
1.  Introduction
Rifting represents the initial stage of the breakup of continents and ultimately leads to the formation of passive 
margins and oceanic lithosphere, which is usually driven by active mantle upwelling or far-field extensional 
stresses (Sengör & Burke, 1978). Extensive studies have been conducted on slow, intracontinental rifts such as 
the East African rift system within the African plate and the Baikal rift inside the Eurasian plate (e.g., Adams 
et al., 2018; Chorowicz, 2005; Gao et al., 1994), while rift initiation under a generally convergent tectonic setting, 
where a compositionally quite heterogeneous lithosphere is commonly involved, remains a topic of intense inves-
tigation. The Woodlark rift in southeastern Papua New Guinea lies within an obliquely and rapidly (∼110 mm/yr) 
convergent boundary zone between the Australian and Pacific plates, which is accommodated by a complex array 
of microplates in between (Tregoning et al., 1998; Wallace et al., 2004). This area offers a rare glimpse of active 
rift propagation (Figure 1) from seafloor spreading of the Woodlark basin in the east to initial continental breakup 
in the west (Eilon et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 1999). The Woodlark rift behaves as one of the youngest (<8.3 Ma) 
and most rapidly extending (10–15 mm/yr) continental rifts in the world (e.g., Taylor & Huchon, 2002, Taylor 
et al., 1999; Wallace et al., 2004, 2014).

Abstract  To explore the dynamic mechanism of continental rifting within a convergent setting, we 
determine the first P wave radial anisotropic tomography beneath the Woodlark rift in southeastern Papua 
New Guinea, which develops within the obliquely colliding zone between the Australian and southwest Pacific 
plates. The rift zone is depicted as localized low-velocity anomalies with positive radial anisotropy, which rules 
out a dominant role of active mantle upwelling in promoting the rift development and favors passive rifting with 
decompression melting as main processes. Downwelling slab relics in the upper mantle bounding the rift zone 
are revealed based on observed high-velocity anomalies and negative radial anisotropy, which may contribute 
to the ultra-high pressure rock exhumations and rift initiation. Our observations thus indicate that the Woodlark 
rift follows a passive model and is mainly driven by slab pull from the northward subduction of the Solomon 
plate.

Plain Language Summary  The Woodlark rift in Papua New Guinea develops within the shear 
zone between the Australian and southwest Pacific plates and is one of the youngest and most rapidly extending 
continental rifts in the world. In this work, we analyze teleseismic P wave arrivals to study both 3-D velocity 
and radial anisotropy structures of the upper mantle, offering new evidence to understand rift initiation under a 
generally convergent setting. Slab remnants in the upper mantle bordering the rift zone are detected and sinking 
into the deeper mantle. Downwelling of these slab segments may induce small scale return flows in the mantle 
and contribute to exhumation of the ultra-high pressure rocks and rift development. Significant low-velocity 
anomalies are revealed beneath the rift zone and have consistently positive radial anisotropy, which indicates a 
dominant strain in the horizontal plane and supports a passive rifting model, where mantle material is brought 
to shallower depths simply as a result of the extension of the lithosphere and melt is produced due to the 
lowered melting point at reduced pressure (decompression melting). Tensional stresses transferred from slab 
pull of the northward Solomon subduction are probably driving the rifting.
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Figure 1.  (a) Tectonic setting of southeastern Papua New Guinea. The purple rectangle highlights the study area. Red 
lines depict the axis of the seafloor spreading center and continental break-up. Solid and dashed red toothed lines represent 
currently active and past subductions, respectively. Volcanic centers are plotted as red triangles. D'Entrecasteaux Islands 
(DEI); Nubara Fault (NF). (b) Distribution of the broadband seismic stations used in this study (color dots). Red and yellow 
dots denote on-land and ocean bottom seismograph stations, respectively. Purple arrows show the absolute plate motion 
directions from the NNR-MORVEL56 model (Argus et al., 2011).
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The Woodlark rift separates the Australian margins from the Woodlark microplates. During the Paleogene to 
early Miocene, the northern Australian rifted passive margin subducted beneath an island arc terrane with some 
Australian plate rocks possibly brought into mantle depths (Davies & Jaques, 1984; Lus et al., 2004; Smith & 
Davies, 1976). A short-period of southward subduction of the Solomon Sea plate existed along the Trobriand 
Trough in the Early Miocene (Taylor & Huchon, 2002). Since the late Miocene, northward subduction of the 
Solomon Sea plate along the New Britain trench, which is instigated by the continuous oblique convergence 
between the Pacific and Australian plates (Figure 1), produced a strong slab-pull force to cause counterclockwise 
rotations of the Woodlark and Solomon Sea microplates relative to the Australian plate about nearby Euler poles 
to the southwest (Biemiller et al., 2020; Wallace et al., 2014). Such microplate rotations have possibly initiated 
north-south seafloor spreading within the Woodlark basin since about 6 Ma as deciphered by magnetic anomalies 
(Taylor et al., 1999) and promoted continental rifting within the Woodlark rift (Hall, 2002; Weissel et al., 1982). 
The active Woodlark basin is currently subducting beneath the Solomon island arc along its northeastern margin 
(Figure 1). Metamorphic core complexes are rapidly exhumed at the Papuan Peninsula and the D'Entrecasteaux 
Islands (DEI) near the center of the Woodlark rift where the youngest (Late Miocene-Pliocene) known ultra-high 
pressure (UHP) eclogitic rocks on Earth are hosted, possibly linked to the rifting (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2004; Eilon 
et al., 2015; Gordon et al., 2012; Little et al., 2011; Webb et al., 2008).

Most of current understandings on the crust and mantle structures beneath the Woodlark rift are from a series of 
seismological studies mainly based on analysis of data from seismic experiments WOODSEIS (Abers et al., 2002; 
Ferris et al., 2006) and CDPapua (Eilon et al., 2014). The crust of the rift zone is revealed to have thinned by 
10–15 km and possess felsic bulk compositions, and the higher topography beneath the DEI was proposed to 
be compensated by a low-density, low-velocity upper mantle (Abers et al., 2002, 2016; Ferris et al., 2006). A 
narrow E-W corridor of significant low-velocity anomalies (LVAs) extending from the crust to a mantle depth 
of about 250 km is revealed along the rift axis from both Rayleigh-wave (Jin et al., 2015) and body-wave (Eilon 
et al., 2015, 2016) tomography, and has been interpreted as lithospheric removal due to mantle divergence and 
adiabatic upwelling. In addition, a recently combined global and regional tomography model suggests that hot 
buoyant material from a cryptic mantle plume has been upwelling through slab remnants and contributed to 
volcanism in Northern Australia and New Guinea (B. L. N. Kennett & Davies, 2020). However, both shear wave 
splitting and azimuthal anisotropic body wave tomography studies based on data from CDPapua experiment 
present strong azimuthal anisotropy in the upper mantle beneath the rift zone with dominantly spreading-parallel 
fast orientations, which favors horizontal mantle flow and is similar to what observed at a mid-ocean ridge (Eilon 
et al., 2014, 2016). Whether the observed LVAs beneath the rift zone correspond to a regime of active mantle 
upwelling or passive melting in response to rifting extension thus remains unclear. Here, we explore the region's 
radial anisotropy structure in order to further discriminate between these hypotheses.

Radial anisotropy, also defined as polarization anisotropy or vertical transverse isotropy, provides an effective 
way to discriminate the dominant strain between the vertical and horizontal planes, which further helps constrain 
the vertical tectonic regime. Lattice-preferred orientation of anisotropic minerals such as olivine is proposed to 
be the major mechanism of generating the detected seismic anisotropy in the upper mantle (Silver, 1996) and the 
observed radial anisotropy is used to characterize the difference between the horizontal and vertical velocities. 
Specifically, negative (vertical velocity is faster than horizontal velocity) and positive radial anisotropies usually 
depict the vertical and horizontal mantle flows, respectively. In this study, we use all the available broadband 
seismic data in the Woodlark rift accumulated so far to jointly investigate the 3-D P-wave velocity (Vp) and radial 
anisotropy structures by systematically conducting radial anisotropy tomography, which offers new constraints on 
the mechanism of continental rift development within an overall convergent tectonic background.

2.  Data and Methods
All the broadband seismic data used in this study were requested from the Incorporated Research Institutions for 
Seismology Data Management Center and recorded at a total of 59 stations (Figure 1) among which 19 stations 
were deployed by the WOODSEIS experiment (network of XD, Abers et al., 2002; Ferris et al., 2006) and 40 
stations belong to the CDPapua experiment (network of ZN, Eilon et al., 2014). The 19 stations of network XD 
have a recording time between July 1999 and June 2000, and the network ZN comprises 32 on-land stations and 8 
OBSs (ocean bottom seismographs) operating from March 2010 to July 2011. Time correction has been conducted 
for all the OBS data with more details found in Eilon et al. (2014). Teleseismic events (hypocentral parameters 
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from United States Geological Survey) with a minimum magnitude of 4.5, epicentral distances 25°–95° and 
recorded at 5 or more stations, were considered for analysis. After visual inspection for quality control, all tele-
seismic P wave arrivals were manually picked on the original vertical-component seismograms (Figure S1 in the 
Supporting Information S1), with an estimated picking accuracy of ∼0.1–0.2 s (Yu et al., 2017). As a result, we 
have obtained 10,503 P wave arrivals from 795 teleseismic events (Figure S2 in the Supporting Information S1) 
for the final tomographic inversion. Travel time residuals were computed with respect to the IASP91 theoretical 
travel times (Kennett & Engdahl, 1991). The CRUST1.0 model (Laske et al., 2013) was employed to compensate 
for the lateral variations of crustal structure. To minimize the influence of hypocentral mislocation and velocity 
heterogeneities outside the modeling volume (Zhao et al., 1994), relative travel-time residuals were computed by 
subtracting the average residual for each event and mostly fall in a range of −1–+1 s (Figure S3 in the Supporting 
Information S1). Significant delayed arrivals are revealed to be generally distributed within the rift zone based on 
the resulting station-averaged relative travel-time residuals (Figure S4 in the Supporting Information S1).

We firstly arrange a 3-D grid with a lateral interval of 0.5° and vertical intervals of 40–70 km in the depth range 
of 50–340 km, and then apply the tomographic method of Zhao et al. (1994) to determine a 3-D isotropic Vp 
model of the upper mantle beneath the study region based on the relative travel-time residuals, which aims to 
estimate the resolution just for the isotropic tomography. Then, 3-D isotropic Vp and radial anisotropy are jointly 
inverted for using the updated technique of Wang and Zhao (2013), which incorporates two sets of 3-D grids: a 
fine grid with intervals as described above for the isotropic Vp model, and a coarse grid with a lateral grid interval 
of 0.8° and at depths of 50, 130 and 220 km for the Vp radial anisotropy parameter (percent anisotropy); positive 
and negative radial anisotropies indicate faster velocities in the horizontal and vertical directions, respectively. 
The two grids are necessary as the radial anisotropy inversion requires better ray coverage per node. Vp pertur-
bations at any point in the model are calculated by bicubic interpolation (Zhao et al., 1992). The ray paths for a 
given station-event pair are efficiently traced by combining the pseudo-bending algorithm and Snell's law (Zhao 
et al., 1992). Most of the study area (especially the rift zone) at each depth is well sampled by the rays (Figures 
S5–S7 in the Supporting Information S1). The use of relative travel times implies that only lateral differences can 
be resolved; this is true both for the isotropic perturbations and the radial anisotropy parameter.

A critical quantity for the resolvability of radial anisotropy is the variability of incidence angles. For teleseismic 
P arrivals at 25°–95° epicentral distance, as are exclusively used here, incidence angles i vary between ∼15° and 
∼30° in the upper mantle. As partial derivatives are proportional to cos (2i) (Wang & Zhao, 2013, their Equation 
9), this limited angular range nevertheless results in significant variation of partial derivatives with incidence 
angle which allows to resolve radial anisotropy structure at coarse scale, as we will demonstrate below with 
resolution tests (Section 3). We adopt the iterative conjugate-gradient LSQR algorithm (Paige & Saunders, 1982) 
with damping and smoothing regularizations (Zhao et al., 1994) to solve the large and sparse system of result-
ing equations. Although the optimal damping and smoothing parameters are determined independently for both 
isotropic Vp and Vp radial anisotropy, the optimal parameters turn out to be 40 for damping and 0.0012 for 
smoothing in each case, based on the tradeoff curves (Figure S8 in the Supporting Information S1) between the 
root-mean-square (RMS) travel time residual and the norm of the 3-D Vp model. The RMS travel-time residual is 
reduced from 0.503 to 0.344 s and 0.341 s after the isotropic and anisotropic tomography inversions, respectively 
(Figure S3 in the Supporting Information S1).

3.  Resolution Tests
The spatial resolutions of the tomographic models are evaluated by conducting a series of checkerboard resolu-
tion tests (CRTs) with different lateral grid intervals and extensive synthetic tests (Figures S9–S28 in the Support-
ing Information S1). We use the location parameters of all the stations and events from the real data to compute 
synthetic travel time residuals for a given input 3-D model. To simulate the picking errors in the observed data, 
random noise (−0.2–+0.2 s) with a standard deviation of 0.1 s (Zhao et al., 1992) is added to the synthetic data, 
which are then inverted for a 3-D output model based on the same tomography methods. Positive and negative Vp 
anomalies of 4% are alternatively added to the 3-D grid nodes to generate the isotropic checkerboard input model. 
We have selected three representative sets of grid intervals (0.3°, 0.5° and 0.7°, note that the parametrization is 
set according to the grid interval) to conduct CRTs (Figures S9–S11 in the Supporting Information S1). The test 
results suggest that our isotropic Vp model has a lateral resolution of 0.5° and a depth resolution of ∼50 km. The 
main features of the tomographic images are further confirmed by conducting a restoring resolution test (RRT) 
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with an input model derived from the tomographic results (Figures S12 and S13 in the Supporting Informa-
tion S1). The smearing effect is also investigated by adopting an input model including high and low Vp anom-
alies that extend to different depths (Figures S14 and S15 in the Supporting Information S1). Similar procedures 
are adopted to evaluate the radial anisotropy tomography with the addition of alternatively positive and negative 
radial anisotropy (±2%) assigned to the coarse grid nodes, while retaining the isotropic checkerboard pattern 
(Figures S16–S18 in the Supporting Information S1). We also examined the trade-off between the isotropic Vp 
and radial anisotropy by setting either isotropic Vp anomalies or the anisotropic parameters as zero in the input 
model (Figures S19 and S20 in the Supporting Information S1). The coupling between isotropic Vp and radial 
anisotropy (Huang et al., 2015) is also evaluated by conducting RRTs and also assigning the input high-velocity 
anomalies (HVAs) with either positive or negative radial anisotropy (Figures S21-S28 in the Supporting Infor-
mation S1). All these synthetic tests show that both the isotropic Vp and anisotropy results over most of the study 
area are robust, especially for the Woodlark rift zone.

4.  Results and Discussion
4.1.  Downwelling of Slab Relics and Ultra-High Pressure Rock Exhumation

Several prominent features are revealed in the resulting velocity and anisotropy tomography images (Figures 2 
and 3). The dominant structure is the low-velocity rift zone being sandwiched by HVAs to the north and south 
(Figure S29 in the Supporting Information S1). And most of the major HVAs are characterized by an overwhelm-
ing negative radial anisotropy (Figures 2, 3 and S30 in the Supporting Information S1). The southern HVA is 
continuous from ∼130 to 220  km depth. In comparison, the northern HVA, which appears to comprise two 
distinct parts, is most prominent in the shallower mantle at depths from 50 to 90 km and gradually diminishes 
below, disappearing completely below 170 km. An isolated HVA is found in the northwest of the study region at 
340 km depth. These HVAs may correspond to lithospheric fragments, either from delamination of continental 
lithosphere or are relic slabs from subduction zones active in the past, specifically those associated with the 
Trobriand trough just north of the study area and the Aure, Moresby and Pocklington troughs to the south and east 
(Figure 1). Prominent HVAs north of the rift axis were also seen from earlier isotropic inversions of teleseismic 
P and S arrivals and were interpreted as relic slab fragments; this interpretation is supported by the occurrence 
of intermediate-depth seismicity inside this HVA (Abers et al., 2016; Eilon et al., 2015, 2016). Rayleigh-wave 
tomography from both ambient noise and earthquake signals also detected localized HVAs bounding the flanks of 
the rift zone in the uppermost mantle (Jin et al., 2015). The presence of adakitic melts northwest of the rift zone is 
also consistent with this interpretation, as those melts are derived from partial melting of remnant mafic eclogite 
and/or garnet-amphibolite, that is, remnants of oceanic crust (Haschke & Ben-Avraham, 2005). In addition, the 
arc-type volcanics with calc-alkaline basaltic to rhyolitic composition across the Papuan Peninsula and the persis-
tence of mantle relief beneath the DEI were proposed to have resulted from melting of an inferred underlying 
Trobriand subducted slab (e.g., Little et al., 2011; Martinez et al., 2001; Stolz et al., 1993). The Solomon plate 
was postulated to subduct southwards at the Trobriand Trough from the early Miocene (possibly late Oligocene) 
through the late Miocene, but this subduction process is thought to have stalled with the onset of northward 
subduction of the same plate at New Britain and the San Cristobal trenches (e.g., Benes et al., 1994; Fitz & 
Mann, 2013; Martinez & Taylor, 1996; Smith & Davies, 1976; Taylor & Huchon, 2002; Wallace et al., 2014). 
The existence of the southward subduction of the Solomon plate at the Trobriand Trough is favored in a proposed 
physical model to explain low-angle normal faulting in the Woodlark extensional province (Westaway, 2005) 
and further supported by a recent plate kinematic model (Benyshek & Taylor, 2021). The cessation of the south-
ward subduction would make the subducted Solomon slab sink and progressively pull the slab into a steeper 
angle, which has been proposed to be a viable mechanism for explaining lower crustal thinning in the absence 
of upper crust deformation (e.g., Fitz & Mann, 2013; Kington & Goodliffe, 2008). The steepened slab remnants 
may be characterized as the northern HVA. Geochemical and geological observations (Cloos et al., 2005; Holm 
et al., 2015; Pigram et al., 1989; Webb et al., 2014) indicate that a short-lived episode of northward subduc-
tion (Figure 4) was ongoing along the Aure-Moresby and Pocklington Troughs during the Eocene (or younger), 
followed by slab break-off. Fragments of this slab could still be found in the upper mantle and explain the south-
ern HVA. Thus, the observed HVAs bordering the rift zone in the upper mantle most likely represent slab relics 
from the past subductions.
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The observed negative radial anisotropy of the HVAs may indicate a downwelling motion (Figure 4) similar 
to what is observed beneath Southern California (Yu & Zhao,  2018), the Central Anatolian Plateau (Göğüş 
et  al.,  2017) and central Tibet (Zhang et  al.,  2016). Lithospheric downwelling can be triggered by a density 
contrast of as little as 1% based on numerical studies of the Great Basin (West et al., 2009). Given the rela-
tively high viscosity of relic slab, gravitational pull from the lower part of these slab remnants would stretch the 

Figure 2.  Map views of resulting isotropic Vp (a–g) and radial anisotropy (h–j) at different depths as shown at the lower-left corner of each map. The white and green 
bars display fast orientations of shear-wave splitting measurements (Eilon et al., 2014). Gray and black lines indicate coastlines and rift axis, respectively. Dashed black 
toothed lines represent inactive trenches.
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lithospheric fabrics vertically by pure shear and thus also align the fast crystallographic axis vertically, generating 
negative radial anisotropy. Such a mechanism has been proposed to explain the formation of cratonic roots based 
on global surface-wave tomography (Priestley et al., 2021). In addition, slab steepening may tilt the fossil fabrics 
preserved within the slab from horizontal into vertical orientations, which partially contribute to the observed 
negative radial anisotropy.

It is noticeable that exposures of the UHP rocks, which have been extensively exhumed at the DEI in the last 
8–4 Ma (Baldwin et al., 2004; Monteleone et al., 2007) mostly situate above the edges of the observed HVAs. 
Thermal-mechanical modeling and geodetic evidence are compatible with a diapir model, where the UHP rocks 
are derived from previously subducted continental fragment, which are exhumed via buoyancy forces (Ellis 
et al., 2011; Little et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2014). The downwelling of the slab relics may in turn produce small 

Figure 3.  Vertical cross-sections of isotropic Vp (colors) and radial anisotropy (white bars) along the three profiles on 
the inset map. The vertical and horizontal white bars represent faster velocity in the vertical and horizontal directions, 
respectively. The bar length denotes the strength of radial anisotropy. Papuan Peninsula (PP); Woodlark basin (WB); 
Woodlark rift (WB).
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pipes of mantle upwelling at their edges (Göğüş et al., 2017), leading to the generation of melts, which in turn can 
infiltrate and weaken the lithosphere above the remnant slabs (Figure 4). In addition, volatiles released from these 
slab relics may further weaken upper mantle and crust beneath the DEI (Kington & Goodliffe, 2008; Martinez 
et al., 2001), promoting exhumations of UHP rocks. Our observations suggest that the existence and downwelling 
of slab remnants may contribute to the exhumation of UHP rocks in addition to the rifting tectonics.

4.2.  Decompression Melting Beneath the Rift Zone

Significant LVAs are revealed to mostly distribute along the rift axis with mostly prominent positive radial anisot-
ropy (Figures 2 and 3). At less than 100 km, they appear as a LVA elongated in E-W direction, although an eastern 
and western limb can be distinguished. At 100–200 km, only the eastern limb remains, resulting in a circular 
anomaly in map view. The lack of a deep-seated low-velocity anomaly below 250 km rules out a dominant role 
of a potential deep mantle plume in driving the rift development. 3-D numerical modeling of the Woodlark basin 
also demonstrated that a mantle plume is not necessary for initiating and sustaining continental rifting (Mondy 
et al., 2018). The observation that LVAs reach a maximum depth of about 250 km near the seafloor spreading 
center in the east and become shallower westwards (Figure 3a) may indicate a westward propagation of mantle 
deformation in response to the extending rate. A similarly narrow LVA within the rift zone in the upper mantle 
was also imaged from body wave tomography based on data from the CDPapua passive seismic experiment 
(Eilon et al., 2015). Substantial crustal thinning and low sub-Moho velocities beneath the rift zone were likewise 
inferred from Rayleigh wave and receiver function inversions (Abers et al., 2002, 2016; Ferris et al., 2006; Jin 
et al., 2015). The observed positive radial anisotropy below the rift zone from our joint tomographic inversion 
(Figure 2) indicates a dominant strain in the horizontal plane (Figure 4), which is quite consistent with the strong 
spreading-parallel azimuthal anisotropy obtained from shear wave splitting analysis (Eilon et al., 2014) and shear 
wave anisotropy tomography (Eilon et al., 2016). Similar features have been detected beneath the Salton Trough, 
also developing under a convergent setting within the shear zone between the Pacific and North American plates 
(Yu & Zhao, 2018). In comparison, isolated mantle upwelling, characterized as localized LVAs with negative 

Figure 4.  A conceptual diagram showing tectonics and subduction dynamics of the Woodlark rift. Absolute Plate Motion 
(APM); New Britain Trench (NBT), Moresby Trough-Aure Trough (MT-AT). The cyan drops denote dehydrated water. Red 
arrows indicate dehydration melting or small mantle upwelling associated with sinking of the slab segments. Orange ellipses 
represent decompression melting with their long axis displaying the dominant strain orientations.
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radial anisotropy, was proposed to possibly contribute to lithospheric weakening at the early stage of intra-plate 
continental rifting based on results from the Malawi rift, which is a young rift segment of the East African rift 
system and develops under a divergent setting (Yu et al., 2020). The existence of mantle upwelling beneath the 
rift zone would usually lead to negative radial anisotropy and small/undetected azimuthal anisotropy, which is in 
conflict with both the radial anisotropy measurements from this study and the azimuthal anisotropy from Eilon 
et al. (2014, 2016). The lithospheric extension will lead to mantle material following upward trajectories, causing 
decompression melting in the upper mantle of the rift zone (Figure 4); the presence of small amounts of melts 
could explain the high Vp/Vs ratios observed by Eilon et al. (2015) and further lower velocities within the rift 
zone.

The Woodlark rift is currently developing within the obliquely convergent zone along the irregular boundary 
between the southwest Pacific and Indo-Australian plates. Geodetic data (Biemiller et  al.,  2020; Tregoning 
et al., 1998; Wallace et al., 2004, 2014) indicate that the northwards subduction of the Solomon plate has driven 
the Woodlark microplate to rotate anticlockwise away from the Australian plate. The north flank of the Woodlark 
rift is moving northward faster than its southern flank, implying north-south extension, and a tensional stress 
field in the lithosphere, which induces lithospheric stretching. The upward movement of asthenospheric mantle 
implied by this process can induce decompression melting, which leads to the observed LVAs and positive radial 
anisotropy beneath the rift zone (Figure 2). Rifting prefers to propagate along weak zones in the lithosphere (Van 
Wijk & Blackman, 2005) and the existence of neighboring rigid slab remnants might facilitate strain focusing 
(Eilon et  al., 2015). In addition, dehydration of these slab segments would promote melting of the overlying 
mantle and contribute to the rift development (e.g., Fitz & Mann., 2013; Kington & Goodliffe, 2008; Martinez 
et al., 2001; Stolz et al., 1993). In general, the Woodlark rift seems to follow a passive model (Figure 4) in which 
plate motions resulting from the slab-pull force of the northward Solomon subduction play the dominant role, and 
its development is possibly influenced by slab relics from the past subductions.

5.  Conclusions
In this study, we have developed the first 3-D model of P wave radial anisotropy tomography for the Woodlark rift 
by inverting all available teleseismic P wave travel time data accumulated so far. LVAs are mostly confined to the 
shallow upper mantle of the rift axis and display uniformly positive radial anisotropy, which is inconsistent with 
the existence of active mantle upwelling and favors decompression melting. The depth of the LVAs within the 
rift zone decrease westwards with a maximum value of about 250 km near the seafloor spreading center and is in 
close response to the westward rift propagation. HVAs with negative radial anisotropy are detected in the upper 
mantle at the north and south flanks of the rift zone and may denote a downwelling mechanism of slab relics 
from past subductions. The existence and downwelling of these slab remnants may contribute to the overlying 
mantle deformations possibly associated with the rift development and exhumation of ultra-high pressure rocks.

Data Availability Statement
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