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Abstract The lateral propagation of rifts is a consequence of the relative divergence of lithospheric plates
about a pole of rotation. Modern and ancient examples of rifts are known to overprint preexisting linear
anisotropies in the crust and lithosphere, such as lithospheric boundaries, crustal sutures, and thermal
anomalies. Here we investigate how propagating rifts interact with preexisting structures by using
three-dimensional analogue experiments with rotational extensional boundary conditions and variably
oriented linear weak zones in the lithospheric mantle. When linear weaknesses are oriented at low angles to
the rift axis, early strain localization occurs in narrow domains, which merge at later stages, resulting in
continental breakup by unzipping. Strong strain partitioning is observed when the linear heterogeneity is
oriented at high angles with respect to the rift axis. In these experiments, early subparallel V-shaped basins
propagate toward the pole of rotation until they are abandoned and strain is transferred entirely to structures
developed in the vicinity of the strongly oblique weak lithosphere zone boundary. The experimental
results are characterized in terms of their evolution, patterns of strain localization, and surface topography
as a function of the lithospheric heterogeneity obliquity angle. Comparison of the experiments to ancient and
modern examples in nature may help to elucidate the common but still poorly understood process of
propagating rift-lithospheric heterogeneity interaction.

1. Introduction

The orientation of newly formed ocean basin systems often occurs at oblique angles to preexisting continen-
tal lithospheric structures such as suture zones, thermal weaknesses, and steps in the base of the lithosphere
and Moho. Consequently, ancient orogenic systems and associated boundaries are preserved within the con-
tinental lithosphere on opposite sides of oceans. In modern rift systems such as those developed in the East
African Rift and the juvenile Red Sea ocean basin, the axis of extension is oriented along the Mozambique
Ocean suture zone [Kazmin et al., 1978], oblique to ancient Neoproterozoic sutures [e.g., Dixon et al., 1987]
and thermal anomalies associated with mantle convection [e.g., Chang et al., 2011]. Consequently, early held
views of the Wilson cycle where continental breakup follows former sutures [Wilson, 1966] are not always
valid; other compositional and/or thermal weaknesses play an important role in the localization of strain
and rifting [e.g., Corti et al., 2003; van Wijk, 2005; Brune, 2014; Huismans and Beaumont, 2014; Manatschal
et al., 2015]. Despite their importance for continental rifting and ocean initiation, how preexisting structures
or rheological heterogeneities influence the localization and partitioning of deformation during continental
breakup remains poorly understood.

The kinematic history of divergent tectonic boundaries is likely to be characterized by multiple phases of
successive orthogonal, oblique, and rotational relative motions [e.g., Bonini et al., 1997; Keep and McClay,
1997; Seton et al., 2012;Müller et al., 2016].When lithospheric extension is governedby a rotational component,
rift propagation is driven by relative plate motion about a pole of rotation [Hey et al., 1980; Martin, 1984].
Simple crustal scale analogue experiments of rotational extension with a homogeneous crust have shown
a characteristic triangular fault pattern and rotated blocks comparable to features observed in the Afar
triangle [Souriot and Brun, 1992]. This paper builds on this research by using analogue experiments to explore
how linear lithospheric-scale weak zones interact with propagating rifts during rotational extension, and how
this interaction influences deformation and surface topography along the rift axis. Examples of mantle
heterogeneities that may be represented in the experiments include active mantle plumes or hot spots
[e.g., Hill, 1991], mantle penetrating shear zones characterized by reduced grain size [Bercovici and Ricard,
2014; Heron et al., 2016], or inherited mechanical anisotropies with lattice preferred orientation of olivine
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crystals [Tommasi and Vauchez, 2001]. Our experiments also assess the roles propagating rift and lithospheric
heterogeneity interactions may have during the transition from continental break up to ocean initiation, the
onset of mantle exhumation, and as precursors to transform faults and ridge jumps.

Rift propagation has been the focus of many studies [e.g., Shih and Molnar, 1975; Hey, 1977; Courtillot, 1982;
Martin, 1984; Mart and Dauteuil, 2000; Hey et al., 2010], but few have adopted a quantitative approach to
address how continental break up is affected by heterogeneities in the continental lithosphere under rota-
tional boundary conditions [e.g., Courtillot, 1982; Martin, 1984]. Previous analogue models of oblique rifting
[e.g., Tron and Brun, 1991; Mart and Dauteuil, 2000; Ding and Li, 2016] and thermomechanical numerical
experiments [Dunbar and Sawyer, 1996; Van Wijk and Blackman, 2005] successfully investigated the dynamics
and mechanics of propagating rifts in three-dimensions under a constant extension direction. Earlier analo-
gue models with an imposed rotational boundary condition focused on specific cases, including the sinistral
rotation of the Danakil Block [Souriot and Brun, 1992], propagation of rifting from oceanic to continental litho-
sphere with application to the Havre Trough [Benes and Scott, 1996], anticlockwise rollback of the subducting
Pacific plate in the Kuril Basin [Schellart et al., 2003], and the opening of the South China Sea [Sun et al., 2009].
In this study we report the first series of three-dimensional, isostatically supported, brittle-ductile multilayer
analogue experiments of rotational rifting in order to explore the effect of linear heterogeneities on divergent
tectonic boundaries with a rotational component. Specifically, we characterize in detail how deformation
propagates and how surface topography evolves within themodel lithosphere as a function of the orientation
of linear weak zones.

We compare our lithospheric-scale experimental results with natural examples from the Tyrrhenian Sea and
the Red Sea-Gulf of Aden rift system, as it represents the best modern example of continental lithosphere that
has undergone a transition from rifting to seafloor spreading [Bosworth et al., 2005; Almalki et al., 2015]. The
system is not only underlain by a narrow zone of warm upper mantle related to the northward channeling of
the Afar plume [Ritsema et al., 1999; Chang et al., 2011; Hansen and Nyblade, 2013] but also undergoing a
strong rotational relative motion [Bellahsen et al., 2003; Bosworth et al., 2005; ArRajehi et al., 2010] (Figure 1).

2. Experimental Methods and Materials
2.1. Experimental Design

Our experiments focus on the kinematics and mechanics of rifting by attaching a model lithospheric plate to
a moving wall pulled by a linear actuator (see section 2.3). In this way, we impose a rotational extensional
boundary condition (Figure 2a) that simulates progressive anticlockwise rotation similar to that of natural
examples (e.g., Arabian Plate with respect to the African Plate over the last ~13Ma) [ArRajehi et al., 2010;
Bosworth et al., 2005]. Since our apparatus is isothermal, we simulate the presence of linear thermal anomalies
by varying the viscosity of the model lithospheric mantle. Although weak zones may not be linear in nature,
the model weak zone is analogous to a strain corridor or thermal anomaly with a roughly linear trend. Using
this approach, rift-relateddeformation in theexperimentspropagates towardafixedpoleof rotationover time,
and the propagation path and pattern of strain localization is influenced by the presence and orientation of a
linear weakness zone in the mantle lithosphere [e.g., Agostini et al., 2009].

All experiments described here consist of a 44 × 44× 3 cm three-layer, brittle-ductile model lithospheric plate
that floats isostatically on a fluid model asthenosphere contained within a 65 × 65× 20 cm acrylic tank
(Figure 2). Below, we first describe the materials and scaling principles used for the experiments. We then
provide details on the experimental apparatus and model construction and finally discuss how deformation
and surface topography are monitored during the experiments.

2.2. Materials and Scaling

Lengths, time, and forces are scaled down in analogue experiments in order to produce an appropriately
sized model that behaves in a mechanically similar way to nature, over an appropriate period of time
[Ramberg, 1967; Davy and Cobbold, 1991; Benes and Davy, 1996]. The experiments reported here comprise
a simplified three-layer lithosphere with a brittle upper crust, a ductile lower crust, and a ductile lithospheric
mantle, overlying the model asthenosphere (Figure 3a).

The length scale ratio, L*, for all experiments was fixed by setting the model crustal thickness, Lm=14mm to
represent a crustal thickness in nature Lp = 35 km, such that L* = Lm/Lp = 4× 10�7, where subscripts m and p

Tectonics 10.1002/2016TC004447

MOLNAR ET AL. HETEROGENEITIES IN PROPAGATING RIFTS 421



refer to the model and natural prototype, respectively. This length scale ratio was suitable for the simulation
of large areas on Earth (1100 km×1100 km) undergoing rotational extension within the confines of our
acrylic tank.

Polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) was used to model the ductile lower crust (Figure 3). PDMS is an optically clear,
high viscosity, high molecular weight silicone polymer frequently used in analogue modeling [e.g., Pysklywec
and Cruden, 2004; Cruden et al., 2006; Marques et al., 2007]. It has density ρm≈ 970 kg/m3, which for a natural
lower crust density of ρp≈ 2760 kg/m

3 sets a density scaling factor ρ* = ρm/ρp = 0.355. PDMS and PDMS
mixtures with granular materials have a slightly non-Newtonian rheology defined by the power law:

σn ¼ η_ε (1)

where σ is stress, _ε is strain rate, η is viscosity, and n is the power law exponent of the material.

Our PDMS (Wacker Elastomer NA) is a Newtonian viscous fluid with a power law exponent of n~ 1 at our
experimental strain rates (1 × 10�5 to 5 × 10�4 s�1). This PDMS has a viscosity of ƞm≈ 4× 104 Pa s, and if we
assume, for scaling purposes, a natural lower crust viscosity of ƞn≈ 2× 1021 Pa s, we set a viscosity scaling
factor of ƞ* = ƞm/ƞp = 2 × 10�17. All experiments were carried out in the normal field of gravity (1 g), so the
scale ratio for gravitational acceleration is g* = gm/gp = 1. The time scaling factor for the experiments can then
be defined as t* = ƞ*/ρ*g*L* = tm/tp = 1.41 × 10�10, meaning that 1 h in the experiment corresponds to
~0.8Ma in nature. The scaling parameters and experimental and natural material properties and dimensions
are summarized in Table 1.

Figure 1. Cartoon reconstruction of the Red Sea-Gulf of Aden rift system Cenozoic evolution summarized in three stages, after Bosworth et al. [2005]: (a) Early
Oligocene-Middle Miocene: Afar plume initiation and coeval opening of the Red Sea with extension direction normal to the rift axis (N60°E) driven by the closure
of the Neotethys Ocean. Mozambique Ocean suture zone (MOSZ) mapped in orange after Kazmin et al. [1978]; (b) Middle Miocene-Late Miocene: collision of Arabia
with Eurasia led to the formation of the Aqaba-Levant transform (ALT) boundary and the extension direction switched to highly oblique (N15°E) with respect to the
Red Sea rift axis. Mid-ocean ridge (MOR) propagated west in the Gulf of Aden. (c) Late Miocene-Present: continent-continent collision to the NW in contrast with the
Makran subduction zone (MSZ) in the SE caused a slab pull gradient that resulted in a rotational anticlockwise motion of Arabia with respect to Eurasia. Seafloor
spreading in southern Red Sea initiated ~5Ma. Dark blue arrows represent present-day GPS vectors for Arabia with respect to Eurasia [ArRajehi et al., 2010]. Bottom
cartoons illustrate a simplified analogous relative motion of plates. Our laboratory experiments aim to simulate similar boundary conditions to Figure 1c.
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A solution of Natrosol® 250 HH and sodium chloride in deionized water was used to model the astheno-
spheric mantle [Boutelier et al., 2016] (Figure 3). Natrosol® is a cellulose-based polymer designed to increase
the viscosity of aqueous fluids without significantly affecting their density. As an aqueous solution, it behaves
as a Newtonian viscous fluid under conditions typically employed in experimental tectonics [Boutelier
et al., 2016].

Considering our scaling factors and the range of values that have been estimated for the viscosity of the asth-
enosphere in nature (~1019 to 1020 Pa s [Artyushkov, 1983]; ~1019 to 1021 Pa s [Ranalli, 1995]), we varied the
concentrations of Natrosol® 250 HH [e.g., Boutelier et al., 2016] and sodium chloride [e.g., Davaille, 1999;
Davaille et al., 2002] to achieve appropriate values for our experiments. The final model asthenosphere has
a viscosity of ƞm≈ 380 Pa s, which represents ƞp≈ 1.9 × 1019 in nature, and has a density of ρm≈ 1100 kg/m3,
equivalent to a natural asthenosphere density of ρp≈ 3100 kg/m

3 [e.g., Pysklywec and Cruden, 2004].

The model lithospheric mantle is composed of a mixture of black Colorific Plasticine®, 3M® hollow glass
microspheres and PDMS [e.g., Cruden et al., 2006; Riller et al., 2012] (Figure 3). Blending plasticine with
PDMS increases the density and effective viscosity and adding microspheres decreases the density while also
increasing the effective viscosity of the mixture. We also varied the proportions of these components to
achieve suitable upscaled values for the lithospheric mantle viscosity and density. A volume percentage mix-
ture of 57% PDMS+ 29% black Colorific Plasticene® + 14% 3M® hollow glass microspheres (class K-1) resulted
in a model lithospheric mantle density of ρm≈ 1080 kg/m3, which scales up to a natural lithospheric mantle
density of ρp≈ 3050 kg/m

3. The rheological properties of the mixture were measured over the relevant
experimental strain rate range (1 × 10�5 to 5 × 10�4) using an Anton Paar Physica MCR-301 parallel plate rhe-
ometer. Results show that the PDMS-based lithospheric mantle analogue material is slightly non-Newtonian,
with a power law exponent n= 1.25 and an effective viscosity of ƞm≈ 2× 105 Pa s, equivalent to
ƞp≈ 1× 1022 Pa s in nature. This gives a viscosity ratio of ~520 with respect to the Natrosol-NaCl solution,

Figure 2. Experimental setup. (a) A 3-D sketch of how the laboratory experiments were constructed. Particle-imaging velocimetry (PIV) cameras 1 and 3 were fixed in
a stereoscopic setup to monitor deformation of the model surface. PIV camera 2 captured top-view images with oblique lightening to improve visualization of
deformation patterns. (b) Oblique view photo of the analogue model (Experiment 8 after 30% extension).
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falling in the upper limit for the range of natural viscosity contrasts between the lithospheric and
sublithospheric mantle (~100–500 [Funiciello et al., 2008; Schellart, 2008; Wu et al., 2008])

To model a weak lithospheric mantle, we varied the proportions of PDMS and black Colorific Plasticene® to
obtain a similar density to the surrounding normal lithospheric mantle but a smaller effective viscosity
(Figure 3). The weak lithospheric mantle analogue material comprising a volume percentage mixture of
81.5% PDMS+ 18.5% black Colorific Plasticene® has a density of ρm≈ 1075 kg/m3 and an effective viscosity
of ƞm≈ 1 × 105 Pa s, equivalent to ƞp≈ 5× 1021 Pa s (Table 1).

Figure 3. Schematic illustration of the rheological layering of the analogue models and strength profiles of the normal
and weak lithospheres. (a) Cross section along the center of the model showing how models are constructed, rheolo-
gical layering, and approximate location of the weak lithospheric mantle prior to deformation. (b) Natural prototype and
scaled down thicknesses for all models (see Table 1 for details). (c and d) Representative strength profiles of the model
normal and weak lithospheres. Abbreviations: S = Fine quartz sand, ESPH = Envirospheres® hollow ceramic spheres,
PDMS = Polydimethylsiloxane, BPL = Colorific® black plasticine, K1 = 3M® hollow glass microspheres, NaCl-N = sodium
chloride-Natrosol solution.

Table 1. Scaling and Experimental Parameters for the Analogue Modelsa

Thickness Density Viscosity

Model (mm) Nature (km) Model (kg/m3) Nature (kg/m3) Model (Pa s) Nature (Pa s) Material

Normal Lithosphere
Upper crust Brittle 8 20 928 2600 - - S + ESPH
Lower crust Ductile 6 15 982 2760 4 × 104 2 × 1021 PDMS
Lithospheric mantle Ductile 16 45 1090 3050 2 × 105 1 × 1022 PDMS + BPL + K1
Weak Lithosphere
Upper crust Brittle 8 20 928 2600 - - S + ESPH
Lower crust Ductile 6 15 982 2760 4 × 104 2 × 1021 PDMS
Weak lithospheric mantle Ductile 16 45 1075 3030 1 × 105 5 × 2021 PDMS + BPL
Asthenosphere - - 1100 3100 380 1.9 × 1019 NaCl-NS
Scaling factors: model/prototype L* = 4 × 10�7 ρ* = 0.355 μ* = 2 × 10�17

Time scaling factor t* = ƞ* / (ρ* · g* · L*) t* = 1.41 × 1010 1 h in model ~ 0.8 Ma in nature
Velocity scaling factor v* = l*/t* v* = 2.84 × 103 6mm/h in model ~ 20mm/yr in nature
Gravity scaling factor g* = gm/gp = 1

aS = sand; ESPH = hollow ceramic spheres; PDMS = polydimethylsiloxane; BPL = black plasticine; K1 = hollow glass microspheres; NaCl-NS = sodium chloride
+ Natrosol solution. All layers have dimensions of 440 × 440mm. Model asthenosphere area is 626 × 626mm.
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The brittle upper crust is modeled using granular materials (Figure 3). To achieve a scaled natural upper crus-
tal density of ρp≈ 2650 kg/m

3, we mixed quartz sand and hollow ceramic Envirospheres® with bulk densities
of 1550 kg/m3 and 390 kg/m3, respectively, in the ratio 3.11:1 to obtain a scaled down model upper crustal
density of 940 kg/m3. The graded quartz sand has a homogeneous grain size distribution with 75% of the
grains falling between 435 and 500μm, and the hollow ceramic Envirospheres® have a very homogenous
grain size distribution, with 90% of the grains in the 100–150μm range. Hubbert-type shear box tests for
the mixture determined an internal friction angle ϕ< 38° and a cohesion value of ~ 9 Pa. The internal friction
angle and the negligible cohesion of the mixture make it an appropriate analogue to model brittle upper
crust with a Mohr-Coulomb behavior [e.g., Byerlee, 1978; Davy and Cobbold, 1991; Schellart, 2000].

2.3. Experimental Setup and Construction

All experiments start from the same initial state, in which the model lithosphere is attached to two U-shaped
walls with internal dimensions of 44 × 44 × 3 cm. One wall is fixed to the side of the acrylic tank wall and the
other is pulled by a linear actuator at a controlled divergence rate (Figures 2a and 3). A pivot is fixed on one
side of the U-shaped walls and the linear actuator rod pulls the moving wall from the opposite side in an
anticlockwise fashion, creating a rotational extensional boundary condition (Figure 2a). The opening of the
U-shaped walls creates a free edge in which granular material from the upper crust collapses by gravity
(Figure 2b). This unwanted boundary condition of the experimental setup affects a small area that is outside
the region of interest (i.e., the surface area selected for deformation monitoring processing) and is therefore
not considered to be detrimental to the results. We use an 80:20wt % paraffin oil in petrolatum jelly mixture
[Duarte et al., 2014] as a lubricant between the model lateral boundaries and the confining U-shaped walls to
minimize other boundary effects. The lateral side boundary effect caused by the grip between the model
lithosphere and the side walls is therefore significantly reduced and is considered negligible for the
experiment results.

Themodel mantle lithosphere and ductile crust layers are constructed to sit within the pair of U-shaped walls,
to which they are attached on the sides perpendicular to the extension direction (Figure 3a). The ductile
layers are first made separately by allowing them to spread to the desired area and thickness within a rigid
frame. Lithospheric mantle linear weak zones are prepared individually using the same technique and
are incorporated into the normal lithospheric mantle layer by inserting them into a space created by cut-
ting and removing material. This procedure is done ~48 h before the experiment to allow the normal-weak
combined lithospheric mantle material to settle within the rigid frame. Specially designed 4 cm wide
horizontal grips are also incorporated along two sides of the lithospheric mantle layer, which is then placed
on top of the model asthenospheric mantle, within the U-shaped walls (Figures 2 and 3). The ductile crust
layer is then placed on top and the model is left to sit to allow sufficient time to achieve isostatic equili-
brium and for air bubbles to dissipate (~7 h). The model upper crust layer is then deposited by sifting gran-
ular materials (see section 2.2) from a height of ~15 cm. No manual off scraping is done to prevent
alterations in the mechanical properties of the upper crustal layer due to unwanted compaction. Once all
model lithosphere layers are in place and in isostatic equilibrium with the asthenosphere, the grips are
fastened to the extension-perpendicular sides of the U-shaped walls.

Linear weak zones are incorporated into the model lithospheric mantle with orientations defined by the
angle, α, between the trend of the weakness and the orthogonal to the initial extension direction. All linear
weak zones had constant width of 5 cm, and αwas varied in 15° increments from 0° to 60° (Figure 4). The obli-
que linear zones were positioned in such way that they cross the center of the model lithospheric plate in
map view (defined by the intersection of the two diagonals of the square lithospheric plate; see Figure 4).
The final shape and location of the weak zone at the end of each experiment is inferred using control points.
Granular material is removed using a vacuum cleaner, and the ductile layers are then gradually removed by
cutting them approximately perpendicular to the rift axis. After each section is removed the boundaries of
the weak zone are observed in side view, marked on the surface and photographed from above. This is
repeated four times, and the final shape of the weak zone is deduced using eight control points.

2.4. Deformation Monitoring and Analysis

Stereoscopic particle image velocimetry (PIV) was used to monitor deformation of the model surface. The PIV
system is equipped with three high-speed cameras that provide a spatial resolution of ≥0.1mm and a
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temporal resolution of ≥0.1 s. Successive PIV images were taken at 2min intervals during each experimental
run. Dark-colored sand grains sifted on top of the model served as passive markers (Figure 2b). Stereo cross
correlation [Adam et al., 2005] was used to obtain precise spatiotemporal measurements of incremental and
cumulative deformation [e.g., Boutelier and Cruden, 2013; Riller et al., 2012; Schrank et al., 2008]. Cumulative
data are calculated as the sum of the incremental data. We computed high-resolution displacement fields,
and based on the strain tensor,

Eij ¼ ∂Vi

∂j
with i ∈ x; y; zf g and j ∈ x; y; zf g (2)

we calculate the gradient in the vector component i along the j axis. In order to calculate total normal strain
on the surface, instead of determining the horizontal normal strain along a single Cartesian coordinate direc-
tion [e.g., Boutelier and Cruden, 2013; Chen et al., 2016], we consider the 2-D strain matrix

Exx Exy

Eyx Eyy

�����

����� (3)

and define the normal strain, Esurf, on the surface as the largest eigenvalue of the matrix:

Esurf ¼
Exx þ Eyy
� �

2
þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Exx þ Eyy
� �2

4
þ Exy þ Eyx
� �2

4

�����

�����

vuut (4)

Detailed analysis of the models shows that the initial rupture of the model brittle crust occurs approximately
when the incremental Esurf> 1% (e.g., Figure 5a, 5% extension). We therefore define this value as a useful
threshold to detect when a structure becomes active or inactive during the experiments, in order to track the
migration of the rift tip. Digital elevation models (DEMs) created from the stereoscopic images are compared
with top-view digital photographs taken with oblique lightening to improve visualization of fault segments.

3. Results

Fifteen experiments were carried out with initial conditions summarized in Table 2. Five experiments were
repeated to test for reproducibility and resulted in similar first-order deformation patterns and evolution

Figure 4. Graphical summary of the boundary conditions for the laboratory experiments presented in this article. (top left)
Plan view sketch of the rotational boundary condition, imposed by fixing a pivot (P) at one side of a moveable U-shaped
wall and pulling from the opposite side with a linear actuator (LA). (middle and right columns) Lithospheric mantle
linear weakness orientation (α) in plan view of the experiments discussed in this work.
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(see Movies S1 to S10 in the supporting information). We focus on the results from five representative
experiments (Figure 4), which are subdivided into groups based on the obliquity angle of the linear zone
of weakness, α, including one homogeneous reference experiment.

As the apparatus is designed to impose rotational extension, we characterize the different rifting stages
according to the maximum imposed percentage of stretching (i.e., displacement of the linear actuator),
which occurs at the free side of the model, opposite the fixed pole of rotation (Figures 2a and 3). For practical
purposes, we define north as toward the pole of rotation; hence, rift propagation takes place from south to
north. The southern margin of the model is hereafter referred as the opening side.

Experimental results are presented in Figures 5 to 9 and are subdivided into three sections: structural
evolution (Figures 5a, 6a, 7a, 8a, and 9a), incremental strain (Figures 5b, 6b, 7b, 8b, and 9b) and evolutionary
topographic cross sections (Figures 5c, 6c, 7c, 8c, and 9c). Structural evolution is presented in top view as line
drawings of structures on color digital elevation models, together with the corresponding fault distribution
for each stage illustrated as rose diagrams of fault azimuths. Incremental strain is also presented as top views
as maps of incremental normal strain (Esurf) on the model surface draped over a shaded relief DEM for each
stage. The linear weakness boundaries, when present, are marked as dashed lines in all top-view figures. We
plot two profiles of the surface elevation and normal strain on the model surface (Esurf) for each stage, along
sections indicated as dashed lines A and B in Figures 5b, 6b, 7b, 8b, and 9b. Incremental strain values that
exceed the previously defined threshold (Esurf> 1%) are indicated by orange shading to highlight areas
where deformation is active at each stage.

3.1. Reference Experiment-Homogeneous Lithosphere (Experiment 8)
3.1.1. Early Stages
After 5% extension, short, normal faults formed perpendicular to the extension direction as strain localized at
the south central end of model (Figures 5a and 5b: 5% extension). During this stage, extension was accom-
modated on these major boundary faults as they propagated northward. At 7.5% extension, incremental
strain measurements show the initiation of a second, subparallel rift segment that propagated toward the
pole of rotation (Figure 5b: 7.5% extension). Increasing stretching activated linear normal linear faults that

Table 2. List of the Performed Analogue Experiments

Experiment Weakness Obliquity Angle Length Scaling Factor Comment

3 No weakness 6.00E-07 First successful rotational experiment
5 No weakness Failed due to initial setup
6 No weakness Failed due to initial setup
8a No weakness 4.00E-07 Similar evolution to Experiment 3
9 0° Single propagating rift
10 �15° Rift develops as compartments
11a 15° Development of intrarift block
12 60° Partitioned deformation
16 15° 15° repetition
17 30° No development of intrarift block
18a 30° 30° repetition; development of intrarift block
19 45° Partitioned deformation
20a 45° 45° repetition
21a 60° 60° repetition
22 No weakness Similar evolution to Experiments 3 and 8

aExperiments discussed in this work.

Figure 5. Evolution of deformation for reference experiment eight with homogeneous lithosphere (i.e., no lithospheric mantle weakness). (a) Structural interpreta-
tion presented in top-view DEMs. Black lines are active normal faults, and grey lines are inactive normal faults at each stage. Rose diagrams at bottom left show
normalized fault distribution with 36 bins (i.e., each bar represents a 5° azimuth range) weighted for the fault length. Colored lines are the extension direction (E),
extension-normal direction (EN), and the initial orientation of the linear weakness (W), when present. Schematic drawing in the top left illustrates the amount of
rotation of the model in plan view. Red squares in small insets indicate the area analyzed. (b) Maps of incremental normal strain on surface (Esurf) for each stage.
Location of profiles A and B shown in Figure 5c are indicated by black dotted lines. (c) Surface elevation (black) and incremental normal strain on surface (red) profiles.
Shaded areas indicate sections that are actively accommodating extension at each stage (i.e., Esurf> 1%, see text for details). For detailedmodel evolution, see Movie
S1 in supporting information.
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Figure 6. Evolution of deformation with a low obliquity (α = 15°) linear weakness zone (Experiment 11), illustrated as in Figure 5. (a) Schematic drawing in the top left
illustrates the amount of rotation of themodel and approximate location of the lithosphericmantle linearweakness. Red squares in small insets indicate area analyzed.
Boundaries of the linear weakness are shown as white dotted lines in Figures 6a and 6b. For detailed model evolution, see Movie S2 in supporting information.
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Figure 7. Evolution of deformationwith a lowobliquity (α = 30°) linear weakness zone (Experiment 18), illustrated as in Figures 5 and 6. (a) Schematic drawing in the top
left illustrates the amount of rotation of the model and approximate location of the lithospheric mantle linear weakness. Red squares in small insets indicate area
analyzed. Boundaries of the linear weakness are shown aswhite dotted lines in Figures 7a and 7b. For detailedmodel evolution, seeMovie S3 in supporting information.
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Figure 8. Evolution of deformation with a moderate obliquity (α = 45°) linear weakness zone (Experiment 20), illustrated as in Figures 5 and 6. (a) Schematic drawing in
the top left illustrates the amount of rotation of the model and approximate location of the lithospheric mantle linear weakness. Red squares in small insets indicate area
analyzed. Boundaries of the linear weakness are shown aswhite dotted lines in Figures 8a and 8b. For detailedmodel evolution, seeMovie S4 in supporting information.

Tectonics 10.1002/2016TC004447

MOLNAR ET AL. HETEROGENEITIES IN PROPAGATING RIFTS 431



Figure 9. Evolution of deformation with a high obliquity (α = 60°) linear weakness zone (Exp. 21), illustrated as in Figures 5 and 6. (a) Schematic drawing in the top left
illustrates the amount of rotation of themodel and approximate location of the lithosphericmantle linearweakness. Red squares in small insets indicate area analyzed.
Boundaries of the linear weakness are shown as white dotted lines in Figures 9a and 9b. For detailedmodel evolution, see Movie S5 in supporting information.
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bound both segments and led to the development of two V-shaped graben with northward propagating
tips. Although the eastern graben developed later, its propagation was faster than the western graben
(cf. Figures 5a and 5b: 7.5–15% extension). Cross sections of surface elevation and incremental strain in the
southern half of the model at 15% extension (Figure 5c) indicate that the two rift depressions have similar
geometry in the southern end, with the western graben recording higher incremental strain. However,
toward the center of the model the eastern graben accommodates more extension and is bound by faults
with greater throws compared to the western graben. Orientation analysis indicates that the boundary faults
of the V-shaped basins strike approximately perpendicular to the stretching direction as they propagate
(Figure 5a).
3.1.2. Advanced Stages
The main boundary faults opposite the pole of rotation were active until ~15% extension, when strain gradu-
ally localized in the floors of the southern parts of the two early-formed rift depressions as they becamewider
(Figures 5a and 5b: 15–20% extension). With increasing extension, the bounding faults of the two graben
structures propagated northward and the separation between the rift segments increased. Northward propa-
gation of the western graben terminated when it reached the center of the model after ~20% extension
(Figures 5a and 5b). Subsequent extensional deformation in the model was transferred to the eastern graben
and to a newly formed central graben located between the eastern and western graben (Figures 5a and 5b:
20–30% extension). As extension continued, the rift-subparallel bounding faults of the central graben propa-
gated to the north and south. Ongoing deformation was entirely accommodated by the central graben as it
propagated toward the pole of rotation. At very advanced stages (>30% extension) the main rift boundary
faults in the southern half of the model became inactive as strain became localized in the rift depressions
(Figures 5b and 5c: 30% extension). These areas of lithospheric thinning also became wider to the south.
This trend continued until maximum extension of the experiment was reached (~45%), at which point no
further evidence of fault nucleation between rift zone compartments was observed.

3.2. Low Obliquity Weakness Zone (Experiments 11 and 18)
3.2.1. Experiment 11
3.2.1.1. Early Stages
Experiments with a low obliquity (α=15°) linear weakness zone are characterized by early development
(2.5% extension) of two north-south oriented rift segments, delineated by linear normal faults that strike at
intermediate angles between the trend of the linear weakness zone and the direction perpendicular to the
initial extension direction (Figure 6a: 2.5% extension). Elongated domains of incremental strain illustrate
how these normal faults formed approximately in the center of the linear weakness zone and delimited a
southwest and a central graben (Figures 6a and 6b: 2.5% extension). Extension was progressively accommo-
dated by these structures as their throw increased and as they propagated both north and south. After 5%
extension the northern tip of the southwest graben reached its maximum propagation point (Figure 6a).
Comparison between incremental strain measurements at 2.5% and 5% extension shows that the two en
echelon-oriented rift segments within the weak zone propagate sideways and start to overlap (Figure 6a:
5% extension). The deflection in the strike of the faults as they overlap is probably due to rift interaction,
which is a consequence of the close proximity of the two rift segments [cf. Zwaan et al., 2016]. With further
extension, the main boundary faults in the center of the model propagated northward with an orientation
that gradually became aligned with the trend of the weakness zone (Figures 6a and 6b). By 7.5% extension,
surface elevation and strain profiles (Figure 6c: 7.5% extension) indicate that the only active fault segments at
7.5% extension were those formed due to this northward migration of the central V-shaped basin. At this
stage strain progressively localized in the narrow rift depressions to the south of the model.
3.2.1.2. Advanced Stages
The activity of the boundary faults diminished with progressive deformation, showing no substantial varia-
tions in vertical throw after 7.5% extension (Figure 6c). At this stage, strain became highly localized in the cen-
ter of the rift depression and extension was consequently accommodated by lower crustal and lithospheric
mantle stretching within the linear weakness zone. This resulted in a different amount of thinning between
the normal and weak lithosphere. The boundary faults were oriented perpendicular to the direction of
extension as they grew toward the model pivot point (proxy for pole of rotation). Observations on the overall
evolution of deformation show that strain is focused in the linear weakness zone for the majority of the
experiment. No substantial change in deformation style was observed with progressive stretching after
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10% extension. However, a rotating intrarift block developed with increasing extension (Figure 6a: 10–25%
extension). The rift segments that nucleated at early stages (<5% extension) delimit a horst that rotated coun-
terclockwise about an independent pole of rotation located on the west margin of the rift. The final stages of
the experiment show awide distribution of strain in the thinned lithosphere of the rift floors, and theirmargins
are characterized by progressive upward flexure due to local isostasy associatedwith the rift flanks (Figures 6b
and 6c). Extensional structures only developed outside theweak zone at late stages and resulted in the anasto-
mosing geometry of the main rift boundary faults (see Movie S2 in supporting information).
3.2.2. Experiment 18
Experiment 18 (α=30°) developed a very similar deformation evolution to Experiment 11 in terms of com-
partmentalization and strain partitioning, with slight differences in the timing (i.e., percent of extension) at
which each step in the evolution took place. Comparison between Experiment 11 (α=15°) and Experiment
18 (α=30°) shows that the southernmost end of the weak zone is closer to the point of maximum extension
in experiments with a lower obliquity linear weakness (Figure 4). This results in an earlier widening of the
weak zone and causes deformation to stay localized within it (cf. Figures 6 and 7). In Experiment 18, an elon-
gated rift segment that formed subparallel to the linear weak zone accommodated most of the extension at
early stages (Figures 7a and 7b: 2.5–5% extension). Strain localized along the linear weakness zone and pro-
gressive deformation led to the development of a second, north-south oriented graben. This resulted in the
formation of an intrarift block in the northern part of the model (Figures 7a and 7c: 7.5% extension). The main
difference between Experiments 11 and 18 was in the location of the counterclockwise rotating intrarift
block, which formed closer to the pole of rotation in Experiment 18. The geometry of a 30° oriented weakness
zone results in a greater distance along the center of themodel between theopening side of themodel and the
linear weak zone boundary. The southernmost section of the weak zone in Experiment 18 is farther away from
the point of maximum extension than in Experiment 11 (Figure 4). As a result, strain partitioning and compart-
mentalization occurred at later stages and closer to the pole of rotation (Figure 7a: 12.5–20% extension),
indicating that the position of theweak zone influences the resulting structural pattern in addition to the angle
of obliquity. The higher rotation rate of the intrarift block in Experiment 18 is due to its proximity to themodel
pivot point.

3.3. Moderate Obliquity Weakness Zone (Experiment 20)
3.3.1. Early Stages
Incremental strain measurements at early stages of the α= 45° experiment (Figure 8b: 2.5% extension) show
two domains of incipient rift formation and propagation. Deformation was localized along the south eastern
margin of the linear weak zone during this stage, as illustrated by the 45° striking oriented domain of incre-
mental strain in the center of the model (Figures 8a and 8b). Minor domains oriented perpendicular to the
extension direction accommodated deformation in the southern part of the model. As extension increased,
the central rift zone propagated toward both the southwest and northeast, parallel to the linear weak zone,
along which normal faults initiated after 5% extension, accommodating most of the deformation (Figures 8a
and 8b). At this stage, the extension-perpendicular domains of incremental strain increased steadily, but no
rupture of the brittle upper crust was observed in the southern end of the model until 7.5% extension, when
ongoing deformation in the area resulted in the development of a series of short, displacement-
perpendicular rift segments (Figure 8a). The activity of the boundary faults associatedwith these rift segments
is greatest between ~7.5% and ~12.5% extension. The normal faults of the central graben also propagated in
both directions during this stage and the tips of the central rift began to rotate progressively into alignment
with the extension-perpendicular direction (Figures 8a and 8b: 7.5–10% extension), producing a sigmoidal rift
segment that remained within the weak zone until advanced stages of the experiment.
3.3.2. Advanced Stages
After 10% extension, strain continued to be largely accommodated by the central rift segment, with increased
vertical throw on its boundary faults and subsequent deepening of the rift floor (Figures 8a and 8b). However,
the activity of the delineated normal faults decreased after ~15% extension. This resulted in the progressive
localization of strain toward the rift depression, resulting in differential thinning of the lithosphere. The earlier
formed north-south graben structures in the south were aborted as extension continued, suggesting that
deformation was entirely transferred to the boundary of the linear weak zone (Figure 8b: 25% extension).
No new rift segments were created between 25% and the maximum extension (~45%). Upward flexure of
the thinned lithosphere was observed at late stages, as in the low obliquity experiments.
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3.4. High Obliquity Linear Weakness (Experiment 21)

The experiment with a highly oblique linear weakness zone (α= 60°) showed similar behavior to the moder-
ate obliquity experiment (α=45°). Two domains of rift formation were also observed in the model, with some
variations in the timing of the development of rift-related faults. The most relevant differences are
described below.
3.4.1. Early Stages
Deformation was initially localized parallel to the northern boundary of the weak zone (Figures 9b and 9c: 5%
extension) and in several subparallel rift segments that developed perpendicular to the extension direction in
the southern part of the model, which then propagated with increasing stretching toward the pole of rota-
tion (Figures 9a and 9b: 5–10% extension). At 10% extension, the weak zone in the center of the model is
associated with the development of two deformation compartments with orientations that are intermediate
between the trend of the discontinuity and the extension-perpendicular direction (Figure 9a: 10–12.5%
extension). Comparison with Experiment 20 (α=45°) shows that these rift segments formed in the center
of the model but are shorter in length in Experiment 21. However, the overall sigmoidal shape of the rift is
maintained at advanced stages (cf. Figures 8 and 9). These central structures propagated both southwest
and northeast after 10% extension and, together with the displacement-perpendicular segments in the
south, actively accommodate deformation until ~15% extension (Figures 9a and 9b).
3.4.2. Advanced Stages
After 15% extension, the propagation rate of the V-shaped basins in the southern part of the model dimin-
ished and deformation was progressively transferred to the central oblique graben structures (Figures 9a
and 9b). The length of the normal faults that delimit these graben increased steadily and their orientation
gradually changed. As in the moderate obliquity experiments, these boundary faults eventually became
aligned with the displacement-perpendicular direction (Figures 9a and 9b: 15–30% extension). With ongoing
deformation, the easternmost central graben merged with the main V-shaped basin as they propagated in
opposite directions (Figure 9a: 30% extension). The number of rift segments stabilized during the advanced
stages (+30% extension) when basin widening and strain localization in rift interiors was observed.

4. Synthesis and Discussion

The experimental results described above demonstrate that the structural evolution and partitioning of strain
in extending continental lithosphere is strongly influenced by the presence of linear rheological discontinu-
ities. Since the external boundary conditions in each experimentwere the same, we can compare the different
model results to gain insights on how the orientation of linear lithospheric weaknesses influences rift propa-
gation. Figure 10 compares cumulative strain over time in the experiments as a function of linear weak zone
orientation. It is observed that the presence of a linear zone of weakness in the lithosphere has a profound
effect on the resultant architecture and strongly controls strain partitioning in propagating rifts. The strength
of the normal lithospheric mantle in our models is approximately 2 times greater than that of the weak litho-
spheric mantle (Figure 3 and Table 1), suggesting that even a relatively small difference (i.e., values within the
same order of magnitude) in the strength of the layers will induce strong strain partitioning as observed in the
experiments. When present, the boundary of the weak zone always localized deformation at some stage
during the experiments. Previous analogue experiments with different experimental setups have also studied
the effect of mechanical discontinuities during oblique rifting [Tron and Brun, 1991] and in rift basins with a
rotational component [Philippon et al., 2014]. Consistent with our results, these studies have similarly
concluded that the resulting structural pattern can only be explained by considering the presence of inherited
structures or rheological heterogeneities in addition to the geodynamic setting.

In terms of deformation evolution, we define three end-members: homogeneous lithosphere, low obliquity,
and moderate/high obliquity linear weaknesses. The key differences and observations between the experi-
ments, broken down by these three categories, are summarized in Figure 11.

The change in the extension direction over time strongly controls the evolution of deformation and needs to
be investigated jointly with the presence of a weak zone to understand how rifts propagate. Previous analo-
gue modeling with a comparable linear weak lithospheric mantle [e.g., Agostini et al., 2009; Autin et al., 2010;
Corti, 2008] but with a translational rather than a rotational boundary condition provided detailed analysis of
fault patterns but did not characterize how faults propagate along the rift axis over time at large scales.
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In the reference experiment (Experiment 8, no weakness), extension was progressively accommodated in
narrow segments as deformation propagated toward the pole of rotation while ongoing rotation resulted
in highly extended areas at the opening side of the model, where early rupture and mantle exhumation
occurred. However, when a lithospheric mantle weakness was present, the overall evolution of deformation
became more complex and crustal stretching did not necessarily increase with progressive propagation of a

Figure 10. Cumulative strain maps for each experiment after 5%, 15%, 25%, and 35% extension. Strain values are normalized such that the maximum reached strain
in each experiment is 100%. Three end-members are defined based on the overall deformation evolution of the models: (a) homogeneous lithosphere, (b) low
obliquity, and (c) moderate/high obliquity. Color scale indicates cumulative normal strain on surface (Esurf). For cumulative strain evolution, see Movies S1–S5 in
supporting information.
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rift. This is in agreement with Martin [1984] who proposed that continents should react differently in the
rifting process when rifts cross older geotectonic features.

A homogeneous model lithosphere (i.e., no lithospheric mantle weakness) accommodated extension by
forming V-shaped extensional basins with tips that propagated at constant rates toward the pole of rotation.
Boundary faults delimiting these V-shaped basins that formed at early stages were progressively aborted and
strain subsequently localized closer to the moving U-shaped wall and toward the pole of rotation. Normal
faults that formed in the center of the model propagated both toward and away from the pole of rotation.
Although the asymmetric setup of the apparatus may tend to favor eastward migration of active structures,
the final structural pattern of the homogeneous model lithosphere experiment is essentially symmetric.
Therefore, we consider this model limitation to have a second-order influence on the experimental outcomes
and that our setup is an effective means to simulate rift propagation toward a pole of rotation. Furthermore,
having a fixed plate and a moving plate is analogous to the natural cases discussed below (see section 4.1).

Models with low obliquity lithospheric weaknesses localized deformation more effectively along the rift axis
(i.e., perpendicular to the extension direction) in comparison to the homogeneous and moderate/high
obliquity models. Extension was accommodated in short, narrow domains at early stages by bounding faults
with trends that are in between those of the linear weakness zone and the extension direction. This is
consistent with observations based on strain and stress field analysis in natural examples of slow spreading
ridges [e.g., Fournier et al., 2004; Fournier and Petit, 2007]. The bounding faults nucleated and propagated at
regular rates until strain was transferred to rift depressions. This consequently produced areas of hyperex-
tended lithosphere, and, as a result, these experiments developed considerably wider rifts and showed larger
isostatic adjustments during deformation. The rotational boundary condition prevented the nucleation of
early rift compartments over time and promoted the formation of an independently rotating intrarift
segment. The location of this segment will depend not only on the orientation of the linear weakness zone
and the geometry of the model but also on the position of the oblique weak zone within the system. In the
experiments presented here the linear weak zone always crosses the central point of the model lithosphere.
Thus, when the linear weak zone is highly oblique, the southernmost point of the weak layer is farther away
from the point of maximum extension (i.e., at the opening side and opposite the fixed pole of rotation). In

Figure 11. Summary of experimental findings in terms of evolution of deformation and rift propagation as a function of linear weakness obliquity.
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comparison to low obliquity cases, this will favor considerably more strain partitioning between structures in
the southern end of the model compared to those proximal to the weak zone.

Partitioning of deformation in moderate/high obliquity weakness experiments was more complex. Extension
was initially accommodated by two different features. As in the homogeneous reference lithosphere model,
subparallel V-shaped basins propagated toward the pole of rotation, while extension in the model center was
accommodated by weakness zone subparallel graben structures. Progressive stretching led to the abandon-
ment of the early V-shaped basins and transfer of strain to structures developed in the vicinity of the weak
lithosphere zone boundary. However, structures in high obliquity models would be different if the weak zone
was placed closer to the opening side of the model. The relative position of the weak layer with respect to the
point of maximum extension also plays an important role in the resulting structural patterns but is beyond
the scope of this study.

4.1. Comparison With Natural Examples

We compare our experimental results with selected natural examples in which divergence rates or rheologi-
cal boundary conditions are in good agreement with the general evolution of deformation in our models,
despite some differences in their tectonic settings.
4.1.1. Vavilov Basin, Tyrrhenian Sea
The Vavilov Basin is located in the southern domain of the Central Mediterranean Tyrrhenian Sea, where
south-eastward rollback of the Ionian plate beneath the Calabrian Arc (Figure 12a) formed a Neogene-
Quaternary back-arc basin [Malinverno and Ryan, 1986; Faccenna et al., 1996]. The fault pattern in the
Vavilov Basin is characterized by a series of linear normal faults with strikes that change gradually from NE-
SW in the west to NW-SE in the east (Figure 12a), defining a radial distribution about a pole of rotation to
the north in the vicinity of Rome [Milia et al., 2016]. This fault pattern is comparable to the results of
Experiment 8 (Figures 5 and 12b). The triangular shape of the Vavilov Basin resulted from different rates of
extension since the middle Miocene, which increased from ~20mm/yr in the northern Tyrrhenian Sea to
~60mm/yr in the southern Tyrrhenian Sea [Malinverno and Ryan, 1986; Patacca et al., 1990], causing the
migration and rotation of the finite extensional axis [Mattei et al., 1996]. The strong asymmetry of the basin
is related to the curvature of the retreating trench and to an along strike variation in subduction regime,
being deeper and steeper to the south [Faccenna et al., 1997; Finetti, 1982]

Although the general evolution of the Vavilov basin is well constrained, the fault pattern within the basin is
difficult to interpret due to its complex kinematic history. Therefore, the timing and mechanical relationship
between the major faults is matter of debate. Analysis of geophysical and geological data from the Vavilov
Basin [Milia et al., 2016] indicates an eastward migration of deformation, where the oldest normal faults in
the west of the basin were active until displacement was relayed to the central basin and finally to faults that
bound the eastern margin of the basin. This interpretation is consistent with the deformation evolution
observed in Experiment 8 (Figures 5 and 12a), in which after 20% extension the delimiting boundary faults
of the western graben became inactive and deformation was transferred to the eastern graben and to a
newly developed central basin (Figures 5 and 12a). This initial west to east gradient is analogous to the history
of the Vavilov Basin [Milia et al., 2016], but at later stages in Experiment 8 fault activity switches to a central
graben (Figure 5a), which differs from the natural example. However, when this experiment was repeated, a
west to east gradient was also observed and two new graben formed at late stages to the east of the main rift
(Experiment 22; see Movie S6 in the supporting information).

Highly stretched fragments of continental crust that characterize the southern domain of the Tyrrhenian Sea
[Rosenbaum and Lister, 2004] show a close match with the advanced stages (>30% extension) of Experiment
8, in which ongoing deformation led to a complete rupture of the upper crust in the southern half of the
model. As shown in the cumulative strain diagram for Experiment 8 (Figure 10a), two triangular-shaped
sections in this area of the model correspond to sections of hyperextended crust that gave rise to mantle
exhumation, favored by localization of strain in the lithosphere-thinned rift depressions after ~30% extension
(Figure 5b). This is consistent with the observation of exhumed serpentinized upper mantle peridotites
[Bonatti et al., 1990; Kastens et al., 1987; Milia et al., 2013] and mid-ocean ridge basalts [Kastens et al., 1988;
Robin et al., 1987] in the southern Vavilov basin, which are attributed to relatively large bulk extension in this
area. Overall, the eastward migration of hyperextended crust sections documented in the experiments
(Figure 10a) is also similar to the evolution of the Vavilov Basin, in which mantle exhumation started in the
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Lower Pliocene and subsequently migrated eastward [Milia and Torrente, 2015]. A similar stepwise eastward
migration of extension has been interpreted for the Latium offshore basin, in the Northern Tyrrhenian Sea
[Buttinelli et al., 2014].
4.1.2. Red Sea-Gulf of Aden Rift System
Based on seafloor magnetic anomaly patterns,McQuarrie et al. [2003] established that convergence between
the Arabian and Eurasian plates has been effectively constant at 20–30mm/yr over the last 56Ma. The
convergence rate between the African and Eurasian plates decreased to <10mm/yr in the period 25–30Ma,
coeval with the initiation of the Afar Triple Junction and opening of the Red Sea [ArRajehi et al., 2010]. These

Figure 12. Comparison between model results of Experiments 8 and 11 and selected natural examples of rifting with a rotational component. (a) Bathymetric and
topographic map of the Vavilov Basin, Tyrrhenian Sea. Rollback associated to the subduction beneath the curved Calabrian Arc (CA) caused a strong anticlockwise
motion that gave rise to the fan-shaped Vavilov Basin. Normal faults, colored as a function of age as interpreted by Milia et al. [2016], indicate an eastward time
migration of extension. (b) Elevation map of Experiment 8 at 40% extension. Delimiting boundary faults are colored as a function of experimental time in which they
were actively accommodating extension. The early developed western graben propagated northward until they became inactive after 20%. Deformation was
progressively transferred to the eastern and central grabens. (c) Bathymetric and topographic map of the Red Sea-Gulf of Aden rift system. GPS vectors [ArRajehi et al.,
2010] indicate an anticlockwise rotation of Arabia with respect to Africa. Rotation pole is located in the northern coast of Egypt [Sella et al., 2002]. The Danakil Block
(DA) has an anticlockwise rotation motion about an independent rotation pole, located in the southern Red Sea [McClusky et al., 2010]. (d) Elevation map of
experiment 11 at 20% extension. Displacement vectors of the model shows close similarity with GPS vectors of Arabia with respect to Africa (Figure 12c). Deflections
in the main boundary faults related to the weak lithospheric mantle also resemble the observed morphology of the main rift escarpments in the southern Red Sea
(Figure 12c). VB = Vavilov Basin; TS = Tyrrhenian Sea; CA = Calabrian Arc; AL = Aqaba-Levant transform boundary; DD = Danakil Depression.
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studies also indicate that the relativemotion of Africa and Arabia increased by 70% (i.e., ~17mm/yr) at ~13Ma
and has remained approximately constant since then (Figure 1).

Active rifting in the Gulf of Suez was abandoned in the Middle Miocene (~14Ma) after Arabia collided with
Eurasia, when plate motion was transferred to the Aqaba-Levant transform boundary (Figure 1b). At this time,
the Red Sea switched from rift-normal movement (N60°E) to highly oblique extension, parallel to the N15°E
oriented Aqaba-Levant transform fault [Bosworth et al., 2005]. The closure of the Neotethys Ocean played a
substantial role in the kinematic evolution of this region, as continent-continent collision to the NW con-
trasted with the Makran subduction zone in the SE (Figures 1b and 1c). The resulting gradient in the slab pull
force exerted on the Arabian plate resulted in rotational anticlockwise motion of Arabia with respect to Africa,
which is considered to be themain driver for the opening of the Red Sea [Bellahsen et al., 2003; Bosworth et al.,
2005]. Estimated Cenozoic extension/compression rates, based on sea floor magnetic data, and current
extension rates measured using GPS [Chu and Gordon, 1998; McQuarrie et al., 2003; ArRajehi et al., 2010;
McClusky et al., 2010] indicate that the rotational component of the Arabian Plate has been sustained over
the last 13–14Ma, with extension rates varying from ~7mm/yr in the Northern Red Sea to ~16mm/yr in
the Southern Red Sea.

The effect of Afar Plume on the evolution of the Red Sea is not well understood, but it is commonly accepted
that it acted as a trigger for the opening of the Red Sea-Gulf of Aden system at ~20–30Ma [Zeyen et al., 1997;
Bellahsen et al., 2003; Bosworth et al., 2005; ArRajehi et al., 2010]. Ebinger and Sleep [1998] suggested a model
comprising a single deep mantle plume that has been channeled along preexisting zones of thin lithosphere.
Several seismic tomographic studies have also suggested that channeling of Afar Plumematerial to the north
may have been caused by the northward motion of the Arabia Plate [e.g., Chang et al., 2011; Hansen and
Nyblade, 2013; Rolandone et al., 2013]. The resulting thermal anomaly in the lithospheric mantle is hypothe-
sized to cause significant localized weakening of the lithosphere in the Red Sea region [e.g., Bastow et al.,
2005; Corti, 2008; Hill, 1991; Keranen and Klemperer, 2008].

Despite the simplifications in our analogue models, the scenario of an Afar Plume-related linear thermal
anomaly is analogous to Experiments 11 and 18 with a low obliquity linear weakness in the lithospheric man-
tle (Figures 11 and 12d). Although the obliquity in nature is actually closer to 30° than to 15°, based on the
position of the linear weakness (i.e., southern end of the weakness closer to the point of maximum extension)
and on constraints from structural and geophysical data, we selected Experiment 11 (α= 15°) for comparison.
The rotational component imposed in the models is comparable to the last extensional phase in the Red Sea-
Gulf of Aden system (Figure 1c; 13Ma–present). South to north rift propagation in these experiments was
initially controlled by the underlying weakness zone. The rift propagation direction eventually changed
toward the pole of rotation at later stages. This behavior resulted in a characteristic structural pattern that
is similar to observations in the Red Sea-Gulf of Aden rift system. The main rift escarpments in the
Ethiopian Plateau and in western Yemen are oriented approximately N-S, and the trend changes to roughly
NW-SE north of latitude 16–18°N (Figure 12c). Since continental rift initiation took place under an orthogonal
extension regime for the entire southern Red Sea [Bosworth et al., 2005], this irregular pattern may be
explained by the presence of prerift lithospheric structures or weaknesses that localized deformation
[Lyakhovsky et al., 2012; Bosworth, 2015], which is consistent with the presence of the linear weak zones
imposed in our models (Figure 12d).

The subsequent deformation evolution in the southern Red Sea is strikingly similar to Experiment 11
(Figures 6 and 12d). The early stages in this experiment (Figure 6, 2.5% extension) show a compartmentaliza-
tion of deformation in the vicinity of the weak lithosphere boundary zone. These compartments are analo-
gous to the two rift branches in the southern Red Sea, namely, a continuation of the main Red Sea Rift to
the south and a western bifurcation known as the Danakil Depression (Figure 12c). Progressive stretching
of the model led to the development of an intrarift block that rotates counterclockwise about an indepen-
dent pole of rotation (Figure 6, >10% extension), located in the western rift boundary. This resembles the
proposed “crank-arm” model evolution for the Danakil Block [Sichler, 1980; Souriot and Brun, 1992], and it is
supported by recent geodetic measurements [e.g., McClusky et al., 2010]. Comparison between nature and
analogue models suggest that differences in the rheological layering in the lithosphere, potentially caused
by a channeling of the Afar Plume underneath the Arabian Plate, may have caused the formation of the
Danakil Block (Figures 12c and 12d). Our models also suggest that extremely thinned sections of the
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lithosphere gave rise to mantle exhumation, which occurs in the center of the model and then extends north
and south at later stages (Figure 10b). Although our models cannot reproduce the full transition from conti-
nental break up to ocean initiation and seafloor spreading, the results are comparable with nature as crustal
rupture is the final stage before the accretion of new oceanic crust, as has been occurring in the southern Red
Sea since the Miocene-Pliocene transition (~5Ma) [Bosworth et al., 2005].

5. Conclusions

Three-dimensional analoguemodels of rotational extension provide insights on how continental rifts interact
with linear heterogeneities contained in the lithospheric mantle as they propagate toward a pole of rotation.
The models allowed us to characterize the evolution of deformation as a function of the orientation of linear
weaknesses with respect to the initial direction of extension. The results suggest that a weakness that is close
in orientation to the rift axis (i.e., low obliquity) produces strain localization in short, narrow compartments at
early stages which then merge and propagate at regular rates by a process of unzipping. In these scenarios,
the displacement gradient along the rift axis caused by the rotational boundary condition may contribute to
the formation of rotating intrarift horsts. Models with a weakness that is unfavorably oriented to the rift axis
(i.e., moderate/high obliquity) show strong partitioning of deformation. Large-scale V-shaped extensional
basins that are synchronously abandoned can be explained by conditions similar to those replicated in
these experiments.

By incorporating a rotating stretching vector in our analogue models, we conclude that even short periods
(model: ~12 h; nature:<10Ma) of continuous change in the extension direction can produce first-order struc-
tures that will govern the overall rift architecture. These changes in plate kinematics may also impact directly
on the time and location of ocean initiation. When a linear lithospheric mantle weakness is present, it exerts a
first-order control on the onset of mantle exhumation and potentially on the location of subsequent seafloor
spreading centers.
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