnitude larger (>100 km). ∗ KS phases would therefore average over
the larger distances, obscuring the smaller scale heterogeneities
reﬂected in the splitting of local S phases (Fig. 9). A plausible
scenario, therefore, is that the splitting signal accrued from the
sub-slab mantle undergoes destructive interference due to strong
anisotropic heterogeneity in the shallow upper mantle.
It is unclear, however, what precise character the shallow
anisotropic heterogeneity must take in order to entirely wipe out

Measurements of ∗ KS splitting at PULSE (and other) stations
reveal considerable lateral variations in anisotropic structure beneath the Peruvian ﬂat slab region. Deformation in the mantle
both below and above the slab likely represents the primary contribution to the splitting signal, but an additional source from
anisotropy within the slab itself is plausible. We have documented
three distinct characteristic patterns of ∗ KS splitting in our study
area: predominantly trench-parallel fast splitting directions along
the PULSE northern line, predominantly null ∗ KS arrivals in the
southern part of our study area, and complex and variable splitting at stations to the north and east of Cusco. Our most important ﬁnding is the delineation of a sharp boundary in upper mantle seismic anisotropy (reﬂected in both local S and ∗ KS
splitting behavior) associated with the Nazca Ridge. This marked
change in seismic anisotropy at the ridge implies that the ridge
strongly inﬂuences how the surrounding mantle deforms. From
this we infer that the Nazca Ridge is not merely a passive feature; rather, it alters the dynamics of the Peruvian ﬂat slab system, at least in terms of deformation of the surrounding mantle. A complete understanding of its role in ﬂat slab evolution,
and whether this role is causative, will require additional constraints on the geometry, structure, composition, buoyancy, and
state of stress of the subducting Nazca Ridge, along with more
detailed imaging of the slab morphology. Analysis of the PULSE
dataset is ongoing and includes body and surface wave tomography, receiver function analysis, earthquake location and moment
tensor analysis. These will likely further our understanding and
enable additional quantitative comparisons between shear wave
splitting measurements and other indicators of slab structure at
depth.
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