
paragenesis carried by kimberlites range from
900° to 1400°C, with most falling in the
range 900° to 1100°C (22). The latter range
is similar to our H2O-saturated solidus tem-
perature. Therefore, we suggest that kimber-
lites may have been produced by H2O-rich
fluid supplied to relatively cold subcontinen-
tal mantle at depths of 150 to 300 km.
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Death and Transfiguration of a Triple Junction
in the South Atlantic

M. Ligi, E. Bonatti,* G. Bortoluzzi, G. Carrara, P. Fabretti,
D. Penitenti, D. Gilod, A. A. Peyve, S. Skolotnev, N. Turko

Three major lithospheric plates—Antarctic, South American, and African—meet in the
South Atlantic near Bouvet Island where the Mid-Atlantic Ridge (MAR), the Southwest
Indian Ridge (SWIR), and the American Antarctic Ridge converge toward a fast evolving
triple junction. A major magmatic pulse has recently built a new, swollen segment of the
SWIR (Spiess Ridge) that is propagating toward the MAR at a rate of 4 to 5 centimeters
per year, disrupting a former ridge-ridge-ridge (RRR) triple junction. A new triple junction
will be established about 70 kilometers to the north when the propagating SWIR/Spiess
segment will impact with theMAR, probably within the next 1million years. The American
Antarctic Ridgewill take advantage of theMAR/SWIRduel by capturing an approximately
70-kilometer stretch of MAR, whereas the Antarctic plate will increase its size.

The few areas on Earth where three major
lithospheric plates meet are characterized by
complex, poorly understood interactions of
the plate boundaries. The MAR, SWIR, and
American Antarctic Ridge (AAR) converge
in a triple junction (TJ) located in the Bou-
vet region (Fig. 1) of the South Atlantic
(1–4). The Bouvet TJ has been interpreted
as having a ridge-transform-transform (RFF)
configuration (5) that has prevailed during
most of the last 20 million years (My) (3, 4).
Spreading half-rates estimated for the last
few million years are 1.6 cm/year for MAR,
0.8 cm/year for SWIR, and 0.9 cm/year for
AAR (3). The Bouvet TJ region is affected
by one or more mantle plumes or hot spots.
Bouvet Island marks the position of a plume
(6) that may have influenced the structure
and composition of the westernmost SWIR
and easternmost AAR (7). The southern-
most MAR may have been affected by the
hypothetical Shona and Discovery plumes
(7–9). We discuss the fast evolving geometry
of the TJ and the extent to which mantle
melting anomalies may affect this evolution.

High-resolution morphobathymetric and
magnetometric coverage of the entire TJ re-

gion (Fig. 2) shows that the three accretionary
plate boundaries converging toward the TJ are
affected by ridge jumping, ridge overlapping,
and ridge propagation (10), processes charac-
teristic of fast spreading ridges but rare in slow
spreading ridges. We obtained images of over-
lapping ridge segments (11) in the southern-
most MAR, whereas ridge propagation is par-
ticularly clear in the westernmost SWIR
(Spiess Ridge) segment (Fig. 2). This unstable
geometry of the plate boundaries probably
derives from the complex and variable distri-
bution of stresses in the region arising from
the interaction of three major plates. Another
factor, valid at least for the MAR and SWIR,
is that the rate of magma supply from the
mantle is high relative to the spreading rate.
Strong magmatic pulses may have triggered
ridge propagation and jumping as well as the
formation of an abnormally thick crust.

A thicker than normal crust is suggested by
the abnormally shallow (by more than 1 km)
axial topography of the SWIR segment adja-
cent to Bouvet Island and of the westernmost
SWIR/Spiess Ridge segment. The Na-poor,
H2O- and light rare earth element–enriched
composition of mid-ocean ridge basalt is con-
sistent with the notion that hot spots influ-
ence both these SWIR segments (7–9, 12).
Stretches of MAR between the Agulhas frac-
ture zone at 48°S and 53°S are abnormally
shallow and contain enriched mid-ocean
ridge basalt with high 3He/4He ratio. These
anomalies were attributed to the influence of
the Discovery and Shona hot spots (7, 8).
The MAR south of 53°S is also marked by an
anomalously shallow topography. These depth
anomalies, and the inferred abnormally thick

M. Ligi, G. Bortoluzzi, G. Carrara, P. Fabretti, D. Penitenti,
Istituto Geologia Marina, CNR, via P. Gobetti 101, Bolo-
gna, Italy.
E. Bonatti, Istituto Geologia Marina, CNR, via P. Gobetti
101, Bologna, Italy, and Lamont Doherty Earth Observa-
tory of Columbia University, Palisades, NY 10964–8000,
USA.
D. Gilod, Moscow State University, Moscow, Russia.
A. A. Peyve, S. Skolotnev, N. Turko, Geology Institute,
Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow, Russia.

*To whom correspondence should be addressed. E-mail:
marcol@boigm2.igm.bo.cnr.it

REPORTS

http://www.sciencemag.org z SCIENCE z VOL. 276 z 11 APRIL 1997 243



crust and excess magma supply, support the
hypothesis that positive mantle thermal
anomalies are widespread below the Bouvet
TJ region. This hotter than normal mantle
may have influenced the evolution of the TJ.
Other TJs are also close to hot spots; however,
the Rodriguez TJ in the Indian Ocean does
not appear to be associated with an unusually
hot upper mantle (13).

The MAR axial valley bifurcates at its
southern tip in two branches (Fig. 2), one
oriented north-south (branch X in Fig. 2B),
and the other northwest-southeast (branch
Y), each forming a ;35° angle with the
trend of the MAR. Both branches show a
positive magnetic anomaly and have high
sea-floor acoustic reflectivity, implying that
they are (or were until recently) segments of

crustal accretion. We propose that this con-
figuration marks a RRR TJ (TJ-2 in Figs. 2B
and 3) located where the two branches bi-
furcate at 54°439S, 00°479W (Fig. 2). The
maximum distance between the two branch-
es south of TJ-2 is about 33 km. This implies
a maximum age of ;2 My for the TJ-2
configuration if we assume symmetric
spreading at 0.8 cm/year (SWIR branch) and
0.9 cm/year (AAR branch). TJ-2 probably
replaced a former RFF configuration (TJ-1 in
the inset of Fig. 3) at about 2 Ma (million
years ago).

We suggest, however, that TJ-2 has ceased
to be active roughly 1 Ma, because the geom-
etry of the plate boundaries had been disrupt-
ed then by a new anomalous branch of the
SWIR, the Spiess Ridge. Spiess Ridge has

been described as a broad, short ridge or as a
large volcanic seamount (3, 4, 14). Our
multibeam surveys indicate that it is a large
volcanic system elongated southeast-north-
west (Fig. 2A). Its summit rises to 320 m
below sea level from a base roughly 50 km
wide at 2000 m below sea level; it has a ;450
m deep central caldera 3.5 to 4 km in diam-
eter. Spiess Ridge narrows and deepens to the
northwest; it has a strong axial positive mag-
netic anomaly and V-shaped anomalies on its
flanks (Fig. 2B), suggesting that the ridge has
propagated to the northwest (15). The strong
magnetic anomaly at the tip of the propagat-
ing ridge may reflect the presence there of
ferrobasalts (16), as has been observed at the
tip of other propagating ridges (17). We esti-
mate that the rate of propagation w is 4 to 5
cm/year from the expression w 5 2u/tanb
(18), where u is the half spreading rate (in our
case, 0.8 cm/year), and b is the angle (;20°)
between the direction of the spreading axis
and the direction of the isochron magnetic
anomaly formed between the propagating
ridge pseudofault and the dying ridge (Fig. 3).

Knowing the rate of propagation, the lo-
cation of the propagator’s tip (roughly
54°259S, 0°329W; Fig. 2), and the location of
the source of the propagator (assumed to be at
the site of minimum depth of the volcanic
system where igneous injection has been max-
imal, roughly 50 km southeast of the propa-
gating tip), we estimate that propagation
started roughly 1 Ma. We assume that the
igneous event that gave rise to the new SWIR
segment started shortly before, consistent
with the observation that the oldest magnetic
anomaly produced by Spiess Ridge (Fig. 2B)
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played region was surveyed in 1996 from the R/V Gelendzhik with a Simrad
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appears to be within the Matuyama epoch.
The anomalous vertical growth of the

SWIR/Spiess Ridge, and its consequent rap-
id propagation, could be due to an unusu-
ally high rate of magma supply relative to
the low (0.8 cm/year) spreading rate. When
spreading cannot keep up with an over-
abundant magma supply, the basaltic crust
tends to thicken (19). It is not clear wheth-
er the Spiess event is the surface expression
of a new mantle plume, or of a branch of the
Bouvet plume, or of a melting anomaly
unrelated to a deep, plume-like source.

The igneous emplacement of the Spiess
Ridge and its northwest propagation have dis-
rupted the RRR geometry of TJ-2, flooding
the western part of the Bouvet transform,
thereby isolating the SWIR Y branch (Fig. 3).
As a result, the SWIR Y segment is a dying
ridge and TJ-2 has ceased to be a TJ. We
conclude, therefore, that the Antarctic, South
American, and African plates do not meet at
present in a triple point, but in a broad zone of
diffuse deformation.

If the new SWIR-Spiess segment contin-
ues its northwest propagation at the present
rate, within about 1 My it will impact with
the MAR at about 54°159S, 1°159W. This
will be the site of a new TJ (TJ-3 in Fig. 3).
The ;70-km-long stretch of MAR between
TJ-2 and TJ-3 will probably become part of
the AAR, the MAR will recede northward,
and the area of the Antarctic plate will in-
crease. Thus, we have caught the plate bound-
aries in the transition between two different
configurations, and we have obtained a snap-
shot of the recent death of a TJ and the
imminent birth of a new one.

REFERENCES AND NOTES
___________________________

1. Data provided by D. T. Sandwell and W. H. F. Smith,
The Geological Data Center, Scripps Institute of
Oceanography, La Jolla, CA 92093, USA.

2. D. W. Forsyth, J. Geophys. Res. 80, 1492 (1975).
3. J. G. Sclater et al., ibid. 81, 1857 (1976).
4. G. L. Johnson, R. N. Hey, A. Lowrie, Mar. Geophys.

Res. 2, 23 (1973).
5. For the nomenclature of triple junctions, we follow D.

P. McKenzie and W. J. Morgan [Nature 24, 125
(1969)] and P. Patriat and V. Courtillot [Tectonics, 3,
317 (1984)].

6. W. J. Morgan, Bull. Am. Assoc. Petrol. Geol. 56, 203
(1972).

7. A. P. Le Roex, S. Afr. J. Antarc. Res. 17, 90 (1987).
8. C. J. H. Hartnady and A. P. Le Roex, Earth Planet. Sci.

Lett. 75, 245 (1985); J. Douglass, J. G. Schilling, R. H.
Kingsley, C. Small, Geophys. Res. Lett. 22, 2893
(1995); C. Small, J. Geophys. Res. 100, 17931 (1995).

9. M. Moreira, T. Staudacher, P. Sarda, J. G. Schilling,
C. J. Allegre, Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 133, 367 (1995).

10. The data were obtained during two Italian-Russian
expeditions with the research vessels N. Strakhov in
1994, and Gelendzhik in 1996. In addition to
multibeam morphobathymetry and magnetometry,
gravimetric and seismic reflection data were also
collected. Extensive sea-floor rock sampling was

also achieved.
11. K. C. MacDonald and P. J. Fox, Nature 302, 55

(1983).
12. S. Simonov, A. A. Peyve, V. Y. Kolobov, A. A.

Milonosov, S. V. Kovyazin, Terra Nova 8, 415 (1996).
13. M. Munschy and R. Schlich,Mar. Geophys. Res. 11,

1 (1989).
14. N. C. Mitchell and R. A. Livermore, Eos (fall suppl.)

76, F542 (1995).
15. R. N. Hey, F. K. Duennebier, W. J. Morgan, J. Geo-

phys. Res. 85, 3647 (1980).
16. A. P. Le Roex, H. J. B. Dick, A. M. Reid, A. J. Erlank,

Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 60, 437 (1982).
17. J. M. Sinton, D. S. Wilson, D. M. Christie, R. N. Hey,

J. R. Delaney, ibid. 62, 193 (1983).
18. T. Shoberg and S. Stein, ibid. 122, 195 (1994).
19. J. Phipps Morgan and Y. J. Chen, Nature 364, 706

(1993).
20. Sponsored by the Italian Antarctic Program (PNRA).

We thank the officers and crews of R/V N. Strakhov
and R/V Gelendzhik; N. Zitellini, who was co-chief
scientist in cruise S-18, as well as D. Brunelli, A.
Cipriani, L. Gasperini, F. Sciuto, andM. Terenzoni for
their cooperation at sea; and L. Casoni for help with
the illustrations. Contribution No. 5628 from L-DEO
and No. 1075 from IGM.

7 October 1996; accepted 28 January 1997

Activated Acetic Acid by Carbon Fixation on
(Fe,Ni)S Under Primordial Conditions
Claudia Huber and Günter Wächtershäuser*

In experiments modeling the reactions of the reductive acetyl–coenzyme A pathway at
hydrothermal temperatures, it was found that an aqueous slurry of coprecipitated NiS
and FeS converted CO and CH3SH into the activated thioester CH3-CO-SCH3, which
hydrolyzed to acetic acid. In the presence of aniline, acetanilide was formed. When
NiS-FeS was modified with catalytic amounts of selenium, acetic acid and CH3SH were
formed from CO and H2S alone. The reaction can be considered as the primordial
initiation reaction for a chemoautotrophic origin of life.

The origin of life requires the formation of
carbon-carbon bonds under primordial con-
ditions. Miller’s experiments (1), in which
simulating electric discharges in a reducing
atmosphere of CH4, NH3, and H2O pro-
duced an aqueous solution of simple carbox-
ylic acids and amino acids, have long been
considered as one of the main pillars of the
theory of a heterotrophic origin of life in a
prebiotic broth. Their prebiotic signifi-
cance, however, is in question, because it is
now thought that the primordial atmo-
sphere consisted mostly of an unproductive
mixture of CO2, N2, and H2O, with only
traces of molecular hydrogen (2).

An alternative theory is that life had a
chemoautotrophic origin (3–6). This theo-
ry comprises several independent but com-
plementary postulates regarding the metab-
olism of the primordial organisms: (i) The

earliest organisms fed on CO or CO2 at
volcanic or hydrothermal sites. (ii) Their
metabolism was initiated by the reductive
formation of methyl mercaptan (methane-
thiol, CH3SH) and its subsequent carbon-
ylation to activated thioacetic acid (CH3-
CO-SH), akin to the reductive acetyl–co-
enzyme A (CoA) pathway (5). (iii) CH3-
CO-SH was fed into a carbon fixation cy-
cle, akin to the extant reductive citric acid
cycle (5). (iv) The metabolism received
reducing power from the oxidative forma-
tion of pyrite from iron sulfide and hydro-
gen sulfide (3). (v) All chemical conver-
sions of the primordial metabolism occurred
in a ligand sphere, held together by bonding
to the surfaces of iron-sulfur minerals (4),
where transition metal ions such as Ni21 or
Co21 or Se are catalytically active (5, 6).
(vi) Subsequent evolutionary steps included
the replacement of thioacids by thioesters
and the conversion of at first wasteful
branch products (like amino acids) into
biocatalysts. These steps represent a dual
feedback into the carbon fixation pathways
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Fig. 3. Scheme outlining the evolution of the Bou-
vet TJ from 4 Ma to present, including a predicted
configuration about 1 My in the future. The inset at
lower right shows a suggested configuration valid
between about 4 and 2 Ma, with a RFF-type TJ
( TJ-1). The main figure illustrates a configuration
valid between about 2 and 1 Ma, with a RRR-type
TJ ( TJ-2). The present configuration implies that
TJ-2 is inactive because the SWIR-Spiess propa-
gating ridge has disrupted the TJ-2 configuration.
PT, tip of the Spiess propagating ridge; IPSF, inner
pseudofault; OPSF, outer pseudofault. For signifi-
cance of angle b, see text. Also shown is a predict-
ed future configuration, with a RRR-type TJ ( TJ-3)
to be established within the forthcoming ;1 My.
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