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Avrticle info Abstract

Article history Deformation of microcontinents occurs during collision with a larger stable
iizzg’t:z (Z)gmlr‘;yzégi“ continent. Deformation is usually concentrated at the boundaries of the deforming
Keywords: microcontinent and depends on mechanical stratigraphy and pre-existing structures.
Alborz, Numerical modeling, ~ 1he Alborz Mountains, located in the northern margin of central Iran underwent
Detachment effect, Mountain  various deformations including Cimmerian, Laramide and Alpine compressions
front displacement. since Triassic and its highest exhumation occurred in Cenozoic, as a result of the
Alpine orogeny. Relocation of the Alborz Mountain front is visible in the satellite
images in the Qazvin-Rasht area, where the geophysical maps also indicate changes
in the basement at the subsurface. The aim of this study is to investigate possible
factors responsible for this large displacement of the mountain front, using 2D
numerical modeling. We designed and run five 2D models considering different
parameters, such as the presence of basal and middle detachments and the effect of
their thickness as well as involvement of basement faults. The experiments show a
faster movement of the deformation towards the foreland in the presence of basal
detachment compared to the case without basal detachment. The addition of
intermediate detachment intensifies this process. Increasing the thickness of the
middle detachment increases the exhumation and deformation, especially towards the
foreland. The model with a pre-existing basement fault shows very clear localization
of deformation on the basement fault which causes developing the deformation
towards the foreland. According to the cross sections constructed across the area on
the both sides of the change in the mountain front, there is an increase in the thickness
of the Jurassic shale (Shemshak Formation) as a detachment level in the central
Alborz, where higher exhumation and extensive outcrops of Paleozoic rocks is
observed compared to the western Alborz. The numerical models with different
thickness of intermediate detachments (1 and 2 km) have simulated this difference
between the central and western Alborz. Considering the larger displacement of
deformation front toward the foreland in the numerical model in the case of a pre-
existing fault, the presence of a basement fault in the western Alborz could be
assumed causing the larger southward displacement of mountain front compared to
the central Alborz.
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Introduction
The Alpine-Himalayan orogenic belt,

extending from the Atlantic to the Pacific, is
composed of a myriad of smaller plates. These
micro-plates (or micro-terranes; tectonic
fragments) are weaker compared to the major
cratonic plates (e.g. Burke, 2011; van
Hinsbergen et al., 2020; Scotese, 2021). The
occurrence  of different  deformations,
especially those that underwent more than one
Wilson cycle, leads to a challenge in
understanding the evolution of deformation.
The Central Iran Microplate (as defined by
Takin, 1972; Stocklin, 1974, Figure 1) has
undergone repeated extension and
convergence since the Early Paleozoic, during
the opening and closure of the Paleo-and Neo-
tethyan oceans. The Late Cenozoic collision of
Arabia and Eurasia resulted in strong
deformation, especially along the Alborz and
Zagros mountains. Rigid Caspian basin
supposedly played an important role in the
formation of the arcuate shape of the Alborz
Mountains (Alavi, 1996; Berberian, 1983;
Brunet et al.,, 2009). Positive inversion
tectonics as well as large displacement of
transcurrent faults have also influenced the
deformation style and evolution of Alborz
Mountains (Butler et al., 2006; Maadanipour
and Yasaghi, 2009; Morley et al., 2009; Ter
Borgh et al., 2011; Zanchi et al., 2006).

The Paleozoic rocks consisting mainly of
Cambrian, Devonian, Carboniferous and
Permian siliciclastics and limestones, mainly
crops out in the central Alborz. While, the
Mesozoic  outcrops  include  Triassic
carbonates and sandstones, siliciclastics of
Jurassic as well as sandstones and limestones
of Cretaceous. The Cenozoic outcrops are
mainly composed of Eocene volcanics and
volcaniclastics, usually overlain by Late
Cenozoic clastic rocks.
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The southern and northern margins of
Alborz show a large frontal displacement in
the Qazvin and Lahijan areas, respectively.
Berberian (1983) suggests the N-S trending
Lahijan fault at the location of this
displacement while Ehteshami-Moinabadi
(2016) considered it as a basement strike slip
fault. Rezaeian et al. (2020) defined it as a
boundary fault for the Talesh Mountains to
explain the post Eocene rotation. Using 2D
numerical modeling, this study investigates
the possible controlling factors  for the
displacement of the mountain front.

Methods

Three cross sections (Fig. 3), two in N-S
direction on either side of the change along the
Alborz  deformation front (along the
interpreted Lahijan fault), parallel to the
change and perpendicular to the structures,
and one in E-W direction, perpendicular to the
change, are drawn based on geological map
data to understand the style of deformation. 2D
Move software has been used to construct the
balanced cross sections (Figs. 4 and 5).

This study uses numerical modeling by a
Matlab code based on finite-difference method
and rheology of visco-elastic (Maxwell-type)
(Ruh et al., 2012; Ruh and Verges, 2018). All
of five models have been generated based on
different parameters. Four models testified the
role of detachments at the base or in the middle
of models detachment. Another parameter is
the change in thickness of the detachment
layers. One model considers the effect of a
pre-existing basement fault and the basement
fault initially formed during the deformation
(Table 1, Fig. 7).

The model geometry is a 125 km x25 km
box with a numerical resolution of 421x121
nodes. Each cell contains 16 Lagrangian
markers. The rock pile is 10 km and composed
of competent and incompetent (detachment)
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layers. Considering the Alborz sedimentary
sequence and for investigating the changes in
the structures of the study area, a 1.5 km thick-
basal detachment (comparable to the
Cambrian shales) and an intermediate
detachment (comparable to the Jurassic
Shemshak shales) with 1 and 2 km thickness
have been designed in some of the models.
The intermediate detachment has higher
plasticity (lower viscosity; n= 10 Pa.s) than
the basal detachment (n= 10%° Pa.s). A 16 km-
thick layer with a very low density and
viscosity (called sticky-air) is considered over
the rock column, which acts as a semi free
surface at the interface of rocks and air with a
negligible shear stress along it (Crameri et al.,
2012). To simulate the horizontal shortening
in the models a constant velocity of +0.005
m/yr and in some models 0.01 m/yr is applied
to the left side of the models, or the right side
in the case of the models with a fault. The right
side of the models (except for the models with
faults) has a velocity of zero and a boundary
condition of no slip to simulate the back stop
of the Caspian Sea. Considering an initial
velocity of +0.005 m/yr from the left side for
the bottom boundary condition also helps to
simulate the back stop to the right side of the
model. The vertical velocity depends on the
horizontal velocity and the dimension of the
model box.

To simulate a pre-existing basement, fault
a zone with a lower internal friction angle of
¢=10 compared to ¢=30 for the basement is
designed (Fig. 18) and the deformation is
forced to start in this zone by designing a
velocity discontinuity at the base of the model.
By skipping the previous extension phase
creating this weak zone in the basement, we
had to design such a setting to be able to
simulate the structures as much as possible
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similar to the natural prototype; which is a
modeling limitation in this research.

In all models the stress-strain relation is
linear (n=1) in the sedimentary cover and non-
linear (n>1) in the basement which is related
to lithological characteristics and temperature
(see Flow law equation in Ruh and Vergés,
2018 for the details). The basement has a
rheology of wet quartzite, which is common
for the upper lithosphere. The tempreture for
the botom of the rock column in the models is
considered 600° C by considering the rock pile
thickness and the geothermal gradient of 30°
C/km).

Results and Discussion

The model without any detachment layer
(model 1) was the simplest model and has used
as a reference model for comparison with
other models. After about 24% shortening of
the model, a main anticline has formed near
the hinterland with a gentle fold on its frontal
part while thrust faults (the zones with higher
strain rates) have formed throughout the
model (Figs. 8 and 9). The back thrust
development is limited to the hinterland part
of the model (Fig. 9).

The model with a 15 km- basal
detachment, simulating the effect of the
Cambrian shales (model 2), shows a main
anticline with a minor folding in its front limb
and increasing the number of thrusts towards
the foreland after 24% shortening, compared
to model 1 (Figs. 10 and 11). The back thrusts
are still limited to the hinterland. The model
with a thin intermediate detachment (1 km
simulating the Jurassic shale, model 3)
produces an anticline close to the hinterland
similar to those formed in models 1 and 2,
however with subsidiary folding on its
forelimb. Increasing the number of thrusts and
back thrusts results in more exhumation in this
model, especially near the hinterland where
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the main anticline formed (Figs. 12 and 13).
Doubling the thickness of the intermediate
detachment in model 4 (2 km) leads to an
increase in the amplitude of the main anticline,
compared to model 3 with a 1 km-thick
detachment layer. The number of folds and
faults increases towards the foreland
compared to all previous models (Figs. 14 and
15).

In model 5 with a pre-existing basement
fault, a gentle fold forms with a vergence
towards the foreland (Figs. 17 and 18).

Based on the first four models, we can see
how the role of basal and intermediate
detachment as weak layers affects the
evolution and style of deformation in an area.
Increasing the thickness of detachment layer
results in a faster deformation propagation
towards the foreland and increases the folding
in the model as well as exhumation, especially
near the hinterland (Fig. 16). For model 5,
which include basement faults, the folds form
more towards the foreland compared to the
model without basement fault (model 1) (Fig.
19).

Increasing the thickness of intermediate
detachment in model 4 shows higher
exhumation compared to the other models,
which is similar to the situation observed in the
cross section across the central Alborz (cross
section BB’; Fig. 4). The displacement of the
deformation front in the Western Alborz in the
Qazvin area indicates the influence of the
basement fault in this area, which is
comparable with the results of model 5.
Conclusions

Model with the geological cross sections

show that:
- The presence of a basal detachment is one of
the most important parameters to change the
style of deformation compared to the model
without that.
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- Adding second detachment (in Models 3 and
4), the amount of displacement and the number
of folds and faults increase.

- Increasing the thickness of intermediate

detachment (Model 4), increases the

exhumation and deformation, which is
comparable to cross section BB’ across the

Central Alborz.

- A Pre-existing basement fault (Model 5) is

able to form structures partly similar to flower

structures happened in the central Alborz.

Additionally, it can move the highest

topography further to the foreland, which is in

good agreement with the situation observed in
the western Alborz.
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Fig. 3. Geological map of study area redrawn from the geological maps of Langroud, Rasht, Bandar-e-Anzali,
Roudbar, Jirandeh, Abhar, Takestan and Qazvin at the scale of 1:100000. Locations of cross sections are shown
on the map with black lines (Emami, 1990b; Emami, 1990a; Baharfiruzi et al., 2003; Saidi, 2004).
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Fig. 4. Cross sections of the study area. Cross section AA" is located in western Alborz and BB' is located in
central Alborz. Their locations are indicated in Figure 3.
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Fig. 5. Cross sections C-C' drawn by Move software in E-W direction, parallel to the mountain range. The
square indicates the proximate location of Lahijan Fault, where the mountain front shows a significant offset at
surface. See Figure 3 for the location.
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Recent Variable Recent Variable
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Q

Neogene(Ng) Hezar Hezar <700 m
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(Kv) Rock Rock [ ~1000m
C'(el'(“;m“s Tizkuh Tizkuh | ~470 m
s
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- - = e
Jurassic(Js) | Dalichai, Dalichai, | ~1500 m
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Triassic (TRs) Elka Elika ~295m
Doroud, Doroud,
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C'b‘:gﬁfm Mobarak Mobarak ~450m
Romniiel Ji':md Heowd ~Mm Possible early rifting
Zaigun, Zaigun,
Cambrian | Barut Labm, Barut, | ~2450m
(Cm) Lalun, Mila
Kahar, Kahar,
Precambram | Soltanieh Soltanieh ~2800 m
(PC)
Basement unknown
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Fig. 6. Comparative stratigraphic column of cross-sections A-A’ and B-B’. The Shemshak Formation shows
different thickness in both columns (the thicknesses are extracted from geological maps of area).
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Table 1. Classification of the models on the basis of different factors. In all of the models, the tectonic regime
is considered to be compressional with 30% shortening and no erosion.
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Table 2. Rheological parameters of the layers in the models (Ranalli and Murphy, 1987; Ruh and Vergés, 2018).
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Fig. 11. Trend of changes in the second invariants of the strain rate tensor in model 2. In presence of a basal
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Fig. 12. Trend of deformation in the presence of a basal and an intermediate detachment in model 3.
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of the central Alborz where the topography is higher compared to the western Alborz.
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Fig.24. Comparison of topographic plots for models 1 and 5. According to the topographic diagrams, the highest

topographic elevation of model 5, with a pre-existing fault shows an offset to the left (presumably to the
foreland) compared to that of the reference model 1. This can simulate the mountain front further to the south

in the western Alborz.
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Fig. 25. Geodynamic and rifting of the South Caspian Basin in Jurassic and Eocene (Brunet et al., 2003).
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