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A B S T R A C T

The Moon almost certainly had an internally generated magnetic field in its past, but the duration of the
dynamo, its temporal stability, and the surface field intensity are poorly known. Impact cratering events heat
portions of the crust above the Curie temperature, allowing the ambient magnetic field strength to be recorded
as the crater cools. We systematically analyzed the magnetic signatures of lunar impact craters with diameters
greater than 90 km using recent magnetic field models and crater databases. Craters were classified as having
evidence for impact-related central magnetization or demagnetization, and synthetic magnetic field models
were used to estimate the number of incorrect identifications. In total, about 15% of craters were found to
have impact-related magnetized or demagnetized signatures. The proportion of pre-Nectarian and Nectarian
aged craters in the magnetized class is about 2%–3%, and there is little evidence for magnetized craters in the
Imbrian and younger periods. The percentage of craters in the demagnetized class is about 0.3%–3% in the
pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods and abruptly increases to 16% in the Imbrian period. Our observations are
consistent with the presence of strong dynamo fields during portions of the older pre-Nectarian and Nectarian
periods, with a weakening (or cessation) of the dynamo at the beginning of the younger Imbrian period. These
results differ from paleomagnetic analyses of lunar samples that imply the existence of strong dynamo field
strengths from the pre-Nectarian up until at least the first half of the Imbrian period.
1. Introduction

The hypothesis that the core of the Moon once generated a dynamo
field is now widely accepted (for reviews, see Weiss and Tikoo, 2014;
Wieczorek et al., 2022; Tikoo and Evans, 2022). Paleomagnetic anal-
yses of lunar rocks show evidence for long-lived surface fields with
Earth-like intensities between about 4.2 and 3.56 Ga (Garrick-Bethell
et al., 2009, 2017; Weiss and Tikoo, 2014). Younger lunar samples
show that these fields then weakened by an order of magnitude at some
point before ∼3.2 Ga (Tikoo et al., 2014) and that all dynamo activity
ceased at some point between ∼1.92 Ga and ∼0.8 Ga (Mighani et al.,
2020). Several mechanisms have been proposed for powering a lunar
dynamo, including thermal convection (Evans et al., 2014; Laneuville
et al., 2013), enhanced cooling during the foundering of Ti-rich magma-
ocean cumulates (Evans and Tikoo, 2022), core crystallization (Zhang
et al., 2013; Scheinberg et al., 2015; Laneuville et al., 2014, 2018),
mechanical forcing (Dwyer et al., 2011; Cébron et al., 2019; Stys
and Dumberry, 2020), non-synchronous rotation driven by impacts (Le
Bars et al., 2011), and thermal convection in a basal silicate magma
ocean (Scheinberg et al., 2018). However, there remain problems in
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reconciling the lunar dynamo models with the paleomagnetic mea-
surements. Dynamo models cannot easily account for the high field
strengths predicted by the paleomagnetic analyses (e.g., Evans et al.,
2018; Wieczorek et al., 2022), and it is not clear if the dynamo
operated in a continuous or episodic manner. Furthermore, one recent
paleomagnetic study has even suggested that there was no long-lived
dynamo field at all after about 4 Ga (Tarduno et al., 2021).

When the crust of the Moon cools in the presence of an ambient
magnetic field, it can acquire a remanent magnetization and generate
a magnetic anomaly that can be detected from orbit. Measurements
made by the Apollo 15 and 16 subsatellite magnetometers, as well
as during the later Lunar Prospector and Kaguya missions, show that
the lunar crust is heterogeneously magnetized over scales of tens to a
few hundred kilometers in size (e.g., Dyal et al., 1974; Mitchell et al.,
2008; Tsunakawa et al., 2015; Ravat et al., 2020a; Arkani-Hamed and
Boutin, 2014). Strong magnetic anomalies are found at many places
on the lunar surface, though most of these are not easily correlated
with known geologic processes, such as the enigmatic Reiner Gamma
anomaly (e.g., Hemingway and Tikoo, 2018). The depth to the top
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of the magnetic sources in the lunar crust is estimated to vary from
the surface to about 25 km, with most of the weak sources being
deeper than 10 km below the surface (Wieczorek, 2018b). On a global
scale, two prominent regions with low magnetic field strength are also
observed. The largest of these is on the nearside and encompasses the
Imbrium basin, a part of Oceanus Procellarum, and the surrounding
highlands. This region is similar in extent to the Procellarum KREEP
(an acronym for potassium, rare-earth elements, and phosphorous rich
rocks) Terrane, which suggests that large portions of the crust there had
temperatures above the magnetic Curie temperature when the strong
dynamo fields were present (Wieczorek, 2018b; Laneuville et al., 2018).
The other magnetic low is located on the northern farside highlands and
has no obvious explanation.

Impact cratering is one geological process that could either mag-
netize or demagnetize the crust throughout lunar history. During an
impact event, portions of the crust would be heated above the Curie
temperature of iron metal, which is the most prominent magnetic min-
eral in lunar rocks. These heated materials would lose their pre-existing
magnetization, but they could acquire new magnetization if an ambient
magnetic field was present when they cooled. The impact event would
also excavate and remove any pre-existing magnetic materials from
within the crater rim, and deposit these materials with randomized
directions in the surrounding ejecta (e.g., Lillis et al., 2013b). The
shock wave that propagates from the impact point is also capable of
either magnetizing or demagnetizing lunar rocks (Bezaeva et al., 2007;
Gattacceca et al., 2008; Bezaeva et al., 2010; Gattacceca et al., 2010),
depending on whether an ambient field was present at the time or not.
Impact events can deliver large quantities of iron metal to the otherwise
metal-poor lunar crust (Wieczorek et al., 2012; Oliveira et al., 2017),
and some magnetic anomalies have been shown to have a positive
correlation with topography and free-air gravity, indicating that they
could perhaps be associated with shallow iron-rich impact ejecta (Gong
and Wieczorek, 2020).

Previous studies have investigated the magnetic signatures of large
impact basins on the Moon, whose diameters are typically hundreds
of kilometers in size (Halekas et al., 2003; Le Bars et al., 2011; Hood,
2011; Hood and Spudis, 2016; Oliveira et al., 2017). Among the largest
multi-ring basins, only five Nectarian basins are unambiguously as-
sociated with central magnetic anomalies, and the associated mag-
netizations are plausibly the result of iron-rich projectile materials
incorporated into the basin impact melt sheet (Oliveira et al., 2017;
Hood et al., 2021a). Basin magnetization is either ambiguous or absent
in the older pre-Nectarian and younger Imbrian basins, which is surpris-
ing given that paleomagnetic analyses show evidence of strong dynamo
fields during both of these geological periods. A large concentration
of strong magnetic anomalies is located on the farside of the Moon
near the equator, and this has been argued to be either the result
of the deposition of iron-rich impact ejecta from an oblique South
Pole-Aitken impact event (Wieczorek et al., 2012) or the short-lived
amplification of ambient fields near the antipodes of the Imbrium,
Serentitatis, and Crisium basins (see Hood and Artemieva, 2008; Oran
et al., 2020). Most impact basins with impact-related demagnetization
signatures possess a magnetic low that extends from the center to
almost 2 crater radii (Halekas et al., 2003), and for smaller lunar
craters with diameters larger than 50 km, the magnetic lows can in
some cases extend to 2–4 crater radii (Halekas et al., 2002). These
observations have been used to suggest that shock demagnetization
rather than thermal demagnetization is responsible for the magnetic
lows associated with some impact craters and basins.

In this study, we systematically analyzed the magnetic signatures
of lunar impact craters using the most recent crater databases and
global magnetic field models. All craters that are resolvable in the
magnetic field models were considered, from large complex craters to
multi-ring basins, and the likelihood that the magnetic signature was
related to the impact event or other processes was assessed. From this
2

analysis, we then investigated the history of the lunar dynamo and
the origin of the crater magnetic signatures. We start in Section 2
by designing a classification scheme of crater magnetic signatures.
Next, in Section 3, we analyze our database of craters in terms of
crater size, age, and location, and also assess the azimuthally-averaged
radial magnetic profiles of these craters. In Section 4, we compare
our results with previous studies, discuss how our results may help
in constraining the time evolution of the lunar dynamo, and discuss
the mechanisms that could account for the observed impact-related
magnetization and demagnetization signatures of lunar impact craters.
Finally, we summarize the conclusions of this work in Section 5.

2. Data and methods

The Lunar Prospector spacecraft (1998–1999) made magnetometer
and electron reflectometer measurements from a polar orbit at about
100 km altitude during its primary mission (Binder, 1998; Lin et al.,
1998). During the extended phase of the mission, the spacecraft peri-
apse was lowered and measurements were then made at an average
altitude of about 30 km with a range from 11–66 km. Subsequent
magnetometer measurements were made by the Kaguya mission (2007–
2009) which collected data initially at an altitude of about 100 km
and then later from 9–80 km during its low-altitude phase (Tsunakawa
et al., 2010). All modern global magnetic field models of the Moon are
based on using subsets of data acquired from these two missions.

Tsunakawa et al. (2015) developed a surface field model by combin-
ing low altitude (10–45 km) vector magnetic field measurements from
the Lunar Prospector and Kaguya missions, and by removing the exter-
nal field with a detrending procedure. Their inversion results provided
a global three-component magnetic field model on the surface with a
spatial resolution of 0.2◦, which corresponds to ∼6 km on the equator.
This global model allowed for the construction of a spherical harmonic
model with a maximum spherical harmonic degree of 450, which can
resolve wavelengths as small as 25 km. Following this study, Ravat
et al. (2020a) developed a global magnetic field model at the lunar
surface by using along-track magnetic field gradients and by making
use of an L1-norm regularization approach. The spatial resolution of
their model is 0.1◦, but we find that the signal strength decreases
with respect to the model of Tsunakawa et al. (2015) beyond about
spherical harmonic degree 200, which corresponds to a wavelength
of about 55 km. Most recently, Hood et al. (2021b) and Hood et al.
(2022) developed a magnetic field model that relied on a careful
selection of the raw magnetic field measurements. By using only the
radial component of detrended magnetic field measurements combined
with an equivalent source dipole inversion, a global field model was
developed at an altitude of 30 km above the surface. Gridded data
were provided with a spacing of about 0.5◦, but the effective horizontal
resolution of their model was estimated to be about 60 km.

In this study, we used the surface vector field model of Tsunakawa
et al. (2015) as our primary dataset, and the surface vector field model
of Ravat et al. (2020a) was then used to confirm the magnetic signa-
tures of the investigated craters. We did not use the Lunar Prospector
electron reflectometer measurements (Mitchell et al., 2008) because
the sparse nature of this dataset makes it difficult to compare directly
with the global field models when analyzing individual impact craters.
The total magnetic field strength was used for all our analyses, which
was computed from the spherical harmonic coefficients of the two
models at the mean radius of the Moon. Magnetic anomalies often have
different expressions at spacecraft altitudes than at the surface (e.g.,
Ravat, 2011), and this could adversely affect the classification of im-
pact crater magnetic signatures when using magnetic field maps far
above the surface (see Figure S1 as an example). Nevertheless, we
also assessed the magnetic signatures of the craters in our study at
30 km altitude using the vector field models of Tsunakawa et al.
(2015), Hood et al. (2021b) and Hood et al. (2022). In addition to
the magnetic field model, topography and shaded relief maps based

on the Lunar Orbiter Laser Altimeter (LOLA) Digital Elevation Model
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Fig. 1. The number of craters analyzed in this study is shown as a function of (a) crater diameter and (b) crater age. The number above each bar gives the percentage of craters
in the interval. The diameter intervals are open for the lower bound and closed for the upper bound. The transparent cross-hatching in panel (b) is used to denote the number and
percentages of craters with diameters greater than 90 km. The total number of craters that were analyzed with diameters greater than 68 and 90 km is 824 and 447, respectively.
(DEM) with a resolution of 128 pixels per degree were consulted to
provide geological context. For example, some craters were found to be
superposed by younger craters, buried by basaltic lavas, or were found
to be asymmetric in crater morphology.

When classifying the magnetic signatures of impact craters, we
made use of two different impact crater databases. For our primary
database, we used the crater coordinates and diameters from Rob-
bins (2019), which are based on images taken from the Lunar Re-
connaissance Orbiter and Kaguya missions. This database was then
supplemented with the peak-ring and multi-ring basins in the database
of Neumann et al. (2015) that were characterized using gravity data
from the Gravity Recovery and Interior Laboratory (GRAIL) mission and
topography data from the Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter mission. The
peak ring basins in this latter database have diameters that range from
207 to 582 km, with the smallest multi-ring basin having a diameter of
571 km. For simplicity, we will treat the peak-ring to multi-ring basin
transition occurring at a diameter of 582 km, which only misclassifies
the smallest multi-ring basin, Hertzsprung, as a peak-ring basin. When
the same impact basin was found in both datasets, we preferred the
diameters and coordinates of Neumann et al. (2015). The South Pole-
Aitken impact basin, which is the largest and oldest confirmed lunar
impact basin, was not included in our study because of its geologic
complexity and the fact that several basins formed subsequently in its
interior. For each crater, we attempted to assign a geologic period for
its formation age using the ages tabulated in an updated version of
the crater database of Losiak et al. (2015) that is based on previous
geological mapping studies.

The statistics of the crater diameters and ages used in our study are
presented in Fig. 1. We initially considered all craters with diameters 𝐷
greater than 68 km, except for the giant South Pole-Aitken basin. There
are a total of 824 craters in our dataset, of which the largest is the
Imbrium basin with a diameter of 1321 km. About 46% of the craters
have diameters less than 90 km, about 46% have diameters between
90 and 206 km, and the remaining 8% (67 in number) have diameters
greater than 206 km (Fig. 1a). In terms of age, 31% are from the oldest
pre-Nectarian period, 21% are Nectarian, 5% are Imbrian, and 3% are
from the youngest Eratosthenian and Copernican periods (Fig. 1b). The
remaining 40% of craters in our database have no age data. Later in this
manuscript, we will make use only of those craters whose diameters are
greater than 90 km, of which there are 447. The age distribution for this
diameter subset is plotted in Fig. 1b using cross-hatching.

In analyzing the impact-related magnetic signatures of lunar craters,
we categorized them into three primary classes: magnetized (those
craters with a central magnetic high that was caused by the impact),
demagnetized (those with a central magnetic low that was caused by
3

the impact), and no signal (those with no clear magnetic signal that
was caused by the impact event). Given that the sizes of the craters
in our analysis are at least several times the thickness of the magnetic
layer in the crust, craters with central magnetic highs or lows imply the
existence of a net excess or deficit of magnetization within the crater
with respect to their surroundings. The signal fidelity of each crater in
the magnetized and demagnetized classes was then further divided into
three levels: certain, probable, and possible. This signal fidelity level
represents a subjective assessment of how confident the analyst was in
assigning the primary class and is an indicator of whether the observed
magnetic signature is genetically related to the impact crater or not.

The characteristics of each classification are detailed in Table 1,
and typical examples of craters in the magnetized and demagnetized
classes are shown in Fig. 2. Certain craters (as shown in Fig. 2a,b)
are those with a magnetic high or low in the crater interior that is
symmetric, close to the crater center, and visually different from the
surrounding terrain. Probable craters (as shown in Fig. 2c,d) have a
magnetic signature that is somewhat more ambiguous. The magnetic
high or low is either not symmetric with the crater topography or
there is some doubt that the magnetic signature is different from the
surroundings. Possible craters (as shown in Fig. 2e,f) have a magnetic
signature that is only marginally different from the surroundings. For
these craters, the magnetic signature is only more likely than not to be
genetically related to the impact crater. No signal craters might have
a magnetic high or low within the crater rim (as shown in Fig. 2g,f),
but, such a signature is not considered to be caused by the impact event
that formed the crater.

The decrease in fidelity level from certain to possible to no signal
could be a result of several factors. First, there could be deficiencies
in the surface magnetic field models that could give rise to fortuitous
signals within the crater. Such signals could arise from data gaps, noise,
or unmodeled external fields. Second, geologic processes that occurred
after the crater formed could have given rise to magnetic anomalies
that were located within the crater rim by chance. Such processes
could include the emplacement of magmatic intrusions in the crust or
the deposition of magnetized impact basin ejecta on top of the crater.
Third, there could be pre-existing magnetic anomalies deep in the crust
beneath the crater that were not reset by the impact event. Lastly, we
note that as the strength of the magnetic anomaly in the crater interior
decreases, it becomes more difficult for the analyst to classify the crater.

To assess the likelihood that the impact-related crater magnetic
signatures were correctly classified, and to estimate the number of
incorrect identifications that we might expect for each class, we made
use of synthetic magnetic field models that were known to have no
genetic relation to the impact craters in our analysis. In particular,
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Table 1
Classification of impact crater magnetic signatures.

Signal fidelity Crater type

Magnetized Demagnetized

Certain

Impact craters with a magnetic high in the crater interior that is
symmetric, close to the crater center, and visually different from
the surroundings. The central magnetic high may also be
surrounded by a magnetic low that extends to the crater rim and
that truncates pre-existing magnetic signals. The origin of the
magnetic signature is interpreted to be certainly related to the
impact event that formed the crater.

Impact craters with a magnetic low in the crater interior that is
symmetric and visually different from the surroundings. The
magnetic low usually extends to the crater rim, may extend up to a
few crater radii beyond the rim, and may truncate pre-existing
magnetic signals. The origin of the magnetic signature is interpreted
to be certainly related to the impact event that formed the crater.

Probable

Impact craters with a magnetic high in their interior where there is
some doubt that the magnetic signature is different from the
surrounding terrain. In comparison to certain craters, the central
magnetic high might be smaller in amplitude, might not be located
in the crater center, and might not be symmetric. The origin of the
magnetic signature is interpreted to be only probably related to the
impact event that formed the crater.

Impact craters with a magnetic low in their interior where there is
some doubt that the magnetic signature is different from the
surrounding terrain. The magnetic low might be found only in a
portion of the crater, it might not be located in the crater center,
or it might not be symmetric. The origin of the magnetic signature
is interpreted to be only probably related to the impact event that
formed the crater.

Possible

Impact craters where the magnetic signature is only marginally
different from the surrounding terrain. In comparison to probable
craters, the magnetic high might be smaller in amplitude, it might
be close to the crater rim, and it might be separated into multiple
weak anomalies. The origin of the magnetic signature is interpreted
to be only possibly related to the impact event that formed the
crater.

Impact craters with a magnetic low in its interior where there is
considerable doubt that the magnetic signature is different from the
surrounding terrain. In comparison to probable craters, the
magnetic low might not show a clear boundary with the
background, it might be highly asymmetric, and its area may
extend considerably outside of the crater rim. The origin of the
magnetic signature is interpreted to be only possibly related to the
impact event that formed the crater.

No signal The magnetic signature is not visually different from the surroundings or it is uncertain how to classify the crater. Any magnetic lows or
highs within the crater rim are interpreted to be unrelated to the impact event that formed the crater.
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we addressed the following question: If the lunar magnetic field was
unrelated to the craters in our analysis, how often would we expect
to find a crater with an apparent magnetized or demagnetized sig-
nature by chance? Such a signature could arise, for example, by the
fortuitous emplacement of magmatic intrusions within an impact crater
that either became magnetized as they cooled in the presence of a
global magnetic field, or that thermally demagnetized the crust in the
absence of a global field. A magnetized signature could also occur by
the fortuitous deposition of distant impact basin ejecta within a crater
that became magnetized by cooling in the presence of a global magnetic
field.

Since most magnetic anomalies on the Moon are unrelated to impact
craters, we generated our synthetic magnetic field maps by rotating the
geographic coordinate system of the observed fields. This ensures that
the statistical properties of the real and synthetic maps are identical.
The coordinate frame was rotated by using the standard Euler angles
(𝛼, 𝛽, 𝛾), where the second rotation is defined with respect to the 𝑥
xis. Given the amount of effort it takes to classify all of the craters in
ur study, we only considered two synthetic maps for each magnetic
ield model using the Euler angle sets (190◦, 170◦, 170◦) and (180◦,
80◦, 180◦). These sets of Euler angles maintain the predominant global
eature of the lunar magnetic field where the strongest anomalies are
ocated on the farside of the Moon. For each impact crater that we
nalyzed, we first classified the magnetic signature of the crater using
he real magnetic field models, and then also classified the magnetic
ignature at the same location using the synthetic (rotated) magnetic
ield models. We note that different approaches have been used for
lassifying the magnetic signatures of impact craters on the Moon (e.g.,
alekas et al., 2002, 2003; Hood, 2011), Mars (e.g., Lillis et al., 2008,
010, 2013a; Vervelidou et al., 2017), and Earth (e.g., Pilkington and
rieve, 1992; Isac et al., 2016). However, these prior investigations
ither did not assess the possibility that the observed magnetic anomaly
ould be genetically unrelated to the impact structure or focused solely
n impact demagnetization signatures.

Fig. 3 shows an example of the steps taken when analyzing each
rater, in particular for the crater previously presented in Fig. 2b. In
he first column, we plot the magnetic field strength of the Tsunakawa
t al. (2015) model using a linear and logarithmic scale (upper and
ower rows, respectively). To assess the uncertainties in the magnetic
ield models, the second column plots similar maps using the magnetic
4

d

ield model of Ravat et al. (2020a). The crater topography (Fig. 3c),
long with a shaded relief map generated from the surface topogra-
hy (Fig. 3h), are displayed in the middle column to help determine
hether the magnetic anomalies are related to the impact crater, or

f the magnetic anomaly was affected by later geological processes.
inally, to assess the likelihood of incorrectly classifying a crater, we
ade use of synthetic magnetic field models that were derived by ro-

ating the coordinate systems of the Tsunakawa et al. (2015) and Ravat
t al. (2020a) models with the first set of Euler angles (190◦, 170◦, 170◦).
he last two columns plot the magnetic field strength of these synthetic
agnetic field models using linear and logarithmic scales, similar to

hose of the first two columns. A similar set of images as in Fig. 3 (not
hown) was also generated using the second set of Euler angles (180◦,
180◦, 180◦).

For each crater, images like that of Fig. 3 were produced, and the
agnetic signature classifications using the real and synthetic magnetic

ield models were evaluated at the same time. As described in the
ollowing section, two analysts assessed the data independently and the
lassifications derived from the synthetic magnetic field models were
sed to quantify the expected number of false identifications for each
lass. The number of false identifications was then used to debias the
umber of craters in each class obtained using the real data and was
lso used to help determine the minimum crater diameter that could be
lassified reliably. The results using the 30 km altitude magnetic field
aps were found to be broadly similar to those using the surface maps,

nd since the surface data are more appropriate for our analyses, the
igures that make use of the 30 km altitude maps are presented in the
upplemental materials.

. Results

In this section, we first discuss how we constructed a debiased
atabase of impact craters with impact-related magnetic signatures,
nd then report the statistical results of these craters as functions of
rater diameter and age. In the second subsection, we analyze the
patial distribution of the craters in the magnetized and demagnetized
lasses. Finally, we assess the azimuthally averaged radial profiles of
he magnetic field strength for craters in both the magnetized and
emagnetized classes.
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Fig. 2. Examples of craters with impact-related magnetic signatures based on the surface magnetic field strength from the model of Tsunakawa et al. (2015). Craters in the
magnetized class are plotted in the left column and craters in the demagnetized class are plotted in the right column. From top to bottom, the rows correspond to certain, probable,
and possible signal fidelities. The last row shows two examples of craters that were classified as having no signal, and whose magnetic signature is likely to be unrelated to
the impact event that formed the crater. From (a) to (h), the displayed craters are Kastner, Korolev, Galois, TOPO-13, Bartels-Voskresenskiy, Hertzsprung, Nernst, and Carnot
respectively, and the crater diameter 𝐷 is provided for each crater. All maps are plotted using a Lambert azimuthal equal-area projection with the center of the projection
corresponding to the crater center. The perceptually uniform Roma color map of Crameri et al. (2020) is used for this and all subsequent magnetic field strength figures.
3.1. Debiased database of craters with magnetic signatures

Given that the classification scheme we developed is somewhat
subjective, the two authors of this manuscript categorized the crater
magnetic signatures independently. Before performing the final classi-
fications, the two analysts worked together to classify a small number of
craters and tried to come to a consensus. Nevertheless, we found that
each analyst had a slightly different threshold for including a crater
in each of the classes listed in Table 1. Because of this, we attempted
to remove the different biases of the two analysts by subtracting the
number of false identifications they made using the synthetic magnetic
field models. The rationale for this approach is that if one analyst was
5

less restrictive and always classified more craters as having a certain
magnetic signature, they would also classify more craters as having
the same signature when using the synthetic data. Subtracting the two
numbers would remove the bias.

For each analyst, we started by determining the number of craters
for each class and signal fidelity level (e.g., possible magnetized
craters), and these were then further subdivided by crater age and
crater diameter ranges. The debiased number of craters was defined
as the number of craters using the observed magnetic field models
minus the number of craters using the synthetic magnetic field maps.
For a few cases where the number of false identifications was greater
than the number obtained using the real magnetic field models, we
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Fig. 3. An example of the datasets used to classify the impact-related magnetic signature of the 417 km diameter peak-ring basin Korolev. Shown are (a,f) the total magnetic field
strength at the surface from the model of Tsunakawa et al. (2015) using linear and logarithmic scales, (b,g) similar maps as in the first column, but using the magnetic field model
of Ravat et al. (2020a), and (c) crater topography and (h) shaded relief maps derived from the LOLA DEM. The last two columns (d,e,i,j) present magnetic field maps similar to
the first two columns (a,b,f,g) but using synthetic (rotated) magnetic field models. Dashed circles represent the crater’s main rim. All maps are plotted using a Lambert azimuthal
equal-area projection with the center of the projection corresponding to the crater center.
set the debiased number of craters to zero. The debiased number of
all craters in the magnetized or demagnetized classes of the analyst
for the given diameter or age range was then defined as the sum of
the debiased numbers of the three signal fidelities (debiased certain
+ debiased probable + debiased possible). The debiased percentage
was then defined simply as the debiased number divided by the total
number of craters in the given diameter or age range.

The classifications of the two analysts generally showed a good
agreement. A total of 42 and 43 craters with diameters larger than
68 km were respectively classified as having an impact-related mag-
netized signature by the two analysts when using the real magnetic
field models (Figure S2a). When using the two synthetic magnetic field
maps, the average number of such craters was 30 and 31.5, respectively
(Figure S2c and S3c). Considering craters in the 68–90 km diameter
bin, both analysts found more craters in the magnetized class when
using the synthetic magnetic field maps than when using the real maps.
This suggests that magnetized crater signatures can only be classified
reliably for crater diameters greater than 90 km. The difficulty of
reliably detecting smaller craters with magnetized signatures is most
likely a result of these craters having sizes that are comparable to the
effective resolution of the magnetic field maps, which is somewhere
between about 30 and 60 km.

In contrast to the magnetized class, the classifications of the two
authors differed somewhat more for the demagnetized class. When
considering craters larger than 90 km in size, the first analyst found
14 craters with impact-related demagnetization signatures, whereas the
second found 22 (Figure S2b). This difference was somewhat mitigated
when considering the average number of demagnetized craters that
were found when using the two synthetic magnetic field models: The
first analyst found an average of 1.5, whereas the second found 3.5
(Figure S2d and S3d).

In contrast to the magnetized craters, we note that both analysts
found more demagnetized craters in the 68–90 km diameter bin when
using the real magnetic field models than when using the synthetic
models. Though this may indicate that craters with demagnetization
signatures can be classified more reliably than craters with magnetized
signatures for this diameter range, for the sake of consistency, we only
considered craters with diameters greater than 90 km for both classes
in our subsequent analyses.

Fig. 4 shows the percentages of craters in the magnetized and
demagnetized classes after averaging the results of the two analysts
when using both the real and synthetic magnetic field models. We
plot our results using the percentage of each class, as opposed to the
absolute number in each class, because there are naturally more small
craters than large craters and more old craters than young craters. In
the left panel, we group our results into four diameter bins, where
the first two correspond to complex craters, and the following two
6

correspond respectively to peak-ring and multi-ring basins. The division
of the complex craters into two diameter bins of 90–128 and 128–
206 km is arbitrary and was done solely to have a similar number of
craters in each bin in this plot. The proportion of craters with impact-
related magnetic signatures when analyzing the real magnetic field
models is seen to generally increase with increasing crater diameter.
For the craters in the magnetized class, the fractions are about 4, 10,
13, and 47% for the respective diameter bins of 90–128, 128–206, 206–
582, and 582–1321 km. The percentages of craters in the demagnetized
class are somewhat lower for most bins, with respective values of about
2, 4, 12, and 19%. For both classes, the percentages of craters with
magnetic signatures when using the synthetic magnetic field models are
generally only a few percent (shown using transparent cross-hatching),
but for some bins, the percentages can be higher.

In Fig. 5, we plot the average debiased percentages of craters
with impact-related magnetized and demagnetized signatures for the
three diameter ranges corresponding to complex craters (90–206 km),
peak-ring basins (206–582 km), and multi-ring basins (582–1321 km).
When only considering the certain and probable fidelity levels (plotted
using dark shades), about 1%, 3%, and 14% of the complex craters,
peak-ring basins, and multiring basins are found to have magnetized
and demagnetized signatures, respectively. When considering all three
signal fidelity levels (plotted using light shades), the results show the
same trend of increasing percentage with increasing diameter, but the
percentages are higher. In particular, craters with magnetized signa-
tures are 3%, 5%, and 22% for the three respective diameter bins,
whereas, for craters with demagnetized signatures, the corresponding
percentages are 2%, 10%, and 19%.

In the right panels of Figs. 4 and 5, we plot the fractions of craters
with impact-related magnetized and demagnetized signatures as a func-
tion of crater age. When considering only the certain and probable
fidelity levels for the debiased results in Fig. 5, we see that about 2%
and 3% of craters with pre-Nectarian and Nectarian ages show evi-
dence of impact-related magnetic signatures, respectively. None of the
younger Imbrian, Eratosthenian, or Copernican periods show evidence
of craters with impact-related magnetized signatures for the highest
two fidelity levels. When craters in the least reliable (possible) fidelity
level are included, the percentages increase only modestly for the pre-
Nectarian and Nectarian classes, but the percentage of craters in the
Imbrian period increases to a value that is comparable to the older
periods. This change for the Imbrian period, however, is based on only
a single crater, Tsiolkovsky, that the two analysts both assigned the
lowest signal fidelity level. In fact, the debiased number of craters in
this group is less than 1. For this crater, we note that there is no central
anomaly visible at 30 km altitude in either the Tsunakawa et al. (2015)
or Hood et al. (2021b) magnetic field models. We further note that no
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Fig. 4. Percentages of craters in the impact-related magnetized and demagnetized classes based on the surface magnetic field models as a function of (a) crater diameter and (b)
age. Each plot considers craters that have diameters larger than 90 km, each bin corresponds to the average of the two analysts and transparent cross-hatching is used to denote
the average result from the two synthetic magnetic field models. The number above each bar provides the average number of craters in the interval from the two analysts. The
gray dashed line in Fig. 4a denotes a change in scale of the 𝑦 axis.
Fig. 5. Average debiased percentages of the two analysts for craters with impact-related magnetized and demagnetized signatures as a function of (a) crater diameter and (b)
crater age using the surface magnetic field models. The number above each bar shows the average number of craters in the interval from the two analysts after debiasing. The
light-colored bars show the results when all three signal fidelity levels are combined, whereas the dark-colored bars show the results when only certain and probable fidelity levels
are used. We note that the absolute number of craters in each bin is not equal to the difference of the numbers using the real and synthetic magnetic field data in Fig. 4, as some
negative numbers were set to 0 in the debiasing procedure (see Tables S1 and S2).
other studies have identified an impact-related magnetic anomaly with
the Tsiolkovsky crater.

When considering the demagnetized class in Fig. 5 for craters with
certain and probable signal fidelity levels, we find that about 0.3%
and 3% of pre-Nectarian and Nectarian aged craters show evidence of
impact-related demagnetization signatures, respectively (increasing to
about 3% and 4% when all fidelity levels are used). The percentage of
craters in the demagnetized class is considerably higher in the Imbrian
period at about 16% for the highest two fidelity levels (increasing to
25% when all fidelity levels are included). We also find a high debiased
percentage of craters in the demagnetized class for the Eratosthenian
period, but this is based on only a single crater (Langrenus) that was
assigned the lowest signal fidelity by only a single analyst. Similar to
the crater Tsiolkovsky, we note that the number of debiased craters
in this group is less than 1 and that there is no clear signal at 30 km
altitude in either of the Tsunakawa et al. (2015) or Hood et al. (2021b)
magnetic field models for this crater.
7

Two-dimensional plots of the debiased percentages as a function
of both crater diameter and age can be found in Figure S4. The most
remarkable aspect of these plots concerns the multi-ring basins. After
debiasing, multi-ring basins with impact-related magnetized signatures
are found only during the Nectarian period with an average percentage
of 62.5% (3.75 in number). In contrast, all multiring basins in the
Imbrian period have demagnetized signatures (2 in number), as do 25%
of the pre-Nectarian basins (1 in number).

Finally, we note that we also performed the above analyses using
the 30 km altitude magnetic field maps, with the results being shown
in Figures S5–S7. For convenience, only a single synthetic magnetic
field model was used in this analysis, as opposed to two when using
the surface maps. The results from the 30 km maps are broadly similar
to those presented above: (1) the percentage of magnetized and de-
magnetized craters increases with crater diameter, (2) debiased results
show that magnetized craters are found only in the pre-Nectarian and
Nectarian periods, but not for younger periods, and (3) the percentage
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of demagnetized craters is highest in the Imbrian period. The main
difference is that the number of craters identified as being impact
demagnetized in the 30 km maps is considerably less than when using
the surface maps. In particular, an average of only 3.5 demagnetized
craters were identified by the two analysts in contrast to 18 when using
the surface magnetic field maps. This difference is likely related to the
weak demagnetization signatures being attenuated with altitude above
the surface.

3.2. Spatial distribution of craters with magnetic signatures

We plot in Fig. 6 the locations of all craters with diameters greater
than 90 km that were classified by at least one analyst as having
an impact-related magnetic signature. When considering only those
craters that both analysts agreed upon, of the 447 craters in our
database with diameters greater than 90 km, 10 craters were classified
as demagnetized and 30 as magnetized, which corresponds to about 9%
of all craters having a magnetic signature. When including all craters
that were classified as either magnetized or demagnetized by at least
one analyst, the number of demagnetized craters increased to 26 and
the number of magnetized craters increased to 42 (see Tables S3 and
S4), which corresponds to a total of 15% of all craters having a potential
magnetic signature.

The spatial distribution of craters in the magnetized and demagne-
tized classes are broadly similar. When considering craters with 𝐷 ≤
82 km (complex craters and peak-ring basins), there is an absence of
raters with magnetized and demagnetized signatures in the prominent
agnetic lows that correspond to the Procellarum KREEP Terrane and

he northern farside highlands (see Wieczorek, 2018b; Wieczorek et al.,
022). These magnetic lows are most visible when plotting the field
trengths using a logarithmic color scale. Because of this, there are more
raters with magnetic signatures in the southern hemisphere than in the
orthern hemisphere. In contrast to the complex craters and peak-ring
asins, 7 of the multi-ring basins with magnetic signatures are located
n the nearside with only 4 on the farside. In total, about two-thirds of
he impact craters with magnetic signatures are located on the farside.
f those craters that are located on the farside, about 60% are found
lose to the strong regional magnetic highs, with others being found far
rom these regions.

The distribution of craters with impact-related magnetic signatures
s shown in Figure S8 based on the 30 km altitude magnetic field maps.
n contrast to the 42 and 26 craters that were classified as having a
agnetized or demagnetized signature by at least one analyst with the

urface data, we find respectively only 35 and 5 with the 30 km altitude
aps. Regarding those craters that were classified differently, in most

ases, craters that were classified as having an impact-related magnetic
ignature in the surface maps were classified as having no signal in
he 30 km maps. Nevertheless, in a small number of cases, craters
ere classified as having a magnetic signature in the 30 km maps but
ot in the surface data. For craters with magnetized signatures, these
nclude Moscoviense, Moscoviense North, Hirayama, Repsold, Mitra,
osenberger, and five unnamed craters. For craters with demagne-

ized signatures, these include Freundlich-Sharonov, Engel’gardt B, and
nghirami.

.3. Crater magnetic field profiles

Halekas et al. (2002, 2003) previously investigated the magnetic
ignatures of lunar craters and basins using azimuthally averaged sur-
ace magnetic field strengths derived from electron reflectometry. In
ontrast to these previous studies, our results are instead based on
lobal vector magnetometer measurements. Here we calculate the az-
muthally averaged radial profiles of all craters that were classified
s having an impact-related magnetic signature by at least one of the
nalysts in Fig. 6, of which there are 68. In constructing these profiles,
e collected all pixels in the magnetic field intensity map that were
8

etween two different radii from the center of the crater. The average
alue in this annulus was then computed after weighting the individual
alues by the pixel area on the surface of the Moon. The radii of
he annuli were chosen so that their midpoints were separated by
.2 crater radii. This led to having 6 measurements as a function of
adial distance within the crater rim, which is sufficient to quantify the
rofiles for this study. Though electron reflectometry provides a more
irect measurement of the field strength at the surface than does orbital
agnetometry-based methods, our azimuthal averaging of the surface
agnetic field strength data should minimize any noise that is present

n the magnetometer-based models.
Similar to Halekas et al. (2002), we divided the craters into two

roups based on the intensity of the surrounding regional magnetic
ields at distances of 3–4 crater radii. If the average field strength of
he surroundings was greater than 10 nT, the crater was considered
o be located in a region of strong magnetic fields, whereas for values
ess than this the crater was classified as being in a region of weak
agnetic fields. In total, 13 craters with magnetized signatures and
5 craters with demagnetized signatures are located in regions with
trong magnetic fields, and 29 craters with magnetized signatures and
1 craters with demagnetized signatures are located in regions of
eak magnetic fields. No clear trend was found in the magnetic field

ntensity profiles as a function of crater diameter or age in this study.
hus, to facilitate the comparison of the profiles, we normalized the
istance by the crater radius. Given that the strength of the crater
agnetic anomalies varies greatly, two different approaches were used

o normalize the magnetic field intensity measurements. In the first
pproach (normalized), the field strength was divided by the average
ield strength of the surroundings between 3 and 4 crater radii, whereas
or the second approach (relative), the average field strength of the
urroundings was subtracted from the magnetic field profile.

For craters in the magnetized class, Fig. 7 shows that the magnetic
ighs are located entirely within the crater rim. The intensities of the
entral magnetic highs are on average about two times the background
ield strength with a maximum enhancement of a factor of about
even (Fig. 7a,b). The magnetic signatures are most clear for those
raters that formed in regions with weak magnetic fields. For those
hat formed in regions with strong magnetic fields, the profiles have
uch more variability, and for a few craters, the central magnetic
ighs are weaker than the surrounding background field, explaining
hy some profiles appear to have relatively low values in their interior.
he central magnetic highs of the craters that formed in regions with
eak magnetic fields are about 5 nT larger than the surroundings on
verage, with 6 of them stronger than 8 nT (Fig. 7c). Most of the
raters that formed in the regions with strong magnetic fields have a
entral anomaly high that is stronger than 10 nT with respect to the
urroundings, with an average value of about 33 nT (Fig. 7d).

The magnetic lows of craters with impact-related demagnetized
ignatures extend outwards on average to about 1.5 crater radii. For
raters that formed in regions with weak magnetic fields, the magnetic
ows usually extend beyond the crater rim, with some extending up to
–4 crater radii (Figs. 7e,g). The magnetic field strength is reduced on
verage by a factor of about two, and the central magnetic low of the
verage profile is about 3 nT less than the surrounding terrains. For
raters that formed in regions of strong magnetic fields (Figs. 7f,h),
he demagnetization signature is usually located entirely within the
rater rim. The reduction in field strength is on average just under a
actor of two, and the field strengths are about 10 nT weaker than the
urroundings.

. Discussion

.1. Lunar dynamo history from magnetized and demagnetized craters

We have made use of modern magnetic field models and crater
atabases to classify the magnetic signatures of lunar impact craters.
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Fig. 6. The spatial distribution of craters in the magnetized (red) and demagnetized (green) classes superposed on the total magnetic field strength at the surface plotted using
linear (upper) and logarithmic (lower) scales. Bold circles denote the main rims of those craters that were classified the same by both analysts, whereas the thin circles represent
those craters that were classified as either magnetized or demagnetized by only a single analyst. The surface magnetic field strength from the model of Tsunakawa et al. (2015)
is plotted using a Mollweide equal-area projection, centered on the farside at 180◦ E. The maximum value of the magnetic field strength is about 718 nT and the color scale is
saturated beyond 100 nT. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
Only 68 out of 447 craters (about 15%) with diameters greater than
90 km were classified to have an impact-related magnetized or de-
magnetized signature by at least one analyst. This is comparable to
the previous study of Arkani-Hamed and Boutin (2014) who found 58
craters with diameters greater than 100 km with magnetic signatures.
In contrast, Halekas et al. (2002) found 100 craters with demagnetized
signatures with diameters greater than 50 km using Lunar Prospector
electron reflectometer data. The larger number of demagnetized craters
in Halekas et al. (2002) compared to our results is at least partially
a result of them having considered slightly smaller craters that are
more numerous, but it is also possible that the electron reflectometer
data might be better suited than the orbital magnetometer data when
investigating weak surface field strengths.

Halekas et al. (2003) showed that the magnetic signatures of lunar
impact basins with diameters greater than 300 km are correlated
with their ages: Imbrian basins display magnetic lows inside the basin
rim, many Nectarian basins have central magnetic highs, and the
pre-Nectarian basins are more ambiguous and do not show clearly
distinguishable magnetic signatures. Such observations were further
9

confirmed by later studies that made use of orbital magnetometer
measurements (e.g., Hood, 2011; Le Bars et al., 2011; Oliveira et al.,
2017). The magnetic signatures of the craters in our study, many of
which are considerably smaller than 300 km, are generally compatible
with these observations.

Our debiased results show that the fraction of craters with impact-
related central magnetic highs is about 2%–3% during both the pre-
Nectarian and Nectarian periods when only certain and probable fi-
delity levels are considered (which corresponds to a total of about 5
craters on average). Less than one crater in the Imbrian period was clas-
sified as being magnetized on average, but the corresponding crater was
also classified as having the lowest signal fidelity level, and as discussed
in Section 3, we do not rely on this crater to draw any conclusions.
After debiasing, we find no evidence for craters with impact-related
central magnetic highs in the Eratosthenian or Copernican periods.
The ages of the craters in the magnetized class thus suggest that a
strong ambient magnetic field was present for at least portions of the
pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods. The lack of convincing central
magnetic anomalies in the younger periods is consistent with either a
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Fig. 7. Azimuthally averaged magnetic field intensity profiles of the craters shown in Fig. 6 as a function of distance from the crater center. The left column plots profiles for those
craters located in regions with weak magnetic fields, whereas the right column is for craters located in regions with strong magnetic fields. The profiles are either normalized by
the average field strength (a,b,e,f) or are relative to the average field strength (c,d,f,h) as defined by the average value within 3–4 crater radii. The red lines represent the craters
in the magnetized class, the blue lines represent the craters in the demagnetized class, the black lines represent the average of the profiles, and the back dashed lines represent
the background field. The radial distances are normalized by the crater radius. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web
version of this article.)
weak dynamo field during these periods or the absence of a dynamo
altogether. Our debiased fraction of craters in the demagnetized class is
about 0.3%–3% in the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods when only
the certain and probable fidelity levels are used (which corresponds to
a total of about 3.5 craters) and dramatically increases to about 16%
in the Imbrian period (which corresponds to about an average number
of 3.5). These observations suggest that there was not a strong field
present during much of the Imbrian period. We caution that the total
10
number of Eratosthenian and Copernican craters in our analysis is small
(there are only 6 craters with 𝐷 > 90 km), and that this hinders drawing
any definitive conclusions for these two youngest time periods.

The number of craters with impact-related magnetized and de-
magnetized signatures in the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods is
comparable. This observation could be accounted for either by a dy-
namo that was operating intermittently or (as discussed in Sections 4.2
and 4.3) by the requirement of special impact conditions to produce
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a magnetic anomaly. Regardless, the age distributions of craters in
both the magnetized and demagnetized classes suggest that strong
fields were present during at least portions of the pre-Nectarian and
Nectarian periods and that the surface magnetic field strength was
substantially weaker or absent during much of the Imbrian and later
periods. We acknowledge that some impact crater demagnetization
signatures could perhaps have become obscured over time by other
geological processes (see Halekas et al., 2002). Nevertheless, even if
the number of craters with demagnetization signatures was larger than
what we find for the oldest geologic periods, this would not modify our
inferences regarding the temporal evolution of the dynamo field.

Our results are broadly compatible with lunar paleomagnetic anal-
yses that imply strong fields in the distant past and weak fields at
younger times. However, the predicted transition times between the
weak and strong field epochs of the paleomagnetic and impact crater
approaches are not entirely consistent. The paleomagnetic analyses
suggest that the lunar dynamo had Earth-like field strengths from
about 4.2 Ga in the pre-Nectarian and Necatarian periods to at least
3.56 Ga in the Imbrian period (Tikoo et al., 2014). The field strength
then decreased by an order of magnitude at some point between 3.56
and 3.2 Ga and the dynamo ceased altogether at some point between
∼1.92 and ∼0.8 Ga (Mighani et al., 2020). The younger bound for
the transition from strong to weak fields corresponds approximately
to the boundary of the Imbrian and Eratosthenian periods, which is
commonly quoted as having the same age of 3.2 Ga (e.g., Stöffler et al.,
2006). The upper bound for this transition is about halfway through
the Imbrian period, with the Nectarian-Imbrian boundary being dated
to 3.85 Ga (e.g., Stöffler et al., 2006). Our crater magnetization results,
however, provide little evidence for strong magnetic fields at any point
during the Imbrian period.

Eight craters were classified by at least one analyst to have an
impact-related demagnetization signature in the Imbrian period. Both
analysts classified the two Imbrian-aged multiring basins (Imbrium and
Orientale) as being demagnetized. The Imbrium basin (which defines
the beginning of the Imbrian period) is dated to have formed at 3.85 Ga,
and crater counting studies estimate that the Orientale basin formed at
about 3.73 Ga (e.g., Le Feuvre and Wieczorek, 2011). The Schrödinger
and Petavius craters were each classified as demagnetized by one ana-
lyst, and they are known to have formed in time between the Imbrium
and Orientale basins (e.g., Wilhelms et al., 1987; Fassett et al., 2012).
Four of the eight Imbrian-aged craters with potential demagnetization
signatures thus formed during the high-field strength epoch as defined
by the paleomagnetism results. We are not aware of any age estimates
for the other four craters, but it is probable that some of these formed
before 3.56 Ga as well. During the Imbrian period, the impact flux
transitioned from being exponential in time to linear in time. Because of
this, the Neukum et al. (2001) chronology function predicts that about
86% of the Imbrian-aged craters would have formed between 3.85 and
3.56 Ga, with the remaining 14% forming between 3.56 and 3.2 Ga.
With 22 Imbrian-aged craters in our study, only about 3 should have
formed after 3.56 Ga. Thus, one or more of the four undated craters
could also have formed before 3.56 Ga.

We note that Hood et al. (2021b) argued that some elongated
magnetic anomalies on the lunar nearside could be the result of ejecta
derived from the Imbrium and Orientale impact basins. If true, this
would imply the existence of strong surface fields at the time these
basins formed in the early Imbrian period. Nevertheless, the association
between these two basins and the elongated magnetic anomalies is
equivocal: they could be related to other older impact basins, or have
a non-impact origin altogether. In fact, it has been shown that the
Fra Mauro formation, which represents ejecta from the Imbrium basin,
is on average associated with weaker surface field strengths than the
nearside highlands (Halekas et al., 2001). We also note that Kelley and
Garrick-Bethell (2020) quoted an upper bound of ∼3.9 Ga for the age
of the Reiner Gamma magnetic anomaly based on the interpretation
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that part of it formed within an ancient impact crater. Though the
suggested age of ∼3.9 Ga for the pre-impact basaltic basement materials
is plausible, older volcanic materials do exist on the Moon, and thermal
evolution models show that nearside volcanism could have occurred
throughout the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods (e.g., Laneuville
et al., 2018).

The discrepancy in the age of the transition from high to low
dynamo field strengths based on the impact crater and paleomag-
netism approaches (as previously noted by Halekas et al., 2003) is
disconcerting. It is particularly troublesome because almost all of the
paleomagnetic analyses that predict high field strengths are for rocks
that formed in the Imbrian period, with ages between about 3.85 and
3.56 Ga (e.g., Weiss and Tikoo, 2014). Three explanations for this
discrepancy are possible. First, it is possible that the small number
of paleomagnetic analyses and/or the small number of Imbrian-aged
impact craters are insufficient to accurately assess the time evolution
of the dynamo field during this important time in lunar evolution.
Second, it is possible that some of the Imbrian-aged craters could have
central magnetic highs, but that they are too weak to be detected in
the orbital magnetic field datasets. Lastly, it is possible that the high
Earth-like paleomagnetic field strengths reported for the early Imbrian
period might need to be revised. In particular, we note that all of
the reported Earth-like paleomagnetic field strengths used isothermal
demagnetization techniques. The few paleomagnetic analyses that were
conducted on lunar rocks using more accurate thermal demagnetization
techniques, however, all obtained field strengths that were significantly
lower (Tikoo et al., 2017; Mighani et al., 2020; Tarduno et al., 2021).

Lastly, we remark that even though about 15% of the craters we
analyzed show evidence for either impact-related magnetization or
demagnetization, the vast majority of craters in our study (about 85%)
have no apparent magnetic signature at all. There are several factors
that could contribute to explaining this observation. First, as suggested
above, it is possible that the lunar dynamo was episodic. This could
potentially account for the similar number of craters in the magnetized
and demagnetized classes in the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods,
with the other craters forming when the field was changing and un-
stable. An episodic dynamo could also perhaps explain contradictory
paleomagnetism results during the Imbrian and younger periods (see
Tarduno et al., 2021). Second, it is possible that the dynamo was
reversing or changing direction on timescales comparable to the cooling
timescales of impact melt sheets (see Oliveira and Wieczorek, 2017;
Takahashi and Tsunakawa, 2009). Such a directionally unstable dy-
namo would give rise to a smaller net remanent magnetization interior
to the crater. Lastly, it is possible that only a small fraction of impact
events have the required conditions to generate a magnetic signal at
spacecraft altitudes. For example, the generation of detectable magnetic
signatures could require specific impact velocities (Cintala and Grieve,
1998), impact angles (Pierazzo and Melosh, 2000; Zhu et al., 2019),
or iron-metal contents of the impactors (Oliveira et al., 2017). In the
following subsections, we discuss the mechanisms that could account
for the magnetized and demagnetized signatures that we observe.

4.2. Demagnetization mechanisms

The craters with impact-related demagnetized signatures in our
study have a central magnetic low that extends from the crater center
to at least the crater rim. In some cases, the demagnetization signature
extends up to 4 crater radii from the center, especially for those craters
that formed in regions with weak magnetic fields. Compared to the
surroundings, the magnetic field strengths are reduced by a factor
of about two on average, but there is considerable variability in the
magnitude of the reduction. Three mechanisms related to an impact
event could contribute to accounting for these reductions in magnetic
field strength: crustal excavation, thermal demagnetization, and shock
demagnetization.

The excavation of crustal materials during crater formation could

remove previously magnetized materials inside of the crater rim and
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would act to randomize the directions of magnetization in the ejecta
that is deposited outside of the crater. The maximum depth of ex-
cavation of materials with respect to the pre-impact surface is about
one-tenth the crater diameter (Melosh, 1989), and for the craters in
our study (90–1321 km), this corresponds to excavation depths rang-
ing from about 9 to 132 km. These depths represent a considerable
fraction of the total crustal thickness, which on average is about 34
to 43 km (Wieczorek et al., 2013). Thus, excavation of previously
magnetized crust could contribute to the magnetic lows found in many
craters.

If excavation was the main contributor to the demagnetization sig-
natures, then one might expect to see a size-dependent demagnetization
signature. Whereas the smallest craters would only excavate a fraction
of the magnetized crust, the largest craters would have excavated
the entire magnetized crust. Consistent with Halekas et al. (2002),
however, we did not find any trend in the demagnetization signature as
a function of crater size. Halekas et al. (2002) interpreted the lack of a
size dependence on the crater demagnetization signature as indicating
that all the craters in their investigation (𝐷 > 50 km) completely
penetrated the magnetic layers. For our study, the maximum depth
of excavation of the smallest crater investigated is about 9 km. If
excavation was the only process that demagnetized the crust, this
would imply that the pre-existing magnetization in the crust should be
confined to the upper 10 km.

The crustal materials close to the impact site experience high tem-
peratures that can exceed the Curie temperature. If there was no
dynamo field present at the time the crater formed, these thermally
demagnetized materials would not acquire any new magnetization as
they cooled through the Curie temperature. The extent of the crust that
experiences temperatures above the Curie temperature has not, to our
knowledge, been calculated, though it could easily be done using a
shock physics code such as iSALE (Collins et al., 2004; Wünnemann
et al., 2006). Nevertheless, we can use the distribution of impact
melt in a crater as a proxy for those regions that experienced high
temperatures. The thickest deposits of impact melt are usually located
within the crater rim and within the peak ring for larger craters (Cintala
and Grieve, 1998). Thus, thermal demagnetization could likely account
for the demagnetization signature within the crater rim (or peak ring),
but not exterior to the crater rim.

The passage of an impact-generated shock wave is another process
that could demagnetize the crust if there was no dynamo field present
when the impact occurred. Previous studies have shown that an impact
shock wave could demagnetize the magnetic materials within a few
crater radii of the impact point (Halekas et al., 2002, 2003; Mohit and
Arkani-Hamed, 2004). Using the scaling laws that were summarized
in Melosh (1989), for a vertical impact with a velocity of 17 km/s that
would form a 90 km crater, the peak hemispherical shock pressure
decays to 1 GPa at about one crater radius and further decays to
0.1 GPa at about 3 crater radii. Experiments suggest that magnetic
materials should lose their initial magnetization at a pressure of about
1 GPa (Bezaeva et al., 2007, 2010), and this could account for any de-
magnetization within the crater rim. Given that the average thickness of
the lunar crust is somewhere between 34 and 43 km (Wieczorek et al.,
2013), the hemispherical shock wave generated by a 90-km-diameter
crater or larger would demagnetize the entire lunar crust within the
crater rim if there was no dynamo field present. Because of this, we
would not expect to see any size dependence in the demagnetization
signature for the craters in our study.

We note that the demagnetization signatures of craters that formed
in regions with weak and strong magnetic field strengths are somewhat
different. For those that formed in regions with strong ambient field
strengths, the magnetic lows extend to the crater rim, whereas in the
regions with weak fields, the magnetic lows can extend up to 4 crater
radii. The excavation of crustal materials and thermal demagnetization
should not affect the pre-existing crustal magnetization exterior of the
crater rim. Thus, shock demagnetization is the most likely explanation
for any demagnetization that occurs exterior of the crater. Why this
shock demagnetization signature is more visible in regions of low
12

magnetic field strengths than high is not clear. o
4.3. Magnetization mechanisms

Craters with impact-related magnetized signatures in this study
have a central magnetic high that is entirely confined to the interior
of the crater rim. In some cases, this magnetic high is surrounded by
a magnetic low that extends to the crater rim. The field strengths of
the magnetic highs range from a few to a few tens of nT. The magnetic
field strengths in the crater centers are about two times larger than the
surroundings on average, but they also show a large variation in the
field magnitude ranging up to a maximum factor of about seven. If an
impact occurred in the presence of a dynamo field, the materials within
the crater could acquire a remanent magnetization by two processes:
shock remanence and thermal remanence.

If a dynamo field was present when an impact occurred, the passage
of the shock wave could have magnetized portions of the crust by
the process of shock remanent magnetization. Shock-remanent mag-
netization is about a factor of three to five times less efficient than
thermal magnetization (Gattacceca et al., 2008), but it can affect nearly
all the crust within the crater rim (see Section 4.2). Shock-remanent
magnetization, however, is unlikely to be the main contributor to the
central magnetic highs found in the craters of this study. The central
magnetic high usually encompasses only a fraction of the crater interior
(as seen in Fig. 2), whereas the shock wave should be capable of
magnetizing materials to the crater rim.

Thermal remanence is the most plausible origin for the central
magnetic anomalies found in lunar impact craters and basins. The
largest quantities of impact melt are expected to concentrate in the
central portion of the crater, or within the peak ring for larger craters
(Cintala and Grieve, 1998). Though indigenous lunar rocks are metal-
poor and might not acquire a sufficiently strong magnetic remanence to
be observed from orbit, iron metal delivered by the projectile can make
the impact melt of a crater many times more magnetic. Modeling by
Oliveira et al. (2017) showed that the central magnetic highs associated
with lunar impact basins could plausibly be a result of small quantities
of such metallic iron (0.1–0.5 wt%) being present in the central impact
melt sheet. A possible explanation as to why some craters of the same
age show evidence for crustal magnetization, whereas others do not,
could simply be a result of the variable amounts of projectile materials
that are retained within the impact crater. The abundance of projectile
iron metal within the crater would depend upon not only the composi-
tion of the projectile but also the impact angle of the event (Wieczorek
et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2019).

We estimate the magnetic field strength generated by a magnetized
impact melt sheet to see if it could account for the observations. The
impact melt is assumed to be uniformly magnetized, the direction of
magnetization is assumed to be vertical, its geometry is assumed to
be a single spherical prism with a radius of 0.5 crater radii, and the
volume of impact melt is taken from Eqs 6 and 8 in Cintala and
Grieve (1998), which depends on crater diameter with a power of
3.26. We further assume that the magnetization of the impact melt is
0.1 Am−1, which corresponds to the minimum value estimated for the

ectarian basins by Oliveira et al. (2017) and which is consistent with
he magnetizations expected for lunar impact melt breccias (Wieczorek
t al., 2012).

The maximum magnetic field strength of a 90 km diameter crater
s estimated to be about 4 nT, whereas, for the largest peak-ring basin
ith a diameter of about 600 km, the maximum field strength is about
0 nT. These estimated field strengths are comparable to those found in
he craters of our study that generally are a few to a few tens of nT (see
ig. 7). This observation suggests that thermal remanent magnetization
n the impact melt sheet is capable of explaining the observed central
agnetic highs of the craters in our study. Given that the amount of

mpact melt that is generated decreases exponentially with decreasing
rater size, we would not expect to detect this magnetic signature in
raters smaller than about 90 km, which is also in good agreement with

ur observations.
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Finally, we note that lateral variations in the abundance of metallic
iron in the lunar crust could also contribute to the magnitude of the
central magnetic high found in some impact craters. If metallic iron
existed in the crust before the impact, this would be added to the
amount of metal brought by the impactor. Fig. 6 shows that there is
a clear dearth of craters with impact-related magnetized signatures in
the regional magnetic lows near the Procellarum KREEP Terrane and
northern farside highlands. One possible explanation for this observa-
tion is that the crust in these regions could have a lower abundance of
metallic iron than elsewhere on the Moon.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we investigated the impact-related magnetic signa-
tures of lunar craters using modern magnetic field models and crater
databases. Craters with diameters between 90 and 1321 km were
divided into three classes: magnetized, demagnetized, and no signal. A
signal fidelity level was assigned to each of the craters with a magnetic
signature, and synthetic magnetic field models were used to estimate
the number of false identifications in each class. To avoid further
bias, two analysts conducted the classifications independently. The
classifications were then used to constrain the lunar dynamo history
and the origin of crater magnetic signatures.

In total, about 15% of craters with diameters greater than 90 km
(68 in number) were classified as having impact-related magnetized or
demagnetized signatures by at least one of the analysts. After debiasing,
about 13% of peak-ring and multi-ring basins (𝐷 > 206 km) present
a magnetic signature on average, whereas smaller craters are rarely
associated with magnetic signatures (about 1.5% on average). In terms
of crater age, craters in both the magnetized and demagnetized classes
are found in the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian periods, but there is
little evidence for craters with impact-related magnetized signatures
in the younger Imbrian, Eratosthenian, and Copernican periods. The
proportion of craters with demagnetized signatures is also significantly
higher in the Imbrian period than in the older pre-Nectarian and
Nectarian periods. These results are compatible with a lunar dynamo
operating during at least portions of the pre-Nectarian and Nectarian
periods, and with the dynamo field either weakening or ceasing at
the beginning of the Imbrian period. Whereas paleomagnetic analyses
suggest that a strong dynamo field was present from about 4.2 Ga to
at least 3.56 Ga halfway through the Imbrian period, our results based
on impact crater magnetization imply that the transition from strong to
weak fields occurred near the Nectarian-Imbrian boundary at 3.85 Ga.

One of the surprising outcomes of our study is that the vast majority
of lunar craters (about 85%) were found not to have any impact-related
magnetic signature at all. The small number of craters with magnetic
signatures could potentially be a result of an episodic dynamo, a
dynamo that was frequently reversing, or a dynamo that was unstable
in intensity and direction. Alternatively, specific impact conditions
could perhaps be required to generate a magnetic signature, of which
the most important are probably the impact angle and the iron-metal
content of the impacting projectile.

Lastly, our results place constraints on the mechanisms that are
responsible for generating the magnetized or demagnetized signatures
of lunar impact craters. Demagnetization signatures generally extend
to the crater rim, and sometimes up to 4 crater radii. Excavation
of magnetic materials and the thermal demagnetization of the crust
can account for magnetic lows within the crater rim. Shock demag-
netization can potentially account for demagnetization that extends
beyond the crater rim, but only if there was no ambient magnetic field
present when the crater formed. In contrast, the central magnetic highs
associated with some craters are likely to be a result of impact melt that
cooled in the presence of a dynamo field. Since the amount of impact
melt that is generated decreases with crater size, craters smaller than
about 90 km in diameter will have weak signatures that will be difficult
13

to detect from orbit using the current magnetometer data sets.
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