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ION MICROPROBE ZIRCON GEOCHRONOLOGY OF THE UIVAK GNEISSES: IMPLIC-
ATIONS FOR THE EVOLUTION OF EARLY TERRESTRIAL CRUST IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC
CRATON. Kenneth D. Collerson, Research School of Earth Sciences, Australian
National University, P.O. Box 4, Canberra, A.C.T. 2600, Australia.

Introduction. Geochronological studies of high-grade metamorphic rocks
from Labrador and Greenland using conventional Rb-Sr, Pb-Pb, U-Pb, Sm-Nd and
Lu-Hf isotopic techniques [l-13] have provided important information concern-
ing: (1) the distribution of early terrestrial crust in the North Atlantic
Craton (NAC), (2) the isotopic character of the mantle from which this crust
was derived, and (3) the response of early crustal areas to subsequent meta-
morphic events. Nevertheless, interpretations of such isotopic data, in
particular the discrimination between protolith and metamorphic ages, as well
as the significance (in terms of crustal residence times) of initial 87Sr/86Sr
(ISr) values are commonly equivocal. The Sm-Nd and Lu-Hf isotopic systems have
provided a potentially useful additional constraint for rationalizing these
interpretations. This is because the REE's are generally considered to be
less prone to metamorphic disturbance than Rb and Sr. Unfortunately,
"cogenetic" suites of high-grade gneisses commonly exhibit little variation in
degree of REE fractionation, hence they exhibit limited ranges in Sm/Nd and
Lu/Hf. As a result, isochrons are generally of poor quality and both petro-
genetic and geochronological conclusions are commonly strongly model dependent.

Although greater accuracy can now be achieved with conventional U-Pb
zircon dating techniques [14,15], zircons from polymetamorphic rocks commonly
exhibit extremely complex growth and compositional relationships that are
impossible to resolve with these methods. Recent developments at the Aust-
ralian National University in high resolution ion microprobe instrumentation
(SHRIMP) and analytical techniques have provided a means of overcoming many of
the limitations inherent in conventional U-Pb zircon analysis. In this
abstract, ion microprobe U-Pb results for zircons from three Uivak I gneisses
and one specimen of Uivak II gneiss, from the Saglek-Hebron area of Northern
Labrador are reported. These results are compared with interpretations based
on published conventional U-Pb zircon results and with conclusions about
crustal evolution in the NAC derived from Rb-Sr, Sm-Nd and Pb-Pb isotopic
studies.

Geological Background. Detailed accounts of the geology of the Archaean
gneiss complex in Northern Labrador are given in [8,16,17]. The Uivak gneisses,
a composite group of orthogneisses, have been subdivided on the basis of field
relationships into two groups. The most abundant of these, the Uivak I suite,
are dominantly fine-to-medium grained tonalitic and trondhjemitic gneisses
with layering on scales ranging in width up to c. 100 cm. The layering is
commonly accentuated by several generations of concordant to slightly dis-
cordant Na- and K-feldspar-rich pegmatite veins. Mineral assemblages in the
Uivak I gneisses include quartz-oligoclase-microcline (or orthoclase) biotite
± hornblende. Accessory phases are dominated by sphene, apatite and zircon.
The Uivak II suite of K-feldspar-bearing augen gneisses contains a higher
modal content of biotite and iron-rich amphibole. The presence of layered
Uivak I gneiss xenoliths in outcrops of relatively undeformed Uivak II gneiss
demonstrates that the deformations responsible for the formation of composite
layering in the Uivak I gneisses occurred prior to the emplacement of the
K-feldspar megacrystic granitic and granodioritic protoliths of the augen
gneisses. Both members of the Uivak gneiss suite contain inclusions of older
supracrustal rocks (the Nulliak assemblage). These range in size up to c. 2 x
0.25 km and are dominated by amphibolites of ultrabasic and basic composition
as well as banded iron formation.
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Previous geochronological studies of the Uivak gneisses have yielded Rb-
Sr, Sm-Nd, and Pb-Pb ages of 3714 +400/-291 Ma (ISr 0.69938 -334/+2S2; esr
-11.8 ± 18), 3612 +3797-279 Ma (INd 0.50722 -22/+16; £Nd +1-7) and 3572±318
Ma (238U/201»Pb yi = 7.79), respectively [10]. The isochron data for all 3
methods are relatively poorly correlated and hence exhibit large uncertainties;
reflecting the combined influence of source heterogeneity as well as open
system behaviour during later metamorphic disturbances. If Nulliak assem-
blage mafic rocks are the source,of the tonalitic protoliths of the Uivak I
gneisses, then it is valid to regress them with Sm-Nd data for the Uivak I
gneisses, which gives 3665 ± 104 Ma (INd 0.50719 + 8; 6Nd +2.48 + 1.10). The
positive CNd value indicates that the Uivak I gneisses were derived from
depleted mantle. The involvement of depleted mantle beneath the NAC in the
formation of the precursors of the early Archaean tonalites is interpreted as
reflecting the formation of still older continental crust.

Sr isotopic data for eleven large specimens of Uivak II gneiss yields a
poorly fitted isochron (MSWD=248) with slope equivalent to an age of 3412 ±
158 Ma (Isr = 0.69982 + 250). However, whole-rock(Pb isotopic results are
better correlated (MSWD=13.4) and yield an isochron equivalent to an age of
3703 ± 293 Ma,with a calculated Pi value for their source region of 7.65.

Uivak Gneiss lifoon Results. (1) Conventional Data. Previously
published conventional U-Pb zircon analyses on both unsorted multi-grain
samples of Uivak I and Uivak II gneiss [5] and zircon size-fractions from a
single sample of Uivak II gneiss [18] are all highly discordant with 207Pb/
206Pb ages ranging from 2690 to 3485 Ma. With the exception of three of the
Uivak I zircon analyses, which show the effect of recent Pb loss, seven
multi-grain samples of Uivak I gneiss zircons are moderately well correlated
(MSWD=34) and define a linear trend with a lower intercept of 2600 +67/-80 Ma
and an upper intercept with Concordia of 4377 +234/-297 Ma. Data for the
Uivak II gneiss zircon size-fractions, when combined with two multi-grain
analyses, are extremely well correlated (MSWD=2.0) and define a chord with a
lower intercept of 2540 +26/-28 Ma (within error of the Uivak I gneiss zircon
result) and an upper intercept of 3950 ± 88 Ma. When regressed alone, the
size-fractioned sample yields a Model 1 solution (MSWD=0.1) with significantly
larger uncertainties in the upper intercept 3760 +387/-281 Ma and a lower
intercept of 2490 +95/-137 Ma. Although these arrays may be the result of a
single episode of Pb loss and have genuine age significance, the interpretat-
ion of the older Concordia ages must remain equivocal in view of the poly-
metamorph history of the gneiss complex.

(2) Ion Microprobe Results. In an attempt to clarify interpretation of
the conventional zircon results, zircon populations for three Uivak I gneisses
and one Uivak II gneiss were analysed using the ion microprobe (SHRIMP) at the
Australian National University [19,20]. Under routine operating conditions,
the mass resolution of ̂  7000 is sufficient to separate all significant
spectral interferences, which obviates the necessity for peak stripping [cf.
21]. Methods have also been developed for determining Pb/U and Th/U ratios
of unknown zircons to a precision of c. 3%[22]. The majority of the analyses
are based on the means of three analyses achieved over a period of c. 45
minutes on the same spot. In most cases, the precision of the mean 207Pb/
206Pb per spot was typically between 0.5 and 0.8% (la), limited principally
by ion-counting statistics.

In terms of morphology, the Uivak I gneiss zircons generally exhibit a
rounded core up to 100 ym in diameter surrounded by euhedral to subhedral
rims that commonly display well preserved growth zones. In contrast to the
highly discordant conventional analytical results for the Uivak I zircons,
the majority of the cores plot within error of Concordia or define a number
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of slightly discordant populations with ages between c. 3600 and c. 3920 Ma
(Fig. 1). This range is similar to that shown by the 207Pb/206Pb ages (Fig. 2)
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Fig. 1: Concordia diagram showing
SHRIMP zircon analyses for three
specimens of Uivak I gneiss; KC-
78-633D open circles, and KC-78-
620A triangles. The la precision
limits represent 3% uncertainty in
determining Pb/U. The error box shown
was calculated for the "old" zircon
component. For comparison data are
given in the insert from Mt. Narryer
[23], the Amltsoq gneisses [2, 24],
the Isua grey gneisses [25] and the
Isua supracrustal sequence [27,23].

UJ
13O
UJ
cr

z°7Pb/206Pb AGES

28 52 3€ Go

KC-78-633D

KC-74-I6IF

\L

20

16

12
o

o
£u.

26 52 3€ 40 Go

Fig. 2: Histogram showing the range
of 207Pb/206Pb ages for near concor-
dant Uivak I gneiss zircons. The
cores are shown without ornamentation,
and the rims with solid ornamentation.
The uncertainty in determining
207pb/206pb ratios is generally
better than 0.8%. This is signi-
ficantly less than the age varia-
tion level.
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Although most of the old cores contained relatively low amounts of Pb
(18-100 ppm), U (less than 100 ppm), and Th (less than 50 ppm), a few cores
were observed which contained substantially higher amounts of these elements;
up to 1320 ppm Pb, 1380 ppm U, and 212 ppm Th. In a number of grains, cores
showed considerable variation in 207Pb/ Pb during sputtering, presumably
reflecting compositional variation on a scale of c. 25 ym x 3 ym. For
example, in one grain from KC-74-161F 207Pb/206Pb ages varied from 4008 Ma
through 3954 Ma to 3914 Ma. In Figure 1, analyses which lie above Concordia
could reflect uncertainty in determining the Pb/U ratio. Alternatively, the
reverse discordance may be the result of early gain of radiogenic Pb" or loss
of U. This feature has also been observed in microprobe analyses of zircons
from elsewhere, e.g. Mt Narryer, Figure 1 [23].

The majority of zircon analyses with 207Pb/206Pb ages between 3500 and
3000 Ma are relatively discordant (Fig. 1). This is interpreted to be the
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result of Pb-loss at between c. 3600 - 3800 Ma and c. 2800 Ma, as well as
recent Pb-loss. In general, the higher U grains are the most discordant
[cf. 24,25]. Rims of zircon typically have significantly higher contents of
Pb, U and Th than are generally present in the older core regions. Most
plot within error of Concordia at c. 2700 to 2900 Ma. This result is in
excellent agreement with previously published estimates for a period of
late Archaean regional metamorphism in the NAC [3,8,11,26].

Data for three zircons from the Uivak II gneiss plot close to Concordia
on a chord of virtually constant 207Pb/206Pb ratio which is equivalent to an
age of c. 3350 Ma. A single rim analysis lies within error of Concordia at
c. 3000 Ma.

Discussion and Conclusions. Analytical results for zircon cores in the
three specimens of Uivak I gneiss described in this paper are significantly
older than published conventional U-Pb analyses of zircons from the Amitsoq
grey gneisses, viz. 3595 ± 50 Ma [2] and 3575 ± 50 Ma [24]. Many of the
analyses are also older than the c. 3700 Ma zircon population in the Isua
grey gneisses [25]. These data are plotted for comparison in Figure 1. The

c. 3600 Ma age for the Amitsoq gneiss zircons is interpreted therefore as a
metamorphic age [24,25]. In Figure 1 it is clear that most of the Uivak I
gneiss zircon data are broadly within error of conventional [27] as well as
SHRIMP [23] results for time of crystallization of zircons from the Isua
supracrustal sequence, viz. 3813 -I-6/-4 Ma. From this, it follows that zircon
cores in the Uivak I gneisses may be xenocrystic, representing compositions
inherited from a c. 3800 Ma old source which melted to form the plutonic pre-
cursors of the Uivak I gneisses. Alternatively, the zircons may have crys-
tallized c. 3800 Ma ago in the plutonic protoliths of the Uivak I gneisses.
The low Pb, U and Th content of most of the Uivak I gneiss zircon cores either
reflects the relatively basic character of the crustal precursors of the
gneisses, or it may be typical of the compositional range of zircon crystall-
izing from melts of tonalitic and trondhjemitic composition.

The dispersion observed in zircon cores from the Uivak I gneisses between
c. 3800 Ma and 3600 Ma is interpreted to be the result of variation in the
degree of loss of radiogenic Pb in response to younger periods of metamorphism,
together with the effect of recrystallization during such thermal events.

Several virtually concordant low and high U grains have 207Pb/206Pb ages
that are in excess of 3800 Ma, ranging up to c. 3920 Ma. These provide
unequivocal evidence of pre-"Isua" inherited xenocrystic components in the
zircons. It is concluded from the range of Pb and U in these xenocrysts that
basic as well as LIL element enriched (acid) crustal compositions were present
in the source of the protoliths of the Uivak I gneisses. This supports inter-
pretations based on Sm-Nd studies of the Uivak gneisses [10] that they were
derived from a depleted source from which earlier crust has been extracted.
As none of the ion microprobe data yield ages in excess of 4000 Ma, little
geological significance can be ascribed to the value of the upper Concordia
intercept defined by the conventional Uivak I gneiss zircon data.

The current interpretation based on field and geochemical evidence is
that the protoliths of the Uivak II gneisses were derived by partial melting
of pre-existing Uivak I gneiss - Nulliak assemblage crustal components. The
involvement of such old source components is supported by previously dis-
cussed Pb-Pb whole rock isotopic data and also by conventional U-Pb zircon
results. However, the whole rock Sr isotopic data and the zircon ion micro-
probe data currently available yield significantly younger ages (c. 3350 Ma).
This is interpreted to indicate that the megacrystic granite protoliths of
the Uivak II gneisses were formed and metamorphosed c. 3350 - 3400 Ma ago,
and were contaminated with old crustal unradiogenic Pb [cf. ll]. A second
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scenario is that the Sr and SHRIMP results currently available were reset
by metamorphic recrystallization processes and therefore they date the time
of fabric development in the gneisses. Failure to identify an old component,
consistent with the interpretation of the conventional zircon data, is
interpreted to be a reflection of the small number of analyses currently
available.
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