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Abstract 

The Himalayan Syntaxial Bends, located at the western (Nanga Parbat) and eastern (Namcha Barwa) 

extremities of the mountain range, are abrupt, hairpin-like turns resulting from the Indian plate's collision and 

counter-clockwise rotation against the Eurasian plate. This ongoing tectonic activity causes crustal 

deformation, high uplift and erosion rates (up to 7 mm/year), and significant seismic activity, as evidenced by 

major earthquakes. Geometric models, employing elliptical fits and asymmetry factors, quantify the curvature 

and deformation patterns, suggesting strike-slip fault-pinned range growth. Finite Element Analysis (FEA) 

reveals lithospheric buckling as a primary response to continental shortening, leading to thrust fault 

development, differential exhumation, and basin formation. These simulations, based on continuum mechanics 

and Stokes equations, model the complex interplay of stress, material properties, and boundary conditions to 

understand the large-scale processes shaping the Himalayan syntaxes, moving beyond simple bending equations 

to incorporate viscous or viscoelastic material behavior 
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I. Formation of the Himalayas 

        The Indian Plate didn’t just drift—it rushed north at speeds up to 16 centimetres per year. Rivers 

flowing into the Tethys Sea carried massive amounts of sediment, depositing it on the ocean floor.About 50 

million years ago, the Indian Plate collided with the Eurasian Plate. Since both are continental plates with 

similar densities, neither could slide beneath the other. This locked-in pressure forced the seafloor sediments and 

crust to fold and rise. That’s why marine fossils can be found high in the Himalayas—they were once 

underwater.This collision isn’t finished. The Indian Plate keeps pushing north, raising the Himalayas by roughly 

5 millimetres annually and making the area prone to earthquakes. 

 

II. Syntaxial Bends in the Himalayas 

         The Himalayan Syntaxial Bends consist of two abrupt, hairpin-like southerly convex turns at the 

mountain range's extreme western and eastern extremities. These bends are a result of the Indian tectonic plate's 

rotating movement and collision with the Eurasian plate, which pushed the mountain chain to curve around rigid 

landmass projections. 

 

• Western Syntaxial Bend: Near the Nanga Parbat summit (8,126 metres) in the northwest where the Hindu 

Kush and Karakoram ranges meet the Himalayas. The Indus River cuts a deep gorge through this bend as it 

flows south. 

 

• Eastern Syntaxial Bend: Near the peak of Namcha Barwa (7,782 metres) in Arunachal Pradesh, northeast. 

The Brahmaputra River (also known as the Yarlung Tsangpo in Tibet) forms a valley here before the mountains 

abruptly bend southward to create the Purvanchal ranges (Eastern Hills) on the India-Myanmar border. 

 

These bends are characterised by extremely rapid rates of uplift and deep river gorges, as the powerful erosive 

forces of the Indus and Brahmaputra rivers keep pace with the rising mountains. 

 

Geological Significance 

These bends are a direct result of the ongoing collision between the Indian and Eurasian tectonic plates. The 

Indian plate, moving northward, encountered rigid projections of the Indian peninsular shield at these specific 

points (Nanga Parbat and Namcha Barwa).  
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The key features and causes are: 

 

• Plate Rotation: The Indian plate underwent a counter-clockwise rotation as it pushed into Asia, causing the 

formation of the bends at the northwestern and northeastern extremities. 

 

• Crustal Deformation: The rigid nature of the Indian plate's edges forced the less rigid rock layers to fold 

and bend sharply around these pivotal points, much like a string being pushed up from below but pinned at 

its ends. 

 

• High Uplift and Erosion: The regions around the syntaxes are characterized by some of the fastest rates of 

rock uplift and erosion in the world, estimated at up to 7 millimeters per year. The major rivers (Indus and 

Brahmaputra) have been able to maintain their courses, cutting deep gorges even as the mountains rose. 

 

• Seismic Activity: These areas are seismically active zones due to the intense tectonic activity, 

accommodating significant strain and experiencing large earthquakes, such as the 2005 Kashmir earthquake 

and the 1950 Assam earthquake. 

 

III. Geometrical Models of the Orogen 

 

The overall shape of the Himalayan arc and its syntaxes can be described using specific geometric shapes:  

 

• Elliptical Fits: In map view, the major tectonic features, such as the Main Frontal Thrust (MFT/HFF) and the 

Main Central Thrust (MCT), closely fit the shape of ellipses. 

 

• Axis Ratios: Mathematical analysis involves calculating the major-to-minor axis ratios of these ellipses 

(typically around 2.5 to 3) to quantify the curvature and suggest that the range growth is "pinned" by strike-slip 

faults at the eastern and western ends. 

 

• Asymmetry Factors: Geomorphological studies use asymmetry factors (e.g., of drainage basins) to 

quantitatively assess the degree of tectonic tilting and active deformation around the bends. 

 

 
 

Applications of FEA to Himalaya Syntaxial Bend 

The calculations focus on understanding the mechanics behind the sharp, hairpin-like bends at the western 

(Nanga Parbat) and eastern (Namche Barwa) extremities of the mountain range.  
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• Lithospheric Buckling: The models indicate that lithospheric buckling (folding) is a primary response to large-

scale continental shortening. This process efficiently builds mountains and explains the formation of the large 

antiformal (upward-arching) structures that characterize the syntaxes. 

• Fault Development: FEM simulations demonstrate how horizontal compressive stress leads to the development 

of major thrust faults (e.g., Main Central Thrust, Main Boundary Thrust). The models can show a causal 

relationship between the computed folds in the upper layer and the high-strain zones where these faults are 

located. 

• Exhumation and Stress: The models help analyze complex interactions among gravitational stresses, remnant 

stresses from past exhumation, and far-field horizontal stresses, which control the high rates of rock uplift and 

exhumation observed at these specific locations (>3 mm/yr). 

• Basin Formation: The models also predict the coeval development of adjacent synformal (downward-arching) 

basins, such as the Peshawar and Kashmir basins, which matches geological observations.  

The term "Himalayan syntaxial bend" describes a large-scale geological phenomenon where the entire mountain 

range abruptly changes direction at its western (Nanga Parbat) and eastern (Namcha Barwa) ends. It is a result 

of the ongoing collision between the Indian and Eurasian plates.  

 

Finite element analysis (FEA) of large-scale geological phenomena like the Himalayan syntaxis 

bending does not rely on a single, simple bending equation like those used for engineered beams. Instead, it uses 

a sophisticated set of governing equations from continuum mechanics to simulate the complex deformation of 

the Earth's crust and mantle, often treating the lithosphere as a viscous or viscoelastic material.  

 

 
       

 

 



Mathematics of the Himalayan Syntaxial Arc 

DOI: 10.9790/0990-1306015357                                   www.iosrjournals.org    56 | Page 

Governing Equations  

The governing equations using differential calculus for such geodynamic simulations are based on the 

conservation of momentum and mass for a continuous medium. When modelling lower crust or mantle flow 

related to tectonic processes, the Stokes equations for incompressible, viscous flow are often employed: 

 

 
 

Constitutive Laws 

These equations are coupled with constitutive laws that describe how the geological materials 

(different rock types at various pressures and temperatures) deform under stress. This is crucial for modeling the 

syntaxis, which involves a range of behaviors from brittle faulting in the upper crust to ductile flow in the lower 

crust and mantle.  

                    
 

Modeling the Syntaxis 

Finite element models of the Himalayan syntaxes use these fundamental principles within a 3D 

simulation environment (often using specialized software like PECUBE or commercial codes like ANSYS). The 

"bending" itself is the result of the Indian plate's northward indentation and subduction, which causes complex, 

curved deformation patterns and localized rapid exhumation near the syntaxes, rather than simple structural 

bending.  
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The models use velocity boundary conditions to represent plate convergence and explore how factors 

like crustal thickness, erosion rates, and material properties influence the resulting stress fields and deformation 

patterns. 

In summary, FEM is a crucial tool in modern geological research that provides a quantitative 

framework to understand the dynamic, large-scale processes shaping the Himalayan syntaxes. 

 

IV. Conclusions 

          In summary, the formation of the Himalayas is a remarkable geological phenomenon primarily driven 

by the collision between the Indian and Eurasian plates, which continues to shape the region today. The Indian 

Plate's rapid northward movement has resulted in the uplifting of the mountain range, while also making it 

susceptible to frequent earthquakes. Notably, the Himalayan Syntaxial Bends at Nanga Parbat and Namcha 

Barwa illustrate the effects of this tectonic interaction, characterized by their unique hairpin-like curves and 

deep gorges formed by the Indus and Brahmaputra rivers. The ongoing geological processes in these areas are 

marked by high rates of uplift and erosion, emphasizing the dynamic nature of the landscape. Finite Element 

Analysis (FEA) offers a quantitative framework for comprehending the dynamic processes shaping the 

Himalayan syntaxes and stress distribution in these seismic zones, allowing researchers to simulate the 

deformation of the Earth's crust and mantle in response to tectonic forces. The models reveal the intricate 

relationship between lithospheric buckling, fault development, exhumation. and basin formation. Furthermore, 

the findings underscore the importance of advanced mathematical modeling techniques in modern geological 

research. Overall, the Himalayas serve as a testament to the powerful forces at work beneath the Earth's surface, 

continually reshaping our planet. As tectonic activity persists, the ongoing evolution of this majestic range 

remains a subject of significant scientific interest.  
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