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Abstract On Venus, radar observations of the surface have highlighted two categories of craters: bright‐
floored, interpreted as pristine, and dark‐floored, interpreted as being partially filled by lava. While volcanic
resurfacing occurs within and outside craters in the plains, it seems mainly concentrated within the interior of
dark‐floored craters in the crustal plateaus, suggesting that the magma is negatively buoyant there. Indeed, crater
unloading may facilitate vertical ascent of a negatively buoyant magma by decompressing the underlying crust.
However, the crater topography also generates a shear stress which would tend to horizontalize the vertical
propagation of a dyke. We use numerical simulations of magma ascent in an axisymmetric crater stress field to
demonstrate that, depending on the crust thickness and the magma‐crust density contrast, a negatively buoyant
magma can indeed erupt only in the crater interior while remaining stored in the crust elsewhere. In particular,
we identify four different behaviors depending on if and where a magma‐filled crack ascending below a crater
reaches the surface. We draw a regime diagram as a function of two characteristic dimensionless numbers. For
eruption to occur only in the crater interior requires a crust thinner than 45 km and a limited range of magma‐
crust density contrasts, between 40 and 280 kg m− 3 for crust thicknesses between 20 and 45 km, the permissible
range decreasing for increasing crustal thicknesses. These results suggest that the crustal plateaus may not be
particularly thick and could be slightly differentiated, but probably not very felsic.

Plain Language Summary The Magellan mission revealed two categories of impact craters at the
surface of Venus: the pristine bright‐floored and the dark‐floored craters, which are interpreted as craters
partially filled by smooth lava after their formation. In the crustal plateaus of Venus, the magma reaches the
surface mainly within craters, suggesting that it is denser than the crust. Because of the crater negative
topography, the underlying crust is decompressed relative to its surroundings, which, in turn, facilitates magma
ascent below the crater despite its negative buoyancy. We first gather surface observations on a set of craters
located in the crustal plateaus of Venus to construct a characteristic fresh crater topography. We then use a
model of magma ascent below a crater in the crust of Venus to constrain the magma and crust densities as well as
the initial magma storage depth that allow for magma eruption within the crater interior only. We show that
magma reaches the surface only in the interior of the crater if the crust is slightly less dense than the magma and
if it is not too thick (≤45 km in thickness).

1. Introduction
Observations of the surface of Venus by the Venera, Magellan, and Venus Express missions revealed vast
volcanic plains at low topographies making up most of the planet surface. Only about a thousand impact craters
are visible, having a global random distribution (Phillips et al., 1992), which suggests a relatively recent resur-
facing of the planet. Whether this resurfacing was a catastrophic event or is a progressive and ongoing process is
still a matter of debate (Herrick & Phillips, 1994; Romeo & Turcotte, 2010; Strom et al., 1994). On average, the
number and size of craters point to a relatively young surface of 250–750 million years old (Hauck et al., 1998;
Herrick & Rumpf, 2011; Phillips et al., 1992; Schaber et al., 1992; Strom et al., 1994).

Contrasting with these low lava plains, the crustal plateaus culminate 2–4 km above the mean planetary
radius (Phillips & Hansen, 1994), but encompass less than 8% of the surface of Venus (M. Ivanov &
Head, 1996, 2011). These plateaus are not to be mistaken with the volcanic rises, such as Western Eistla, Beta
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and Atla Regios, which are believed to originate from volcanic hotspots (Stofan & Smrekar, 2005). The
topography of the crustal plateaus is strongly correlated with negative Bouguer anomalies, suggesting that they
could be isostatically compensated (James et al., 2013; Jiménez‐Díaz et al., 2015; S. E. Smrekar & Phil-
lips, 1991) and that their high topography is associated with crustal thickening. However the process at the
origin of this thickening is still unknown.

Crustal plateaus are dominated by tile‐like tessera terrains (Barsukov et al., 1986; Basilevsky et al., 1986).
Tesserae were first characterized from Venera 15 and 16 observations; they present numerous ridges, grabens and
faults resulting from multiple episodes of deformation (M. Ivanov & Head, 1996) both in contraction and
extension. Tesserae are mainly found as large expanses, in particular in Ovda and Thetis Regios or Fortuna
Tessera, but they can also be found as small inliers or even patches in the plains. Their low surface coverage and
their small number of craters make it difficult to infer a statistically significant age for these plateaus. Yet, they are
thought to represent the oldest crustal structures on Venus based on stratigraphic studies (Basilevsky &
Head, 1998; M. Ivanov & Head, 1996). The origin of these old, multiply deformed terrains is widely debated.
While some authors proposed they originate from a mantle plume (Hansen et al., 2000; Phillips et al., 1991),
others suggest they could have formed from mantle downwelling due to mantle coldspots (Bindschadler
et al., 1992; Gilmore & Head, 2000), or from large lava ponds caused by mantle melting resulting from large
bolide impacts on an ancient thin lithosphere (Hansen, 2006). Lately, Romeo and Turcotte (2010) and Romeo and
Capote (2011) suggested that these tesserae could be the remnant of a differentiated crust similar to the continental
crust on Earth.

The knowledge of the nature of the crust forming these plateaus would bring strong constraints on the geodynamic
process from which they originate. It is however still quite enigmatic. Seven landers of the Venera and Vega
programs have performed analyses to constrain the crustal composition of Venus. Most of the landers settled in
the plains of the planet (in Navka Planitia for Venera 8, 13, and 14, and in Rusalka Planitia for Vega 1), with the
exception of Venera 9, 10, and Vega 2, which landed on volcanic rises (Venera 9 and 10 landed on the flank of
eastern Beta Regio and Vega 2 on a lava flow on Atla Regio) (Kargel et al., 1993). No tessera plateaus terrains per
se were sampled and analyzed during these missions. K‐U‐Th content measurements by γ‐ray and X‐ray fluo-
rescence were performed at the landing sites of Venera 8, 9, 10, 13, and 14 and Vega 1 and 2. In addition, Venera
13, 14, and Vega 2 performed major element content analyses and took panoramic pictures of the surrounding
terrain (Surkov et al., 1983, 1984, 1986). Major element analyses at the landing sites of Venera 13, 14, and Vega 2
suggests a basaltic composition similar to alkaline and tholeiitic series on Earth (Basilevsky et al., 2007) for the
plains and the volcanic rises. Measured radiogenic element concentrations were similar to that of tholeiitic basalts
except at the Venera 8 and 13 landing sites, where these concentrations were particularly high, suggesting more
differentiated alkaline lavas (Basilevsky et al., 2007). Overall, measurements are consistent with a mafic
composition.

Information on the surface composition were also gathered from orbit by Visible and Infrared Thermal Imaging
Spectrometer (VIRTIS) (Helbert et al., 2008; Mueller et al., 2008) onboard Venus Express as well as Near
Infrared Mass Spectrometer (NIMS) onboard Magellan (Hashimoto et al., 2008). Thermal emissivity data ob-
tained by both instruments show a lower surface emissivity in the tessera plateaus than in the plains at ∼1 μm
(Gilmore et al., 2015, 2017; Hashimoto et al., 2008; Helbert et al., 2008; Mueller et al., 2008), suggesting that
there may be compositional differences between the two types of terrains. Emissivity values suggest a felsic
composition in the tessera plateaus, potentially similar to granitic rocks on Earth (Gilmore et al., 2015; Hashimoto
et al., 2008), while the high surface emissivity measured in the plains and on volcanic rises (Mueller et al., 2008)
are in agreement with a basaltic composition. The Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) instrument of Magellan also
gave information on surface roughness. The plateaus appear much brighter in reflected radar data than the plains,
indicating a smoother material in the plains than in the tectonically deformed plateaus (Basilevsky & Head, 2003;
M. Ivanov & Head, 2011). Combined altogether, these different types of observations ‐radiogenic and major
elements analysis, surface emissivity in the atmospheric window‐ tend to indicate that the material making up the
plains is basaltic, whereas the tessera plateaus could be more felsic.

Radar observations from the Venera 15/16 and Magellan missions show two main categories of craters on Venus:
radar bright‐floored and dark‐floored craters (B. Ivanov, 1990; Herrick & Phillips, 1994). The Magellan mission
allowed for a full inventory of impact craters. Its radar observed Venus with an inclination angle of 17°–47°; over
most of this angle, radar backscatter (or image brightness) is predominantly a function of surface roughness at the
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radar wavelength, which is ∼12 cm for Magellan radar. Bright portions of an image indicate significant surface
roughness that causes the radar wave to scatter, allowing much of the radar wave to reflect back to the spacecraft.
A radar dark surface is smooth at the 12 cm scale due to the radar wave reflecting away from the spacecraft.
Grieve and Cintala (1995) suggested that the floor brightness is a function of impact melt volumes, with large melt
volumes creating smooth crater floors as well as the runout flows seen exterior to a small number of craters.
However Wichman (1999) found that dark‐floored craters generally have similar to slightly larger radii than the
bright floored craters. The predominant interpretation also includes analysis of the extended ejecta deposits to
conclude that bright‐floored craters represented young and fresh craters (especially if exhibiting unaltered dark
parabolas) (Campbell et al., 1992), while dark‐floored craters have undergone surface modification subsequent to
crater formation. Izenberg et al. (1994) suggested that surface weathering and aeolian deposits on crater floors
could explain the radar dark, smooth surfaces. However, Sharpton (1994) and Herrick and Phillips (1994) noticed
that dark‐floored craters have shallower floors than the bright‐floored ones in Magellan altimetry data, an
observation which was later confirmed using higher resolution stereo topography data (Herrick & Rumpf, 2011;
Herrick et al., 2012). Of all possible processes, including aeolian deposits, impact melting or surface weathering,
volcanic resurfacing of the crater floor seems the most plausible to explain the depth‐to‐radius relationship shown
by dark‐floored craters (Wichman, 1999).

Volcanic resurfacing depends not only on the presence of mantle melt but also on the crust properties and magma
buoyancy. It is facilitated if the crust is mafic and thin, as it may be in the plains, and less so if the crust is thicker
and more felsic. The crustal plateaus are supposedly the oldest structures of Venus (Basilevsky et al., 1987; M.
Ivanov & Basilevsky, 1993); they have preserved the imprint of their tectonic history. In the plains, regional
volcanism leads to volcanic resurfacing both inside and outside craters (Herrick &Rumpf, 2011). On the contrary,
in the plateaus, limited evidence of abundant resurfacing is visible, mainly in the form of dark‐floored craters
(Herrick & Phillips, 1994; Herrick & Rumpf, 2011; Phillips et al., 1992; Sharpton, 1994). Volcanic flooding in
these craters seems to originate from the crater interior, as the ejecta blankets resulting from the impact process
show no evidence of crosscutting and appear complete in SAR images (Figures 1 and 2). This suggests that the
magma is denser than the crust in the plateaus and that magma ascent and eruption is facilitated by crater
unloading there. On the Moon, the highly porous, anorthite‐rich crust strongly inhibits magma ascent (Head &
Wilson, 1998). But Michaut and Pinel (2018) and Michaut et al. (2020) have shown that crater‐induced unloading
could facilitate magma ascent.

On another hand, the trajectory followed by ascending magmatic intrusions is strongly influenced by the crustal
stress field (Lister, 1990, 1991; Weertman, 1971). In particular, the unloading due to the crater topography
generates a specific stress state such that the least compressive stress is vertical while the maximum compressive
stress is horizontal below the crater topography (Maccaferri et al., 2014; Michaut et al., 2020). As tensile fractures

Figure 1. Examples of dark‐floored craters and their highly deformed surroundings: (a) Chloe and (b) Kauffman (see topographic profiles in Figure 2).
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are preferentially oriented in the plane perpendicular to the direction of least compressive stress, the stress state
resulting from a surface unloading tends to horizontalize vertical magma‐filled cracks propagating upwards
below the crater (Corbi et al., 2016; Maccaferri et al., 2014; Pinel et al., 2017). During the last few decades,
analogic and numerical modeling were both used to understand how the magma driving pressure and crustal stress
state influence the magma path in the crust (Rivalta et al., 2015). It was shown that the deflection of vertically
propagating dykes depends on how their driving pressure compares to the local shear stress on a vertical dyke
(Maccaferri et al., 2019), with a large driving pressure favoring a straight ascent toward the surface and a large
shear stress gradient favoring deviation in the direction of the maximum compressive stress. In the Highlands of
the Moon, where the crust is thick and of low density (on average 2,550 kg m− 3), magma tends to store at shallow

Figure 2. Two examples of craters: (a) Quimby a bright‐floored crater and (b) Kauffman a dark‐floored. Top: Magellan Synthetic Aperture Radar images and profiles
drawn from JMars. Bottom: topographic profiles obtained from the stereo map of Venus (in blue) (Herrick et al., 2012) with the average profile derived from these data
(in red) and the measured depth of crater h, the rim height hrim, the rim width Wrim and the flat floor radius Rff for Quimby crater. Rim height corresponds to the
difference between the highest point of the rim (dashed line) and the level of the surrounding terrain (dotted line) at 3 radii of the crater center as in Herrick et al. (1997).
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depths below craters in the form of horizontal sills or laccoliths (Jozwiak et al., 2012; Schultz, 1978; Thorey &
Michaut, 2014; Thorey et al., 2015; Wieczorek et al., 2013), where dyke horizontalization can be caused by the
stress state induced by the crater unloading (Michaut et al., 2020). Contrastingly, in the crustal plateaus of Venus,
observations suggest that magma can erupt, in particular on the crater floor.

We first gather quantitative observations on a set of craters located in the crustal plateaus. Using the typical
topography of bright‐floored craters, we construct the elastic stress state in the crust resulting from a fresh crater
topography. Then, we use a boundary element (BE) model to investigate the trajectory of magmatic dykes in the
crater‐induced stress field depending on the crust and magma properties. Our numerical results show four
different types of behavior for magmatic intrusions, including one where magma only erupts in the crater interior
and remains stored in the crust outside of it. Based on dimensionless numbers characteristic of the physics of our
problem, we construct a regime diagram which allows to constrain the crust and magma properties specific to this
behavior.

2. Observations on a Set of Craters
2.1. Rim‐Floor Depth and Rim Height

Previous works by Sharpton (1994), Herrick and Sharpton (2000), and Herrick and Rumpf (2011) studied and
compared the morphologies of bright and dark‐floored craters, but mainly for craters located in the plains of
Venus. Here, we study the topography of dark‐floored craters located in the tessera plateaus because, in the highly
deformed terrains constituting the tesserae, resurfacing seems to mainly occur within craters (see for instance the
dark volcanic floors of craters Chloe and Kauffman that contrasts with the highly deformed surrounding terrains,
Figure 1). We also restrict our study to dark‐floored craters located at large elevations, that is, >1 km above the
mean planet radius because the topography on Venus is likely correlated to the crust thickness, which has a large
influence on the ability of negatively buoyant magma to reach the surface. We compare the topography of these
dark‐floored craters to that of bright ones located in the same areas. Since bright‐floored craters have not been
modified and as the number of craters in the tesserae plateaus is limited, we enlarge our bright‐floored crater data
set by considering those located in other topographic highs (i.e., >1.5 km above the mean planet radius) than
tesserae terrains (Figure 3).

While several crater databases exist for Venus (Campbell et al., 1992; Schaber et al., 1992), we use that of Herrick
et al. (1997) as it provides a number of useful parameters for this study such as the crater floor reflectivity (bright,
dark or indeterminate, the latter referring to craters that cannot be classified as bright or dark) and the elevation of
the surrounding terrain. This database is also available on JMars, which was used to determine the crater topo-
graphic profiles. Our selected craters are located in Ishtar Terra and Aphrodite Terra, specifically in Ovda and
Thetis Regios as well as in Fortuna Tessera and Tellus Regio (Figure 3).

A total of 22 craters were studied using the Magellan SAR data, including 8 dark‐floored craters and 14 bright‐
floored ones (Table 1, Figure 3).

For each crater, eight radial topographic profiles (in blue on Figure 2), considering a 45° step between each of
them, were drawn using the JMars software developed by Christensen et al. (2009) from which we deduce the
average crater topography (red profile in Figure 2). From the average profile, we measure the crater rim‐floor
depth, which is the difference between the top of the rim and the crater floor (Figure 2). When available, we
use the stereo‐derived topographic map developed by Herrick et al. (2012) with horizontal and vertical resolutions
of ≈1 km and ≈100 m, respectively, but that covers only ≈20% of the surface. Craters for which the resolution
was not good enough were discarded. For eight useable craters located in areas without stereo coverage, the
topography was extracted from the Global Topographic Data Record collected by the Magellan mission, for
which the horizontal resolution is at least an order of magnitude less than the stereo (Ford & Pettengill, 1992;
Herrick et al., 2012).

The results (Figure 4a) clearly show that for both populations, the crater depth hbright/dark increases with the radius,
with each population following a different power law, similarly to what has been previously found in the volcanic
plains (Herrick & Rumpf, 2011; Herrick & Sharpton, 2000; Sharpton, 1994). Despite the rather small number of
available craters and the large error bars overlapping the power law for bright‐floored craters, the dark‐floored
craters are systematically located below this power law, in agreement with volcanic infilling of the crater interior.
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We use a least‐square fit to determine a power law relationship between the rim‐floor depth hbright/dark and the
diameter D, both expressed in kilometers, for each crater population:

hbright = 0.376D0.197, (1)

hdark = 0.413D0.092. (2)

where hbright/dark is a positive quantity. In comparison, the power laws obtained for the two types of craters in the
plains are (Herrick & Rumpf, 2011):

hpbright = 0.483D
0.165, (3)

hpdark = 0.424D
0.108, (4)

where superscript p stands for plains.

Herrick and Rumpf (2011) showed that dark‐floored craters in the plains generally present shorter rims than
bright‐floored ones, suggesting that volcanic resurfacing occurred both outside and inside craters there. This is not
the case for our set of craters; there appears to be no difference in rim heights in between the two crater pop-
ulations (Figure 4b), which argues in favor of volcanic infilling inside the crater only in the crustal plateaus.

Considering that dark‐floored craters have indeed undergone volcanic filling by lava (Herrick & Phillips, 1994;
Herrick & Rumpf, 2011; Wichman, 1999), we estimate the magma‐filling thickness inside the crater Δh from:

Δh = hbright − hdark (5)

As noted by Wichman (1999), both the rim‐floor depth and the filling thickness Δh increase with crater radius
(Figures 4a and 4c). The magma filling thickness Δh appears in general lower (by∼30% on average) for craters in

Figure 3. Location of the selected bright‐floored craters (red stars) in the topographic highs and dark‐floored craters (blue stars) used in this study. Studied dark‐floored
craters are located in the main tessera plateaus: Aphrodite Terra, which includes Ovda and Thetis Regios, Fortuna Tessera, and Tellus Regio, as indicated on this map.
Topography is given with respect to the mean planetary radius (6,051 km). Map retrieved from the NASA Planetary Database Geosciences Node (https://pds‐
geosciences.wustl.edu/missions/magellan/index.htm).
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the crustal plateaus than for craters in the plains (Figure 4c), which is another argument showing that volcanic
resurfacing is much more limited in the tesserae.

2.2. Characteristic Topography for a Fresh Crater

From observations on bright‐floored craters, we construct a standard topographic profile in axisymmetric ge-
ometry h(r) for a pristine crater, where r is the radial coordinate and h(r) is negative when the topography is below
the far field value. This profile is then used to compute the unloading stress field in the underlying elastic medium,
where the vertical axis z is then oriented downwards (Section 3.1). As in Michaut and Pinel (2018), we consider a
typical truncated cone‐shaped crater with a flat floor at the bottom, where the flat floor radius Rff is a fraction ff of
the crater radius (Figure 5). In addition, we consider the presence of a rim of height hrim and widthWrim that both
vary with the crater radius (Figure 5). We determine the radius dependency of these three quantities (Rff, hrim, and
Wrim) based on our observations on bright‐floored craters (see Supporting Information S1) for which we have
good quality topographic profiles from the stereo map (Figures 2 and 5) and set them as follows:

• Rff = ffR with ff = 40%,
• hrim = frhbright with fr = 35% (note that hbright is itself function of the crater radius through Equation 1),
• Wrim = fwrR with fwr = 40%.

With these considerations, we obtain:

Table 1
List of Impact Craters Used in This Study and Their Characteristics

Name
Latitude
(°N)

Longitude
(°E) Region Category

Diameter
(km)

Elevation
(km) Depth (m) Error on depth (m) Source

Tessera
plateaus

Andreianova − 3.0 68.7 Ovda Regio Dark 69.5 6,053.00 573 375 ST Yes

Austen − 25.0 168.5 Aphrodite Terra Bright 43.9 6,052.50 743 408 MA No

Bernhardt 31.6 84.4 Tellus Regio Dark 25.0 6,052.00 486 215 ST Yes

Blanche − 9.3 157 Thetis Regio Dark 11.8 6,053.00 535 24 ST Yes

Boulanger − 26.6 99.3 Ovda Regio Bright 73.7 6,052.60 721 346 MA Yes

Carter 5.3 67.3 Ovda Regio Bright 19.3 6,054.10 650 211 ST Yes

Chloe − 7.3 98.6 Ovda Regio Dark 17.8 6,055.90 550 50 ST Yes

Cotton 70.7 300.2 Ishtar Terra Bright 47.8 6,053.00 805 63 MA No

Halle − 19.8 145.5 Thetis Regio Bright 21.1 6,053.00 686 150 ST Yes

Hepworth 5.1 94.6 Ovda Regio Dark 62.5 6,054.20 704 362 ST Yes

Janina − 2 135.7 Thetis Regio Dark 9.3 6,053.30 510 20 ST Yes

Joliot‐Curie − 1.7 62.4 Ovda Regio Dark 100.9 6,052.50 614 462 ST Yes

Kauffman 49.4 27.1 Fortuna Tessera Dark 25.0 6,053.00 560 48 ST Yes

Khatun 40.3 87.2 Tellus Regio Bright 42.4 6,052.60 830 406 ST Yes

Magnani 58.6 337.2 Fortuna Tessera Bright 26.4 6,053.50 740 323 MA Yes

Quimby − 5.7 76.7 Ovda Regio Bright 22.9 6,054.20 725 140 ST Yes

Recamier − 12.6 58.1 Ovda Regio Bright 25.5 6,052.70 955 462 ST Yes

Salika − 5.0 97.7 Ovda Regio Bright 12.0 6,055.50 562 183 ST Yes

Weil 19.3 283.1 Beta Regio Bright 23.4 6,053.90 674 211 MA No

Yasuko − 26.1 169.0 Thetis Regio Bright 10.5 6,053.10 541 117 MA Yes

Yonge − 14.0 115.1 Thetis Regio Bright 32.1 6,053.80 749 139 MA Yes

Zhilova 66.3 125.7 Ishtar Terra Bright 53.3 6,052.50 875 376 MA No

Note. Data were obtained using Herrick's crater database (Herrick et al., 1997). Latitude and longitude are given for the center of the crater. The elevation is that of the
surrounding terrain, measured at three radii from the crater center. Topographic profiles and rim‐floor depths were obtained using JMARS (Christensen et al., 2009).
Two topographic sources are used: the Magellan altimetry (MA) and the Magellan Stereo Topography (ST). Bright‐floored craters located outside the Tessera plateaus
serve as a mean of minimizing the error on the rim‐floor depth power law. Average height for Aphrodite Terra and Ishtar Terra is 3,000 m above the mean planetary
radius.
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Figure 4.
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h(r) = − (hbright − hrim) 0≤ r≤ ffR

h(r) = hbright ×
r − R
R − ffR

+ hrim ffR≤ r≤R

h(r) = hrim × (1 −
r − R
Wrim

) R≤ r≤R +Wrim

h(r) = 0 r≥R +Wrim

(6)

3. Modeling Magma Propagation in an Existing Stress Field
In this study, an elastic rheology is assumed for the crust. On Venus, viscous or viscoelastic behavior of the crust
is often assumed when studying crustal topographic relaxation (Nimmo & Mackwell, 2023) or crustal defor-
mation induced by mantle circulation and flow (Gerya, 2014), which are processes occurring over timescales of
million years to gigayears. Here we are interested in magma propagation in the crust in the form of dykes, giant
dyke swarms being observed on both Venus and the Earth (Ernst et al., 1995; Grosfils & Head, 1994). Dyke
propagation occurs over short timescales: on Earth, geophysical observations indicate ascent duration of several
hours to several days (Aoki et al., 1999; Battaglia et al., 2005; Beauducel et al., 1999; Peltier et al., 2005, 2007).
On such timescales, viscoelastic effects are generally negligible, and numerical models simulating the propa-
gation path of magma‐filled dykes mostly rely on the assumption of a brittle‐elastic rheology (Rivalta
et al., 2015). Additionally, observations of faults and grabens in the crustal plateaus testify of their elastic‐brittle
behavior (Ghent & Hansen, 1998; Gilmore et al., 1994).

3.1. Stress Field Caused by a Crater Topography

The stress field within the crust due to a topography h(r) can be calculated using a surface load Ph(r) = ρcgh(r),
which can be positive or negative depending on the surface topography. The elastic stress components resulting
from an axisymmetric load at the surface of a semi‐infinite elastic medium are given by Sneddon (1951):

σrr =∫
∞

0
(1 − zξ)Z(ξ)e− ξzJ0(ξr) dξ +

1
r
∫

∞

0
Z(ξ)(z −

μ
(λ + μ)ξ

) e− ξzJ1(ξr) dξ, (7)

σzz = z∫
∞

0
Z(ξ)e− ξzJ0(ξr)ξ dξ +∫

∞

0
Z(ξ)e− ξzJ0(ξr) dξ, (8)

σθθ =
λ

λ + μ
∫

∞

0
Z(ξ)e− ξzJ0(ξr) dξ −

1
r
∫

∞

0
Z(ξ)(z −

μ
(λ + μ)ξ

) e− ξzJ1(ξr) dξ, (9)

σrz = z∫
∞

0
Z(ξ)e− ξzJ1(ξr)ξ dξ, (10)

σrθ = σθz = 0, (11)

where

Z(ξ) = − ξ∫
∞

0
rPh(r)J0(ξr)dr. (12)

Figure 4. (a) Rim‐floor depth as a function of diameter for our selected set of bright‐floored and dark‐floored craters and associated power law relationships
(orange dashed line from Equation 1 and light blue dashed line from Equation 2). (b) Rim height as a function of crater diameter. (c) Depth difference
Δh = hbright − hdark between bright‐floored and dark‐floored craters as a function of crater diameter for craters in the plains (red dash‐dotted line determined from
Equations 3 and 4) and in the plateaus (blue dashed line from Equations 1 and 2). Blue stars correspond to the depth difference between that of bright‐floored
craters from the power law relationship (Equation 1) and the observed depth of the dark‐floored craters in the plateaus. In all plots, blue symbols represent dark‐
floored craters and red symbols represent bright‐floored ones. On (a) and (b), error bars represent the standard deviation estimated from the eight radial
topographic profiles of each crater.
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J0 and J1 are the Bessel functions of order zero and one respectively, μ the shear modulus, λ the Lamé coefficient
(Table 2), and r, θ, z are the cylindrical coordinates with z oriented downwards. The stress components σij, where i,
j = r, θ, z, are considered positive in tension. The pressure perturbation due to the crater unloading is calculated
from:

P(r,z) = −
σrr + σθθ + σzz

3
. (13)

We compute the stress field components using a Matlab code (Le Contellec, 2024a, description provided as a
Supporting Information S1) for R= 5, 10, 15, and 20 km, over 3–10 radii in radial coordinates r as well as in depth
z. Values of the parameters used to calculate the stress field are given in Table 2. The stress perturbation vanishes
over a characteristic depth similar to the crater radius (Figure 6).

We note σ3 and σ1 the smallest and largest compressive principal stresses in the r, z plane. At the axis of the
unloading, σ3 = σzz, and σ1 = σrr. Such a configuration favors the horizontal orientation of magma filled cracks
(Cotterell & Rice, 1980; Michaut et al., 2020), in particular if the magma driving overpressure is small. Both the
radial and vertical stresses σrr and σzz are maximum at the surface, and the non‐diagonal stress σrz is maximum at
depth z ≈ R/2 and r ≈ 2R/3 (Figure 8).

3.2. Magma‐Filled Crack Propagation in an Existing Stress Field

3.2.1. Description of the Model

We study the effect of the stress field caused by a crater topography on the ascent of an initially vertical magma
dyke, as a function of crater radius, magma and encasing rocks properties, particularly crust, mantle and magma
densities. The available melt is not resulting from the impact itself but likely comes from decompression melting
caused by mantle convection. Melting resulting from the impact process is only significant for craters far greater
in size than the one studied here (B. Ivanov & Melosh, 1995; Manske et al., 2021).

To model dyke ascent, we use the BE model of dyke propagation in an external stress field developed by
Maccaferri et al. (2011); this model is thoroughly described in Maccaferri et al. (2010, 2011, 2019). We thus
provide only a short description of the model and refer to the literature cited above for more details.

Figure 5. Schematic of a truncated cone‐shaped crater with a rim. The thickness of the partial infilling of a crater by lavas Δh, corresponding to the difference in depth
between bright‐floored and dark‐floored craters hbright – hdark, is represented. Quantities hrim, Rff and Wrim are also represented.
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The model is 2D (plane strain approximation) and assumes a linearly elastic, isotropic medium stratified in
density with the possibility of introducing an elastic heterogeneity, such as the crust‐mantle boundary, for
instance. For simplicity, we consider the same elastic parameters for the crust and mantle μ = λ = 40 GPa. We set
the crust density ρc, over a crustal thickness Di, to a smaller value than the mantle density ρmant (Figure 7). The
magma, of density ρmag, is positively buoyant in the mantle, and negatively buoyant in the crust, that is,
ρc ≤ ρmag ≤ ρmant, and we note Δρm = ρmant − ρmag and Δρc = ρmag − ρc, both quantities being positive.

The dyke is modeled as a boundary‐element crack of initial length L set as input, and is composed of n interacting
dislocation elements (DE) of length l, such that L = n × l. The crack propagates through the host rocks by in-
cremental elongation (opening new DE) in the direction that maximizes the strain and gravitational energy
release. Propagation of the dyke is allowed when the energy release, that is the sum of the strain and gravitational
energies, exceeds the fracture energy Ef, which is a function of the host rocks fracture toughness. For simplicity
and in order to focus on the effect of magma and crust properties on dyke propagation, we consider a null fracture
toughness (Ef = 0). Simulations considering a characteristic fracture toughness for crustal rocks of 100 MPa
(Rivalta et al., 2015) showed no difference in propagation path for the dykes than the cases of null fracture
toughness. The direction of dyke elongation is defined by the competition between the internal magma pressure
and external stresses, the latter being the sum of the lithostatic pressure∫z0 ρ(z)gdz and the topographic stress field,
both being given at the center of each dislocation element. The overpressure profile along the dyke is the

Table 2
List of Parameters of the Model

Parameters Symbols Values

Crater geometry parameters

Radius R 5–20 km

Crater topographic profile h

Crater depth hbright 592–778 m

Fraction of flat floor ff 0.4

Fraction of rim height fr 0.35

Fraction of rim width fwr 0.4

N Number of points sampled across r and z 496–597

Nb r and z extension of the stress field 3–10

Numerical models parameters

Gravity g 8.87 m s− 2

Lamé coefficient λ 4 × 1010 Pa

Shear modulus μ 4 × 1010 Pa

Initial depth (Mantle‐Crust transition) Di 10–47 km

Mantle density ρmant 3,300 kg m− 3

Crust density ρc 2,385–3,007 kg m− 3

Magma density ρmag 2,650–3,100 kg m− 3

Density difference between crust and magma Δρc = ρmag − ρc 0–300 kg m− 3

Density difference between mantle and magma Δρm = ρmant − ρmag 200–650 kg m3

Dislocation element length l 100 m

Number of dislocation elements n 90–207

Initial crack length L 9–20.7 km

Normalized crack length L* = L
Di

0.35–2

Magma initial overpressure (buoyancy) ΔPi 6–21 MPa

Note. The first part presents the parameters used to calculate the unloading stress field. The second part concerns the pa-
rameters used to compute the dyke propagation model.
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Figure 6. Radial and non‐diagonal stress perturbations σrr and σrz caused by a crater unloading of topography h(r) (Equation 6) at the surface of a semi‐infinite medium,
with R = 20 km and hbright = 780 m. Tension is positive. (a) Radial stress σrr, varying between − 2 and 9 MPa. (b) Shear stress on the coordinate planes σrz, varying
between − 1 and 4MPa. (c) Stress components σrr(0, z), σrz(0, z), σθθ(0, z), σzz(0, z), and pressure perturbation P(0, z) at the axis of the unloading. (d) Maximum values of
σrr (red crosses) and σrz (blue triangles) for crater radii ranging from 5 to 40 km. The ratio σrzmax /σrrmax remains approximately constant and equal to 0.36 while varying the
crater radius. The parameters used to calculate this stress field are given in Table 2.
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difference between the fluid pressure and the normal component of the
external stress acting on each dislocation element.

The topographic stress field is calculated from Equations 7–12 for a crater
topography (Equation 6) in an axisymmetric geometry with a spatial dis-
cretization of 100 m. We verified that a smaller discretization gives the same
dyke propagation path. The dyke propagation code is in a plane strain
configuration while our stress state is 3D. However, we show that σ3 > σθθ
almost everywhere below the crater; thus the most extensive principal stress
lies almost everywhere in the r, z plane, which justifies the 2D computation
(see Supporting Information S1). The region where this is not verified is
limited and close to the surface; it should not change our conclusions on dyke
deviation. We therefore only use the stress components σrr, σzz, and σrz.
Furthermore, by symmetry, the only non‐vanishing non‐diagonal stress is σrz.

The dyke is initially located in the mantle, where the magma is assumed
buoyant. Although the model makes it possible to account for magma
compressibility, to focus on the effects of crater unloading and magma
buoyancy we use a very large bulk modulus for the magma of 500 GPa,
mimicking the behavior of an incompressible magma. In a 2D isotropic elastic
medium, a vertical crack filled by buoyant and incompressible magma tends
to a quasi‐static shape (tear drop shape) with null stress intensity factor at the
lower tip of the crack, and a length L, equal to the Weertman length, such that
the initial average overpressure within the dyke is (Weertman, 1971):

ΔPi =
ΔρmgL
4

. (14)

We start with a dyke at this initial length L in the mantle (which is set from a
chosen 2D volume V in the propagation code). This initial length is defined in

absence of a topographic stress field and, in that case, the initial magma driving pressure ΔPi is given by
Equation 14. We start with a dyke tip located at the crust‐mantle interface, that is, at a depth Di. Starting with a
deeper dyke makes negligible differences on the propagation path followed by a dyke as (a) we start at the quasi‐
static length L in absence of an unloading stress field, hence the dyke overpressure would be unchanged, (b) the
large density difference between the magma and the mantle imposes a rather large initial fluid overpressure,
making it insensitive to the deviatoric stress potentially caused by a crater, in particular since the non‐diagonal
shear stress vanishes with depth.

During each simulation, as the dyke intrudes within the crust, where the buoyancy is reduced and the stress field is
heterogeneous, the dyke length, shape, and orientation change. Eventually, the dyke will reach the surface (within
or outside the crater), or gets stuck at depth, depending on magma buoyancy, crust properties, and crater ge-
ometry. For each run, we simulate the ascent of 6 dykes, from different positions, that do not interact with each
other. Even though a propagating dyke locally changes the stress state on the path it follows, we set the model so
that each dyke is only sensitive to the external stress field, and not to the stress perturbation caused by the other
dykes. One dyke is always positioned at 1 km of the axis; the other dykes are positioned at R/4, R/2, 2R/3, R, and at
2R. The one located at 2R serves as a “control dyke,” meaning it gives us the propagation path a dyke would have
followed in absence of an external stress caused by the crater topography.

3.2.2. Parameters and Dimensionless Numbers of the Model

The parameters controlling the outcome of a numerical simulation (whether or not a dyke erupts, and where) are
the crater radius R, which controls the crater topography and the amplitude of the resulting stress field and stress
components, the crust, magma and mantle densities, ρc, ρmag, and ρmant, which set the magma buoyancy in the two
different layers, the initial dyke length L, corresponding to a given initial volume V, and the crust thickness Di
(Table 2).

Figure 7. Schematic for the dyke propagation model in an external stress
field adapted from Maccaferri et al. (2011). The dyke of length L is
composed of a succession of n dislocation elements of length l. This model
considers the stress balance at the center of each of these elements to test for
dyke propagation. The different stress components σrr and σrz acting on the
opening/closing and deviation of the dyke are represented. The color scale
represents the pressure perturbation caused by the unloading (a crater
topography of radius R = 20 km in that case) and the dashes exterior to the
cracks, the direction of the maximum compressive stress σ1. The dyke
initially starts in the mantle with an overpressure ΔPi (orange dyke) and
propagates until it reaches its final state (yellow dyke). The case of a crack
starting at the lateral position R/4 is represented.
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Figure 8. Four typical propagation behaviors for magma‐filled cracks below a crater of radius R = 20 km. For each example, two dykes are represented: the initial state
with the upper tip at the crust/mantle transition (orange dyke), and the final stage of the dyke when its propagation is complete (yellow dyke). The dykes can either
remain stored at depth (green triangles), reach the surface only within the crater (pink stars), reach the surface both inside and outside the crater (blue dots) or reach the
surface only outside the crater (orange diamonds). Several parameters vary: initial depth Di, crust density ρc, magma density ρmag and the initial length of the dyke L.
Gray dashed lines indicate the direction of maximum compressive stress σ1 and background color‐scale is the pressure perturbation caused by the unloading P (MPa).
Values of E, μ, λ, and g used for these simulations are given in Table 2.
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The stress field due to the crater topography has two different effects on the path followed by a dyke. Below the
crater, the radial stress σrr increases toward the surface (Figures 6a–6c), and tends to facilitate the opening and
upward propagation of a vertical magma filled crack rising below the crater (Michaut & Pinel, 2018; Walwer
et al., 2021). On the contrary, the shear stress σrzmax tends to deviate magma ascent from its vertical path
(Dahm, 2000; Watanabe et al., 2002), favoring, when the magma driving pressure is low, its deflection toward the
direction of σ1, a full deflection leading to horizontal crack opening below the crater center (Figure 7 and Figure
S2 in Supporting Information S1) (Maccaferri et al., 2019). Both σrr and σrz increase with the crater radius
(Figure 6d). For each crater radius R, we quantify these two effects using the maximum values of these two stress
components σrrmax and σrzmax.

The initial dyke overpressure ΔPi (Equation 14), which depends on the density contrast between the magma and
the mantle and on the initial dyke length L, provides the overpressure needed for the dyke to intrude and propagate
through the crust, where magma buoyancy is negative. This last effect is quantified by the pressure scale ΔρcgDi.

We thus have four characteristic pressure scales acting differently on dyke propagation: ΔPi and σrrmax both favor
vertical magma ascent, while ΔρcgDi impedes vertical ascent and σrzmax favors deviation.

We first define two dimensionless numbers as ratios of two characteristic pressure scales representing two
competing mechanisms on the vertical ascent of a dyke:

Γ =
σrrmax
ΔρcgDi

, (15)

Λ =
ΔPi

ΔρcgDi
. (16)

Additionally, for given dyke overpressure and external stress, longer dykes are less prone to deflection (Mac-
caferri et al., 2019). The deeper the dyke starts, that is, the larger Di, the more room it has to deviate from its
vertical trajectory. As in Maccaferri et al. (2019), we introduce the dimensionless initial length of the dyke
expressed as:

L∗ =
L
Di
, (17)

where larger L* should facilitate vertical propagation and inversely.

On the other hand, magma deviation is facilitated by larger values of the shear stress on the initially vertical dyke,
scaling with σrzmax, and by large dyke depth scaling with Di. Dyke deviation is on the contrary hindered by large
driving pressures for the dyke, scaling with ΔPi, and large dyke lengths L. Following Maccaferri et al. (2019), we
introduce, in addition to L*, the dimensionless number δ defined as:

δ =
σrzmaxDi
ΔPiL

, (18)

which is the ratio between parameters favoring deviation over parameters impeding it. The lower the value of δ,
the less a dyke is deflected by the external stress, and vice versa.

We are interested in studying which conditions allow the magma to reach the surface exclusively inside an impact
crater. For that to occur, the dyke must (a) ascend up to the surface and (b) not be deviated at depth below the crater
and not reach the surface beyond the rim. Thus, while large values of Γ, Λ, and L* should favor vertical ascent up to
the crater floor, large values of δ should on the contrary favor horizontal dyke deviation below the crater.

4. Results
We ran a set of 107 simulations of dyke propagation for various crater radius R, initial depth Di, density contrasts
between the magma and crust Δρc and between the mantle and magma Δρm, and initial dyke length L (see
Table 2).
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Four different behaviors are identified, depending on whether or not the dykes reach the surface and where (within
or outside the crater). Examples of these behaviors are shown on Figure 8: the dykes can either remain stored at
depth (green triangles), reach the surface only within the crater (pink stars), reach the surface everywhere,
meaning both inside and outside the crater (blue dots) or reach the surface only outside the crater (orange
diamonds).

We first analyze the behavior of the “control dykes,” which are the dykes starting at a distance r = 2R from the
crater axis, far enough from the crater for its stress field to be negligible and for these dykes not to be deviated.
These dykes can thus either get stuck within the crust, or reach the surface outside the crater. On a Γ(δ) diagram
(Equations 15 and 18), the two behaviors are well separated by the line Γ ≈ 4δ/3 (Figure 9).

Control dykes should not be sensitive to the values of the stress components due to the crater unloading, as they
propagate far away from it, while our two coordinates Γ and δ are sensitive to it. With this consideration, the linear
relationship Γ ≈ 4δ/3 separating both regions would thus imply that the behavior of control dykes not only de-
pends on its initial overpressure ΔPi and the integrated negative buoyancy over the crust thickness ΔρcgDi, but
also on its dimensionless length L*.

Representing the behavior of each simulation in the space ΛL* = Γ(Cδ)− 1, where C is a constant equal to
σrrmax/σrzmax ≈ 8/3 (see Section 6), as a function of δ (Figure 10a), we now find that those two regions are
separated by a horizontal line at ΛL* ≈ 0.5. This demonstrates that the limit between dykes trapped at depth and
dykes reaching the surface is indeed not dependent on the stress component values: ΛL* does not depend on them
and the limit between the two behaviors does not depend on δ, hence nor on σrzmax.

Plotting now all dykes behavior in the same parameter spaces (Figures 9b and 10b), we observe that the four
different regimes of dyke propagation are also well delineated. A vertical limit at δ ≈ 0.42 ± 0.01 separates two
upper regions. On the right of this limit, dykes only reach the surface outside the crater because they are
significantly deviated below the crater unloading. On the left of this boundary, dykes are able to reach the surface
both within and outside the crater, as they are not efficiently deviated by the crater stress (Figures 9b and 10b).
These simulations confirm that the dimensionless number δ controls dyke deviation, as the dykes are completely
deviated toward σ1 for δ ≳ 0.42 ± 0.01. Our value of δ at which dyke deviation is efficient is larger than that
proposed by Maccaferri et al. (2019) as we use the maximum value of the shear stress below the unloading (for
predictive purposes) while they use the local value of δ resulting from the local shear stress acting on the upper tip
of the vertically propagating dyke. The limit between dyke reaching the surface and dyke remaining trapped at
depth is also well visible and separated by the horizontal line at ΛL* = 0.5 in the diagram ΛL* as a function of δ
(Figure 10b).

The population of particular interest for our study, where the dykes reach the surface only within the crater, is
gathered within a small region situated on the left of the vertical limit δ ≤ 0.42 ± 0.01 (pink stars on Figures 9b
and 10b). For dykes to reach the surface only within the crater, the deviation due to crater unloading must not be
too strong. In both diagrams (Figures 9b and 10b) this category is located along and below the transition boundary
highlighted when studying control dykes which separates dyke reaching the surface from those remaining trapped
at depth. This behavior is caused by the stress component σrr which adds up to the magma driving pressure (that
scales with ΔPi) allowing further vertical dyke propagation (Michaut & Pinel, 2018; Michaut et al., 2020), when
the deviation is not too important. However, if the radial stress is large enough, the shear stress on vertical dykes is
also high and ascending dykes could be considerably deviated from their initial vertical path, which would impede
them to reach the surface within the crater.

5. Discussion
5.1. Insights Into the Nature and Thickness of the Crust in the Plateaus

The crustal thickness in the tessera plateaus have been estimated from different types of methods. Before the
Magellan mission, Grimm and Solomon (1988) used viscous relaxation of craters to infer a maximum crustal
thickness of 10–20 km, whereas Head (1990) found a thickness of 20–30 km in the crustal plateaus from in-
versions of gravity and topography data. From inversions of Magellan gravity and topography data, Anderson and
Smrekar (2006) found that most plateaus have a crustal thickness of 10–30 km, and locally up to 50 km, while
Wieczorek (2015) estimated thicknesses between 45 and 65 km, James et al. (2013) between 25 and 45 km and
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Jiménez‐Díaz et al. (2015) from 35 to 55 km. More recently, Maia and Wieczorek (2022) proposed a thickness of
30 km in Ovda Regio and an average value across the crustal plateaus of 25 km. Given that our dark‐floored
craters are not located on the highest topography areas of these plateaus (Table 2), which are associated to the
largest crustal thickness estimates, it is better here to consider average values for the crustal thickness in the
plateaus rather than maximum thicknesses.

The population of simulation results we are interested in is the one where dykes reach the surface only within
crater (pink stars on Figures 9b and 10b). This population only occurs if dykes are not fully deviated by the crater
stress, such that:

δ≲ 0.42 ± 0.01. (19)

Figure 9. Regime diagram for the 2D propagation of magma dykes in an unloading stress field caused by a crater topography
in the parameter space Γ as a function of δ. (a) Behavior for control dykes. Blue dots: control dykes reach the surface, green
triangles: control dykes do not reach the surface. (b) Behavior for all dykes. Blue dots: dykes reach the surface everywhere;
pink stars: dykes reach the surface only within the crater; orange diamonds: dykes reach the surface only outside the crater;
green triangles: dykes remain stored at depth everywhere.
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This helps to constrain the minimum initial dyke length L from Equations 14 and 18:

L≳ (
4σrzmaxDi
0.42Δρmg

)

1/2

(20)

Assuming a small crustal thickness Di ≥ 10 km in the plateaus, a value of Δρm = 400 kg m
− 3 and using a value of

σrzmax = 3.2 MPa (i.e., an average value for the range of dark‐floored crater radii in the plateaus, Figure 6d), we
find that L must be larger than 9 km, giving a representative minimum initial overpressure (Equation 14) of
∼8 MPa for the magma. For a crust thickness of 30 km for the Ovda Regio region (Aphrodite Terra), as proposed

Figure 10. Regime diagram for the 2D propagation of magma dykes in an unloading stress field caused by a crater topography
in the parameter space ΛL* as a function of δ. (a) Behavior for control dykes. Blue dots: control dykes reach the surface,
green triangles: control dykes do not reach the surface. (b) Behavior for all dykes. Blue dots: dykes reach the surface
everywhere; pink stars: dykes reach the surface only within the crater; orange diamonds: dykes reach the surface only outside
the crater; green triangles: dykes remain stored at depth everywhere. Reaching or not the surface for a dyke is controlled by
the parameter ΛL*, while the deviation of the dyke is controlled by the parameter δ. As a consequence, the region of this
parameter space for which dykes reach the surface only within the crater is quite narrow (0.35 < ΛL* < 0.5 and δ < 0.42).
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by Maia and Wieczorek (2022), we obtain a minimum initial dyke length L of 12 km, and a minimum over-
pressure of ∼10 MPa.

On Earth, initial dyke overpressures for non‐vesiculated basaltic magma are less than 20 MPa (Bonaccorso
et al., 2005). For instance, the initial excess pressure before the dyke propagation was estimated to be 7–15 MPa
for the 2001 eruption of Mont Etna (Bonaccorso et al., 2010). Considering a maximum magma overpressure of
15 MPa and a minimum density difference between the mantle and the magma Δρm of 400 kg m

− 3, we obtain a
maximum dyke length of 17 km using Equation 14. We thus estimate an initial dyke length in the mantle ranging
from 10 to 20 km.

Conversely, Equation 19 now provides the maximum crustal thickness for the magmatic intrusions not to be
totally deviated by the unloading:

Di ≲
0.42ΔρmgL2

4σrzmax
, (21)

which gives Di ≤ 45 km for L ≤ 20 km, in agreement with most crustal thickness estimates from gravity studies
(James et al., 2013; Jiménez‐Díaz et al., 2015; Maia & Wieczorek, 2022). Hence, eruption of magma only within
the crater requires a rather thin crust.

We now constrain the relative density between the crust and magma from Figure 10b. Magma eruption only
within the crater requires:

0.35≲
ΔρmL2

4ΔρcD2i
≲ 0.50, (22)

⇔
Δρm
2
L2 ≲ ΔρcD2i ≲

Δρm
1.4

L2. (23)

From Equations 21 and 23, we deduce:

2σrzmax
0.42gDi

≲ Δρc ≲
ΔρmL2

1.4D2i
. (24)

For Di between 20 and 45 km, L ≤ 20 km, Δρm = 400 kg m− 3, σrzmax ≈ 3.2MPa, Equation 24 constraints the
density contrast between the magma and the crust to be between 37 and 285 kg m− 3. Both the minimum and
maximum values of Δρc decrease as the crustal thickness Di increases (Equation 24, Figure 11). For the average
crustal thickness of 30 km estimated in the Ovda region (Maia & Wieczorek, 2022), we obtain a density contrast
between 57 and 127 kg m− 3 for magma eruption on the crater floor only.

Discussion about the composition of the crustal plateaus have been ongoing since the VIRTIS emissivity data
hinted at a possible felsic composition (Gilmore et al., 2015, 2017; Hashimoto et al., 2008; Mueller et al., 2008), in
particular in Alpha Regio. However, these emissivity data could also correspond to weathered basaltic rocks or to
a low ferrous iron content of the crustal rocks (Gilmore et al., 2017). Our results suggest that the crustal plateaus
might indeed be slightly differentiated, although this differentiation appears limited given available estimates of
the crustal thicknesses in those areas. This is in line with the study of Nimmo and Mackwell (2023), which
demonstrates that a quartz‐dominated rheology cannot explain the longevity and survival of crustal plateaus. A
better resolution of the crustal thickness at the location of the dark‐floored craters would help refine our con-
straints. These constraints might be brought in the near future by the upcoming NASA and ESAmissions to Venus
and their gravity and topography measurements. In particular, the smaller the crustal thickness, the larger the
maximum density contrast between the magma and crust can be for magma eruption only in the crater interior
(Figure 11).

5.2. Volcanic Plains Versus Crustal Plateaus

In contrast with the crustal plateaus, the plains of Venus are covered by lava (Basilevsky & Head, 2003). One
possibility is that magma is buoyant in the crust forming the plains (i.e., ρc > ρmag). Another possibility is that
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ρc < ρmag and the volcanic regime in the plains then corresponds to the region of the blue dots on Figures 9 and 10.
In that case, we can use the results of our simulations to get some insights into the properties of the crust in the
plains regions. As dark‐floored craters with complete ejecta blankets can be observed in the plains (e.g., Bassi in
Herrick's database), this suggests that craters can be filled by lavas from the interior and hence that dyke deviation
due to the crater topography is not sufficient to preclude eruption on the crater floor, which requires
δ < 0.42 ± 0.01. This again constraints the minimum initial dyke length from Equation 20. Assuming a small
crustal thickness Di ≥ 10 km in the plains, a value of Δρm = 400 kg m

− 3 and using again σrzmax = 3.2 MPa that is
appropriate for a large range of crater radius (Figure 6d), we find that L must be larger than 9 km, giving a
minimum initial overpressure (Equation 14) of 8MPa for the magma. Moreover, comparing the rim‐floor depth of
dark‐floored craters relatively to bright‐floored craters in the plateaus and in the plains, we note that dark‐floored
craters in the plains are shallower than in the plateaus (see Figure 4c that compares our power law for Δh in the
plateaus with the one obtained by Herrick and Rumpf (2011) for the plains). Although our error bars are quite
large, the thickness of the magmatic infilling seems higher in the plains by about 30%, suggesting that magma
eruption and crater filling by lava is easier in the plains, as expected, either because the crust is thinner or denser.
If dark‐floored craters are filled by the same material that makes up the plains, as suggested from radar obser-
vations (Phillips et al., 1992), and given that the material constituting the plains is likely of basaltic composition
(Basilevsky & Head, 2003), our results suggest that the crust forming the plateaus of Venus could be thicker or
slightly less dense than in the plains (when comparing blue dots and pink stars in Figure 10b). The latter could
arise from a moderately more felsic composition of the crust in the plateaus or from a difference in porosity
resulting from magma degassing being more important in the plateaus because of the lower surface pressure
(Head & Wilson, 1992).

5.3. Bright‐Floored, Dark‐Floored, and Floor‐Fractured Craters

While we interpret dark‐floored craters in the plateaus as craters being modified after their formation by eruption
and filling by lava from the crater interior, and constrain the underlying crust properties from our regime diagram
(Figure 9), we cannot conclude as regards to the bright‐floored craters. Although it would be tempting to interpret
them as craters that cannot be filled because their radius is too large, causing a large shear stress σrzmax and storage
below the unloading (i.e., δ ≳ 0.42, Figure 9), there does not seem to exist significant size differences between
dark and bright‐floored craters in the plateaus (Figure 5), and the resolution of the crustal thickness map is not yet
good enough to investigate the influence of lateral variations in crustal thickness as done on the Moon (Michaut &
Pinel, 2018; Walwer et al., 2021). On another hand, Campbell et al. (1992) showed that dark parabolic deposits,

Figure 11. Density contrast between magma and crust Δρc as a function of crustal thicknessDi as constrained by Equation 24.
The maximum value is calculated for the maximum dyke length L = 20 km. The gray area corresponds to the admissible
range for the average crustal thickness in the plateaus, and the vertical blue dashed line represents the estimated crust
thickness in Ovda Regio in Aphrodite Terra (Maia & Wieczorek, 2022). We use σrzmax = 3.2 MPa the average of the
maximum shear stress considered in this study.
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resulting from extended ejecta deposits, are associated to bright‐floored craters, allowing to interpret them as
young. The fact that few to no dark‐floored craters have dark parabolic deposits therefore leads to believe they are
older structures, modified by volcanism. This suggests in turn that bright‐floored craters in the plateaus could
have the potential of becoming dark‐floored. Our model is not able to provide constraints on the time scale needed
for the crater to be modified by volcanism, although, on timescales larger than millions of years, viscous
relaxation may relax at least part of the elastic stresses caused by the crater topography. Viscous relaxation effects
may also be considered by introducing an “effective crater stress field,” simply obtained by reducing the elastic
stress by a certain fraction (Maccaferri et al., 2017). However in the current application to Venus, the percent of
viscous stress relaxation might only be introduced as a free parameter, as we do not have constraints for it. We can
thus consider our elastic stress calculation as an upper‐edge estimate of the actual stress acting within the lower
crust of Venus. In the case of a partially relaxed topography, we would expect the non‐diagonal stress component
of the stress field to be smaller, which would result in a larger possible crustal thickness below the plateaus.
Finally, lateral variation in melt productivity, caused by variations in heat flow, may also exist, and could affect
the initial amount of magma available for ascent and crater floor modification and explain the difference between
the two populations of craters.

Observations show that dark‐floored craters occur on Venus over a wide range of elevations and crustal thick-
nesses. Magma being able to reach the interior of the crater on Venus indicates little deviation of the ascending
dyke (δ < 0.42), both in the plains, where the crust is supposedly thin, and in the plateaus, where the crust is
probably thicker and deviation easier. The formation of floor‐fractured craters requires, on the contrary, a sig-
nificant deviation of the ascending dykes to form shallow, crater‐centered, sill‐like intrusions (Jozwiak
et al., 2012; Schultz, 1976; Thorey & Michaut, 2014). Thus, conditions on Venus do not favor magma deviation
below craters and the formation of floor‐fractured craters. In fact, only three floor‐fractured craters have been
recognized on Venus, two of them being currently registered in the official crater databases (Barrymore andMona
Lisa). These craters are located at low elevations, in the plains (Wichman & Schultz, 1995) and are identified as
dark‐floored craters. By analogy with some lunar floor‐fractured craters located in the Maria, we suggest that
these fractures could form by inflation of previously erupted and solidified lavas during subsequent episodes of
magma eruption (Walwer et al., 2021).

6. Conclusion
Dark‐floored craters on Venus are considered to be partially filled by magmatic material and are shallower than
their bright‐floored counterparts. On the crustal plateaus, they can easily be identified as they contrast with the
radar‐bright, highly deformed terrain where they are located. As their ejecta blankets and rims show no clear
sign of crosscutting on SAR images, it is likely that these craters are not embayed by an external source,
suggesting their infilling could be linked to the crater itself. We use numerical simulations of dyke propagation
in an external stress field caused by the crater topography to draw a regime diagram showing the different
possible behaviors of a dyke ascending below a crater. We identify four possible behaviors (magma storage,
magma eruption on the crater floor only, magma eruption outside of the crater only or magma eruption
everywhere), including one where the magma only reaches the surface within the crater. Our numerical sim-
ulations suggest that situations where the magma reaches only the crater floor, as observed in the plateaus of
Venus, requires a crust thinner than 45 km and a negative magma buoyancy in the crust with a rather small
magma‐crust density contrast between 37 and 285 kg m− 3 for crustal thicknesses between 20 and 45 km.
Upcoming NASA and ESA missions to Venus VERITAS (S. Smrekar et al., 2022) and ENVISION (Rosenblatt
et al., 2021) will provide higher resolution topographic maps of the surface as well as gravity measurements
that will allow for a more precise estimation of the magmatic filling thickness within the craters as well as new
insights on Venus internal structure, including crustal thickness maps from gravitational studies, which will
further constrain our density contrast estimates.

Data Availability Statement
The code for dyke propagation in an external stress field is available in a Zenodo repository (Maccaferri, 2020).
The semi_infinite_stress_field.mMatLab code used to compute the crater stress field in a semi‐infinite half‐space
in axisymmetric geometry is also provided in a Zenodo repository (Le Contellec, 2024a). Simulation results of
dyke propagation in the crater stress field can be found in a repository (Le Contellec, 2024b). The crater database
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used in this study was developed by R. Herrick and can be found at https://www.lpi.usra.edu/resources/vc/
vchome.html.
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