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Abstract

Numerous seismic studies reveal the presence of two large, low velocity anomalies beneath Africa and the central Pacific.
Efforts to characterize these anomalies have yielded a variety of interpretations over the years, both isochemical and
thermochemical. Previous interpretations have included large, isochemical superplumes, clusters of smaller thermal plumes, and
doming thermochemical superplumes. A conceptual mantle model that is presently growing favor involves long-lived
thermochemical piles. In anticipation that nutation studies will provide better topographic constraints on the core–mantle boundary
(CMB) in the future, we examine the effects of thermochemical piles at this boundary. In this study, we perform numerical
modeling of thermochemical and isochemical convection as a function of convective vigor and temperature-dependent viscosity to
predict the topography at Earth's CMB. Our results show that in isochemical convection, downwellings always lead to negative
(depressed) CMB topography, while upwellings cause positive (elevated) topography, consistent with previous studies. However,
in thermochemical convection, CMB topography and its relationship to downwellings and thermochemical piles are significantly
affected by temperature-dependent viscosity. For isoviscous or weakly temperature-dependent viscosity, the piles cause negative
CMB topography, while positive topography is often below cold downwellings. However, for realistic, more strongly temperature-
dependent viscosity, the most negative CMB topography is below downwellings, while the topography below the piles is often
slightly more positive and/or flat, similar to upwellings in isochemical models. We also show that although thermochemical piles
are intrinsically more dense, the large thermal buoyancy associated with them leads to overall relative buoyancy that is on par with
slabs. Consequently, thermochemical models lead to an overall reduction in magnitude of CMB topography with respect to
isochemical models.
Published by Elsevier B.V.
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1. Introduction

Earth's lowermost mantle and the core–mantle
boundary (CMB) are regions of intense interest and

have been interpreted to have a high degree of structural
complexity, both chemically and thermally (e.g., Lay
et al., 1998; Montague et al., 1998; Garnero, 2000;
Buffett et al., 2000). Of particular interest is the presence
of two large, low-velocity anomalies detected beneath
Africa and the central Pacific as observed in seismic
tomography studies (Dziewonski, 1984; Su et al., 1994;
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Li and Romanowicz, 1996; Masters et al., 1996; Grand
et al., 1997; Su and Dziewonski, 1997; Breger and
Romanowicz, 1998; Ritsema et al., 1999; Kuo et al.,
2000; Masters et al., 2000; Gu et al., 2001; Romano-
wicz, 2001; Wen et al., 2001; Ni et al., 2002;
Romanowicz and Gung, 2002; To. et al., 2005).
Furthermore, there is observational evidence that these
anomalies may be compositional in nature, hinting at
possible chemically distinct lower mantle regions
(Wysession, 1996a,b; Breger and Romanowicz, 1998;
Kennett et al., 1998; Ritsema et al., 1999; Ishii and
Tromp, 1999; van der Hilst and Karason, 1999; Masters
et al., 2000; Romanowicz, 2001; Wen et al., 2001; Forte
and Mitrovica, 2001; Luo et al., 2001; Romanowicz and
Gung, 2002; Ritsema and van Heijst, 2002; Deschamps
and Trampert, 2003; Ni and Helmberger, 2003a,b; Wang
and Wen, 2004; Ishii and Tromp, 2004; Trampert et al.,
2004; To. et al., 2005; Ford et al., 2006). This
interpretation is supported by geochemical evidence
that appears to require the presence of distinct chemical
reservoirs in the mantle as source regions for ocean
island basalts (OIBs) and mid-ocean ridge basalts
(MORBs) (e.g., Hofmann, 1997).

Although there is growing evidence that the large
seismic, low-velocity anomalies beneath Africa and the
Pacific are thermochemical, we are not yet at a stage
where we can conclusively exclude isochemical con-
ceptual mantle models. As a result, efforts to characterize
these anomalies have yielded a variety of interpretations,
both isochemical and thermochemical. We note that an
isochemical mantle model does not necessarily impose a
lack of chemical heterogeneity, but rather that chemical
heterogeneity does not play a role in the larger-scale
mantle dynamics. Previous dynamical interpretations of
these anomalies have included isochemical superplumes
(e.g., Thompson and Tackley, 1998), clusters of smaller
thermal plumes (Schubert et al., 2004; Ritsema et al., in
press), and actively rising, doming thermochemical
superplumes (e.g., Davaille, 1999; Davaille et al.,
2002, 2003). Another mantle model, which we focus
on here, involves long-lived thermochemical piles (e.g.,
Tackley, 1998; Kellogg et al., 1999; Hansen and Yuen,
2000; Tackley, 2000; Jellinek and Manga, 2002, 2004;
McNamara and Zhong, 2005; Tan and Gurnis, 2005).

Many geodynamical studies, both experimental and
numerical, have been performed to better understand the
behavior of hypothetical thermochemical piles in the
lower mantle as the source of the chemical heterogeneity
observed at the surface and as the cause of the large,
low-velocity anomalies observed seismically beneath
Africa and the Pacific (e.g., Christensen and Hofmann,
1994; Tackley, 1998; Kellogg et al., 1999; Montague

and Kellogg, 2000; Tackley, 2000; Ni et al., 2002;
Jellinek and Manga, 2002, 2004; McNamara and
Zhong, 2004a,b; McNamara and Zhong, 2005; Tan
and Gurnis, 2005; Nakagawa and Tackley, 2005;
Nakagawa and Tackley, 2006). Despite the existence
of many proposed thermochemical pile models, a
common characteristic in these models is that they
involve an intrinsically more dense (∼2–5%) mantle
component that is passively swept along the base of
the mantle away from regions of ancient subduction
and accumulate into large piles in upwelling regions.
Interpretations that hypothetical piles are located be-
neath Africa and the central Pacific (e.g., Davaille,
1999; Davaille et al., 2002, 2003; Jellinek and Manga,
2004; Tan and Gurnis, 2005) are supported by recent
geodynamical predictions that incorporate Earth's plate
history for the last 120 Myrs as surface boundary
conditions in numerical thermochemical convection
models (McNamara and Zhong, 2005). Akin to
thermochemical superplume models (e.g., Davaille,
1999; Davaille et al., 2002, 2003), thermochemical
piles are predicted to be a source region for thermal
plumes which may rise from their peaks, entraining pile
material as they ascend. This has been proposed as a
feasible mechanism for explaining the different ob-
served geochemistry of OIBs and MORBs (e.g.,
Davaille, 1999; Kellogg et al., 1999; Tackley, 2000;
Davaille et al., 2002; Jellinek and Manga, 2002;
Davaille et al., 2003; Jellinek and Manga, 2004).

While the idea of thermochemical piles is consistent
with many aspects of the seismological and geochemical
data, it remains a hypothetical, conceptual model subject
to further testing and scrutiny. One possible avenue for
further testing involves the study of variations in Earth's
rotation (nutations) which may provide clues into the
lowermost mantle structure and CMB topography (e.g.,
Dahlen, 1976; Gwinn et al., 1986; Wu and Wahr, 1997;
Buffett et al., 2000; Mathews et al., 2002; Rost and
Revenaugh, 2003; Sze and van der Hilst, 2003). We
predict that ongoing and future nutation studies will
show promise in providing constraints on CMB topog-
raphy, which may help discern between the various
proposed mantle models (e.g., Forte and Mitrovica,
2001).

Previous geodynamical work focusing on the effects
of subducting slabs on stress or topography on the CMB
in isochemical mantle models has clearly shown that
downgoing slabs cause negative CMB topography (e.g.,
Hager and Richards, 1989). Furthermore, similar
isochemical studies that have investigated the effects
of thermal plumes on the geoid have shown that thermal
plumes cause positive topography at the CMB (Hager
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and Richards, 1989; King, 1997). It is difficult to
intuitively surmise how the presence of thermochemical
piles would affect CMB topography, compared to the
isochemical mantle models. Although piles are intrin-
sically more dense, it should not be assumed that they
would generally cause a downward CMB topographic
depression beneath them. Rather, piles tend to be
significantly hotter than the ambient mantle (e.g.,
Davaille, 1999; Kellogg et al., 1999; Tackley, 2000;
Davaille et al., 2002; Jellinek and Manga, 2002;
Davaille et al., 2003; Jellinek and Manga, 2004;
McNamara and Zhong, 2004a,b; McNamara and
Zhong, 2005), so the effective buoyancy of a pile
reflects density contributions both from its intrinsic
density and from the decreased density due to thermal
expansivity.

In fact, if the effective density of a pile is similar to
that of cold downwellings, then it is likely that piles will
not necessarily lead to depressed CMB topography. The
combination of slabs and piles could lead to a dramatic
reduction of overall CMB topography, when compared
to an isochemical mantle model. In addition, CMB
stress magnitude is directly proportional to viscosity,
and it is expected that low-viscosity, hot piles will
produce lower stresses than higher-viscosity, cold
downwellings.

The primary motivation for this work is to predict the
effect of thermochemical piles on CMB topography,
particularly in comparison to otherwise identical iso-
chemical calculations. Isochemical mantle models high-
light a clear relationship between slabs producing
downward topography and plumes producing upward
topography, however, we suggest that in thermochemical
models, the density decrease in piles due to thermal
expansivity acts to produce a net effective buoyancy that
is similar to that of slabs. As a result, the presence of piles
would reduce the magnitude of CMB topography, thereby
acting as a buoyancy buffer near the CMB. It is crucial to
test this hypothesis as we expect that future geodetic
studies will help provide constraints on CMB topography
and, consequently, will aid in our ability to distinguish
between various mantle models.

2. Method

We perform numerical modeling of thermochemical
and isochemical convection as a function of convective
vigor and temperature-dependent viscosity in order to
predict the stress and topography at Earth's CMB.We first
describe calculations with relatively low convective vigor
(Ra=105) to better understand the fundamental physics,
and we next describe calculations that include a viscosity

increase at the transition zone and have a higher, more
mantle-consistent convective vigor (Ra=107). To illus-
trate the effects of viscosity on stress at the CMB we
investigate various degrees of temperature-dependent
viscosity. All calculations are performed in two dimen-
sions using the finite element method, as implemented in
Citcom (Moresi and Gurnis, 1996; Zhong et al., 2000). In
this section, we will describe the necessary equations for
calculating convection, rheology and stress.

2.1. Convection equations

The calculations are performed by solving the non-
dimensionalized conservation of mass, momentum and
energy equations using the Boussinesq approximation.
Respectively, these equations are:

jd u ¼ 0 ð1Þ

�jP þjd ðgdeÞ ¼ ðRaT � RbCÞ zw ð2Þ
AT
At

þ ðudjÞT ¼ jðjdjTÞ ð3Þ

where u is the velocity vector, P is the dynamic
pressure, η is the non-dimensional viscosity, ε̇ is the
strain rate tensor, Ra is the thermal Rayleigh number, T
is the temperature (which ranges from 0 to 1), Rb is the
chemical Rayleigh number, C is the compositional
coefficient (ranging from 0 to 1), t is time, and κ is
thermal diffusivity.

The thermal Rayleigh number is defined as:

Ra ¼ qogaDTh
3

gojo
ð4Þ

where ρo is the reference density, g is gravity; α is the
thermal expansivity, h is the mantle thickness, ηo is the
reference viscosity, and κo is the reference thermal
diffusivity.

Similarly, the chemical Rayleigh number is defined as:

Rb ¼ Dqgh3

gojo
ð5Þ

where Δρ is the density difference between the two
chemical components.

Consequently, the thermochemical dimensional
equation of state is:

q ¼ qo½1� aðT � ToÞ� þ DqC ð6Þ

For isochemical calculations, Eq. (6) simplifies to
ρ=ρo[1−α(T−To)].
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We utilize the ratio of chemical to thermal buoyancy
using the non-dimensional quantity B, the buoyancy
number, which is a measure of the intrinsic density
contrast in the thermochemical model:

B ¼ Rb
Ra

¼ Dq
qaDT

ð7Þ

2.2. Rheology

We employ a temperature-dependent rheology, and
for the higher Rayleigh number cases, we employ depth-
dependence. Following McNamara and Zhong (2004a),
we use the following formulation for viscosity:

gðTÞ ¼ gr exp½Að0:5� TÞ� ð8Þ

where ηr represents the viscosity prefactor, A represents
the activation coefficient that controls the temperature-
dependence, and T is the temperature. For the lower
Rayleigh number cases, ηr is simply 1, whereas for the
higher Rayleigh number cases in which we employ the
lower mantle viscosity increase, ηr is 1 above the
660 km phase transition, and ηr is 50 below the 660 km
discontinuity. As evident in the formulation above, the
Rayleigh number is defined by the viscosity at which the
non-dimensional temperature is 0.5. We define, and use
hereafter, the term “viscosity contrast” (Δη=exp[A]) as
a measure of temperature-dependence which represents
the ratio of maximum to minimum possible viscosity.

2.3. Computational method

All calculations are performed in two dimensions
using the finite element method, as implemented in
Citcom (Moresi and Gurnis, 1996; Zhong et al., 2000).
Using the method as described in McNamara and Zhong
(2004a), we track compositional evolution via advection
tracers by employing the ratio tracer method as reviewed
and tested in Tackley and King (2003). The composition
is uniform for each element as determined by the ratio of
dense tracers to total number of tracers for that particular
element. We use a predictor-corrector scheme to advect
tracers, using an average of 16 particle tracers in each
element. The model geometry has an aspect ratio of 6,
and employs free-slip velocity boundary conditions on
all boundaries. Thermal boundary conditions are
constant and isothermal where T=1 along the lower
boundary and T=0 along the upper boundary. The
calculations were performed on a mesh with 97 vertical
and 641 horizontal rectangular elements with increased
resolution near the top 10% and the bottom 30% of the

mesh. We performed resolution tests with both higher
and lower numbers of elements to confirm that this
resolution is more than adequate for this study.

All calculations started with a conductive initial
temperature condition and were run for enough time
such that the initial condition did not influence the
results. Each thermochemical calculation was started
with a flat, compositional layer and progressed until the
thermochemical component was completely entrained,
thereby ultimately reaching an isochemical state. The
initial thermochemical layer thickness is 0.2 (20% of the
mantle thickness). We investigated numerous buoyancy
numbers, from those leading to stable, flat layers to
those leading to quick overturns. For this study, we
focused on those that led to long-lived thermochemical
piles that exhibit significant topography.

2.4. Calculation of stress and topography at bottom
boundary

We calculate the value of deviatoric stress at the
bottom boundary of the model space using:

rzz ¼ 2gdezz � P; ð9Þ

where dezz ¼ Aw
Az is the strain rate, σzz is the deviatoric

stress acting on the horizontal plane (the CMB) in the
vertical direction and w is velocity in the vertical
direction. For each step, we subtracted the horizontally-
averaged stress such that the figures show only
deviations from the average stress along the boundary.
This is consistent with positive stress representing
positive topography and negative stress representing
negative topography. Positive topography is topography
that is upward of the mean CMB elevation and negative
topography is downward of the mean CMB elevation.
Dimensional topography (δh) can be calculated from
σzz using:

dh ¼ rzzPcmb

Dqg
ð10Þ

where all variables are dimensional. σzz_cmb is the
dimensional normal stress in vertical direction at the
CMB,Δρ is the density contrast between Earth's mantle
and core, and g is the gravitational acceleration at the
CMB.

The calculated dimensional topography, while depen-
dent upon the parameters in Eq. (10), is directly dependent
on the dimensionalization of stress. In fact, the dimensio-
nalization of stress is directly proportional to the dimen-
sional reference viscosity value given in the Rayleigh
number term (σdimensional=κoηoh

−2σnon-dimensional). As a
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result, the calculated dimensional topography value
derived in this work scales directly with the dimensional
reference viscosity and Rayleigh number. Moreover,
while we do calculate topography for the calculations
with the more Earth-consistent rheological formulation
(Cases 5 and 6), we find both non-dimensional stress and
dimensional topography to be equivalent measures in the
comparison between particular isochemical and thermo-
chemical calculations because both expressions are
linearly proportional to one another. In other words, the
relative stress/topography when compared between
different cases is robust, however the absolute number
calculated for CMB topography should be considered
with some caution.

3. Results

For each set of model parameters that we vary Ra and
Δη, we present two calculations, one isochemical and
one thermochemical. In actuality, we perform many
more thermochemical calculations that span the range of
buoyancy numbers from those that lead to a flat layer to
those leading to quick, unstable overturns of the
intrinsically more dense material. Of those, we select a
representative case that leads to the formation of long-
lived, stable piles. Table 1 lists the parameters used in
each case.

We first present cases with the lower Rayleigh number
(Ra=105). Snapshots in time of these calculations are
presented in Fig. 1. In each of calculation snapshots, we
showbuoyancyminus the horizontal average of buoyancy
normalized by Ra (defined as [(RaT−RbC)−bRaT−
RbCNhorz] /Ra) in the top panel, temperature in the second

panel, composition (in the third panel for thermochemical
calculations only), and lower boundary stress in the
lowermost panel. We choose a sign convention such that
negative stress leads to negative topography and positive
stress leads to positive topography of the CMB. Again,
positive topography is upward of the mean CMB
elevation and negative topography is downward of the
mean CMB elevation. Snapshots in the left column
correspond to isochemical cases, and those in the right
column refer to thermochemical cases. Each row of
snapshots refers to a specific viscosity contrast.

Cases 1A (isochemical, Fig. 1A) and 1B (thermo-
chemical, Fig. 1B) employ an isoviscous rheology
(Δη=1). In Case 1A (Fig. 1A), CMB topography is
negative beneath cool downwellings and is positive
below hot upwelling plumes, consistent with previous
geodynamical studies. It is obvious that this is related to
the observed negative and positive buoyancy associated
with downwellings and upwellings, respectively. Unlike
Case 1A, downwellings in Case 1B (Fig. 1B), do not
result in depressions along the lower boundary. The
thermochemical piles are more negatively buoyant than
slabs, and topography beneath them is negative,
although at a significantly lower magnitude than that
caused by the downwellings in the associated isoche-
mical case.

The temperature-dependence of viscosity is increased
(Δη=103) in Cases 2A (isochemical, Fig. 1C) and 2B
(thermochemical, Fig. 1D).We note that in the cases with
temperature-dependence of viscosity, the Rayleigh
number is defined by the viscosity at a non-dimensional
temperature of 0.5, as discussed in the methods section.
As observed in Case 1A, the isochemical calculation in
Case 2A displays negative topography beneath down-
wellings and positive topography beneath upwellings.
However, there is a noticeable difference between
the stresses predicted in isoviscous Case 1A and the
temperature-dependent viscosity Case 2A. Whereas
Case 1A exhibits positive and negative stresses, which
are similar in magnitude, Case 2A clearly shows a
disparity in stress magnitude between the larger negative
stresses beneath downwellings and the smaller positive
stresses beneath upwellings. The reduction in stress
magnitude is likely because viscosity, which is propor-
tional to stress, decreases with increasing temperature. In
the thermochemical Case 2B (Fig. 1D), the thermo-
chemical piles appear to have a buoyancy on par with the
downwellings. Stress beneath the thermochemical piles
can be classified as ubiquitously neither negative nor
positive, resulting in an ambiguous relationship between
the presence of a pile and its associated CMB topog-
raphy. For example, positive topography is predicted for

Table 1
Catalogue of isochemical and thermochemical numerical experiments

Case Fig Δη ηr(660) Ra B number E

1A 1A 1 1 105 0.0 0.000
1B 1B 1 1 105 0.8 0.000
2A 1C 103 1 105 0.0 6.908
2B 1D 103 1 105 0.8 6.908
3A 1E 104 1 105 0.0 9.210
3B 1F 104 1 105 0.8 9.210
4A 2A 102 1 105 0.0 4.605
4B 2B–E 102 1 105 0.9 4.605
5A 3A 103 50 107 0.0 6.908
5B 3B 103 50 107 0.8 6.908
6A 4A 104 50 107 0.0 9.210
6B 4B–E 104 50 107 0.8 9.210

Thermochemical experiments were performed with a layer of initial
thickness equivalent to 20% of the model height. Δη is the viscosity
contrast (the measure of temperature-dependence), ηr(660) is the
viscosity prefactor at the 660 km phase transition, Ra is the thermal
Rayleigh number, and E is the activation coefficient.
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the pile on the left, whereas negative topography is
predicted for the other two piles.

The temperature-dependence of viscosity is further
increased (Δη=104) in Cases 3A (isochemical, Fig. 1E)

and 3B (thermochemical, Fig. 1F). The increase in
viscosity contrast leads to a more-rigid cold upper thermal
boundary layer, resulting in much larger wavelength flow
patterns. As observed in Case 2A, Case 3A also predicts

Fig. 1. Illustrated in this figure are isochemical and thermochemical convection calculations at a thermal Rayleigh number (105). Shown are
calculations done at three temperature-dependent viscosity contrasts A) and B) Δη=103, C) and D) Δη=103, E) and F) Δη=104. For each viscosity
contrast, we show an isochemical (on the left) and a thermochemical (on the right) calculation timestep. We also, for each experiment, plot, buoyancy
(top panel), temperature (second panel), composition (third panel, thermochemical experiment only) and stress (bottom panel).
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large negative topography beneath the downwellings and
low-magnitude positive topography beneath the upwel-
lings. In Case 3B (Fig. 1F), negative topography is
predicted beneath one of the downwellings, while topog-

raphy beneath the thermochemical piles remains relatively
flat. The overall magnitude of the negative topography is
reduced in magnitude in the thermochemical calculations,
as compared to the isochemical calculations.

Fig. 2. Illustrated in this figure are thermochemical convection calculations at thermal Ra=105. Shown are calculations for a viscosity contrast of
Δη=102. We show A) an isochemical calculation timestep, thermochemical calculation timesteps at B) 60,000, C) 90,000, D) 122,000, E) 162,000,
and F) the root-mean squared (RMS) values of stress versus timestep. Observations in the isochemical calculations are similar to those for Fig. 1. As
the calculation evolves, the piles become relatively more buoyant than slabs. F) Illustrates the evolution of stress variations with time evolution.
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In Case 4 (Δη=102) (Fig. 2), we present a snapshot of
an isochemical calculation along with a series of
snapshots showing the evolution of its associated
thermochemical calculation as the thermochemical
piles become effectively less dense due to entrainment
(a common characteristic of all thermochemical calcula-
tions). As observed in the other isochemical cases, Case
4A (Fig. 2A) has downwellings that produce negative
topography whereas upwellings produce positive topog-
raphy. For the thermochemical Case 4B, we show
multiple timesteps (Fig. 2B–E). At the earliest time
shown (Fig 2B), we observe both positive and negative
topography beneath a single large pile (the one on the
right). This topography is directly correlated to internal
convection within the pile, where internal upwelling
corresponds to positive topography and internal down-
wellings corresponds to negative topography. Through-
out the calculation, some piles are marked with positive
topography beneath them, whereas in others, negative
topography is predicted. Again, there is no clear relation-
ship between the presence of a pile and the direction of
topography deflection beneath it. One interesting aspect
that we notice however, as the effective density of a
thermochemical pile decreases, the magnitude of CMB
stress increases. Fig. 2F illustrates the evolution of the
root-mean squared (RMS) value of stress as the calcu-
lation progresses. Essentially, as the calculation evolves,

the thermochemical calculation effectively becomes
more isochemical, and the overall magnitude of stress
increases (Fig. 2F).

For the cases with a more Earth-consistent convective
vigor (Ra=107) and a viscosity profile which includes a
50× increase at the 660 km phase transition, we
investigate two different viscosity contrasts, 103 (Fig. 3)
and 104 (Fig. 4). We convert stress to dimensional CMB
topography in these calculations. Case 5A is an
isochemical calculation with Δη=103 (Fig. 3A). Akin
to the other isochemical cases, downwellings lead to
negative topography and upwellings lead to positive
topography. Notice that the model topography is
unrealistically large (Gwinn et al., 1986; Wu and Wahr,
1997) with an amplitude of tens of kilometers, suggesting
that our Rayleigh number is still too low compared with
the Earth. In the thermochemical Case 5B with Δη=103

(Fig. 3B) we observe an overall decrease in topography
magnitude along the lower boundary, compared to the
isochemical case. The most negative topography occurs
beneath one downwelling, whereas the topography
elsewhere in the snapshot is relatively flat.

The effects of increasing the temperature-dependence
(Δη=104) are illustrated in Case 6 (Fig. 4). Fig. 4 is
setup similarly to Fig. 2, in which we show a snapshot
from the isochemical calculation, and a series of
snapshots showing the evolution of the thermochemical

Fig. 3. Illustrated in this figure are thermochemical convection calculations at high thermal Ra=107 with a viscosity profile which includes a 50×
increase at the 660 km phase transition. Shown are calculations done at a viscosity contrast:Δη=103. As in Fig. 1, we show an A) isochemical and a
B) thermochemical calculation timestep. In these experiments, we convert stress to dimensional CMB topography. The topography is represented in
the bottom panel in this figure and in Fig. 4. Topography values are in kilometers.
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calculation In the isochemical Case 6A (Fig. 2A), as in
previous isochemical cases, we observe negative topog-
raphy beneath downwellings and positive topography
beneath upwellings. As with Case 5B, in Case 6B
(Fig. 4B–E), topography beneath the piles tends to be

flat, relative to the negative topography beneath some
of the downwellings. As the calculation evolves, the
effective density contrast between piles and surrounding
mantle is reduced due to entrainment, and as a result, the
downwellings become the most negatively buoyant

Fig. 4. Illustrated in this figure are thermochemical convection calculations at thermal Ra=107. Shown are calculations for a viscosity contrast of
Δη=104. We show A) an isochemical calculation timestep, thermochemical calculation timesteps at B) 14,000, C) 60,000, D) 80,000, E) 107,400,
and F) the root-mean squared (RMS) values of stress versus timestep.

451T.M. Lassak et al. / Earth and Planetary Science Letters 261 (2007) 443–455



Author's personal copy

features and the magnitude of the topography beneath
them increases. As in Case 4, we calculated the RMS of
stress as a function of time (Fig. 4F), and we observe
that as the effective density contrast of piles decreases
and downwellings become more negatively buoyant
than piles (Fig. 4D and E), overall topography increases
in magnitude. Again, as the calculation evolves, the
style and magnitude of deflection on the CMB begins to
resemble that predicted for isochemical convection.

4. Discussion

Themotivation for this studywas to determine how the
presence of thermochemical piles might affect deflection
along the CMB as compared to isochemical convection.
This is important to understand given that future geodetic
studies may be used to place constraints on a conceptual
model for the mantle. From this study, as well as from
previous geodynamical studies, it is clear that for
isochemical convection, negative topography is predicted
beneath downwellings and positive topography is pre-
dicted beneath upwellings. In addition, the magnitude of
stress (and hence topography) is proportional to the
viscosity, such that cold, viscous downwellings lead to a
larger amount of CMB deflection than do the hot, less-
viscous upwellings. These characteristics observed in
isochemical convection appear to be universal, and we
have not observed any results contrary to this.

An important observation from this study is that
temperature-dependence of viscosity plays a large role,
and therefore, must be used in studies that determine
stress/topography at any boundary. In the isoviscous
(Δη=1) thermochemical cases, piles tend to have a
stronger influence on CMB topography, whereas, for
temperature-dependent viscosity, this is significantly
reduced. For example, the isoviscous thermochemical
Case 1B always exhibits negative topography beneath
piles. However, in thermochemical cases with relatively
strong temperature-dependent rheology (e.g. Cases 3B,
5B and 6B) the most negative topography is beneath
downwellings, while the piles lead to slightly positive, flat
CMB topography, similar to that from isochemical
models. The thermochemical piles are hotter than the
surrounding mantle, and therefore, less viscous. This in
turns reduces the stress that the piles may cause at the
CMB. The cold downwellings with high viscosity, on
other hand, tend to impart more stress or depression at the
CMB. This is analogous to the isochemical cases (e.g.,
Case 3A) in which upwellings (downwellings) have a
much smaller (larger) effect on CMB topography as
temperature-dependence of viscosity is increased. In
short, our results indicate that if themochemical piles

exist in the lower mantle with temperature-dependent
viscosity, we do not expect, in general, to see negative
CMB topography associated with them.

We find that these results are consistent with ther-
mochemical piles providing a “buoyancy buffer” above
the CMB. As intuitively observed in the isochemical
cases, the negative and positive topography beneath
downwellings and upwellings, respectively, can be
directly correlated to the clear differences in buoyancy
between the two. In the thermochemical models, on the
other hand, the relationship between upwellings, down-
wellings, and piles with CMB topography is signifi-
cantly less clear. In thermochemical models, if the
intrinsic density of the thermochemical material is too
high (high B), then piles fail to form at all. Moreover, if
the intrinsic density is too low (low B), the thermo-
chemical material either quickly overturns or it is
rapidly entrained into the surrounding mantle. In fact,
large, long-lived, stable piles exist only for a relatively
narrow range of intrinsic density contrasts (∼2–5%),
and furthermore, we find that piles exist only when their
effective buoyancy is similar to that of downwellings.
Based on our results as well as previous work, we
propose that this is a necessary buoyancy condition
required for piles to form because it is the flow field
caused by the more negative buoyancy of the down-
wellings that pushes thermochemical material away
from downwelling regions. As a consequence, the
variation of horizontal buoyancy in thermochemical
pile models tends to be minimal compared to isoche-
mical models, and that is the likely cause of the overall
reduction in stress/topography magnitude observed in
our results as compared to isochemical models. An
equivalent explanation for this is that in thermochemical
convection, the buoyancy from the upper part of the
mantle is partially compensated at the compositional
boundary, as evidenced by the large undulations at the
boundary, thus reducing topography at the CMB.

By examining the thermochemical calculations at
different times in their evolution and by plotting the
RMS stress/topography as a function of time, we can
observe how different effective density contrasts be-
tween piles and surrounding mantle affects the CMB
topography (Figs. 2 and 4). This is because entrainment
reduces this density contrast over time, and this is
effectively analogous to studying different buoyancy
numbers. As a thermochemical calculation evolves, the
CMB stress/topography more resembles that of an
isochemical calculation as the piles become more
effectively less dense. As a result, downwellings produce
stronger CMB deflection and the overall topography
magnitude increases.

452 T.M. Lassak et al. / Earth and Planetary Science Letters 261 (2007) 443–455



Author's personal copy

Experimental and theoretical works on the post-
perovskite phase (Shim et al., 2001; Oganov and Ono,
2004; Hirose and Fujita, 2005) indicate that post-
perovskite may exist in cooler regions of the lower
mantle (e.g., downwellings) and may be important to
include in future studies. Since post-perovskite is
thought to be denser than perovskite, its presence in
downwellings regions at the CMB could magnify the
negative topography found in these regions of our study.
Therefore, we predict that incorporating post-perovskite
into our study would provide results consistent with
those presented in our study.

In closing, our strongest result from this study is that
for a mantle with high temperature-dependent viscosity,
the basic characteristics of CMB topography from ther-
mochemical convection models are rather similar to
those from isochemical models. Therefore, an observa-
tion of either a null or a slightly positive topography on
the CMBunder a proposed pile region cannot credibly be
used to refute the existence of the pile.

5. Conclusions

The primary goal of this work is to determine how
proposed thermochemical piles in the lower mantle
affect CMB topography, particularly in comparison to
isochemical mantle models. From this and previous
studies, we have found that in isochemical mantle
models, there is a clear relationship between upwellings
and downwellings to CMB topography in which down-
wellings lead to negative CMB topography and up-
wellings lead to positive topography. We find that this
relationship is not so straightforward in thermochemical
models that have long-lived, stable piles. In fact, we find
that temperature-dependence of rheology plays a major
role in how thermochemical piles affect CMB topogra-
phy. At a relatively low degree of temperature-depen-
dence, there is no clear correlation between piles and
topography where some piles lead to positive topogra-
phy and others lead to negative. In the Earth's mantle,
we expect a much higher degree of temperature-
dependence, and we find that in higher viscosity contrast
cases (ΔηN102) the CMB topography beneath piles can
be considered relatively flat. Downwellings, in these
cases, result in negative CMB topography, not piles.

In these models, thermochemical piles have a buoy-
ancy similar to that of the downwellings and may act as a
buffer to buoyancy contrasts. Although thermochemical
piles may be intrinsically more dense, it is important to
emphasize that their effective density is significantly
reduced by the density reduction associated with thermal
expansion. It is likely that the negative buoyancy of the

thermochemical piles is compensating negative slab
buoyancy. As a result, we find that thermochemical
models tend to result in a much lower overall CMB
stress/topography than do their isochemical counterparts.

In general, thermochemical convection with temper-
ature-dependent rheology does not lead to negative
CMB topography beneath piles. In fact, cool down-
wellings appear to cause the most negative CMB topog-
raphy. As a result, observations interpreted as positive
topography beneath proposed piles cannot be used to
discriminate between isochemical and thermochemical
mantle models.
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