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ABSTRACT: In the western margin of the Ulleung Basin, a detailed analysis of cores with geophysical data from a fan-shaped body,
just downslope of a submarine gully associated upslope with failure scars, reveals various modes of mass-transport processes. The arcu-
ate failure scars occurs in water depths exceeding 600 m. The fan-shaped body, less than ca. 10 km long in radius, displays strong back-
scatter intensity in sonar images, and corresponds to the uppermost transparent mass in Chirp sub-bottom profiles. Sediment cores
penetrating to the uppermost transparent mass consist mostly of various facies of mass-transport deposits (MTDs), causing the strong
back-intensity in the sonar images. The interval of MTD facies comprises the upper and lower units without hemi-pelagic muds between
them, implying that the fan-shaped body was probably deposited during a single event separated in at least two stages without a sig-
nificant time break. The lower unit shows brittle to plastic deformation of soft muds (slides/slumps), whereas the upper units exhibits
fully fragmented soft mud clasts (low viscous debris flows). Both the upper and lower units involve same original lithology (i.e., soft
hemi-pelagic mud) prior to failures, suggesting that the lithology could not significantly affect depositional processes. The fully frag-
mented soft mud clasts of the upper unit are probably indicative of more shearing than the brittle to plastic deformation of soft muds
in the lower unit. Considering the small dimension of the failure scars/gully and the same original lithology, the more shearing of the
upper unit was most likely caused by longer transport distance than that of the lower unit. The rare turbidites with absence of channel-
levee systems in the fan-shaped body and the failure scars confined in the upper to middle slopes suggest that the submarine gully
probably formed by slope failures, not by erosion of turbidity currents.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Submarine slope failures are very common phenomena in
worldwide continental margins, flanks of volcanic islands/ridges,
fjords, and prodelta slopes (Hampton et al., 1996; Chough et al.,
1997; McAdoo et al., 2000; Locat and Lee, 2002; Masson et al.,
2002). Reworked sediments from these slope failures generally

move downslope through diverse transfer pathways (e.g., submarine
gully, valley, canyon, etc.), forming various styles of mass-transport
deposits (MTDs) at/near the base of slope in the continental margin
(Piper et al., 1985; Walker, 1992; Masson et al., 2006; Elverhoi et
al., 2010; Saller et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2014). The characteristics
of mass-transport deposits (MTDs) have therefore provided
important clues for understanding the characters of slope failures
(e.g., style, volume, area of failure, lithology of failed mass, etc.)
and the mode/process of downslope transport of the failed masses
(Tripsanas et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2013; Bahk et al., 2017).

The Ulleung Basin is characterized by the extensive occurrence
of late Quaternary MTDs along the basin margin (Chough et al.,
1997; Lee et al., 2004). Slides/slumps and debris-flow deposits
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typically occur on the middle to lower slopes, whereas turbidites
are present on the basin plain (Fig. 1). In the western margin of
the Ulleung Basin, several arcuate failure scars located seaward
of the shelf break occur in water depth exceeding 600 m, and
connect downslope to a submarine gully (Fig. 2a). On the base-
of-slope just downslope of the gully mouth, strong back-scatter
intensity of a small-scale (less than ca. 10 km in radius) fan-
shaped body is observed in long-range side-scan sonar images
(Fig. 2b). This study describes acoustic and morphologic features
of the fan-shaped body using long-range side-scan sonar images
and sub-bottom profiles, and analyzes in detail lithologic characters
of core sediments from the fan-shaped body. The aim of the
study is to provide a better understanding of the mass-transport
processes that formed the small-scale fan-shaped body at the
foot of the slope and to characterize the mode of downslope
transfer of the failed masses.

2. GEOLOGIC SETTING

The Ulleung Basin is a semi-enclosed back-arc basin bordered
by the Korea Plateau, the eastern margin of the Korean Peninsula,
the Japanese Arc, and the Oki Bank. The basin is bounded by a
narrow (less than 25 km wide) shelf and rather steep (4–10°)
slope in the western margin. In the shelf, the N-S-oriented
topographic high (Hupo Bank) and low (Hupo Trough) are
present (Fig. 1). The Hupo Trough is more than ca. 150 m deep,
and the Hupo Bank, about 85 km long, rises more than 100 m
above the surrounding seafloor. In the southern and eastern
margins, the Ulleung Basin is flanked by a broad (30–150 km wide)
shelf and relatively gentle (< 2°) slope (Fig. 1). The northeastern
part of the basin is punctuated by volcanic islands (Ulleung and
Dok islands) and seamounts. The basin plain deepens northeastward,
up to about 2300 m deep, connecting to the Japan Basin through

Fig. 1. Physiography of the Ulleung Basin and adjacent areas in the East Sea. Zonal distribution of late Quaternary slides/slumps, debris-flow
deposits and turbidites identified from Chirp (2–7 kHz) sub-bottom profiles (Lee et al., 1999, 2004). Water depths in meters. HB = Hupo Bank;
HT = Hupo Trough; Is. = Island; Smt. = seamount; UIG = Ulleung Interplain Gap.
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the Ulleung Interplain Gap.
In Chirp (2–7 kHz) sub-bottom profiles, the uppermost

sedimentary sequence (ca. 20–30 m thick below the seafloor)
displays that late Quaternary MTDs occur in a series of contour-
parallel belts (Chough et al., 1997; Lee et al., 2004). On the upper
to middle slopes, slide and slump deposits are present, whereas
debrites and turbidites are dominant on the lower slope and basin
plain, respectively (Fig. 1). The zonal distribution of MTDs implies
that those were most likely sourced from regional sediment
failures with large-scale transformation from slides and slumps
to turbidity currents through debris flows (Chough et al., 1997;
Lee et al., 1999). The late Quaternary slope failures were most
likely triggered by combinations involving earthquakes, sea-level
lowering and gas-hydrate dissociation (Lee et al., 2004, 2013;
Cukur et al., 2016).

Late Quaternary MTDs and slope failures in the western and
southern margins of the Ulleung Basin show contrasting styles
(Lee et al., 2014). On the western margin, a few small-scale, isolated
scoop-shaped scars or gullies occur in water depths exceeding
500–700 m (Fig. 1). The downslope MTDs are present as small,
solitary masses restricted to the base-of-slope. In contrast, the
southern margin displays large-scale, gullied scars from ca. 250 m
in water depth. These sediment failures are bounded downslope
by extensive occurrence of debrites and turbidites that are not
restricted only to the lower slope, but further to the basin plain
(Fig. 1). The contrasting styles in MTDs and slope failures of the
western and southern margins of the Ulleung Basin are inferred
to result from differences in sediment type and supply to the
slope during sea-level lowstands (Lee et al., 2014).

3. DATA AND METHODS

In order to document morphologic features, bathymetric data
and long-range side-scan sonar images were used. Bathymetric
data were collected using multi-beam echo sounding systems
(KORNSBERG EM 120 and EM302). Post-processing of the
data was performed using CARIS HIPS & SIPS software. Side-
scan sonar images were collected using the HAWAII Mapping
Researcher (MR-1) system by the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory
and the Korea Navy (Gardner et al., 1998; Lee et al., 2013). The
MR-1 system is a wide-swath (7.5 times the water depth) side-scan
sonar system (11–12 kHz) that obtains back-scattering imagery
in full ocean depths. Detailed post-processing of the sonar data
was described in Gardner et al. (1998).

For providing geometry and internal acoustic characters of
the uppermost sedimentary sequence (about 50–60 m thick below
the seafloor), high-resolution sub-bottom profiles were acquired
using a Chirp sub-bottom profiling system (Benthos Chirp III).
The system emitted a frequency of 2–7 kHz band as a source

signal. Returned signals were processed by a matched-filtered
correlation to record the band of 2–7 kHz, resulting in higher
resolution images than those of 3.5 kHz system.

In 2015 and 2016, four piston cores (322–719 cm long) were
obtained from a fan-shaped body at the base-of-slope in the
western Ulleung Basin (Fig. 2b). After core splitting, macroscopic
sedimentary structures and sediment color were described. X-
radiographs in 1-cm thick slabs were taken to further describe
sedimentary structures in detail. Three AMS 14C ages were
determined on planktonic foraminifera collected in hemi-
pelagic muds. These dating were performed at Beta Analytic
Inc. (USA) and AMS Laboratory, University of Arizona (USA).
Calendar ages were converted from radiocarbon ages using
CALIB 7.1 (Stuiver et al., 2020). In order to compare lithologic
characters and AMS 14C ages in the fan-shaped body to those in
its outside area, core 07-1 (505 cm long) in Lee et al. (2013) was
also used.

4. MORPHOLOGIC AND ACOUSTIC CHARACTERS

In the study area, a non-shelf indenting slope-failure system is
present on the middle slope in water depths deeper than 600 m
(Fig. 2a). The slope-failure system consists of several arcuate
head (or main) scars with an area of ca. 117 km2. The headwall
scarps occur in water depths ranging between 600 and 850 m,
and are up to about 60 m high. Several small-scale, elongated
failure scars are present below the main scarps (Fig. 2a). These
elongated scars are less than 5 km long and range from ca. 10 to
30 m in relief. The slope-failure system is connected downslope
to a gully which reaches to the base-of-slope (Fig. 2a). The gully
is about 2 km wide and 350 m deep in the proximal part, and its
width gradually increases to the base-of-slope, with a concomitant
decrease in its depth. Besides this gully, several small-scale gullies,
not connected to the arcuate head scars on the middle slope, are
present along the base-of-slope (Fig. 2a).

In MR-1 side-scan sonar images, a fan-shaped sedimentary
body showing strong back-scatter intensity occurs at the base-
of-slope, just downslope of the gully mouth (Fig. 2b). The fan-
shaped body is less than about 10 km long in radius. The lateral
boundary of the fan-shaped body is not clearly seen in the
multi-beam bathymetry even though the water-depth contours
on the fan-shaped body are slightly bulging outward (Fig. 2a).
The fan-shaped body exhibits a convex-up, smooth surface
morphology without distinct channel-levee systems (Figs. 2b, 3,
and 4).

In Chirp (2–7 kHz) sub-bottom profiles crossing the fan-
shaped body in MR-1 sonar images, two transparent masses are
distinctly recognized at the base-of-slope (Figs. 3 and 4). The
uppermost transparent mass is directly underlain by the interval
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of diffuse to distinct layers with a sharp or erosional contact
(Figs. 3 and 4). Thickness of the uppermost transparent mass is
ca. 20 m in the proximal part, and gradually decreases to the distal
part in both longitudinal and transverse directions, forming a
distinct lobe (Figs. 3 and 4). Below the interval of diffuse to distinct
layers, the lower transparent mass is observed (Figs. 3 and 4).

5. SEDIMENTARY FACIES AND FACIES OCCUR-

RENCES

On the basis of grain size and sedimentary structures, core

sediments are classified into eleven sedimentary facies. Sedimentary
features and interpretations of each facies are detailed in Table 1
and Figure 5. Sedimentary facies are grouped into 1) mass-
transport deposits (MTDs), 2) turbidites, and 3) hemi-pelagic
sediments. MTDs consist of five sedimentary facies; slightly
distorted soft mud (facies SDM), moderately to highly distorted
soft mud (facies MHDM), inhomogeneous, matrix-supported
soft mud-clast gravel (facies IMG-a and IMG-b), and clast-
supported, disorganized soft mud-clast gravel (facies CDG).
These MTD facies are differentiated by the degree and type of
soft-mud deformation (Table 1 and Figs. 5a–d). Turbidites comprise

Fig. 2. (a) Bathymetric map showing morphologic features of a non-shelf indenting slope-failure system on the middle-to-lower slope from
multi-beam echo sounding data. (b) MR-1 side-scan sonar images showing a strongly back-scattered, fan-shaped body at the base-of-slope.
For location of Figures 2a and b, see Figures 1 and 2a, respectively.
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four sedimentary facies; massive sand (facies MS), laminated
sand (facies LS), laminated mud (facies LM), and homogeneous
mud (facies HM) (Table 1 and Figs. 5e and f). These sedimentary
facies correspond to the classical turbidites of Bouma (1962),
Piper (1978) and Lowe (1982). Hemi-pelagic sediments consist
of crudely laminated mud (facies CLM) and bioturbated mud
(facies BM) (Table 1 and Figs. 5f and g). Facies BM and CLM were
deposited under oxygenated and poorly oxygenated bottom-
water conditions in the East Sea, respectively (Bahk et al., 2000).

Four cores from the fan-shaped body in MR-1 sonar images
(core EEZ08, P10, UB15, and P11 in Fig. 2b) exhibit MTD facies
(facies SDM, MHDM, IMG-a, IMG-b, and CDG), just below
ca. 1–2.2 m-thick, watery Holocene hemi-pelagic mud (facies
BM) in the topmost part of each cores (Fig. 6). On the other hand,
a core in the area outside the fan-shaped body (core 07-1 in Fig.
2b) does not include the MTD facies below the topmost, watery
hemi-pelagic mud (facies BM) (core 07-1 in Fig. 6). The interval of
the MTD facies in cores most likely corresponds to the uppermost

transparent mass in Chirp sub-bottom profiles (Figs. 3 and 4).
At the most distal area of the fan-shaped body (core P-11 in Fig.
2b), the interval of the MTD facies directly overlies the sequence
of hemi-pelagic mud (facies CLM) and sandy/muddy turbidites
(facies MS, LS, LM and HM) with a sharp contact (core P-11 in
Fig. 6). The sequence of these turbidites and hemi-pelagic mud
most likely corresponds to the diffusely to distinctly stratified mass
below the uppermost transparent mass in Chirp sub-bottom
profiles (Figs. 3 and 4).

The interval of the MTD facies below the surficial hemi-pelagic
mud consists of two units without hemi-pelagic muds between
them. The two units are interbedded only with a very thin (ca.
3-cm thick), fine-grained turbidite (facies LM and HM) at its
most distal area of the fan-shaped body (core P-11 in Figs. 6 and
7). The upper unit is mostly occupied by facies CDG (clast-supported,
disorganized soft-mud clast gravel) of which thickness is randomly
variable from 25.3 to 127.3 cm in the longitudinal direction (Fig.
6). Mud clasts in facies CDG consist entirely of soft hemi-

Fig. 3. High-resolution (Chirp, 2–7 kHz) sub-bottom profile (top) and interpreted section (bottom) longitudinally crossing the fan-shaped
body in MR-1 sonar image. For location of Figure 3, see Figure 2b.
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pelagic muds (facies BM and CLM). In the proximal-to-middle
area of the fan-shaped body, facies CDG is overlain by very thin
(less than 1 cm thick), laminated sand (facies LS) which changes
to medium-bedded (17.5 cm thick), laminated sand (facies LS)
and homogeneous mud (facies HM) in its most distal area (Figs.
6 and 8).

The lower unit consists mostly of slightly to highly distorted
soft mud (facies SDM and MHDM) associated with inhomogeneous,
matrix-supported, soft mud-clast gravels (facies IMG-a and
IMG-b) (Fig. 6). Facies SDM and MHDM range from about 10
to 110 cm in thickness, and the contact between these two facies
is rather gradual. Muds in both facies SDM and MHDM consist
of reworked soft hemi-pelagic muds (facies BM and CLM)
subject to the deformation. AMS 14C ages of foraminifera in the
slightly to highly distorted soft muds (facies SDM and MHDM)
are older than 43,500 yrs B.P., that is beyond the limit of 14C
dating (Table 2 and Fig. 6). Inhomogeneous, matrix-supported,
soft mud-clast gravels (facies IMG-a and IMG-b) are generally
bounded by slightly to highly distorted soft muds (facies SDM
and MHDM) with gently to steeply inclined, distinct contact,
and are 5.1–38.7 cm thick, relatively thinner than facies SDM
and MHDM (Figs. 5b and c). Mud clasts in facies IMG-a and
IMG-b also comprise soft hemi-pelagic muds (facies BM and
CLM). In hemi-pelagic mud (facies CLM) just below the lower
unit at the most distal area of the fan-shaped body, the calendar

age of foraminifera converted from the AMS 14C age is about
17.0 cal. kyr B.P. (Table 2 and Fig. 6).

6. DISCUSSION

In the sonar images, acoustic back-scatter characteristics from
deep-water terrigenous deposits have been widely used to recognize
sediment type/distribution, seafloor morphology, or geometric
features of sediment bodies (Masson et al., 1993; Migeon et al.,
2010). The seafloor in the study area is mostly covered by ca. 1–
2.5 m thick, watery Holocene hemi-pelagic mud (facies BM) in
the topmost part of all cores (Fig. 6). The relatively thick (ca. 1–5 m)
occurrences of the topmost, watery Holocene hemi-pelagic
mud (facies BM) are unique in all areas of the slopes and basin
plain of the Ulleung Basin (Bahk et al., 2000; Lee et al., 2004).
Even though this Holocene hemi-pelagic mud drapes uniformly
the seafloor, the strong back-scatter intensity of the fan-shaped
body in the study area is clearly shown by the MR-1 sonar system
(Fig. 2b). Back-scatter features are generally caused by the
combination of the roughness and impedance contrast of the
seafloor (i.e., surface scattering) and volume scattering from
inhomogeneity in the shallow sub-bottom (Unterseh, 1999).
Given that the signal frequency (11–12 kHz) and wavelength
(12.5–13.6 cm) of the MR-1 system and the high water content
of the topmost Holocene hemi-pelagic muds in the Ulleung

Fig. 4. Chirp (2–7 kHz) sub-bottom profile (top) and interpreted section (bottom) transversely crossing the fan-shaped body in MR-1 sonar
images. For location of Figure 4, see Figure 2b.
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Table 1. Description and interpretation of sedimentary facies in core sediments

Facies Description Interpretation

Slightly distorted soft 
mud (SDM)

Slightly distorted (or deformed) mud consisting of soft bioturbated (facies BM) or 
crudely laminated (facies CLM) muds; mostly, preservation of primary sedimentary 
structures (lamination and bioturbation); laminations or bedding layers: nearly hori-
zontal to inclined up to 20°; vertical change in inclination of laminations or bedding 
layers; partly, very small-sized thin (less than 1 cm) lenticular or wavy bedding layers 
(or laminations); sometimes, very small-scale (1–3 cm thick) internal faults (displace-
ment: less than 0.5 cm) and folds (s- or v-shaped) with some micro-flame structures; 
commonly associated with facies MHDM, IMG-a and IMG-b; 13.5–110.5 cm thick

Brittle or low-degree plastic 
deformation of soft hemi-pelagic 
muds (facies BM and CLM)

Moderately to highly 
distorted soft mud 
(MHDM)

Moderately to severely folded or convoluted mud consisting of soft bioturbated (facies 
BM) and crudely laminated (facies CLM) muds; either destruction or partial preserva-
tion of primary sedimentary structures (lamination and bioturbation); some inclined, 
lens-shaped (lenticular) layers; commonly associated with facies SDM, IMG-a and 
IMG-b; 10.0–39.2 cm thick

High-degree plastic deformation 
of soft hemi-pelagic muds (facies 
BM and CLM) with partial lique-
faction

Inhomogeneous, matrix-
supported soft mud-clast 
gravel (IMG-a and IMG-b)

Inhomogeneous, mud-matrix-supported soft mud clasts consisting of bioturbated 
(facies BM) and crudely laminated (facies CLM) muds; according to the orientation 
pattern of matrix zone, subdivided into IMG-a and IMG-b; some intervals exhibiting 
transitional sedimentary features between IMG-a and IMG-b

Strong shearing and plastic mix-
ing of soft hemi-pelagic muds 
(facies BM and CLM)

IMG-a
Orientation of matrix zone: nearly parallel to each other within the unit, forming one 
dominant orientation pattern; nearly horizontal to inclined matrix zone; in the matrix zone, 
common occurrence of strongly sheared fabric or lineation; mud clast: very elongated 
shape, (nearly) parallel to sheared fabric/lineation in the matrix zone; smooth to irregular 
surface; less than 4-5 cm long, common deformation of primary structures in the clasts; 
common alternation with facies IMG-b; mostly associated with facies IMG-b, SDM and 
MHDM; generally, 5.112.0 cm thick, but when the transitional sedimentary features 
between facies IMG-a and IMG-b are present, thickness ranges from 23.3 to 27.1 cm
IMG-b
Random orientation of matrix zone; less sheared fabric and lineation in the matrix 
zone compared to facies IMG-a; various shapes of mud clasts with smooth to irregular 
surface; various orientation of mud clasts; common deformation of primary sedimen-
tary structures in the mud clasts; clast size: 3-16 cm long, larger than those in facies 
IMG-a; some mud clasts showing zig-saw shape pattern to the adjacent ones with com-
mon filling of mud matrix between the clasts; mostly associated with facies IMG-a and 
SDM; 17.9-38.7 cm thick

Clast-supported, 
disorganized soft 
mud-clast gravel (CDG)

Clast-supported, randomly oriented, soft mud clasts consisting of bioturbated (facies 
BM) and crudely laminated (facies CLM) muds; overall, ungraded mud clasts with partly 
inverse grading in the basal part; pebble- to cobble-sized (0.7–9 cm long) mud clasts; var-
ious shape of mud clasts from sub-angular to well rounded; irregular surface of mud 
clasts; slight to severely deformation of primary sedimentary structures in the clasts; 
commonly associated with facies IMG-a, SDM, LS, HM and BM; 25.3–127.3 cm thick

En-mass freezing (low-viscous 
debris flow) from extensive 
breaking up of soft hemi-pelagic 
muds (facies BM and CLM)

Massive sand (MS)
Moderately sorted, massive sand (sand contents 80–90%); sand fraction: mostly, fine-
sand graded, terrigenous materials and foraminifera; mostly associated with facies LS 
and HM; 23.2 cm thick

Rapid suspension or continuous 
aggradation from high-/low-density 
turbidity currents (Lowe, 1982)

Laminated sand (LS)

Faintly to well laminated sand and silty sand; horizontal to slightly inclined lamina-
tions; an upward decrease in frequency and thickness of sand laminae; sand fractions: 
mostly fine-sand graded, foraminifera with some terrigenous materials; underlain by 
facies CDG, CLM and MS with either distinct or gradational contacts; overlain by 
facies LM and HM with distinct to indistinct contacts; less than 10 cm thick

Tc or Td division of Bouma 
(1962)

Laminated mud (LM)

Faintly to well laminated mud; horizontal or slightly inclined laminations; alternation 
of silt and clay laminations less than a few millimeters thick; generally, an upward 
decrease in frequency and thickness of silt laminae; mostly underlain by facies LS and 
HM with gradual contact; commonly overlain by facies HM with gradual contact; 
sometimes, alternation of facies LM and HM; 3.1 to 21.4 cm in thickness

E1 (laminated mud) division of 
fine-grained turbidites of Piper 
(1978)

Crudely laminated 
mud (CLM)

Generally, dark olive mud; horizontally crude laminations on X-radiographs; no sys-
tematically vertical variation in clarity and thickness of laminations; sand fractions: 
well preserved planktonic foraminifera used for AMS 14C dating; generally associated 
with facies HM and BM; sometimes, overlain by facies MHDM and LS with sharp 
(erosive), irregular-relief contacts; variable in thickness from 1.3 to 10.2 cm

Hemi-pelagic sedimentation 
under poorly oxygenated bot-
tom-water conditions (Bahk et 
al., 2000)

Homogeneous mud 
(HM)

Usually, light olive gray mud; on X-radiographs, lacks visible primary sedimentary 
structures, but often shows very faint or diffuse, horizontal to slightly inclined lamina-
tions; underlain by LM and LS with gradual contact and facies CLM with distinct 
boundary; overlain by BM, CLM, MS and CDG with either distinct or indistinct 
boundaries; variable in thickness from 2.3 to 63 cm

Graded (E2)/ungraded (E3) mud 
of fine-grained turbidites of 
Piper (1978)

Bioturbated mud (BM)
Indistinctly to distinctly burrowed or bioturbated mud; partly, diffuse (or crudely) 
laminations disturbed by bioturbation; generally light gray in color; over 70% of clay; 
variable in thickness from 4.5 to 219 cm

Hemi-pelagic settling under oxy-
genated bottom-water condi-
tions (Bahk et al., 2000)
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Fig. 5. Core photographs (a, d-left and 
e) and x-radiographs (b, c, d-right, f and 
g) of sedimentary facies. BM = biotur-
bated mud; CDG = clast-supported, dis-
organized soft mud-clast gravel; CLM = 
crudely laminated mud; HM = homoge-
neous mud; IMG-a/-b = inhomoge-
neous, matrix-supported soft mud-clast 
gravel-a/-b; LM = laminated mud; LS = 
laminated sand; MHDM = moderately to 
highly distorted soft mud; MS = massive 
sand; SDM = slightly distorted soft mud. 
For location of photographs and x-
radiographs, see Figure 6.

Basin, acoustic signals of the MR-1 system can usually penetrate
sediments up to several meters below the seafloor (Lee et al., 2013).
Considering the thickness of the uppermost transparent mass

and the underlying stratified sediments in Chirp sub-bottom
profiles (Figs. 3 and 4), the lower transparent mass in Chirp sub-
bottom profiles most likely does not contribute to the strong
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Fig. 6. Sedimentary logs and correlation of sediment cores. Open triangles on the left side indicate the ages of the U-Oki (Ulleung-Oki) tephra
layer and TDL (thin, dark layer)-1 from Machida (1999), Miyairi et al. (2004) and Lee (2007). Arrows with number on the right side represent
the ages from foraminifera. FSB = fan-shaped body in MR-1 sonar images; LU = lower unit of the MTD facies interval; UTM (area of mint green)
= uppermost transparent mass in Chirp sub-bottom profiles; UU = upper unit of the MTD facies interval. Bars on the right side indicate the
location of Figures 5, 7, and 8. For location of cores, see Figure 2b.
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back-scatter intensity of the fan-shaped body in the sonar images.
The strong back-scatter intensity of the fan-shaped body in MR-1
sonar images could be ascribed to the interval of MTD facies
(facies CDG, SDM, MHDM, IMG-a, and IMG-b) in core sediments.
The fan-shaped body in the sonar images can therefore be
considered to exactly reflect the uppermost transparent mass in
Chirp sub-bottom profiles.

Between the lower and upper units of the MTD facies interval,
the absence of hemi-pelagic muds only with an interlayer of
very thin (ca. 3 cm thick) fine-grained turbidite (facies LM and
HM) at the most distal area implies that the upper unit was

subsequently deposited after formation of the lower unit without a
significant time break. The interval of MTD facies could be,
therefore, considered to be deposited during a single event (e.g.,
Hunt et al., 2011; Gladstone et al., 2018). The laterally wedged,
acoustically transparent characters without the stratified intervals
in high-resolution sub-bottom profiles further indicate that the
fan-shaped body was most likely deposited during the same
event, although such event could have been separated in at least
two stages (Fig. 9).

In the lower unit, the strongly sheared and relatively thin
(mostly less than ca. 20–30 cm thick) IMG-a and IMG-b facies
(inhomogeneous, matrix-supported, soft-mud clast gravels)
most likely represent very strong deformation zones (Tripsanas
et al., 2008; Bahk et al., 2017). Slightly to highly distorted soft
muds (facies SDM and MHDM) associated with facies IMG-a

Table 2. AMS 14C ages of planktonic foraminifera

Core No. Depth (cm) Lab No. AMS 14C ages (yr BP) Calendar ages(a) (cal yr BP)
EEZ-08 523 Beta-463533 > 43500
UB-15 412–414 Beta-462719 > 43500
P-11 270–272 B10881 14436 ± 48 17054 ± 204

(a)Calendar ages converted from radiocarbon ages using CALIB 7.0.4 (Stuiver et al., 2018).

Fig. 7. Photograph (left) and x-radiograph (right) of very thin fine-
grained turbidites (facies LM and HM) intervened between the lower
and upper units of the upper transparent mass (UTM) at the most
distal area of the fan-shaped body in MR-1 sonar images. CDG =
clast-supported, disorganized soft mud-clast gravel; HM = homoge-
neous mud; IMG-b = inhomogeneous, matrix-supported soft mud-
clast gravel; LM = laminated mud; LU = lower unit of the UTM; UU =
upper unit of the UTM. For location of photograph and x-radiograph,
see Figure 6.

Fig. 8. Photographs (a and b-left) and x-radiograph (b-right) of facies
LS and HM overlying facies CDG in the upper unit of the upper trans-
parent mass. CDG = clast-supported, disorganized soft mud-clast
gravel; HM = homogeneous mud; LS = laminated sand. For location
of photographs and x-radiograph, see Figure 6.
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and IMG-b are mostly indicative of less deformed intervals, such
as small-scale mud blocks or mud clasts, between the strongly
shearing zones (facies IMG-a and IMG-b) in the MTDs (Martinsen,
1994; Lee and Stow, 2007; Tripsanas et al., 2008; Bahk et al., 2017).
These features suggest that the lower unit could be deposited by
either slides/slumps or high-viscous debris flows (Hampton et
al., 1996; Mulder and Cochonat, 1996; Tripsanas et al., 2008).
14C ages of foraminifera in the lower unit suggest that the sediments
reworked by the slope failure are older than at least 43,500 yrs
B.P. Very small-scale, residual turbidity currents, immediately
following the deposition of the lower unit, most likely formed
the very thin (ca. 3 cm thick), fine-grained turbidites (facies LM
and HM) on the most distal area of the MTD fan.

In the upper unit, the clast-supported, randomly-oriented,
pebble-to-cobble sized (0.7–9 cm long) soft hemi-pelagic mud
clasts of facies CDG indicate that the soft hemi-pelagic mud was
extensively broken up during the transport (Tripsanas et al., 2008;
Bahk et al., 2017). The ungraded and clast-supported structures
of facies CDG suggest that the upper unit was most likely deposited
by low-viscous debris flows (Mulder and Cochonat, 1996; Lee et al.,
2013). The random variation in thickness of facies CDG in the
longitudinal direction implies that the debris flows were most
likely deposited upon the inherently irregular-undulated upper
surface of the lower unit formed by slides/slumps or high-viscous
debris flows (e.g., Masson et al., 1993, 1997; Lee et al., 1999). The
residual turbidity currents associated with the debris flows probably
deposited the thin fine-grained turbidite (facies LS and HM)
overlying facies CDG.

The original lithology of the upper and lower units before the
resedimentation (i.e., slope failure) is the same (i.e., soft hemi-
pelagic mud). This original lithology is well matched with soft
hemi-pelagic muds from sediment cores (ca. 3–11 m long) in

the undisturbed areas around the isolated slope-failure system
(Lee et al., 2014; Cukur et al., 2016), suggesting that the original
lithology had a minor role in the different depositional regimes
(or processes) between the upper and lower units. The contrast
in depositional processes between two units could therefore be
ascribed to different downslope transportation styles during the
same landslide event. Compared to brittle to plastic deformation
(internal folds and faults) of soft hemi-pelagic mud in the lower
unit, the full fragmentation of soft hemi-pelagic mud clasts in
the upper unit implies that the upper unit underwent more
shearing during the downslope movement than the lower units.
Considering the small dimension of the fan-shaped body and
slope-failing system and the same original lithology between
two units, the more shearing in the upper unit is most likely
suggestive of longer transport distance of the upper unit that
that of the lower unit (Fig. 9). Alternatively, the brittle to plastic
deformation (internal folds and faults) of soft hemi-pelagic mud
in the lower unit (or a fraction of it) could be probably caused by
shearing and loading of the overlying debris flows (i.e., the upper
unit) onto the fine-grained (muddy) basin plain sediments. In
the Ulleung Basin, sediment cores (less than 10 m long) from
the basin plain mostly include a certain interval (at least ca. 20–30%
in core length) of fine-grained turbidites (thinly laminated sand,
laminated mud, and homogeneous mud) (core 07-1 in Fig. 6;
Bahk et al., 2000; Lee et al., 2004). However, the lower unit does
not exhibit the deformed fine-grained turbidites. This alternative
interpretation can be rule out.

Submarine gully and canyon have known to be generally formed
by either slope failures or erosion associated with turbidity currents
(Pratson and Coakley, 1996; Saller et al., 2012). The fan-shaped
body in the study area is mostly occupied by slides/slumps and
debris-flow deposits (MTDs) with rare turbidites. It has a convex-

Fig. 9. A schematic diagram (not to scale) illustrating the mass-transport processes and possible failing areas of the lower and upper unit
in the fan-shaped body which formed during a single event separated in two stages without a significant time break. CDG = clast-supported,
disorganized soft mud-clast gravel; IMG-a/-b = inhomogeneous, matrix-supported soft mud-clast gravel-a/-b; MHDM = moderately to highly
distorted soft mud; SDM = slightly distorted soft mud.
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up, smooth surface morphology without distinct channel-levee
systems. The fan-shaped body connects to the small-scale gully
bounded upslope by failure scars confined in the upper to middle
slopes. These morphologic and sedimentary features imply that
the submarine gully in the study area could mostly formed by
slope failures, not by erosion of turbidity currents.

7. CONCLUSIONS

A slope-failure system (ca. 117 km2 in area) not directly connected
to the shelf break is present in water depths exceeding 600 m in
the western margin of the Ulleung Basin. It consists of several
arcuate head scars with the main scarp being up to ca. 60 m
high. The slope-failure system is connected downslope to a
gully and fan-shaped body at the base-of-slope. The fan-shaped
body, less than ca. 10 km long in radius, is characterized by strong
back-scatter intensity in MR-1 sonar images. Considering the
acoustic penetration depth (up to several meters) of the MR-1
sonar system, it exactly corresponds to the uppermost transparent
mass in Chirp sub-bottom profiles. Sediment cores penetrating
to the uppermost transparent mass consist mostly of MTD facies
(facies CDG, SDM, MHDM, IMG-a, and IMG-b), most likely
causing the strong back-scatter intensity of the fan-shaped body.
The interval of the MTD facies comprises two units (upper and
lower) without hemi-pelagic muds between them. The two units
are intervened only with a very thin (ca. 3 cm thick) fine-grained
turbidite at the most distal area of the fan-shaped body,
suggesting that the fan-shaped body formed during a single
event separated in at least two stages without a significant time
break. The upper unit is characterized by fully fragmented soft
hemi-pelagic mud clasts (facies CDG) formed by low-viscous
debris flows. On the other hand, the lower unit shows brittle to
plastic deformation (internal folds and faults) of soft hemi-pelagic
mud (facies SDM and MHDM) associated with thin shear zone
(facies IMG-a and IMG-b), most likely formed by slides/slumps
or high-viscous debris flows. Both the upper and lower units
display the same original lithology (soft hemi-pelagic mud) prior
to the failure, indicating that the lithology could not significantly
affect different depositional regimes between two units. Compared
to the brittle to plastic deformation of soft mud in the lower
unit, the full fragmentation of soft mud clasts in the upper unit
implies that the upper unit underwent more shearing during
the downslope transport than the lower unit. Under the small
dimension of the fan-shaped body and the slope-failing system,
the more shearing in the upper unit could be ascribed to longer
transport distance than that of the lower unit. The rare turbidites
with absence of channel-levee systems in the fan-shaped body
and the failure scars confined in the upper to middle slopes suggest
that the submarine gully probably formed by slope failures, not

by erosion of turbidity currents.
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