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Age and Evolution of the Grand
Canyon Revealed by U-Pb Dating of
Water Table–Type Speleothems
Victor Polyak,* Carol Hill, Yemane Asmerom
The age and evolution of the Grand Canyon have been subjects of great interest and debate
since its discovery. We found that cave mammillaries (water table indicator speleothems)
from nine sites in the Grand Canyon showed uranium-lead dating evidence for an old western
Grand Canyon on the assumption that groundwater table decline rates are equivalent to incision
rates. Samples in the western Grand Canyon yielded apparent water table decline rates of
55 to 123 meters per million years over the past 17 million years, in contrast to eastern
Grand Canyon samples that yielded much faster rates (166 to 411 meters per million years).
Chronology and inferred incision data indicate that the Grand Canyon evolved via headward
erosion from west to east, together with late-stage (~3.7 million years ago) accelerated incision
in the eastern block.
ver since the first geologist known to set
eyes on the Grand Canyon, John Strong
Newberry in 1858, and the famous John
Wesley Powell expedition of 1869 (1), the age
and origin of the Grand Canyon have remained a
subject of great scientific and popular interest.
Accurate incision rate data have, until now, come
from dating basalt flows and travertine deposits,
but these results have not been able to record both
the downward and headward incision of the
Grand Canyon over its entire history beyond
1 million years ago (Ma) and higher than 100 m
above the river (2). More than 50 years ago,
Arthur Lange, a speleologist, proposed that the
study of cave sediments and speleothems (cave
formations) could produce an accurate minimum
age for the Grand Canyon (3). U-series dating of
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speleothems, and consequently landscape evolution determinations using caves, began in the
1970s by alpha spectrometry (4) and were greatly
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improved by the application of mass spectrometry in the mid-1980s (5).
The realization that certain speleothems such
as mammillary coatings (Fig. 1) form near groundwater tables [herein referred to as water tables
(6)], and the fact that many Grand Canyon caves
contain mammillary speleothems (7), has allowed
us to take advantage of advances in U-Pb and Useries analytical techniques in an effort to make
the long-sought chronology possible. For the Grand
Canyon area (Fig. 2), there is no better niche than
caves to find both clastic and chemical sediments
that were deposited before, during, and after the
incision of the canyon. Equally important, these
cave deposits are located throughout the canyon.
Caves are not only well suited to contain these
deposits, they also provide an ideal environment
that preserves and protects them from weathering. These mammillary coatings in the Grand
Canyon caves contain sufficient uranium-lead
ratios and yield U-Pb dates that place the water
table within the canyon at a particular place and
at an absolute time. This allows for the incision
history of the Grand Canyon to be reconstructed
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Fig. 1. Cave mammillaries
coat cave walls below but
near the water table. A cross
section of broken mammillaries (m) and exposure of
underlying bedrock (b) from
site 6 (Tsean Bida) are shown.
The unbroken form of this
speleothem type (white arrows) indicates a subaqueous
origin.
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Fig. 2. Map showing locations and U-Pb ages of cave mammillary samples and
their apparent incision rates. Site numbers (in circles) are those referred to in Table
1 and the text; those in brown circles represent surface-exposed mammillary calcite.
Washout satellite image was taken from the NASA World Wind Web site, with darker

regions representing higher elevations. Gray area is the canyon corridor. Two cross
sections, A-B and C-D (fig. S3), show generalized pertinent stratigraphy. RM denotes
the river-mile location. Incision rate errors assume d234Uinitial values = 3100‰ for
sites 1, 2, 4, 6, and 9; see Fig. 3C for expanded uncertainties for these sites.

Table 1. U-Pb ages and incision rates from cave mammillaries. RM, river mile; IR, incision rate. Mother Cave mammillary age is estimated from d234Umeasured of
17 ± 3‰ with d234Uinitial of 3000 ± 2500‰. For sites with d234Umeasured = 0‰, d234Uinitial is assumed to be 3100‰. Extended 2s absolute errors on the incision
rates assume a large uncertainty of the d234Uinitial = 3100 ± 2500‰.
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on the basis of the premise that the timing of this
water table descent is coeval with incision of the
Colorado Plateau by the Colorado River system.
There are three main reasons for placing the
deposition of mammillary coatings at or near the
water table. First, the fine-grained, fibrous nature
of these speleothems attests to the rapid degassing of CO2 and precipitation of calcite near the
water table surface. Second, the Grand Canyon
mammillaries are often associated with folia and
cave rafts, two speleothem types known to form
directly at the water table (6). Third, mammillaries
can be seen forming near the water table today in
caves such as Devils Hole, Nevada (380 km westnorthwest of our study area), where they occur
along the top few tens of meters of the water table
(8, 9). The presence of gypsum rinds in Grand
Canyon caves—interpreted to be speleogenetictype crusts formed by oxidation of H2S diffusing
upward into the caves as the water table drops
through the caves (fig. S1)—also supports mammillary association with the water table. These
gypsum rinds, which directly overlie mammillary
coatings, form just above the water table and
display characteristic sulfur isotope (d34S) values
depending on the source of the H2S (10).
Mammillary samples were dated by the U-Pb
method (11). U-Pb analyses of relatively young
carbonate speleothems have recently been shown

to be feasible under certain circumstances (12),
and concerns with excess 206Pb from initial 234U238
U isotopic disequilibrium can be resolved by
combining U-Pb data with 234U-238U chronometer data (12, 13): 206Pb data are corrected for
234
U excess and 230Th deficiency, and 207Pb data
are corrected for 231Pa deficiency (9) (fig. S2).
Where U-Pb and 234U chronologies overlap, the
two systems give consistent chronology.
Our core data (57 analyses) come from nine
mammillary coatings throughout the canyon, referred to as sites 1 to 9 (Fig. 2). Four of these
coatings (sites 1 to 4) for the western Grand
Canyon, all within 1200 vertical meters above
the Colorado River, yield ages of 17.0, 7.6, 3.9,
and 2.2 Ma. Five other coatings (sites 5 to 9) are
located in the eastern Grand Canyon, all within
950 vertical meters above the river, and have ages
of 3.7, 3.4, 2.7, 2.2, and 0.8 Ma. For simplicity
and consistency, all apparent water table descent
rates are based on a relatively flat water table over
time. Our U-Pb ages (Table 1 and table S1) show
water table descent rates of 55 to 123 m per million years (My) in the western Grand Canyon and
166 to 411 m/My in the eastern Grand Canyon.
Sample sites 1 and 4 are situated 42 and 26 km
north and south, respectively, of the Colorado
River (Fig. 2) and show water table descent rates
that have spatial extent just beyond the canyon

Fig. 3. (A and B) U-Pb Concordia-constrained linear three-dimensional isochron ages for samples in the
western Grand Canyon (A) and the eastern Grand Canyon (B). Note the difference in elevations of these two
samples of similar age. These data support a headward erosion scenario for the Grand Canyon. (C) Graph
illustrating the distinct differences in incision rates in the western versus eastern Grand Canyon. Extended
error bars assume a large uncertainty of the d234Uinitial values = 3100 ± 2500‰ for sites 1, 2, 4, 6, and 9.
www.sciencemag.org
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itself. Our four western data points support a
relatively stable slow drop in the water table in
the western Grand Canyon over the past 17 My.
In contrast, results from the eastern Grand
Canyon show distinctly faster water table descent
rates, all having U-Pb ages less than 4 Ma (Fig. 3).
In addition, one other site in the eastern Grand
Canyon could not be dated by U-Pb (excess common Pb) but has a positive d234U value. This sample from Mother Cave near Grand Canyon Village
(site 10; Fig. 2 and Table 1) has a 234U-238U age
[based on a d234U initial value of 3000 ± 2500
per mil (‰)] of 1.6 ± ~0.5, yielding an apparent
water table descent rate of >300 m/My; these data
provide further evidence of faster eastern Grand
Canyon water table descent rates.
Western Grand Canyon incision rates are well
constrained at 50 to 75 m/My for the last 0.73 My
from basalts located within 60 vertical meters
above the river (2). Our incision rates representing 100 to 1200 m of incision (55 to 75 m/My,
excepting site 1) compare well with those determined from the near-river basalt flows and fill an
incision rate history gap representing millions of
years. Canyon incision by a smaller river system
is the most likely interpretation for the relatively
stable long-lasting rate of apparent water table
descent (55 to 123 m/My) for the western Grand
Canyon. This suggests that the western Grand
Canyon has been forming for the past 17 My and
has probably progressed slowly headward to the
east over that entire period. An older western
Grand Canyon fits nicely with Miocene extension and timing of Grand Wash fault activity that
may represent uplift of the western edge of the
Colorado Plateau just prior to 20 Ma (14) and
filling of the Grand Wash trough with sediment
coming from the Virgin Mountains to the north
and higher topography just to the east (15). A
water table descent to the elevation of site
1 (~1200 m above sea level) indicates that erosion of trough sediments was taking place as
early as 7.6 Ma. Our incision rate data would
imply that Grand Canyon incision into the Grand
Wash fault cliffs incised into the top of the
Redwall-Muav aquifer of the Colorado Plateau
some time between 16 and 9 Ma. Initiation of
deposition of the Miocene-aged, lacustrine,
Hualapai limestone [11 to 6 Ma (16, 17)] may
have been coeval with, and the result of, the
release of carbonate-rich water from the newly
truncated Redwall Limestone (14, 18).
The eastern third of the Grand Canyon appears to have undergone fast incision (>166 m/My)
and rapid headward erosion starting before 3.7 Ma
and likely at 5 to 6 Ma when the Colorado
River became fully integrated and throughflowing (17). A previously reported faster incision
rate in the eastern Grand Canyon [150 to 230
m/My for the past 0.5 My; river mile 60 (19)] is
consistent with our results in that area (140 to
203 m/My) and was compared and attributed to
the Hurricane Fault displacement (2). However,
our data suggest accelerated headward erosion in
the eastern Grand Canyon—whether from simple
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knick-point propagation, lake overflow (20), or
karst capture (18). Marble Canyon mammillaries
also indicate fast incision rates. At river miles 57
(site 7) and 32 (site 8), incision rates are 166 and
374 m/My, respectively, and at river mile 38, a
speleogenetic gypsum crust yielded a U-series
age of 0.15 Ma at 50 m above the river and an
incision rate of ≤330 m/My.
Even though our interpretation assumes no
structural or hydrologic complexities, those complexities could help to explain any apparent inconsistencies as data accumulate. However, it is
likely that the structure and hydrology will not
change the overall interpretation that the western
Grand Canyon is older than the eastern Grand
Canyon. For instance, an explanation for the
higher incision rate at site 1 (Bobcat Cave, Grand
Wash Cliffs) could be the presence of an elevated
water table north of the western Grand Canyon at
7.6 Ma. Even without this interpretation, the
highest western Grand Canyon incision rate from
the Grand Wash Cliffs mammillary of 123 m/My
(site 1) is still less than the slowest incision rate
for the eastern Grand Canyon (166 m/My, site 7;
Fig. 3 and fig. S3C). The fast incision rate at
Bedrock Canyon (site 8) indicates that 300 m of
incision occurred in Marble Canyon over the
past 1 My. However, at river miles 57 (site 7)
and 60 (19), incision rates are slower (~140 to
230 m/My). Structure, hydrology, or headward
erosion history (i.e., knick-point propagation
from site 7 to site 8) might resolve these differences when additional data are available.
Overall, our data argue for an older Grand
Canyon that was modified in the late Miocene by

a fully integrated Colorado River that accelerated
the headward erosion of the eastern Grand Canyon.
We found that mammillary calcite is not restricted
to large caves in the Redwall and Muav limestones, but also occurs in small fissure-controlled
caves in other units such as the overlying Supai
Formation. Hundreds of these deposits probably
exist throughout the canyon, offering the potential for a reconstruction of the canyon’s history,
with a resolution perhaps high enough to explain
complexities of the canyon’s history related to
faults, folds, and volcanic and tectonic activity.
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Saturn’s moon Rhea had been considered massive enough to retain a thin, externally generated
atmosphere capable of locally affecting Saturn’s magnetosphere. The Cassini spacecraft’s in situ
observations reveal that energetic electrons are depleted in the moon’s vicinity. The absence of a
substantial exosphere implies that Rhea’s magnetospheric interaction region, rather than being
exclusively induced by sputtered gas and its products, likely contains solid material that can absorb
magnetospheric particles. Combined observations from several instruments suggest that this
material is in the form of grains and boulders up to several decimetres in size and orbits Rhea as an
equatorial debris disk. Within this disk may reside denser, discrete rings or arcs of material.
n 26 November 2005, Cassini encountered Rhea, the second largest of Saturn’s
moons, at 500 km altitude, detecting in
situ the anticipated (1, 2), approximately spherical distribution of grains lofted from its surface

O
1380

by interplanetary dust impacts. Cassini passed
downstream of Rhea with respect to the local
magnetospheric flow (Fig. 1) and observed the
anticipated wake caused by plasma striking the
moon, together with an unpredicted depletion of
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energetic electrons extending to ~8 Rhea radii
(RR) (Fig. 2). The scale of the depletion indicates
that some material is absorbing electrons within
the volume dominated by Rhea’s gravitational
field: its Hill sphere, of radius 7.7 RR. Voyager
1 measurements in 1980 previously indicated a
broadened depletion’s presence farther downstream (3). A more distant Cassini flyby in August 2007 also showed evidence of a broad
electron depletion (4). No such features have yet
been observed at Dione and Tethys, but energetic
electrons are absorbed by grains ejected from
Enceladus’s south pole (5). The signature’s profile indicates that the electron-absorbing material has a near-symmetrical distribution about
Rhea. No evidence was found by Cassini’s instruments for the presence of large amounts of
freshly ionized gas, which could theoretically
scatter electrons. Neutral gas and dust populations are therefore the primary absorbing-medium
candidates.
As Cassini passed Rhea, its cosmic dust
analyzer (CDA) (6) registered an increase in
the impact rate of >1 mm particles (Fig. 3),
signaling the predicted envelopment of the moon
(1, 2) by dust ejected by micrometeoroids impacts. An impact-ejecta model (1) indicates a
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