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Abstract Geochemical results are presented from Curiosity's exploration of Vera Rubin ridge (VRR), in
addition to the full chemostratigraphy of the predominantly lacustrine mudstone Murray formation up to
and including VRR. VRR is a prominent ridge ﬂanking Aeolis Mons (informally Mt. Sharp), the central
mound in Gale crater, Mars, and was a key area of interest for the Mars Science Laboratory mission.
ChemCam data show that VRR is overall geochemically similar to lower‐lying members of the Murray
formation, even though the top of VRR shows a strong hematite spectral signature as observed from orbit.
Although overall geochemically similar, VRR is characterized by a prominent decrease in Li abundance
and Chemical Index of Alteration across the ridge. This decrease follows the morphology of the ridge rather
than elevation and is inferred to reﬂect a nondepositionally controlled decrease in clay mineral abundance
in VRR rocks. Additionally, a notable enrichment in Mn above baseline levels is observed on VRR.
While not supporting a single model, the results suggest that VRR rocks were likely affected by multiple
episodes of postdepositional groundwater interactions that made them more erosionally resistant than
surrounding Murray rocks, thus resulting in the modern‐day ridge after subsequent erosion.

Plain Language Summary Results from the ChemCam instrument on Vera Rubin ridge (VRR)
in Gale crater, Mars, are presented and compared with observations from similar rocks leading up to the
ridge. VRR is a prominent ridge, ﬂanking the central mound, Aeolis Mons, in Gale crater, Mars. The ridge
attracted early attention because it displays strong iron‐oxide spectral signatures. Surprisingly, ChemCam
data show that VRR rocks do not show an overall increase in iron abundance relative to the comparable
bedrock analyzed for almost 300 m in elevation leading up to the ridge. While similar overall, some notable
variations were observed on VRR relative to lower‐lying rocks. In particular, geochemical variations suggest
a strong decrease in clay content on the ridge, above which, a notable enrichment in Mn is observed. No
single geological process conﬁdently explains all observations on the ridge. Rather, we think that VRR rocks
underwent a series of interactions with groundwater that caused the rocks of VRR to become more resistant
to erosion than their surroundings, thus emerging as a ridge as the rocks around them eroded. This likely
implies that groundwater persisted in Gale crater even long after the disappearance of the ancient lake.

1. Introduction
©2020. American Geophysical Union.
All Rights Reserved.
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The primary objective of the Mars Science Laboratory (MSL) mission is to investigate whether Mars ever had
a habitable environment. To address this, the approximately 150‐km diameter Gale crater (4.6°S, 137.4°E)
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was selected as the landing site for MSL's Curiosity rover. Gale crater is a deep basin that drops to more than
5 km below the Martian datum, and ﬂuvial channels lead into the crater that locally terminate as alluvial
fans (Grotzinger & Milliken, 2012; Milliken et al., 2010; Palucis et al., 2014). A 5‐km‐tall mound, formally
named Aeolis Mons (informally, Mount Sharp), is at the center of the crater. Orbital spectral observations
indicate a sequence of stratiﬁed secondary mineral signatures on the lower slopes of Mount Sharp that
include hematite, clays, and sulfates. Collectively, this sequence of stratiﬁed rocks is referred to as the
Mount Sharp group. The upper part of Mount Sharp only shows spectral evidence for anhydrous material
(Fraeman et al., 2016; Milliken et al., 2010; Thomson et al., 2011). From orbital observations, it was hypothesized that the lower part of Mount Sharp provides a geological record of an ancient aqueous environment in
Gale crater that gradually ceased as Mars became colder and drier (Milliken et al., 2010). In situ observations
of Murray formation rocks, the lowermost exposed stratigraphic unit of the Mount Sharp group, conﬁrmed
that these reﬂect an ancient ﬂuvio‐lacustrine habitable environment (Fedo et al., 2019; Grotzinger et al., 2015;
Stack et al., 2019). How long this habitable environment persisted on Mars remains a key outstanding question for the ongoing MSL mission.
On Mars solar day (sol) 1809 of the MSL mission (August 2017), the Curiosity rover arrived at the base of
Vera Rubin ridge (VRR), a kilometer‐long and approximately 200‐m‐wide ridge on the northwestern slopes
of Mount Sharp (Figure 1a). The subsequent main phase of the VRR campaign consisted of the approximately 500 sols between arriving at the ridge until the Curiosity rover drove off the ridge to the south on
sol 2302, entering the Glen Torridon area that displays prominent clay mineral spectral signatures from orbit
(Figure 1a; Anderson & Bell, 2010; Fraeman et al., 2013, 2016). VRR attracted substantial early attention
because it is associated with a strong hematite spectral signature from orbit that traces the top of the ridge
(Fraeman et al., 2013, 2016; Milliken et al., 2010). Analysis of the orbital data suggested that the ridge could
preserve a redox interface and, therefore, a potential past habitable environment (Fraeman et al., 2013). For
this reason, a considerable time investment was made to characterize the geological origin of VRR and
understand its implications for the past habitable environment on Mars. Our investigations of VRR include
two independent (N‐S) traverses of the full stratigraphy of VRR (Figures 1c and 1d), which enabled spatial
mapping of both the stratigraphic and geochemical variations across the ridge.
This manuscript presents the geochemical variations observed on VRR as observed with the ChemCam
(“Chemistry and Camera”) instrument (Maurice et al., 2012; Wiens et al., 2012). To provide the necessary
context for evaluating the geochemical variations on VRR, the complete data set of comparable
ChemCam bedrock observations from the traverse leading up to VRR is also presented. Lastly, possible formation scenarios for VRR are discussed.

2. Geological Context
The Murray formation was ﬁrst encountered by Curiosity around sol 750 at the Pahrump Hills location
(Figure 1b). In situ observations of Murray formation bedrock along the approximately 11‐km traverse from
Pahrump Hills to VRR reveal that it primarily consists of planar laminated mudstone (Fedo et al., 2019;
Grotzinger et al., 2015; Stack et al., 2019). The dip of the Murray formation is observed to be close to horizontal, so elevation is considered a good proxy for stratigraphic thickness (Grotzinger et al., 2015; Stein
et al., 2020). Hence, Curiosity is interpreted to have climbed through more than ~250 m of Murray formation
stratigraphy leading up to the base of VRR.
Our high‐level understanding of the geological evolution of Gale crater is detailed in Grotzinger et al. (2015)
and Stack et al. (2019) and involves multiple episodes of deposition, burial, and exhumation. Rocks comprising the Murray formation were deposited in lacustrine and lacustrine‐margin environments, which were
buried, exhumed, and eroded into the topography that now exposes the members of the Murray formation
(Grotzinger et al., 2015). The unconformably overlying eolian Stimson formation sandstone of the Siccar
Point group (Banham et al., 2018) provides evidence for at least one additional episode of burial and erosion
because it drapes the Murray formation at the Emerson and Naukluft plateaus (Figures 1b and 2). ChemCam
observations from the much younger Stimson formation (see, e.g., Bedford et al., 2020) are not included in
the data presented here and thus appear as gaps in the overview of ChemCam Murray formation observations (Figure 1b).
FRYDENVANG ET AL.
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Figure 1. (a) The traverse of the Curiosity rover from the landing site (noted with star) to the end‐of‐drive location on sol
2,315 of the mission, shortly after the rover drove off Vera Rubin ridge and into the Glen Torridon area. The Vera Rubin
ridge (VRR), the Greenheugh pediment, and the Glen Torridon area have been annotated. The box indicates the area
shown in (b) and represents where the Murray formation has been analyzed. The top part of the map depicts the trough
of Gale crater, with the elevation increasing steadily toward the bottom right of the image. The darkest patches are the
eolian sands of the Bagnold dunes. (b) ChemCam observation points assigned to Murray formation members from the
ﬁrst observation at the Pahrump Hills location and including observations from the ﬁrst 12 sols after the Curiosity rover
entered the Glen Torridon area. The gaps in the observation points in Hartmann's Valley and Marias Pass are where the
rover drove onto the eolian Stimson formation Emerson and Naukluft plateaus (outlined). The box indicates the area
shown in (c) where Curiosity investigated VRR. (c) The rover drive locations at and on VRR are shown together with
representations of the two traverse paths across VRR (white arrows). The ﬁrst traverse extends to the highest elevation
reached on the ﬁrst ascent. The second traverse includes the descent to down (north) below the ridge and the subsequent
ascent until leaving the ridge and entering the Glen Torridon area to the south. (d) Elevation of each rover location
plotted against traverse progress along each traverse. For each traverse, the drive locations are projected onto the
indicated path in Figure 1c with the relevant star indicating the origin. The resulting transects of VRR show that the
observed base of the ridge starts at different elevations in different locations. Additionally, while VRR is a shoulder on the
side of Mt. Sharp, the area south of VRR is considerably higher in elevation than the area north of the ridge. (a)–(c) are
based on a mosaic of HiRISE images of Gale crater, Mars; see Calef and Parker (2016) for details.

The Murray formation, up to VRR, is subdivided into ﬁve lithostratigraphic members: The Pahrump Hills,
Hartmann's Valley, Karasburg, Sutton Island, and Blunts Point members (see Fedo et al., 2019; Siebach
et al., 2019, for details, Figures 1 and 2). ChemCam data of the Murray formation bedrock will be classiﬁed
as belonging to the relevant lithostratigraphic member, but some additional subdivisions are informally
added to visualize and track features observed along the traverse up Mount Sharp. One such subdivision
is the upper part of the Pahrump Hills member, which displays a distinct geochemistry and mineralogy compared to both the lower part of the Pahrump Hills member and the Murray formation in general (Rampe
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et al., 2017). The drill sample collected at the Marias Pass location
in the Pahrump Hills member (Figure 1b) contains abundant tridymite, which is interpreted as detrital and provides evidence for
silicic volcanism on Mars (Morris et al., 2016). In the same stratigraphic interval, evidence for substantial diagenetic activity was
observed in the form of light‐toned, fracture‐associated halos in
Murray formation bedrock and in the unconformably overlying
Stimson formation, suggesting late‐stage diagenetic alteration
(Frydenvang et al., 2017; Yen et al., 2017). Throughout this interval,
the SiO2 content in Murray formation bedrock is substantially elevated relative to Murray formation bedrock overall. Observation
points from this section have been designated as a separate
“Marias Pass class” here.
2.1. Observations on VRR

Figure 2. Stratigraphy column covering the traverse of the Curiosity rover from
the landing in the Bradbury group and subsequent traverse into the Mount Sharp
group and up Mount Sharp (modiﬁed from Fedo et al., 2019). The stratigraphic
interval of VRR has been annotated.

Based on the in situ observations acquired as part of the VRR campaign (Edgar et al., 2020; Fraeman, Johnson, et al., 2020; Stein
et al., 2020), the ridge predominantly comprises laminated mudstone, similar to the lithologies observed in the underlying members of the Murray formation. While VRR was mapped as a
distinct unit using data from orbital platforms (Anderson &
Bell, 2010; Fraeman et al., 2016), the VRR campaign recognized
that the ridge‐forming rocks are stratigraphically part of the
Murray formation and are divided into the Pettegrove Point and
overlying Jura members of the Murray formation (Edgar et al., 2020;
Fraeman, Catalano, et al., 2020). These observations imply that the
Murray formation, extending vertically from the Pahrump Hills
location and through VRR (Figures 1b and 2), is more than 350 m
thick. Observations acquired upon entering the Glen Torridon area
south of VRR show that the rocks just south of VRR likewise belong
to the Jura member of the Murray formation (Fedo et al., 2020;
Stein et al., 2020). Observation points from the Glen Torridon area
will, however, be designated as belonging to a “Glen Torridon”
class here to avoid confusion with the Jura member observations
on VRR.

One noteworthy observation that arises from the detailed lateral
studies of the member contacts enabled by the VRR campaign is that the contacts between the Blunts
Point, Pettegrove Point, and Jura members are encountered at different elevations along the two traverses
across VRR (Edgar et al., 2020). What drives the change in contact elevation is not clear from the stratigraphic investigations; speciﬁcally, in situ outcrop observations at VRR indicate that dips are subhorizontal
(Stein et al., 2020).
Another notable feature of VRR bedrock is the presence of areas of gray coloration that are spectrally distinct
from the more ubiquitous reddish colored rocks that otherwise deﬁne the rocks exposed on VRR (Edgar
et al., 2020; Fraeman, Johnson, et al., 2020; Horgan et al., 2019; L'Haridon et al., 2020). Patches with gray
rocks are primarily observed in the Jura member but are also observed in the Pettegrove Point member.
Gray rocks are typically found in local topographic depressions, but contacts between red and gray rocks
cut across primary layering (Edgar et al., 2020; Fraeman, Johnson, et al., 2020). These distinct patches of
gray‐toned rocks represent another subdivision acknowledged in the ChemCam data classiﬁcation as “gray”
classes of Jura and Pettegrove Point members (Figure 1b).
A total of three drilled samples were successfully acquired on VRR and one immediately below the ridge.
Several additional drill attempts were also made where the rock proved too hard for Curiosity to drill (all
are annotated in Figure S1 in the supporting information). The goal for the drill activities (see Fraeman,
Catalano, et al., 2020; McAdam et al., 2020; Rampe et al., 2020) was to investigate changes in mineralogy
FRYDENVANG ET AL.
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and composition across VRR by sampling the Blunts Point member below the ridge (“Duluth”), the
Pettegrove Point member (“Stoer”), and both red (“Rock Hall”) and gray (“Highﬁeld”) rocks from the
Jura member.

3. Methods and Observation Point Classiﬁcation
3.1. ChemCam Measurements
The ChemCam instrument on the Curiosity rover is a combined laser‐induced breakdown spectroscopy
(LIBS) instrument and coaligned Remote Micro‐Imager (RMI) camera (Maurice et al., 2012; Wiens
et al., 2012).
The RMI provides an optical resolution of ~40–50 μrad (Maurice et al., 2012; Mouélic et al., 2015), making it
the highest‐resolution remote sensing camera on the Curiosity rover. The intent of the RMI is to provide crucial spatial context for each ChemCam LIBS observation point. Because the RMI is a black and white camera
only, and to provide a wider spatial context, a Mastcam (Malin et al., 2017) color documentation image is
typically also acquired of each ChemCam target.
A LIBS measurement is performed by ﬁring a short and intense laser pulse that heats a small area of the target to several thousand Kelvin, creating a weakly ionized plasma. As the excited atoms and ions subsequently cool in ~1 μs, light that is diagnostic of the atomic species present in the plasma is emitted as
electrons relax to lower electronic states. By interpreting the strength and wavelength of the resulting emission lines, it is possible to identify which atoms are present in the sample and quantify the concentration of
major elements (Clegg et al., 2017; Wiens et al., 2013) and select minor elements (Ollila et al., 2014; Payré
et al., 2017).
Here, the bedrock composition of the major oxides (SiO2, TiO2, Al2O3, FeOT, MgO, CaO, Na2O, and K2O)
and some minor elements (Li and Rb) are reported for all Murray bedrock up to and including VRR bedrock
and targets from the ﬁrst 13 sols after entering the subsequent Glen Torridon area (Figure 1). The Chemical
Index of Alteration (CIA)—calculated as the molar ratio of Al2O3 over the sum of Al2O3, CaO, Na2O, and
K2O (Fedo et al., 1995; Nesbitt & Young, 1982)—is likewise presented based on the ChemCam major oxide
measurements. Additionally, the normalized spectral line area of the main Mn emission lines in the 403‐ to
404‐nm spectral window (normalized by total intensity of each spectrometer; see, e.g., Cousin et al., 2011;
Lanza et al., 2014) is presented. While not quantitative, the normalized line intensity provides a robust qualitative measure of the relative Mn abundance. All geochemical data used in this paper are provided in
Table S1 and are available, along with spectra of all points, via the NASA Planetary Data System (http://
pds-geosciences.wustl.edu/missions/msl/). Anticipating that VRR would display high Fe content from the
strong hematite spectral signatures observed from orbit, a dedicated veriﬁcation of the iron calibration
was developed (David et al., 2020). However, because the reported average FeOT composition, except for a
number of points on especially high‐iron targets, is within the predictive range of the standard calibration
used for ChemCam, all compositional data presented here are from the standard ChemCam quantitative
calibration (Anderson et al., 2017; Clegg et al., 2017; Forni et al., 2013).
LIBS has a number of advantages that make it well suited for robotic planetary exploration, the most prominent of these being the combination of fast measurement times and the ability to perform standoff measurements. For ChemCam, geochemical analyses are routinely collected on Mars several meters from the
rover, typically in the form of 1 × 5, 3 × 3, or 1 × 10 point observational raster conﬁgurations (Maurice
et al., 2016), which have durations on the order of 20 min. This combination of speed and standoff capability enables ChemCam to probe the rover surroundings at most end‐of‐drive locations along the rover
traverse, and as a result, more than 710,000 spectra have been downlinked from ChemCam on Mars (as
of November 2019).
In addition to the speed and standoff capability of ChemCam, an important feature of ChemCam LIBS analyses is the ability of the generated laser‐induced ablation to blow away dust that otherwise covers all rock
surfaces on Mars. To account for the ubiquitous dust cover, which is observed in the ﬁrst few shots of almost
all ChemCam points (Maurice et al., 2016), the spectral processing of every recorded ChemCam spectrum
(Wiens et al., 2013) discards the ﬁrst ﬁve shots of the 30 shots (typically) on each observation point. This
FRYDENVANG ET AL.
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ability of LIBS—and associated spectral processing—means that the reported ChemCam geochemical compositions represent dust‐free surface compositions.
3.2. ChemCam Geochemistry Measurements and Point Classiﬁcation
ChemCam provides an observation footprint with an equivalent diameter between 350 and 550 μm (Maurice
et al., 2012, 2016). This footprint is large compared to the very ﬁne sand or smaller grain sizes that comprise
most of the Murray formation (Fedo et al., 2019; Mangold et al., 2019; Rivera‐Hernández et al., 2019, 2020)
and implies that even compositions deduced from individual ChemCam observation points may be representative of the bulk rock composition. However, the ChemCam footprint is small compared to the approximately 1.6‐cm diameter footprint of the APXS instrument (Campbell et al., 2012; Gellert & Clark, 2015), and
importantly, it enables ﬁner‐scale differentiation between points on bedrock versus points on veins and
other diagenetic features (see, e.g., L'Haridon et al., 2018; Nachon et al., 2014, 2017). This differentiation
is facilitated by classiﬁcation of each ChemCam observation point based primarily on the accompanying
RMI and Mastcam documentation images.
The goal of the observation point classiﬁcation is to identify observations that reﬂect the geochemistry of
bulk bedrock from the stratigraphic members that compose the Murray formation (Figure 2). Here, bulk
refers to observation points that are representative of the local bedrock geochemistry without later‐stage
localized diagenetic features. The point classiﬁcation is primarily based on careful examination of associated
context images, which enables identiﬁcation of Ca‐sulfate veins (Nachon et al., 2014, 2017) as well as concretions and/or layers that differ from the surrounding bedrock (Meslin et al., 2018; Rapin et al., 2019; Sun
et al., 2018). In addition to visual inspection, the recorded geochemistry of each point is also used to support
the point classiﬁcation. Speciﬁcally, observation points showing a geochemistry that is considerably outside
the range observed in neighboring observation points in the same raster and nearby targets are not counted
as representative of the bulk bedrock geochemistry. Such singular points likely represent diagenetic cements
and/or rare large grains that were hit within that location. To avoid inappropriately affecting the investigation of bulk geochemistry, the identiﬁcation of such singular points is done conservatively. Apart from the
ubiquitous Ca‐sulfate veins and inclusions, which are noted as singular points showing high Ca, singular
points should be rare compared to the identiﬁed bulk bedrock geochemistry. Outside of Ca‐points and the
high/low Fe‐points on VRR detailed below, 2.3% of the Murray observation points are excluded as singular
points (see Table S2 for details).
In addition to the point curation and to ensure the completeness of the reported geochemistry, all observation points on bedrock with a total sum of oxides less than 90 wt.% were discarded. ChemCam abundances are not renormalized to 100% and thus are not volatile free. A low total sum of oxides generally
suggests the presence of elements not quantiﬁed by ChemCam; for example, points hitting Ca‐sulfate
typically display a low total sum of oxides as sulfur is not routinely quantiﬁed by ChemCam. Similarly,
to ensure the quality of the reported geochemistry, only observation points closer than 3.5 m from the
ChemCam instrument are included in the analyses presented here. Finally, speciﬁcally for gray Jura bedrock on VRR, it proved necessary to utilize FeOT abundance as a discriminator between the bulk composition and low‐Fe diagenetic features because a smooth transition is observed between the two with
respect to both color and geochemistry.
3.3. Accuracy and Precision of Curated Data Set
The accuracy of the element quantiﬁcation as identiﬁed by the calibration efforts of the ChemCam team
(Clegg et al., 2017; Wiens et al., 2013), in addition to the standard deviation observed over the individual
shots at each observation point, is provided in Table S1. The noted accuracy (root mean squared error of prediction) is calculated for the diverse calibration data set used to generate the quantiﬁcation model for
ChemCam geochemical observations (Clegg et al., 2017). In the chemostratigraphy plots presented
(Figures 3–5), this accuracy is represented by a black bar underneath each plot, though not for Mn as we
do not present quantitative predictions. For the reported CIA, the noted accuracy represents the linearly propagated error (Ku, 1966). For Murray formation bedrock observations, the spread of observation points
around the average at a given elevation (Figures 3 and 4) is considered to be an upper limit to the actual relative precision between Murray formation observations, as the observed spread is due to both heterogeneities
FRYDENVANG ET AL.
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Figure 3. Geochemistry of individual ChemCam observation points plotted against elevation relative to the Martian datum for: SiO2, K2O, Rb, Na2O, Al2O3, and
TiO2. The magenta line represents a smoothing spline ﬁtted to the plotted data. The black bar represents the mean absolute accuracy for all observation points as
noted in Table S1; the gray bar represents the relative precision between Murray bedrock targets; see section 3.3. The annotated classes are as follows:
PH ¼ Pahrump Hills; HV ¼ Hartmann's Valley; K ¼ Karasburg; SI ¼ Sutton Island; BP ¼ Blunts Point; PP ¼ Pettegrove Point; J ¼ Jura; and GT ¼ Glen Torridon.
For J and PP, distinct classes of gray rocks are also annotated. Vera Rubin ridge comprises bedrock from the Pettegrove Point and Jura members.

within the bedrock and the precision of the measurement. This measure is approximated by a gray bar representing the root mean squared error of the spline ﬁtted to the data.
3.4. Software and Data Analysis
The chemostratigraphy plots presented here were made using Matlab (2019a ‐ update 2; The MathWorks,
Inc.) and the plotted smoothing spline was generated using the Matlab “ﬁt” function using the “smoothingspline” ﬁt model with “SmoothingParam” set to 1.0 × 10−5 for all chemostratigraphy plots. The maps showing
ChemCam targets were generated using Python 3.7.4 (Python Software Foundation, available at http://
www.python.org) using the packages basemap, geopandas, shapely, rasterio, matplotlib, and pyproj—all
acquired using the Anaconda Distribution (available at http://www.anaconda.com). The basemaps used
were generated as detailed in Calef and Parker (2016). Data handling and management were performed in
Microsoft Excel (version 16.29.1) and Python 3.7.4 using the numpy and pandas packages acquired using
the Anaconda Distribution (available at http://www.anaconda.com).
FRYDENVANG ET AL.

7 of 21

Journal of Geophysical Research: Planets

10.1029/2019JE006320

Figure 4. Geochemistry of individual ChemCam observation points plotted against elevation relative to the Martian datum for: FeOT, CaO, MgO, Mn, Li, and the
Chemical Index of Alteration (CIA). The magenta line represents a smoothing spline ﬁtted to the plotted data. The black bar represents the mean absolute
accuracy for all observation points as noted in Table S1; the gray bar represents the relative precision between Murray bedrock targets; see section
3.3 for details. The annotated classes are as follows: PH ¼ Pahrump Hills; HV ¼ Hartmann's Valley; K ¼ Karasburg; SI ¼ Sutton Island; BP ¼ Blunts Point;
PP ¼ Pettegrove Point; J ¼ Jura; and GT ¼ Glen Torridon. For J and PP, distinct classes of gray rocks are also annotated. Vera Rubin ridge comprises bedrock from
the Pettegrove Point and Jura members.

4. Results
One key result from the VRR campaign was the similarity of VRR to underlying Murray formation bedrock.
To reﬂect this, ChemCam observations going back to the ﬁrst encounter of Murray formation bedrock at the
Pahrump Hills location (Figure 1) are presented here to provide proper context for the subsequent VRR
observations. All observation points that reﬂect Murray formation bulk geochemistry have been associated
with the stratigraphic member where they were collected (Figures 1b and 2) and are reported in Table S1.
Throughout section 4.1, we refer continuously to the Murray formation chemostratigraphy plotted in
Figures 3 and 4.
4.1. Murray Formation Chemostratigraphy
With regards to major element composition, the Murray formation is relatively geochemically homogeneous
across the more than 350‐m‐thick succession probed by the Curiosity rover from Pahrump Hills and into the
FRYDENVANG ET AL.
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Figure 5. Variations in (a) Li abundance, (b) qualitative Mn content, and (c) CIA value plotted against elevation relative to the Martian datum along the two
independent traverses of VRR from the Blunts Point member below the ridge to Jura at the top of the ridge, and including the descent into the Glen Torridon
area on the second traverse (Figures 1c and 1d). Observation points hitting distinct gray rocks are annotated separately. On each plot, the vertical dashed line
represents the mean value from the ﬁrst traverse, also plotted on the second traverse to highlight the comparable levels along both traverses. Comparably, the
horizontal dashed lines represent the contacts between Blunts Point and Pettegrove Point and Pettegrove Point and Jura members as observed on the ﬁrst traverse,
highlighting how the observed contact between members change in elevation on the ridge. The black bar represents the mean absolute accuracy for all
observation points as noted in Table S1; the gray bar represents the relative precision between Murray bedrock targets; see section 3.3 for details. The magenta line
is a smoothing spline ﬁtted to the data in each subplot using same parameters as used for the full Murray chemostratigraphy (Figures 3 and 4).

Glen Torridon area south of VRR (Figures 1 and 2). That said, notable systematic variations occur within and
across members of the Murray formation when viewed against elevation.
An important exception, however, to the Murray formation being geochemically homogenous is the Marias
Pass class (sol 992–1110), which represents an end member for the Murray formation both geochemically
and mineralogically (Frydenvang et al., 2017; Morris et al., 2016). Within the Marias Pass class, very high
silica abundances are observed—with other oxide abundances mostly depleted. As it is not possible to deconvolve the detrital and diagenetic contributions to the Marias Pass composition and seeing that this unique
class obscures other geochemical variations, it is deemed proper to exclude it from this analysis. The
Murray formation chemostratigraphy including the Marias Pass class is shown in Figures S2 and S3 for
reference.
Fitting a smoothing spline to the plotted ChemCam observation points provides a measure to track the
large‐scale chemostratigraphic variations up the Murray formation. By comparing the evolution of these
splines for different elements, their stratigraphic correlation can be quantiﬁed by calculating the correlation
coefﬁcient between splines, regardless of whether any point‐to‐point correlation exists (Table S3). From this,
a stratigraphic correlation is seen between SiO2, K2O, and Rb. Conversely, the chemostratigraphic evolution
of FeOT does not correlate stratigraphically with elements other than Rb. Perhaps more importantly, the
smoothing spline provides an easier visualization of bulk rock compositional variations than the point
clouds. In particular, the correlation between SiO2, K2O, and Rb can be conﬁrmed by visual comparison,
but the correlation breaks down on VRR as SiO2 abundance decreases, whereas K2O and Rb abundances
increase. Similarly, comparisons between the FeOT and Rb plots reveal that the stratigraphic correlation
is driven by a shared increase from Pahrump Hills to Hartmann's Valley.
The Pahrump Hills member, even when excluding the Marias Pass class, stands out as having a different
composition than the rest of the Murray formation rocks. In particular, the CaO abundance drops when
transitioning from the Pahrump Hills and into the overlying members, whereas the FeOT abundance
increases. Above the Pahrump Hills member, both elements are seen to be relatively constant. The FeOT
abundance is 18.9 wt.% ± 3.0 wt.% (1σ) on average in this section, and the CaO content is 2.0 wt.% ± 0.7 wt.%
on average (see also Mangold et al., 2019).
The abundances of Mn and MgO increase at the contact between the Sutton Island and Blunts Point members. For both elements, the abundances seen in this range represent a geochemical end member for the
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Figure 6. ChemCam observation points plotted on HiRISE mosaic showing the Vera Rubin ridge in Gale crater (Calef &
Parker, 2016). Color code shows median Li content of bedrock point in each ChemCam target acquired on the ridge. A
distinct decrease in Li abundance is observed up the northern slopes of VRR. Upon descending into the Glen Torridon
area to the south, Li abundance increases to pre‐VRR levels.

Murray formation and a high stratigraphic correlation between these is likewise noted. However, despite the
stratigraphic correlation, no point‐to‐point correlation is observed between MgO and Mn content in this
stratigraphic section (Figure S4). Importantly, for Mn, another notable, though not as strong, enrichment
relative to the baseline level in the Murray formation is observed in the members that constitute VRR.
Whereas Mn and MgO are enriched at the contact between the Blunts Point and Sutton Island members,
SiO2, K2O, Na2O Al2O3, TiO2, Li, and Rb all show a discernible decrease (as reﬂected by the ﬁtted spline)
in the same stratigraphic interval. This shared decrease at the contact between the Blunts Point and
Sutton Island members is likely what is reﬂected in the observed positive chemostratigraphic correlation
between Na2O and TiO2 as well as Na2O and Al2O3, and not least in the negative correlation observed
between SiO2, K2O, Na2O, and TiO2 and MgO and to a lesser degree Mn (Table S3). Overall, the variations
observed for Na2O, TiO2, and Al2O3 are small relative to the observed point spread, though both Na2O and
Al2O3 are enriched in the Pahrump Hills member relative to the Murray formation overall. Furthermore, in
gray Jura bedrock, TiO2 appears enriched for some points, and some points in the same class show a depletion of FeOT.
The Li abundance is observed to increase overall with elevation for ~150 m up through the Murray formation, reaching a maximum in the upper half of the Sutton Island member. While the aforementioned local
minimum is observed at the contact between the Sutton Island and Blunts Point members, Li remains at
an elevated level up to VRR. While observation points from different members are cluttered in the plot,
the Li abundance decreases across VRR, descending back down to the lowest levels observed in the
Murray formation. Comparable to Li, as previously noted in (Mangold et al., 2019), the CIA increases up
through the Murray formation from the Pahrump Hills member and up to the Blunts Point member. The
CIA value does not show any decrease at the contact between the Blunts Point and Sutton Island members,
but rather remains at an approximately constant level in the Blunts Point member. Upon reaching VRR,
however, the CIA value decreases across VRR similar to the decrease in Li. The decrease in CIA appears
to be caused by an apparent, though individually small, increase in Na2O and K2O across the Pettegrove
Point member, associated with a drop in Al2O3. Additionally, it appears that both Li and CIA increase
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Figure 7. ChemCam observation points plotted on HiRISE mosaic showing the Vera Rubin ridge in Gale crater (Calef &
Parker, 2016). Color code shows median Mn normalized line area value of bedrock point in each ChemCam target
acquired on the ridge. A notable enrichment in Mn abundance is observed near the top of VRR, though not at the top.
Comparing to Figure 6, the Mn enrichment occurs where the Li abundance has decreased to the low level seen across the
Jura member.

upon entering the Glen Torridon area. From the similarity in evolution up through the Murray formation,
the stratigraphic evolution of CIA versus Li is likewise correlated (Table S3).

4.2. Geochemical Variations Observed on VRR
While some outliers are observed on the ridge even in the curated data set presented here, the plotted data
(as traced by the ﬁtted spline) show that most major and minor element abundances across VRR are overall
within the compositional ranges of the Murray formation below the ridge (Figures 3 and 4). Nevertheless,
notable overall decreases in Li and CIA and an enrichment in Mn are observed on the ridge. These variations
are not outside the range previously observed in the Murray formation, but show a consistent trend across
the ridge, and reﬂect a prominent shift relative to the chemostratigraphic evolution of the Murray formation.
To better visualize and understand the variations in Li, CIA, and Mn, observations from the two laterally
separated transects of the ridge (Figures 1c and 1d) are plotted separately (Figure 5). From these, a similar
compositional evolution is tracked along both transects going from the Blunts Point member and up through
the Jura member. Importantly, the chemical evolution along each traverse does not follow elevation but does
show a comparable trend across the lithologically deﬁned members for both traverses. This is well expressed
for the Li chemostratigraphy on VRR (Figure 5a): Along both transects, the Blunts Point member observations show a similar Li content (~15–20 ppm), a strong decrease is observed across the Pettegrove Point
member, and the Jura member displays a constant low Li abundance (~5 ppm). As the rover descended into
the Glen Torridon area south of VRR, the Li abundance increased to a level similar to that seen in the Blunts
Point member. Similar to Li, though less prominent, CIA (Figure 5c) displays a decreasing trend across VRR
that tracks the identiﬁed members rather than elevation, from ~58 in Blunts Point to ~54 in the Jura member. Also similar to the evolution of Li, as the rover descended into the Glen Torridon area, the CIA increased
to ~58, similar to that observed in the Blunts Point member below VRR, though it appears that an elevated
CIA is also found in the uppermost Jura member observations (Figure 5c).
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For Mn, a different evolution than CIA and Li is observed (Figure 5b). The Mn abundance in the Blunts
Point and lower Pettegrove Point members is similar to the baseline level seen in the Murray formation overall (Figure 4). At, or immediately below, the contact between the Pettegrove Point and Jura members, a substantial enrichment is observed along both traverses. Above the enrichment, in the Jura member, the Mn
abundance returns to very low levels, potentially even lower than the baseline level seen in the Murray formation overall. While different from Li and CIA, the trends of Li, CIA, and Mn do, however, appear associated: Comparing the stratigraphic evolution of Mn to that of Li and CIA (Figure 5), Mn is enriched in
the interval right above where both Li and CIA decrease along each traverse.
Plotted spatially rather than against elevation (Figures 6 and 7), Li abundance decreases going up the northern ﬂank of the ridge (corresponding to the Pettegrove Point member) and reaches a steady low level across
the top of the ridge (corresponding to Jura member). Notably, once the rover drove off the ridge to the south
and entered the Glen Torridon area (lower portion of Figure 6), the Li abundance increases again to the level
observed below VRR. Comparing Figures 6 and 7, the latter showing the qualitative evolution of Mn abundance, the observed enrichment in Mn appears to occur when Li has almost decreased to the low level seen
in the Jura member.
From the spatial plots of geochemical variabilities, a distinct geochemical trend tracing the southern edge of
VRR also emerges from the ChemCam data. In particular, an increase in the SiO2 content is seen along the
southern edge of VRR, continuing into the Glen Torridon area (Figure S1). Less noticeable, the CIA (unlike
Li) also shows a slight increase along the southern edge of VRR (Figure S8). For individual targets, the
increase is not unusual for VRR as a whole; indeed, other individual targets with elevated SiO2 content
are seen sporadically on the ridge, but the systematic increase across targets along the southern edge is notable. Importantly, this distinct zone with increased SiO2 and CIA appears to include the Rock Hall drill sample (Figures S1 and S8). The APXS instrument reports a decrease in SiO2 abundance for the Rock Hall drill
area (Thompson et al., 2019), but since a substantial number of ChemCam points showing likely Ca‐sulfate
inclusions had to be excluded at and near the Rock Hall drill hole (Table S1), this APXS SiO2 decrease could
be caused by increased Ca sulfates within the APXS observational footprint.
4.3. Gray Rocks on VRR
In addition to the observed chemostratigraphic variations observed on VRR, one of the prominent features of
VRR is the presence of gray patches of rock in the Jura (primarily) and Pettegrove Point members that contrasts with the otherwise red‐toned rocks on the ridge (Edgar et al., 2020; Fraeman, Johnson, et al., 2020;
Horgan et al., 2019). In addition to the difference in color, a key feature of the gray rocks is the presence
of abundant, subcentimeter dark‐toned concretions with a very high (to pure) FeOT abundance (David
et al., 2020; L'Haridon et al., 2020). Surrounding these high‐iron concretions are lighter‐toned “zones” that
are conversely depleted in FeOT (see L'Haridon et al., 2020 for details).
Most gray patches are found in the Jura member, which therefore provides the best measure of comparison
between red and gray bulk observations and observation points in the Jura member showing high and low
Fe, respectively. The high‐Fe class observations are found in identiﬁable dark concretions in gray bedrock
primarily (Table S2); however, a smooth transition is observed between the lighter‐toned low‐Fe zones that
typically surround the dark concretions and into the bulk gray bedrock (L'Haridon et al., 2020) (Figure S5).
For this work, the smooth transition necessitated the use of 15 wt.% FeOT as a discriminator between bulk
gray Jura rocks (19.3 ± 1.6 wt.% FeOT) and the low‐Fe class. The low‐Fe class tends to have slightly elevated
SiO2, Al2O3, and NaO2 relative to bulk Jura composition (Figure S6). Observation points in the high‐Fe class
are depleted in most other elements relative to Fe (David et al., 2020), the only exception being CaO and Mn
(Figures S5 and S6). The elevated CaO abundance comes from the afﬁnity of high‐Fe nodules to Ca‐sulfate
veins (L'Haridon et al., 2020) and reﬂects that ChemCam observation points typically hit both Ca‐sulfate and
the high‐Fe nodules. For Mn, while highly variable, the high‐Fe class is overall enriched in Mn relative to the
low‐Fe class (L'Haridon et al., 2020) but not relative to the surrounding bulk gray Jura rocks—and hence
also not enriched compared to the prominent Mn enrichment observed at the contact between the
Pettegrove Point and Jura members (Figures 5 and S5). Outside of the high‐ and low‐Fe Jura classes, the
compositions of the bulk red and gray Jura bedrock are broadly similar (Figures S5 and S6). Gray Jura rocks
appear to be slightly elevated in Na2O and depleted in MgO and Mn overall and have a larger fraction of
FRYDENVANG ET AL.

12 of 21

Journal of Geophysical Research: Planets

10.1029/2019JE006320

points showing elevated TiO2, but a large overlap is observed. Additionally, a sampling bias appears to
explain the apparent difference in Mn abundance between red and gray Jura rocks, as more red Jura bedrock
was measured near the contact with the Pettegrove Point member where the Mn enrichment is observed
(Figures 5b and S5). While not as evident, a similar sampling bias potentially also explains the other minor
differences between red and gray Jura rocks (Figures 3–5 and S5–S7). If so, that would further underline the
geochemical similarity between red and gray bulk rock. This observed similarity of red and gray Jura rocks
differs from that reported by the APXS instrument (Thompson et al., 2019). APXS reports that gray Jura
rocks show elevated SiO2 and Al2O3 abundances relative to red Jura rocks (Thompson et al., 2019). As such,
the trend observed by APXS in gray rocks relative to red rocks appear similar to the trend observed for the
low‐Fe points relative to bulk Jura by ChemCam (Figures S5 and S6), possibly suggesting that APXS observes
a mix of these classes, but not the high‐Fe concretions. The inherent uncertainties of the ChemCam and
APXS quantiﬁcation models could be the cause for this discrepancy.

5. Discussion
5.1. VRR in Relation to the Overall Murray Chemostratigraphy
Excluding exposures of Murray formation bedrock at the Marias Pass location, the chemostratigraphy of the
Murray formation (Figures 3 and 4) remains broadly constant through the >350‐m stratigraphy investigated
in the MSL mission at the time of writing. This includes VRR, as the geochemistry of the rocks composing
VRR does not stand out as an outlier relative to the Murray chemostratigraphy as a whole.
Systematic variations and stratigraphically related correlations are observed up through the Murray formation between a number of elements (Figures 3 and 4, Table S3). This variation in the geochemistry of the
Murray formation has been interpreted either as the result of mixing of detrital sediments from of a number
of distinct sediment source regions (Bedford et al., 2019) and/or the result of variation in degree of weathering of detrital components (Mangold et al., 2019). It is notable, however, that the stratigraphic correlation
between Si, K, and Rb up through the Murray formation breaks down on VRR (Figure 3), which suggests
that the VRR mudstones either had a differing provenance source or experienced a different postdepositional
history relative to the underlying Murray formation.
Even when excluding the Marias Pass class for these analyses, the (lower) Pahrump Hills member stands out
as a distinct geochemical end member in the Murray formation chemostratigraphy (Figures 3 and 4).
Furthermore, no additional occurrences of the Marias Pass‐like high‐silica composition have been observed
outside of the upper Pahrump Hills member, supporting the interpretation that this class reﬂects a distinct,
temporally localized input to the lake basin (Morris et al., 2016) and later diagenesis (Frydenvang et al., 2017;
Yen et al., 2017).
Above the Pahrump Hills member, another geochemical end member of the Murray chemostratigraphy is
found at the contact between the Sutton Island and Blunts Point members. A strong enrichment in MgO
and Mn is observed at this stratigraphic boundary and is associated with an apparent depletion in SiO2,
K2O, Na2O Al2O3, TiO2, Li, and Rb. Multiple hypotheses for the enrichment in MgO and Mn at this stratigraphic transition have been proposed, including authigenic formation in a lake margin environment or
later diagenetic alteration (Gasda et al., 2019; Meslin et al., 2018; Rapin et al., 2019). For example, Rapin
et al. (2019) observed apparent enrichments in S and H in conjunction with elevated Mg, found in several
narrow stratigraphic windows containing rubbly bedrock, which they interpreted as being the result of formation in an evaporitic lake environment. Notably, outside distinct dark‐toned layers also found in this stratigraphic interval that also display variable phosphorus abundances (Meslin et al., 2018), no joint
enrichment of Mn and MgO is observed in ChemCam observation points. A hypothesis for the joint enrichment of these elements in the same stratigraphic interval is lacking at present. Sedimentary facies analyses of
that section do not show compelling evidence for a strongly evaporitic environment (Fedo et al., 2019;
Siebach et al., 2019) over larger scales than the few locations reported by Rapin et al. (2019).
On VRR, the overall bedrock geochemistry lies within the range observed in the Murray formation.
Considering that VRR displays a stronger hematite spectral signature than surrounding Murray formation
rocks as observed from orbit (Fraeman et al., 2013, 2016), it is notable that the mean FeOT abundance does
not increase in strata composing the VRR (Figure 4). The only prominent geochemical variations observed
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on the ridge relative to the Murray chemostratigraphy overall are thus for Li, CIA, and Mn (Figures 3 and 4).
For Mn, the enrichment observed on VRR is second only to the greater enrichment observed at the stratigraphic boundary between the Sutton Island and Blunts Point members. Lithium and CIA share the same
behavior of decreasing up VRR, both decreasing to the similarly low level that was previously observed in
the Hartmann's Valley member, ~275 m below VRR (Figure S9). Indeed, the Hartmann's Valley member
as observed at the Oudam drill hole is geochemically similar to VRR for most elements (Figures 3 and 4).
5.2. Geochemical Variations Across VRR
It is notable that the geochemical variations in Li, CIA, and Mn observed within ridge strata do not follow
elevation yet do follow the morphological expression of the ridge and show a consistent variation across
the lithologically deﬁned members (Figure 5).
While not a universal proxy for clay mineral content, terrestrial studies have shown a correlation between
the clay mineral content of rocks and CIA values along with Li abundance. For CIA, the positive correlation
with clay mineral content is inherent from the deﬁnition by Nesbitt and Young (1982) in its intended reﬂection of feldspar hydrolysis and concentration of aluminous clay mineral phases, although the CIA value is
subject to modiﬁcation during diagenesis (Fedo et al., 1995). While climatic and source region changes are
observed to cause ﬂuctuations in CIA values and may complicate interpretation on Earth, the correlation
between CIA and clay mineral content has been identiﬁed at local to global scales (e.g., McLennan, 2000;
Mischke & Zhang, 2010; Shao & Yang, 2012). On Mars, a tentative association of CIA and clay mineral abundance has been noted previously (Mangold et al., 2019; McLennan et al., 2014). Turning to lithium, on Earth,
it concentrates in highly evolved igneous rocks (e.g., in pegmatites; Benson et al., 2017) but is highly susceptible to weathering (Starkey, 1982). Because of this, terrestrial studies have shown that Li is commonly found
in the clay‐size fraction of sediments (Starkey, 1982; Villumsen & Nielsen, 1976) and typically bound to clay
minerals (Benson et al., 2017; Starkey, 1982; Vine, 1980). On Mars, the connection between Li and clay
mineral abundance has likewise been indicated previously (Léveillé et al., 2014; McLennan et al., 2014).
The use of CIA and Li content as proxies for clay mineral content in Gale crater is overall consistent with
drill sample mineralogy measurements from the CheMin instrument (Blake et al., 2012). An overall increase
in clay mineral content was observed from the Pahrump Hills member up into the Sutton Island member
(Bristow et al., 2018), which corresponds well with the overall increase in CIA (Mangold et al., 2019) and
Li abundance (Figure 4). On VRR, a decrease in clay mineral content is likewise observed from the
Duluth sample (~15 wt.%) below VRR in the Blunts Point member, to Stoer in the Pettegrove Point member
(~10 wt.%), and a continued decrease to Highﬁeld in the Jura member (~5 wt.%) (Rampe et al., 2020).
However, the clay mineral content in the Rock Hall drill sample is higher, which does not accord with this
hypothesis, as the Li abundance remains low in that area. However, the Rock Hall drill site lies within the
“zone” along the southern edge of VRR that appears to show a subtle but distinct geochemistry from the rest
of VRR, with elevated SiO2 and CIA (Figures S1 and S8). As detailed below, we hypothesize that the southern
edge of VRR has been affected by later/additional diagenetic processes relative to the rest of VRR.
Using CIA and Li as proxies for clay mineral content, it follows from the ChemCam data that the clay
mineral content in VRR rocks likewise follows the morphology of the ridge rather than elevation and
decreases strongly within the Pettegrove Point member (Figures 4 and 5). Furthermore, while it would be
reasonable to suppose that the clay content of the rocks would be stratigraphically controlled, this appears
not to be the case in that the clay content remains low in the Jura member rocks on VRR yet increases upon
entering the Glen Torridon area south of VRR (Figures 5–7). CheMin analysis of drill samples acquired
immediately south of VRR in the Glen Torridon area (ChemCam data of this area not included here) conﬁrmed the presence of elevated clay mineral abundance in the Glen Torridon Jura member rocks (Bristow
et al., 2019; Thorpe et al., 2020). The approximately horizontal bedding and facies correlations between
the Jura member rocks on VRR and in the Glen Torridon area south of VRR (Fedo et al., 2020; Stein
et al., 2020) indicate a shared depositional history between these rock bodies. Despite the sedimentological
similarity of stratigraphically equivalent rocks, we ﬁnd that the low clay mineral content is speciﬁc to the
rocks that constitute VRR.
The notable enrichment in Mn observed on VRR relative to the baseline level in the Murray formation is distinct from the geochemical variation observed for Li and CIA (Figures 5–7). From the inferred relation
FRYDENVANG ET AL.

14 of 21

Journal of Geophysical Research: Planets

10.1029/2019JE006320

between CIA and Li to clay mineral content, Mn is enriched right at or above the transition to low clay
mineral content in the upper Pettegrove Point and Jura members. Above the interval enriched in Mn, the
Mn level in Jura bedrock appears to be trending even lower than the baseline content in the Murray formation (Figures 4 and 5b). From the available observations, it is not possible to ascertain whether the Mn
enrichment is detrital or diagenetic in nature and/or whether there is a causal relationship to the inferred
decrease in clay mineral content observed immediately below the Mn enrichment along both traverses
(Figure 5). One possible causal relationship could be that Mn was mobilized and migrated downwards until
impeded by, possibly, rocks that are more impermeable due to their higher clay mineral content (Kamann
et al., 2007). In such a scenario, the source for the Mn enrichment observed on VRR could be the overlying
Jura rocks on VRR where an apparent slight depletion in Mn is observed. Alternatively, the interval enriched
in Mn could be a detrital enrichment from the original deposition of the Murray formation. In such a scenario, the enrichment in Mn right above the decrease in clay content would be coincidental, and the change
in elevation laterally along the ridge (Figure 5) could be a result of subsurface subsidence warping of both the
enrichment in Mn as well as the member contacts.
Two additional observations from VRR stand out. One is the presence of the ubiquitous gray patches that
crosscut stratigraphy in, predominantly, Jura member bedrock, but also seen in the Pettegrove Point member (see, e.g., Edgar et al., 2020; Fraeman, Johnson, et al., 2020; Horgan et al., 2019; Jacob et al., 2020). The
other is the very notable subcentimeter‐scale, dark‐toned concretions of almost pure iron with Fe‐ and
Mn‐depleted zones around them observed in gray rocks (L'Haridon et al., 2020). This is interpreted as
centimeter‐scale Fe and Mn mobilization in the gray rocks on VRR (L'Haridon et al., 2020). Remarkably,
despite the apparent small‐scale Fe mobilization being a prominent feature of the gray patches of bedrock,
little to no overall geochemical difference is observed between the bulk gray patches of rock and the more
ubiquitous redder‐toned rock of the Pettegrove Point and Jura member (Figures S5 and S6).
5.3. VRR Formation Scenarios
The data from the VRR campaign provide a number of key observations that any formation scenario for
VRR has to address. This includes the presence of the ridge itself, prominently ﬂanking the northwestern
slope of Mt. Sharp (Figure 1a) and that the rocks composing VRR form part of the Murray formation.
The geochemistry of the ridge adds to these observations, the ﬁrst and foremost being the overall geochemical similarity to underlying Murray formation bedrock, including the lack of an overall enrichment in
FeOT despite the strong hematite spectral signature on the ridge observed from orbit. The overall similarity
in bulk composition between red and gray rocks furthermore suggests that what caused the notable change
in color did not lead to major bulk geochemical changes yet still led to centimeter‐scale Fe and Mn mobilization in gray rocks. Despite the overall similarity, notable geochemical variations are observed across the
ridge compared to the overall Murray chemostratigraphy. The ﬁrst is the joint decrease in Li and CIA—
inferred to indicate clay mineral content—across the Pettegrove Point member that cannot be explained
via changes in depositional facies. The second is an enrichment in Mn just above the observed decrease
in clay mineral content.
The mineralogy of the Highﬁeld sample provides an additional constraint for any formation scenario.
While the red‐toned Stoer sample contains more hematite (~15 wt.%), the Highﬁeld sample from gray
Jura bedrock also contains a large fraction of hematite (~9 wt.%), which is inferred to be gray hematite
due to the color of the rocks (Rampe et al., 2020). The formation of gray hematite is favored by temperatures above ambient (50–100°C) (Rampe et al., 2020) and high water‐to‐rock ratios (Turner et al., 2019).
Modeling of the burial and diagenetic evolution of Gale sediment suggests that temperatures of the order
of 50°C are possible for Murray rocks for most assumptions of thermal gradients, burial paths, and surface
temperature conditions at the time when Murray rocks were deeply buried, and the rocks at VRR were
covered by several hundreds of meters to a few kilometers of Mount Sharp rocks and eolian material
(Borlina et al., 2015).
Hence, groundwater ﬂuid circulation while the VRR rocks were deeply buried could have resulted in the dissolution of clays and the overall induration of the VRR rocks. The preferential formation of localized gray
hematite over red hematite in some areas could be a result of locally elevated temperatures and/or greater
water to rock ratio (Rampe et al., 2020; Turner et al., 2019) due to differences in permeability. In such a scenario, the observed enrichment of Mn would likely be a detrital input, and the formation of dark‐toned high‐
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Fe concretions that are abundant in the gray rocks could be a result of later ﬂuid interaction that likewise
primarily affected the gray patches of bedrock due to their possibly greater permeability (L'Haridon
et al., 2020). An open question for this scenario, however, is how such deep groundwater circulation would
affect the VRR rocks speciﬁcally, resulting in a kilometer‐long and 200‐m‐wide ridge ﬂanking Mount Sharp
(Figure 1a), yet not similarly affecting the Jura member strata in Glen Torridon just south of VRR.
Groundwater could be channelized to affect VRR rocks speciﬁcally, for example, due to lateral variations
in permeability from variations in grain size, but no such change was observed on VRR relative to lower
lying Murray formation rocks (Edgar et al., 2020; Fedo et al., 2019).
Alternatively, the compelling similarity of the shape of the modern‐day VRR and the Greenheugh pediment
that unconformably drapes the Mount Sharp group (Anderson & Bell, 2010; Bryk et al., 2019; Malin &
Edgett, 2000) to the south of VRR (Figure 1a) provides a possible control for why VRR formed where it
did. Topographic studies suggest that the Greenheugh pediment, if it extended farther north, would precisely
cap the top of modern‐day VRR (Bryk et al., 2019). Fluids advancing underneath the Greenheugh pediment
would thus preferentially interact with the rocks composing the modern‐day VRR over the Jura member
strata in Glen Torridon that would be buried deeper at this time. This scenario would place the relative timing of the ﬂuid interaction long after the lake in Gale crater, after the burial and subsequent excavation of
Gale to a paleosurface that exposed the Murray formation rocks, and after the paleosurface was buried again
to form the draping Siccar Point group rocks (Banham et al., 2018; Fraeman et al., 2016; Frydenvang
et al., 2017; Grotzinger et al., 2015). We do know from the previous discovery of fracture‐related,
high‐silica halos in Stimson formation rocks (Frydenvang et al., 2017; Yen et al., 2017) that groundwater
was relatively abundant even at this late time, but the presence of liquid above ambient temperatures
becomes less clear at this stage. Unless Gale crater was substantially ﬁlled again as part of the deposition
of the Siccar Point group, the source for elevated temperatures to preferentially form gray hematite
(Rampe et al., 2020; Turner et al., 2019) remains unknown.
The latter scenario does, however, provide a possible framework for a causal relationship between the
decrease in clay content on VRR and the enrichment in Mn in the stratigraphic interval right above—and
not least to the small‐scale Fe mobilization observed in gray rocks (L'Haridon et al., 2020). Both Mn and
Fe are mobilized in a low pH ﬂuid; however, low‐pH alteration cannot explain the apparent preferential
mobilization of Fe and Mn over other elements (Beitler et al., 2005). Alternatively, the solubilities of hematite and typical Mn minerals are highly redox sensitive compared to other typical minerals (Ardelan &
Steinnes, 2010; Bonatti et al., 1971; Krauskopf, 1957; Lynn & Bonatti, 1965). In seaﬂoor sediments, Mn is
observed to be mobilized upwards toward the interface between the sediments and ocean water due to reducing conditions in the subsurface preferentially dissolving Mn, causing it to migrate upwards and eventually
precipitating in the oxidizing top section that is in contact with the water (Ardelan & Steinnes, 2010; Bonatti
et al., 1971; Fones et al., 2004; Lynn & Bonatti, 1965). More relatable to observations on VRR,
redox‐dependent dissolution and subsequent precipitation under oxidizing conditions are reported to be
the cause of bleaching of red rocks on Earth where Fe and Mn are preferentially dissolved from rocks displaying distinct red color from the presence of hematite. The potential combination of larger‐scale Mn mobilization and smaller‐scale Fe mobilization on VRR could therefore potentially be explained by a reducing
ﬂuid advancing downwards under the Greenheugh pediment, preferentially dissolving Mn and Fe
(Krauskopf, 1957). When mobilized, Fe reprecipitates easier than Mn under oxidizing conditions (Beitler
et al., 2005; Chan et al., 2000; Eren et al., 2015; Krauskopf, 1957), and the presence of sulfates could induce
the oxidation and reprecipitation of hematite as observed in the high‐iron nodules in gray Jura rocks
(L'Haridon et al., 2020). Mn would be mobilized further and only precipitate after, potentially, pooling on
top of more impermeable rocks with higher clay mineral content in the lower Pettegrove Point.
The source for any reducing ﬂuids is unknown in this framework, however, and no reduced mineral species
are observed in the drill samples collected on VRR (Rampe et al., 2020). A possible reducing source could be
sulﬁte‐containing groundwater, as suggested by Wong et al. (2020) based on SAM (Mahaffy et al., 2012) analyses of the collected drill samples. Additionally, previous studies have inferred anoxic conditions in the deep
parts of the ancient Gale crater lake where groundwater inﬂux is decoupled from more oxidizing surface
conditions, leading to reduced species being deposited (Hurowitz et al., 2017). In both cases, however,
why we would not observe any reduced species today is unclear.
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For both VRR formation scenarios outlined, it remains unclear, however, how it would be possible to dissolve clay minerals to the extent observed on the ridge yet leave the major element geochemistry mostly
unchanged, unless the modern‐day geochemistry is the result of multiple diagenetic events. The presence
of akaganeite as the major Fe oxide in the Rock Hall sample, inferred to form in acidic saline ﬂuids
(Rampe et al., 2020), likewise suggests additional diagenetic alteration of the VRR rocks outside of that
detailed in the formation scenarios above. This sample was drilled from the distinct geochemical zone along
the southern edge of VRR (Figures S1 and S8) that appears to extend into the Glen Torridon area. As also
suggested by modeling (Turner et al., 2019), this alteration might reﬂect a separate, later diagenetic event
that is perhaps more reﬂective of the geological evolution of the Glen Torridon area south of VRR. Even
so, it adds to a notion that the rocks composing VRR likely experienced multiple stages of ﬂuid interaction.

6. Conclusions
From the observations acquired on VRR and along Curiosity's traverse up through the Murray formation
stratigraphy, ChemCam data show that VRR is geochemically within the range of compositions previously
observed in Murray formation bedrock. However, a notable decrease in Li content and CIA across the ridge
is inferred to reﬂect a nonstratigraphically controlled decrease in clay mineral content. Just above the
inferred decrease in clay mineral content, a prominent enrichment in Mn relative to baseline levels is
observed. Within gray patches of rock found on VRR, abundant evidence of centimeter‐scale Fe mobilization
is observed (L'Haridon et al., 2020), yet the bulk composition of gray rocks is similar to that of the more ubiquitous red rocks.
No single process has been identiﬁed that can convincingly explain all the observations acquired as part of
the VRR campaign, likely suggesting that the VRR rocks underwent multiple interactions with diagenetic
ﬂuids after the lacustrine deposition in Gale crater had ceased. Fluid interaction caused a pervasive dissolution of clay minerals in the upper Pettegrove Point and Jura member rocks of VRR. However, this did not
occur in the stratigraphically equivalent Jura member rocks (Fedo et al., 2020; Stein et al., 2020) in the
Glen Torridon area south of VRR. Fluid interaction likewise led to the patchy alteration of VRR sediment
into red and gray rocks and their overall induration of VRR rocks, making them more erosionally resistant
than the surrounding Murray formation bedrock. VRR thus emerged as a ridge through its greater relative
erosional resistance. The origin of the Mn enrichment likewise remains unclear; it could reﬂect a detrital
enrichment or be the result of mobilization by reducing ﬂuids that potentially also explains the presence
of small‐scale Fe and Mn mobilization in gray rocks (L'Haridon et al., 2020). The source for such reducing
ﬂuids remains speculative.
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The recognition that VRR rocks represent a continuation of the lacustrine Murray formation (Edgar
et al., 2020; Fraeman, Catalano, et al., 2020) adds additional thickness to the Murray formation (>350 m
total) and thus additional duration to the habitable environment that existed in the ancient Gale crater lake
(Fedo et al., 2019; Grotzinger et al., 2015). It also implies that we have yet to ﬁnd the geological record of a
changing climate in Gale crater. This remains a key goal for the MSL mission as the Curiosity rover continues up Mount Sharp. The evidence for substantial late‐stage interaction with groundwater in VRR rocks
further highlights the persistance of groundwater long after the lacustrine environment in Gale crater ceased
(Frydenvang et al., 2017; Gasda et al., 2017; Yen et al., 2017), likely further extending the duration of habitable environments in Gale crater.
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