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[1] We present a high‐resolution 3D seismic image beneath
the Lucky Strike volcano on the Mid‐Atlantic Ridge using
streamer tomography. To obtain a high‐resolution ray coverage
in layer 2A, we first downward continue the multichannel
seismic (MCS) data close to the seafloor generating a synthetic
ocean bottom experiment (SOBE) and then apply 3D travel‐
time tomography. We find that the upper crust is laterally
heterogeneous on 2–3 km scale, with unusually low velocities
(1.8–2.2 km.s−1) in the upper few hundred meters beneath the
Lucky Strike volcanic edifices, but normal layer 2A velocities
(2.2–3.0 km.s−1) beneath the lava lake. The low velocities
could be due to extremely high porosity (25–50%) in recently
erupted, highly fractured pillow lavas. The hydrothermal vent
fields seem to lie at the boundary between the high‐porosity
edifices and the lower porosity lava lake. We have also
imaged a reflector at the base of the volcanic edifices that is
distinct from the deeper high‐velocity gradient transition zone
from layer 2A to 2B imaged so far. The new technique
provides an image of the oceanic crust with resolutions
comparable to that of seafloor geology, leading to new insight
about volcanic and hydrothermal processes. Citation: Arnulf,
A. F., S. C. Singh, A. J. Harding, G. M. Kent, and W. Crawford
(2011), Strong seismic heterogeneity in layer 2A near hydrothermal
vents at the Mid‐Atlantic Ridge, Geophys. Res. Lett., 38, L13320,
doi:10.1029/2011GL047753.

1. Introduction

[2] The surficial layer of the oceanic crust is formed by a
heterogeneous process of magmatic eruptions and tectonic
deformation. Historically, it has been difficult to obtain
seismic images of this region with resolutions comparable to
the length scales of geologic processes. As a consequence,
questions remain about the relationship between seismic and
geologic descriptions of the upper crust, notably the geo-
logical significance of seismic layers 2A [Christeson et al.,
2007]. Drilling could be used to bridge the resolution gap but
on its own would be prohibitively expensive. We combine a
synthetic ocean bottom experiment (SOBE) [Harding et al.,
2007] with three‐dimensional seismic tomography to image
the uppermost crust of the Lucky Strike volcano, on the
Mid‐Atlantic Ridge (MAR). The data are from the 2005
SISMOMAR experiment, where both seismic reflection and

ocean bottom seismometer data were acquired onboard the
French R/V L’Atalante to study the Lucky Strike segment.
Here we present high‐resolution 3D velocity structure from
seafloor down to 1 km depth using the first arrival tomog-
raphy of SOBE data.
[3] The Lucky Strike segment is located at 37°N on the

Mid‐Atlantic Ridge (MAR) south of the Azores triple junc-
tion between the Menez Gwen and North Famous segments.
It is a 70 km long segment bounded to the north and south by
non‐transform offsets, and is spreading at a rate of 2.1 cm/y
[DeMets et al., 1994]. The 15–20 km wide axial valley is
typical of a slow spreading ridge [Detrick et al., 1995] with
rough seafloor relief along axis; the bathymetry increases
from 1550 m at the center of the segment to >4000 m at the
nodal basins near the segment ends. Two major normal faults
bound the rift valley, with vertical throws of >500–900 m
[Detrick et al., 1995] and there is a bulge >6 km in diameter at
segment center containing three summit volcanic cones and a
lava lake at its center (Figure 1a). The volcanoes show evi-
dence of recent eruptions and faulting whereas the lava lake
remains unfaulted [Ondréas et al., 1997, 2009; Humphris
et al., 2002] and surrounded by active hydrothermal vent
fields [Langmuir et al., 1997].

2. Downward Extrapolation and 3‐D
Tomographic Inversion

[4] The 3D multichannel reflection survey contains 39 seis-
mic lines with a shot spacing of 37.5 m and a line spacing of
100 m [Singh et al., 2006a]. The shots were recorded on a
∼4.5‐km‐long, 360‐channel digital streamer and 25 ocean
bottom seismometers (OBSs). The seismic reflection data
imaged a 7 km long and 3–4 km wide axial magma chamber
(AMC) [Singh et al., 2006a], ∼3.2 km below the seafloor.
Moreover, OBS‐based tomographic studies [Seher et al.,
2010a, 2010b] have revealed two low‐velocity regions
within the median valley: a zone above the AMC that may
correspond to high‐porosity volcanic formations [Seher
et al., 2010b], and a lower crustal zone below the axial
melt lens that may reveal a region of partial melt [Seher
et al., 2010a]. However, the sparse OBS spacing does not
allow imaging of detailed velocity structure of the shallow
crust (<500 m) [Seher et al., 2010b].
[5] Multichannel seismic (MCS) profiling is one of the

most efficient methods for imaging the 3D structure of oce-
anic crust [Kent et al., 2000; Singh et al., 2006a, 2006b].
However, the only reflection usually imaged in the oceanic
upper crust is from the base of layer 2A and this event comes
from stacking, at longer offset, the wide‐angle reflections/
refractions from a vertical velocity gradient. The unusual
wide‐angle nature of the event means that depth and velocity
are more poorly constrained than is the norm for pre‐critical
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reflections. Furthermore, the gradational transitionmeans there
is no interface to unambiguously define the layer thickness
[Harding et al., 1993]. These uncertainties in thickness make it
harder to judge whether the base of layer 2A is an alteration
front, the lava‐dike transition or a combination thereof
[Christeson et al., 2007]. In order to resolve these ambiguities,
one requires high‐resolution velocity information in the first
500 m below the seafloor. Traditionally this could only be
achieved by deploying both sources and receivers on the sea-
floor, for example in a NOBEL experiment [Christeson et al.,
1994]. Even then, there is still the problem achieving adequate
horizontal resolution as seafloor receiver spacing is on the
order of ∼1 km [Collins et al. 2009]. Since the seismic wave-
field recorded in modern MCS experiments is finely sampled,

and the water velocity is very accurately known, one can
downward continue [Berryhill, 1984] these wavefields (both
source and receivers) to the seafloor, creating a Synthetic On
Bottom Experiment (SOBE) whose geometry mimics a purely
on‐bottom experiment such as NOBEL [Christeson et al.,
1994], but with orders of magnitude greater sampling ‐ a
reversed 2‐km‐long NOBEL experiment may generate around
100 travel times [Collins et al., 2009] while a similar length
of MCS profiling can yield 10,000 picks. The downward
extrapolation has a several advantages. First, it collapses
the seafloor diffractions improving the imaging condition.
Second, it causes turning ray arrivals from the upper crust to
become first arrivals that can be followed from nearly zero
source‐receiver offset out to far ranges (Figures 1b and 1c

Figure 1. Study area and detailed seismic sections from line 14. (a) Bathymetric map of the central part of the Lucky Strike
Segment. Southern (S), North Western (NW) and North Eastern (NE) volcanic cones. The red and blue lines show the extent
of lava lake and the Axial Magma Chamber, respectively [Combier, 2007]. The black rectangle marks the extent of the
SISMOMAR 3D survey. The extent of the sections from line 14 in Figure 2 is shown by the solid black line. The dashed
black box marks the extent of Figure 4. Black circles over the volcano mark the hydrothermal vents. The inset globe shows
the Lucky Strike Segment in the Atlantic Ocean. (b) Common‐midpoint (CMP) gather recorded on the surface with the
corresponding arrivals. (c) Same CMP gather downward continued to 1365 m below the surface. The gray zone corresponds
to the unstacked part of the data. (d) Stacked seismic section of the shallow crust for line 14 produced using data downward
continued 1365 m below the surface. Vertical thin black line marks the location of the CMP presented in Figures 1b and 1c.
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and Figure S1 of the auxiliary material), providing information
about velocities from close to the seafloor down to 1 km, near
the top of layer 2B (Figure 1c).1 Furthermore, the differential
moveout of reflection arrivals is enhanced near to the seafloor,
leading to improved velocity analysis and imaging. Figures 1d
and S2 present different reflection images of the central vol-
cano produced by stacking the first 25 traces from the down-
ward propagated data. In addition to the usual strong layer 2A
reflector at depth (marking the transition between layer 2A
and B), there is a new shallower reflector imaged at 100–250m
below the seafloor, which we will call layer 2Aa. This reflector

is most clearly seen beneath the volcano edifices, and may
correspond to the boundary between lava sequences of dif-
ferent ages. We call the second deeper reflector 2Ab, which
corresponds to conventional layer 2A. It should be noted that
the layer 2A ‘reflection’ is typically the result of stacking the
caustic energy from a high gradient transition rather than being
a true reflection from an interface [Harding et al., 1993].
Similarly here the extra 2Aa reflection will, in general, corre-
spond to the base of a secondary high gradient region within
layer 2A (Figure S3). In some places, though, the gradient
zonesmay be close to being true interfaces. For example, in the
gather present in Figure 1, energy from the 2Aa and b events
can be traced to zero offset.
[6] In order to carry out the first arrival, travel‐time

tomography and imaging, the 3D MCS data were downward
continued to 1.3–1.7 km below the sea surface. Times of
first arrivals were picked for every 5th shot (150 m) and all
receivers (12.5 m) with offsets between 500 and 4000 m.
Starting from a 1D velocity model, 2D models were obtained
along each profile, and then combined into a starting model
for 3D tomography. The data were fit to a root mean square
value of ∼12 ms (Figure S4), which represented the accuracy
of travel‐time picking. Finally, we performed several
checkerboard tests with features of different sizes to assess
the resolution of the velocity model in the depth range
between 100 and 900 m below the seafloor. An example of
these tests is shown in Figure S5.

3. Interpretation and Discussion

[7] Slices from the resulting 3D velocity model are shown
in Figures 2, S6, and S7. Map sections through the velocity
cube show a low velocity zone below the main central vol-
cano (Figures 2a and 2b). Extremely low velocities (1.8 to
2.2 km.s−1) are observed within the three summit cones of the
Lucky Strike volcanic edifice and down to 300 m below the
seafloor (Figures 2c). Velocity anomalymaps and slices show
a narrow vertical zone of slightly higher velocities and
probably lower porosities below the lava lake at the core of
the hydrothermal vent field (Figures 2b and S6). This sharp
contrast in velocity and porosity can be explained by varia-
tions of the fracture density or differences in the nature of
lavas (dike, massive flows, pillow lavas), or even a combi-
nation of these two factors. Slice sections through the model
also reveal a high velocity gradient layer (>3 s−1), corre-
sponding to the base of layer 2A (Figures 2d and S7). Over the
region, the typical thickness of layer 2A is ∼600 m but it is
measurably thicker, 700–900 m below the three summit
edifices (Figures 2d, 2e, S2, and S7), and thinner ∼300 m
below the lava lake (Figures S2 and S7). In order to get a
picture of the general differences between the three volcanic
cones and the lava lake, we horizontally averaged velocity in
these four areas (Figure 3a). The averaged velocity beneath
the volcanic cones shows similar behavior down to 300 m
below the seafloor, and is 15–20% lower than that beneath the
lava lake (Figure 3b).
[8] Furthermore, time‐to‐depth conversion of the seismic

reflection profiles using the 3D tomography velocities
shows that the two main reflectors coincide well with the top
and the bottom of the layer 2A gradient zone (Figures 2d
and S7). However, the shallow reflector observed under-
neath the central volcano region can present some over-
lapping structures and seems to coincide well with the low

Figure 2. Upper crustal velocity structure of the Lucky
Strike volcano. (a) Bathymetric map of the Lucky Strike
volcano. Thin black line marks the location of line 14 shown
in Figures 2c–2e. Black stars mark the hydrothermal vents.
(b) Velocity anomaly map at 0.3 km bsf. (c) Velocity sec-
tion. The thin red lines correspond to the velocity horizons
1.8, 2.0, 2.2 km.s−1. (d) Vertical velocity gradient. (e) Depth
converted stack section. Yellow lines mark the layer 2Aa
boundary, dashed yellow lines correspond to shallow lava
flows, green lines correspond to layer 2Ab boundary and
black lines show inferred faults.

1Auxiliary materials are available in the HTML. doi:10.1029/
2011GL047753.
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velocity zone (1.8 to 2.2 km.s−1). It is therefore linked to the
lower limit of different high porosity extrusive sequences
(Figures 2c and 2e).
[9] We used a differential effective medium theory [Berryman

et al., 2002; Taylor and Singh, 2002] to estimate the porosity
in layer 2A from its seismic velocity structure. We have
assumed a two‐phase effective medium consisting of basalt
and seawater [Seher et al., 2010b]. We compute the porosity
as function of velocity for different aspect ratios. Spherical
inclusions (aspect ratio 1) would require an unrealistically
high porosity (>80%) (Figure 3c). Vertically aligned ellip-
soids with aspect ratios between 5 and 100 can better explain

the observed low velocities. At 100 m below the seafloor
(bsf), porosity beneath the volcanic cones would be between
25% and 57%, but only between 15% and 43% below the
lava lake (Figure 3d). At 700 m bsf, the respective poro-
sities are reduced to 4–17% and 3–12%. The difference in
the velocities beneath lava lake and the volcanic cones can
be explained by a change in the crack aspect ratio between
these different domains or modification in the porosity.
Thus a decrease in the fault concentration between the
volcanic cones and the lava lake of 11–14% at 100 m bsf
and 2–5% at 700 m bsf would be sufficient to explain
the change in the seismic velocities, and this difference in

Figure 3. Porosity estimation. (a) Bathymetric map of the central part of the Lucky Strike volcano. Black stars mark the
hydrothermal vents. Rectangles show the areas where velocity profiles have been studied. (b) Mean vertical velocity profiles
(cyan, blue, green and yellow lines) for the areas shown in Figure 3a. The light gray and the dark gray areas correspond
respectively to the velocity range underneath the volcanic cones and the lava lake. The red dashed line corresponds to
the mean velocity through all the three summit cones. (c) Estimates of subsurface porosity using an aligned crack distribu-
tion and differential effective medium theory (DEMT). The number denotes the aspect ratio (the quotient of polar and equa-
torial radius). A value of 1 denotes spherical inclusions, and a value larger than 1 corresponds to prolate inclusions. For
elliptical aligned inclusions, the velocity in the slow direction is represented by solid lines and the velocity in the fast direc-
tion is represented by dashed lines. (d) Subsurface porosity distribution estimated using aligned DEMT in the slow direc-
tion. The solid and dashed lines mark respectively the porosities at the volcanic cones and at the lava lake. The numbers give
the inverse aspect ratio.
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fault concentration is consistent with seafloor observations
[Humphris et al., 2002]. Furthermore, porosities between 25–
35%, related to cracks with aspect ratio of 20–100, are con-
sistent with other independent measures of porosity (25–30%)
that have been made with on‐bottom gravimeters [Gilbert and
Johnson, 1999; Gilbert et al., 2007; Cochran et al., 1999].
Finally, differences in nature of lavas between a possible
intrusive dike underneath massive flows at lava lake location
and pillow lavas with high inherent porosity at volcanic edi-
fices could also explained the differences in porosity observed
at these two locations.

4. Conclusions

[10] We observe a thick layer 2A and higher density of
faults beneath the three volcanic cones [Humphris et al.,
2002] and a thin layer 2A beneath the geologically different
lava lake, combined with the presence of the hydrothermal
vents lying between these two structures. These results have
important implications for our understanding of magmatic‐
tectonic‐hydrothermal interactions at slow‐spreading ridges.
Figure 4 presents a schematic diagram summarizing the
three‐dimensional geometry of the young shallow crust.
Upper crustal porosity appears to be affected by both mag-
matic accretion (that can be expressed in different ways at
pillow lava mounds or flat lava lake) and extensive tectonism
(faults, cracks and fissures). Interestingly, the hydrothermal
vents seem to lie around the lava lake, at the boundary
between the relatively low porosity lava lake and the high
porosity volcanic cones, and above the observed axial magma
chamber reflection [Singh et al., 2006a]. It seems that con-

trasts in fracture density, in lava emplacement, and thus in
porosity and permeability determine the location of the up
flow arms of the hydrothermal circulation, while the high
porosity volcanic cones may act as sinks (Figure 4). A
compact local hydrothermal circulation model is in good
agreement with a sheet flow cap model [Humphris et al.,
2002] and with recent numerical simulations [Coumou
et al., 2008]. Indeed, a pipe like up‐flow zone surrounded
by narrow zones of focused down‐flow promotes heat
exchange between the two arms of the circulation maximiz-
ing the energy transport. Our results have demonstrated the
necessity of using a high‐resolution, three dimensional
technique such as downward continuation, combined with
three dimensional tomography to image highly variable and
complex oceanic crust, which could help to resolve the
inconsistency between the surface geological observations
and geophysical imaging [Christeson et al., 2007].
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