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Heavy Nitrogen in Carbonatites 
of the Kola Peninsula: A 
Possible Signature of the 

Deep Mantle 
Nicolas Dauphas1* and Bernard ~ a r t y ' . '  

Nitrogen and argon isotopes were measured in  carbonatites and associated 
rocks from the Kola Peninsula in Russia. The Kola mantle source, which is 
thought t o  be located in  the deep mantle, is enriched in heavy nitrogen (+3 
per mi l  relative t o  air) as compared t o  Earth's surface (atmosphere and crust, 
+ Z  per mil) and the shallow mantle (-4 per mil). Recycling of oceanic crust (+6 
per mil) or metal-silicate partitioning may account for the nitrogen isotopic 
composition of the deep mantle. 

Determining the structure and composition may be a remnant of the nitrogen isotopic com- 
of the mantle is necessary in order to un- 
derstand current and past mantle dynamics 
and mantle-to-crust interactions. For exam- 
ple, some have argued that part of the 
mantle has been isolated from mantle con- 
vection for most of Earth's history, allow- 
ing the preservation of a primitive compo- 
nent that is only sampled by plumes. Evi- 
dence in support of this view arises mainly 
from noble gases, because plume-derived 
magmas often show lower radiogeniclpri- 
mordial isotope ratios than do mid-ocean 
ridge basalts (MORBs) (1). At variance 
with these models are geophysical (2), ex- 
perimental (3), and geochemical (4) lines 
of evidence that suggest that some of the 
subducting slabs sink through the 670-km- 
deep seismic discontinuity, implying global 
stirring of the mantle. 

The nitrogen isotopic composition of the 
shallow mantle that feeds MORs, which is ex- 
pressed as per mil (%o) deviation relative to the 
composition of air [in S15N notation (91, is 
estimated to be --4%0 (6-13). This signature 

position of Earth-forming planetesimals, which 
later evolved as a result of (i) addition of me- 
teoritic (14, 15) and cometary (1 5) volatiles, or 
(ii) fractional loss of atmospheric volatiles (1 6), 
or both. Biologic activity leads to a fraction- 
ation of nitrogen isotopes and gives sedimenta- 
ry rocks a specific composition [S15N - +6%0 
(1 7)]. Nitrate is used by denitrifying bacteria as 
the terminal electron acceptor in energy gener- 
ation when oxygen is unavailable. Associated 
with denitrification is a kinetic isotope effect 
that enriches the residual nitrate in 15N (18). 
Because NO; is the main nitrogen-bearing nu- 
trient, marine organisms and sediments are en- 
riched in 15N relative to the atmosphere (1 7). 
The oceanic crust thus enriched in 15N is sub- 
ducted back into Earth at convergent plate mar- 
gins, which makes nitrogen a potentially pow- 
erful tracer of volatile recycling in the mantle. 

Mantle plumes, which are assumed to be 
fixed relative to plate motion, sample a deeper 
region than that feeding MORs (19). The isoto- 
pic composition of nitrogen in plumes has not 
been documented (20). Low 4He/3He ratios and 
a steep 2?Je/22Ne-21Ne/22Ne correlation (21) 

'Centre de Recherches Petrographiques et G o -  indicate that a mantle plume contributed to the 
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contamination by atmospheric volatiles. To doc- 
ument the nitrogen isotopic composition o f  the 
deep, plume-type mantle, we have measured 
nitrogen and argon isotopes in carbonatites and 
associated rocks from the Kola Peninsula 
[referred to as Kola rocks hereafter (Table I)]. 
Volatiles trapped in fluid inclusions were re- 
leased by  stepwise crushmg, followed by online 
nitrogen-argon purification and high-resolution 
static-vacuum mass spectrometry (10,24). 

The Ne isotopic composition o f  the mantle is 
different from that o f  the atmosphere (25), mak- 
ing this element a Rosetta stone when decipher- 
ing the isotopic message o f  terrestrial volatiles. 
Neon and Ar isotopic ratios correlate in Kola 
rocks and MORBs, which allows us to estimate 
the deep and shallow mantle 40ArF6Ar ratios at 
4000 to 6000 (21) and at 25,000 to 44,000 (26), 
respectively (% is a decay product o f  40K, 

whereas 36Ar is primordial in origin). These 
ratios are used hereafter to determine the isoto- 
pic and elemental charaderktics o f  the mantle. 

In Kola rocks [and MORBs (10, 13, 27)], 
the N2p6Ar ratio correlates with the 40ArP6Ar 
ratio (Fig. 1). The 40Ar/36Ar ratio is a reliable 
indicator o f  shallow contamination by  sedi- 
ments, air, or air-saturated water. A compara- 
tively K-rich (3.59 X mol g-I) ijolite 
exhibits systematically high "OArP6Ar ratios at 
low N2p6Ar ratios, which may reflect a late 
(postcrystallization) % radiogenic ingrowth. 
A sedimentary contribution is suggested by the 
high NpAr ratios (up to 114) o f  some car- 
bonatites. During partial melting, vesiculation, 
and formation o f  fluid inclusions, one might 
expect a complete extraction o f  N and Ar and 
an inheritance o f  the isotopic and elemental 
compositions o f  the source (28). When extrap- 

olating the mixing relationships to the source 
end-member 40ArP6Ar ratios, one can estimate 
the Nf6Ar ratios o f  the deep mantle (from the 
Kola rocks) and shallow mantle (from the 
MORBs) at approximately 3 X los and 5 X 
lo6, respectively. The NpAr ratio o f  the deep 
mantle (60 + 5) is lower than that o f  the 
shallow mantle [ I24 2 20 (13)], which leads to 
a new estimate o f  the bulk N2 content o f  the 
mantle (3.6 ? 1.4 X lo-* mol  g-I), as derived 
from a global K-Ar-N mass balance o f  the 
silicate Earth (27). 

As in the case o f  MORBs (10, 13), Kola 
rocks form a triangular array in a N-Ar isotope 
plot (Fig. 2). This feature is consistent with 
mixing between air (or air-saturated water), sed- 
iments, and mantle gases. The fluid inclusions 
that host the heavy nitrogen show plume-type 
4He/3He and "Ne~~%e ratios and comparative- 

Fig. 1. N,/36Ar-40Ar/36Ar corre- 107 
lations in MORBs [white dots 
(70, 73, 27)] and Kola rocks 
[black dots (Table I)]. Data 
points fall on mixing lines be- 
tween the mantle (PM, plume- 
type deep mantle; MM, MOR- 106 
type shallow mantle) and Earth's 
surface (A, air; ASW, air-saturat- 2 
ed water; 5, sediments). This cor- n, 
relation was lately disturbed b 2 

radiogenic ingrowth (LRIf 
The uncertainties (depicted as 105 
the main axis of standard el- 
lipses) are correlated because 
they mainly result from the 36Ar 
blank correction. For the purpose 
of clarity, uncertainties for 

i PM MM 

i st LRI  C 

(1 

: o 0 a B 
o o o 0 o 

O 

o O o  ? 

i 

8 O 

Table 1. N-Ar-K data in carbonatites and associated paragenesis from the Kola Peninsula (additional data are available at www.sciencemag.orgl 
feature/data/1044003.shl). Uncertainties are one sigma. 
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ly high 40Ar/36Ar ratios, which all together in
dicate a mantle source region (21). The coupled 
Sr and Nd isotope systematics in the Kola Pen
insula provide no evidence for crustal contami
nation (29). Independently, preliminary mea
surements in our laboratory on basalt glasses 
from the Society Island hot spot yield positive 
815N values, suggesting that heavy nitrogen is a 
common feature of plume-derived magmas. In 
contrast to the characteristics of the shallow 
mantle, which is depleted in heavy nitrogen by 
—4%o relative to the atmosphere (6-13), the 
deep mantle appears to be enriched by ~+3%o. 
The 815N value of the deep mantle outside the 
range defined by the shallow mantle (6-^13) and 
Earth's surface [crust and atmosphere, ~+2%o 
(10)] suggests that the heavy nitrogen is not 
primordial in origin. It is noteworthy that the late 
accretion of extraterrestrial matter depleted in 
15N relative to the deep mantle would fail to 
account for the 15N depletion of the shallow 
mantle relative to the atmosphere. 

Long-term isotopic fractionation of N dur
ing magma genesis and subsequent degas
sing, if any (28), are unable to account for the 
isotopic heterogeneity of present-day Earth. 
Models of N isotope fractionation between 
silicate melt and vapor predict that the resid
ual N in the silicates after magma degassing 
should be enriched in 15N (7, 30). Because 
noble gas isotopic ratios suggest that the deep 
mantle is less degassed than the shallow man
tle (i), one should expect the shallow mantle 
to be enriched in 15N relative to the deep 
mantle, which is contrary to the observation. 

Nitrogen is a siderophile element (31), 
whereas Ar is not (32). Hence, uptake of N by 
the core would lower the N2/

36Ar ratio of the 
mantle. The solubility of N2 in Fe-Ni alloys 
follows Sieverts' law (N2 gas ^ 2N dissolved). 
Because the 14N-14N bond is weaker than the 
15N-14N or 15N-15N bonds, the residual N in the 
mantle is presumably enriched in 15N relative to 
its metal counterpart. Such a possibility would 
require appreciable fractionation of nitrogen 
isotopes to account for the isotopic stratification 
of present-day Earth, which calls for experi
mental as well as theoretical confirmation. 

Phanerozoic marine sediments and the 
deep mantle both exhibit high N2/36Ar ratios 
and high 815N values relative to the atmo
sphere. An appealing possibility is that the 
nitrogen carried from the deep mantle to the 
surface of Earth by plumes is of recycled 
origin. This interpretation is consistent with 
the recycling of Ar in Earth's interior (21, 33) 
but creates a paradox. If the 15N depletion of 
the shallow mantle was primordial in origin, 
as is generally thought (6-16), preferential 
recycling of sediments in the deep mantle 
would at the same time increase the N2/ 
36Ar ratio and the 815N value of the deep 
mantle relative to the shallow mantle, which is 
apparently not the case. A way to get around 
this difficulty is to consider that the nitrogen 

isotopic composition of the shallow mantle is 
not primordial in origin but rather results from 
the recycling of Archean, 15N-depleted, sed
imentary organic matter (34). An alterna
tive explanation is that the N2/36Ar ratio of 
the primitive mantle was lower than the in
ferred present-day ratio of the deep mantle 
(~3 X 105). Early degassing of the shallow 
mantle would have increased the N2/36Ar 
ratio to ~5 X 106 as a result of preferential 
retention of nitrogen in silicates under the 
reducing conditions prevailing at that time 
(35). Later on, the N2/36Ar ratio of the deep 
mantle would have increased to its present-
day value through recycling of surface ni
trogen. Further investigation of the nitro
gen isotopic composition of ocean islands 
such as Hawaii or Iceland will allow this 
unique stable isotope heterogeneity of Earth to 
be documented. 
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