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Abstract: Understanding climate change during the relatively warm Pliocene, as compared to the
present, offers significant potential for understanding future global consequences of rising atmo-
spheric CO2. Sensitivity differences among various climate proxies lead to divergent interpretations
of the driving mechanisms of inland aridification. Minerals as a paleoclimatic indicator with high
water-sensitivity can provide effective support for reconstructing climate evolution and clearly un-
derstanding driving mechanisms in extremely arid regions. Here we present results of mineral
analyses from lacustrine–fluvial Neogene sediments in the eastern Tarim Basin. Evaporite minerals
are composed principally of calcite, dolomite, and gypsum, with minor amounts of ankerite and
celestite. Clay minerals are dominated by illite and chlorite. We find that evaporite minerals and illite
reflect regional climate change through time, and specifically determine the following: (1) climate in
the Tarim Basin during the late Miocene was relatively humid, with alternating dry and wet periods
from 6.86~5.58 Ma; (2) immediately following that interval, aridification increased rapidly, with
reduced regional precipitation that accelerated the shrinkage of the lake; (3) from 4.4 Ma to 3.62 Ma,
regional precipitation increased slightly but afterwards, aridification resumed: the climate there has
been extremely dry since about 2.7 Ma. Our results show that the climate in the Tarim Basin has
followed a global cooling trend since the late Miocene, and suggest that the effect of uplift in the
Tibetan Plateau is a secondary influence.

Keywords: minerals; Tarim Basin; westerly wind; global cooling; Asian interior aridification;
late cenozoic

1. Introduction

The climate of the Asian interior is mainly controlled by the westerlies. Details
of climatic deterioration in this extremely arid region since the late Miocene have been
derived from a variety of climate indicators [1–3], and differences in the sensitivity and
fidelity between them have led to some controversy over the driving mechanisms of
inland aridification [4,5]. Taking the Tarim Basin as an example, soluble salts preserved in
lacustrine–deltaic sediments from the western basin [6] and oxygen isotope records from
sediments in the eastern basin [7] suggest relatively humid conditions during the early
Pliocene. In contrast, pollen records from the northern basin [8] and biogenic Ba records
from lacustrine sediments from the eastern basin [9] indicate enhanced aridity in the same
interval. Two possible climatic drivers, proposed by the above climate indicators, may have
triggered the enhanced aridification: (1) tectonic uplift of the Tibetan Plateau, or (2) global
cooling [10,11]. To estimate the relative contribution from these two factors, a paleoclimate
proxy that is sensitive to aridification is needed.
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Minerals found in all surface sediments and sedimentary rocks are particularly sen-
sitive to precipitation variations in arid regions [12,13]. They are faithful carriers of pa-
leoclimatic signals [14]. Evaporite minerals (carbonates and sulfates) and clay minerals
are among the most common minerals found in marine and lacustrine sediments [15–17].
Carbonates and sulfates are chemical products that are especially sensitive to the degree
of aridity, while clay minerals are products of rock chemical weathering. Authigenic
evaporite minerals form in saline lakes and reflect sedimentary environmental conditions
where they crystallize [18,19]. Clay minerals respond to regional humidity changes under
stable tectonic conditions [20]. To trace the aridification of the Asian interior through
time and determine its driving mechanisms, we investigated evaporites and clay minerals
from a Cenozoic lacustrine–fluvial sequence (drill core Ls2) in the Tarim Basin (39◦47′ N,
88◦23′ E), north of the Tibetan Plateau (Figure 1). As minerals have high water-sensitivity,
high-resolution paleoclimate variations deciphered with mineralogy allow for a better
understanding of past climate change, particularly with regard to the major effects that
global cooling had on the Asian interior aridification.
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Figure 1. Location map of drill core Ls2 and the westerly jet.

2. Methods

The mineral measurements were carried out for samples from drill core Ls2 in the east-
ern Tarim Basin (Figure 1), covering a depth of 1003.92 m and going back to ~6.865 Ma [21].
Samples were taken at ~5 m interval, and a total of 183 samples were taken for mineral
analysis. Bulk samples were ground, and 1.8 g of powdered sample mixed with 9 g of
inlay, which consisted of epoxy resin and coagulant with a mass ratio of 25:7. The homo-
geneous mixture was made and then evacuated and sonicated until all air bubbles were
eliminated. After the mixture cured, its surface was ground and polished to obtain standard
mineral specimens.

The standard mineral specimens were scanned using a ZEISS EVO 18 scanning elec-
tron microscope (SEM) with energy-dispersive spectroscopy (EDS) and controlled by an
advanced mineral identification and characterization system (AMICS) to identify the min-
eral composition. Due to the high analysis speed and test accuracy of the AMICS, different
characteristic mineral parameters can be automatically analyzed and quantified. All sam-
ple analyses were carried out using a 20 kV acceleration voltage and a probe current of
1 nA. The number of mineral particles analyzed per sample was about 3000~4000 grains.
Additionally, the powdered samples were scanned using SEM-EDS to determine their
mineral morphology characterization. The above-mentioned analyses were conducted at
the Institute of Earth Environment for the Chinese Academy of Sciences.

3. Results
3.1. Carbonates

Carbonate minerals in samples from drill core Ls2 include calcite, dolomite and
ankerite (Figure 2, supplementary). Dolomite is the major carbonate phase present through-
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out the profile. Its morphology is spheroidal (Figure 3), and dolomite content ranged
from 0~8.46% and decreased significantly above a depth of 673.52 m (4.92 Ma). This
suggests a persistent change in chemical conditions in the paleolake since that time.
Spheroidal ankerite abundance ranges from 0~7.46%, centered mainly at 942.91~938.21 m
(6.43~6.40 Ma), 913.22~888.69 m (6.26~6.17 Ma), and 814.7 m depth (5.8 Ma). The ankerite
content in the other layers is less than 1%. Dolomite content decreased dramatically during
stages with high ankerite contents. Calcite (0~5.02%) is the next most abundant carbonate,
and increased gradually upward in the section. Most calcite exhibits a dense granular and
flaked morphology (Figure 3).
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Minerals 2022, 12, 1543 4 of 10

3.2. Sulfates

As shown in Figure 2, sulfate occurrence in the core is discontinuous. Relatively
high amounts of gypsum appear at 1003.92~923.17 m (6.865~6.317 Ma), 673.52~496.25 m
(4.92~3.94 Ma), 389.67~384.97 m (3.39~3.37 Ma) and 289.45~251.72 m depth (3.01~2.76 Ma).
The gypsum content in the other layers does not exceed 10%. Celestite content in most
samples is less than 0.3%, except at 652.71 m (4.8 Ma), 530.08 m (4.14 Ma), and 361.12 m
depth (3.21 Ma), which contain 31.62%, 3.58% and 3.41% celestite, respectively. The edges
and corners of columnar gypsum and granular celestite aggregates (Figure 3) are relatively
complete without obvious wear scars, which suggests that these mineral particles were
not transported.

3.3. Clay Minerals

Plentiful plate-shaped illites and chlorites, accompanied by a small amount of flower-
like chlorite, are observed in the site (Figure 3). The illite content is relatively high
(0.25%~12.06%) as compared to chlorite (0.14%~3.45%), and its content fluctuates greatly
below 673.52 m (4.92 Ma). Illite content increases at 673.52~486.47 m depth (4.92~3.88 Ma),
and then remains relatively constant at 486.47~246.67 m depth (3.88~2.7 Ma). After that, a
decreasing trend is observed.

4. Discussion
4.1. The Paleoclimatic Significance of Minerals
4.1.1. Carbonates

In arid regions, soluble salts from areas surrounding lakes accumulate with time
through surface runoff. If evaporation is greater than precipitation in a catchment, chemical
deposition in lakes is dominated by the precipitation of evaporated salts [22]. Carbonates
will gradually precipitate out of the lake when it is in a supersaturated state [23]. Hy-
drochemical parameters (e.g., Mg/Ca, pH, etc.) are controlled by the amount of regional
precipitation [24,25]. The arid climate will promote the continuous shrinkage of the lake to
precipitate a large amount of calcite. In addition, both strong evaporation and mediation
by microorganisms (sulfate-reducing bacteria) can induce spheroidal dolomite formation
(Figure 3) [26]. Spheroidal ankerite is formed when more than half of the magnesium ions
in the dolomite lattice are replaced by iron. A possible iron source for ankerite formation
is derived from the breakdown of detrital Fe-Mg minerals during deposition. Microbial
mediation may be a dominant factor for dolomite/ankerite precipitation in a depositional
environment, with increasing long-term evaporation [26,27]. A decrease in lake level may
limit microbial activity, as it is not conducive to dolomite/ankerite deposition. There-
fore, calcite may be favored in shrinking lakes, while dolomite/ankerite can precipitate in
relatively stable lakes.

4.1.2. Sulfates

Layered gypsum crystals form in the lake when a sharp drop in surface supplemental
runoff occurs and salinity rises [28]. Celestite is a typical indicator mineral of an arid and
high evaporation environment, and its presence suggests dry conditions in and around the
lake. As rocks and minerals, exposed at the earth’s surface, come into contact with surface
water, soluble chemical elements such as Sr are brought by surface water to low-lying
areas, where they accumulate [29]. A progressively drier climate causes Sr2+ to become
concentrated in closed lake basins and promotes celestite precipitation in the lakes.

4.1.3. Clay Minerals

Clay minerals in sediments are sensitive to climatic conditions and weathering in-
tensity [20,30]. Illite can be preserved under strong physical weathering conditions [31].
Sediment diagenesis also influences clay mineral compositions [32], e.g., the transforma-
tions of smectite to illite that occur under alkaline pore water conditions with increasing
burial depth. Under the influence of diagenesis, mixed-layer minerals (e.g., I/S) are prone
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to appear in the transformation process between clay minerals [33,34]. Clay minerals
cannot be directly used as a climate indicator when mixed-layer minerals are found in
sediments [35,36]. In drill core Ls2, only illite and chlorite are present, and most of them
are plate-shaped (Figure 3), which indicates that most of the clay minerals are exogenous.
Small amounts of flower-like chlorite, however, are observed in some sections (Figure 3),
and may be directly transformed from other clay minerals eroded by Mg/Fe-rich fluids [37].
Thus, chlorite content cannot be used to reconstruct paleoclimates because of its complex
origin and erosion after deposition [38]. Therefore, we employ illite in drill core Ls2 to trace
climate change.

In general, illite, also known as hydromica, is usually formed by the weathering
of aluminosilicate minerals, such as feldspar and mica, in cold and dry climates [17].
Its existence represents a typical cold and arid climate, because it is unstable and easily
decomposes under acidic conditions. Nevertheless, illite may also indicate weak chemical
weathering in the absence of montmorillonite and kaolinite. Slight increases in regional
precipitation can facilitate the weathering–leaching of feldspar and mica, and lead to the
formation of illite. Based on this inference, clay minerals offer a means to understand
weathering histories and past climates.

4.2. Implications for Climatic Change

Our paleoclimatic reconstruction is based mainly on mineral assemblages from Lop
Nor. As climate changed in the eastern Tarim Basin, lake water rose and then retreated; and
carbonates, sulfates and illite were affected. The mineral data below are compared with
δ18O records [7] that reflect precipitation and K/Al [5] as a measure of chemical weathering
in the Ls2 drill core. Paleoclimate fluctuations at the site can be divided into 5 phases as
follows (Figure 2):

1. Aridification (6.865~6.378 Ma)

Mineral data suggest a gradual rise in lake water pH between 6.865~6.378 Ma, as
the proportion of ankerite rose and dolomite decreased [30,39]. Gypsum and calcite also
increased at this time, pointing to increased evaporation in the catchment area. Low clay
content in the lower part of the core implies strong physical denudation or/and reduced
chemical weathering. Taken together, these features indicate significant aridification dur-
ing this stage. Pollen evidence support this view, with expansion of Xerophytic taxa in
Northwest China at the time [40].

2. Humidification (6.378~5.583 Ma)

This climate phase was more humid as judged by an increase in illite. A possible
higher river discharge facilitated the transport of relatively soluble ions from the catchment
rocks into the lake. A deep and stable lacustrine sedimentary environment with high lake
productivity was also favorable for carbonate deposition [41]. The reason why ankerite
concentrated in the early stage (6.257~6.169 Ma) of this phase was probably ther was a
relatively high porosity of dolomite, which facilitated Fe3+ enrichment, and microbially
mediated ankerite deposition [27]. Reduced evaporation resulted in a decreased gypsum
content, which consistent with the comparatively low soluble salt content observed during
5.9~5.6 Ma in the northern and southern Tarim Basin [42,43].

3. Intensified aridification (5.583~4.4 Ma)

A dry event that began at 5.583 Ma is well documented by mineral assemblages.
Increased aridity inhibited chemical weathering and thus decreased the proportion of illite
at this time. Due to reduced humidity in the region, the amount of water replenished by
precipitation was insufficient to compensate for evaporative losses. So, the lake level fell
and salts accumulated in the lake basin, with increased gypsum and calcite contents. The
decrease in dolomite content since 4.92 Ma was likely associated with a strong drop in
lake level, or a transition from a lacustrine to fluvial environment (Figure 2). Shrinkage of
the lake would eliminate the anaerobic environment which was necessary for microbially



Minerals 2022, 12, 1543 6 of 10

mediated chemical reactions. Another indicator of very dry conditions is the large amount
of celestite precipitated at 4.8 Ma, possibly from the late stage of a permanent lake in the
study area [32]. Drought conditions persisted until 4.4 Ma.

4. Relative humidification (4.4~3.62 Ma)

Mineralogical changes from 4.4~3.62 Ma were similar those seen in the period between
6.378 Ma and 5.583 Ma, indicating a rise in regional precipitation. Humidification from the
same period is recorded by sediments in the Kuchetawu section in the southern foreland
basin of the Tianshan Mountains [43], a phenomenon accompanied by a period of increased
chemical weathering (Figure 4). Our results are also consistent with a climatic record of a
late Cenozoic succession in the central Taklimakan Desert, where fine bedding with deep
red color indicates the presence of surface water during 4.2~3.4 Ma [44].

5. Accelerated aridification (3.62~2 Ma)

The early Pliocene increase in relative humidification was followed by a late-Pliocene
aridity event that began at about 3.62 Ma, accompanied by further shrinkage of lakes [6]
and rapidly expanding deserts [45] in the Tarim Basin. The apparent increase in gypsum
content at this time indicates a decrease in regional humidity. The aeolian flux in the
southern margin of the Taklimakan Desert increased sharply at 3.6 Ma (Figure 4), suggesting
increased aridity, and the intensity of westerly winds increased significantly in the late
Pliocene [46]. Large-scale aeolian dunes dominated the paleoenvironment of the basin since
~2.7 Ma [3]. Weak chemical weathering and reduced surface runoff limited clay formation
and transport into the catchment, while high evaporation facilitated carbonate precipitation
from supersaturated brines. All in all, the climate continued to be extremely arid in the
Tarim Basin during the period of 3.62~2 Ma.
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Figure 4. Comparison of climatic indices from different areas. (A) Map of different areas in the Asian
interior, where climate is dominated by the westerlies (Modified from [47] (B) Correlation of minerals
from drill core Ls2 in the eastern Tarim Basin (a, b: this study) with (c) weathering index (CaO +
MgO + K2O + Na2O)/Al2O3 from the Kuchetawu section, northern Tarim Basin [8], (d) >30 µm grain
size of eolian flux in the loess core from southern margin of the Tarim basin [46], (e) aridity index
lnA from the Yahu section in the Qaidam basin [48], (f) eolian flux from the Lingtai section, Chinese
Loess Plateau [49], and (g) global deep-sea oxygen isotopes. The red area and the blue area represent
intervals of relatively arid and humid climate, respectively.
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4.3. Late Cenozoic Westerlies Evolution Drove by Global Cooling

Sustained late Cenozoic global cooling could have contributed to environmental
changes in the Asian interior by reducing the intensity of the global hydrological cycle.
Comparisons of different regional climatic records in northwest China (Figure 4B) reveal
prevailing arid conditions in the Asian interior since the late Miocene [43,50]. Based on
the coupling between global deep-sea oxygen isotopes [51] with eolian fluxes in the Asian
interior [49] and regional climate events, we argue that the evolution of the westerlies,
driven by global cooling, controlled the overall precipitation in the Tarim Basin. For
instance, the intensification of aridification observed at 5.583 Ma was also seen in the central
Qaidam Basin since 5.3 Ma with the sporopollen-based climatic indicator (lnA) [52,53].
Dust-borne wind accumulation in the Lingtai profile in the Chinese Loess Plateau also
provides evidence for a synchronous intensification of aridity [1,3]. These concurrent
changes, during a time of global ice volume expansion, especially in Greenland [54], imply a
reduction in westerly water vapor to the basin during the late Miocene–early Pliocene. Arid
conditions in the Tarim Basin prevailed between 5.583 Ma to 4.4 Ma, while the climate in the
Qaidam Basin seems to have been less dry [48,55]. Although some observations attribute
the significant difference in precipitation in the northeastern Tibetan Plateau during the
late Miocene–early Pliocene to an enhanced rain shadow caused by tectonic uplift of the
Tibetan Plateau [53]; geochemical [8] and mineral (this study) indicators suggest that global
cooling was the dominant factor in the Tarim basin. The regional climate responded to a
reduction in moisture availability, which was in part due to moisture transport, even if the
effects of the uplift of the Tibetan Plateau cannot be ruled out.

The spatial heterogeneity of precipitation in the regions mentioned above was likely
influenced by a southward shift in the westerly jet steam, related to the expansion of the
Arctic ice sheet [56]. The southward migration of the westerly winds reduced the amount of
moisture that could reach the Tarim Basin, while the Qaidam Basin, located to the southeast,
received more precipitation [48]. This inference provides a plausible explanation for the
covariation of precipitation in the Tarim basin with glaciers in southeast Greenland [57]
during 6.865~4.92 Ma. The westerly jet likely reached the northern Tibetan Plateau before
4.92 Ma. This change made it appear that climate change in the Tarim basin was mainly
due to the rain shadow effect of the Tibetan Plateau [7,43]. Our results show, however,
that evidence of warm and humid conditions [58,59] in the Pliocene were preserved in the
Tarim Basin when the global atmospheric CO2 content was higher. Specifically, increased
water vapor carried by the westerly winds increased precipitation in the Tarim Basin from
4.4~3.62 Ma. Aridification in the Tarim Basin occurred, along with global ice expansion at
3.62 Ma, followed by rapid aridification after 2.7 Ma. As a result of reduced evaporation at
the sea surface, owing to global cooling, the moisture supply to the Asian interior fell [60],
and this further facilitated desertification. This consequence is consistent with an abrupt
increase in aeolian dust flux in the Asian interior [49]. The southward migration of westerly
winds may have brought moisture south of the basin, creating environments such as the
Keriya valley on the northern edge of the West Kunlun Mountains, which experienced
seasonal flooding, and wider rivers in the early Pleistocene as compared to the present [61].

Systematic mineral climatic indices provide a consistent picture of climate change in
the Tarim Basin since the late Miocene and emphasize the role of the westerly winds. Our
results show that global cooling was the dominant mechanism aridification in the Asian
interior since the late Miocene [7,21].

5. Conclusions

Lacustrine deposits in the eastern Tarim Basin contain mineral records of aridification
across the Asian interior through time. On the basis of an analysis of mineral content,
several conclusions can be drawn, as follows:

Minerals can be used as sensitive climate indices to reconstruct the paleoclimate in the
Tarim Basin since the late Miocene. Evaporites and illite, analyzed in a drill core sequence,
show an oscillating pattern covering five distinct climate stages during the last 6.838 Ma.
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Three intervals of increased aridity are documented, and they are interrupted by two relatively
humid stages. The three relatively arid intervals are 6.865~6.378 Ma, 5.583~4.4 Ma and
3.62~2 Ma, and the two relative humid periods occurred at 6.378~5.583 Ma and 4.4~3.62 Ma.

Regional precipitation variations, recorded by mineral assemblages during the period
of the late Miocene to early Pleistocene, are linked to the migration of the westerlies, which
provides a feedback for global cooling.

The evolution of the westerlies during the late Miocene and early Pleistocene was
driven by global cooling, which caused the path of the westerly winds to be displaced
southward, and as a consequence less moisture reached the Tarim Basin. This was the
primary reason for the aridification of the Asian interior since the late Miocene. Tectonic
uplift of the Tibetan Plateau likely contributed as a secondary factor.
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