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Seismic stations farther away from the earthquake record P, S, and 

surface waves minutes after the earthquake occurred.

With increasing distance from the earthquake, the time 

between the arrival of P, S, and surface waves becomes 

greater, increasing the length of time required to capture 

the full earthquake.

Long-term measurements of P waves traveling through the inner core (PKIKP waves) suggest that the inner core may rotate faster 

than the Earth’s outer layers.
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Visit earthscope.org/inside-the-earth-poster or scan the QR code to explore and learn more online!

Using Evidence to Create a Model
This graphic illustrates the connection between 
seismic waves recorded from an example earthquake 
and our current model of Earth’s layered interior.

A Simplified Model of Earth’s Layers
Energy released by earthquakes travels as seismic waves through the Earth. 
Seismic waves are reflected and refracted at boundaries between different 
materials. These paths, and the internal structure shown, are inferred from 
the seismic evidence collected from many earthquakes. 

Seismic Evidence Reveals Earth’s Interior
Below, each “trace” shows the actual ground motion caused by seismic 
waves that were recorded at stations around the world. Seismologists 
compare seismic wave arrival times and amplitudes to infer the 
structure of Earth’s deep interior.

Needles, California (NEE) 

Tucson, Arizona (TUC)
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Cathedral Cave, Missouri (CCM)

College Outpost, Fairbanks, Alaska (COL)

Harvard, Massachusetts (HRV)

Adak, Aleutian Islands, Alaska (ADK)

San Juan, Puerto Rico (SJG)

Chiang Mai, Thailand (CHTO)

Wright Valley, Antarctica (VNDA)

Narrogin, Australia (NWAO)

Lobatse, Botswana, Africa (LBTB)

Taipei, Taiwan (TATO)

Enshi, China (ENH)

Tibet, China (LSA)

Beijing, China (BJI)

Nana, Peru (NNA)

Albuquerque, New Mexico (ANMO)

La Paz, Bolivia (LPAZ)

Rarotonga, Cook Islands (RAR)

Yuzhno Sakahlinsk, Russia (YSS)

Kongsberg, Norway (KONO)

Matsushiro, Japan (MAJO)

Taburiente, Canary Islands, Spain (TBT)

San Pablo, Spain (PAB)

Obninsk, Russia (OBN)

Charters Towers, Australia (CTAO)

Palmer Station, Antarctica (PMSA)
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Seismic stations close to the earthquake record strong P, S, and surface waves soon after the earthquake occurred.

The sharp decrease in P and S wave amplitudes 

seen at stations beyond about 100° (or 1,100 km) 

from the earthquake indicates the existence of the 

Earth’s outer core. These waves are called Pdiff 

and Sdiff waves.

Although P waves travel through the outer core (PKP waves), S waves do not. 

S waves and other shear waves cannot travel through liquids. The absence of 

S waves traveling through the outer core indicates that the outer core is liquid.

INNER 
CORE

composed mostly 
of solid iron, 

P wave velocities 
are around 11 km/s, 

S wave velocities 
are around 3.5 km/s
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OUTER 
CORE

composed mostly of 
liquid iron, P wave 
velocities increase 

from 8 km/s to 
10 km/s, S wave 

velocity is 0 km/s 
(no S waves)

CRUST
composed of mostly 
granitic and basaltic 
rock, extends from 
Earth's surface to 
about 50 km deep, 
P wave velocities 
increase from 
6 km/s to 8 km/s, 
S wave velocities 
increase from 
3.5 km/s to 
4.5 km/s

MANTLE
composed of 

magnesium-iron 
silicate material, 

P wave velocities 
increase from 

8 km/s to 13 km/s, 
S wave velocities 

increase from 
4.5 km/s to 

7 km/s Seismic Station
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P wave, S wave


