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Abstract: The fracture behaviors of rocks under dynamic loading are significantly affected by flaws.
Understanding regarding this fundamental mechanism of flaw-induced dynamic fracturing could aid
in reducing dynamic geohazards in deep rock engineering. In this study, a series of dynamic loading
experiments are conducted on conjugate flawed white sandstone specimens to study the effect of
the geometric configuration of flaws on dynamic fracturing. The results show that the geometry
configuration of flaws and the loading conditions both strongly affect cracking and failure behaviors.
Two types of shear cracks and three types of tensile cracks are observed, four coalescence patterns are
identified, and the global failure modes of rock are usually coupled with two or more coalescence
patterns. The inhibiting and enhancing mechanism of flaws in regards to potential shear fracture
are obtained. These two failure mechanisms depend on the angular relationship between the flaws
and the potential shear strain field. The “guiding effect” of the flaws results in the deviation and
deformation of shear cracks. Moreover, it is found that the loading condition dominates the fracture
tendency of rock macroscopically, while the geometric setting of flaws significantly affects the fracture
behavior and failure mode locally.

Keywords: deep underground engineering; failure mechanism; conjugate joints; rock dynamic

1. Introduction

The intersection or coalescence of multiple groups of original flaws under geological
movements or engineering activities generally results in widely distributed conjugate-
shaped persistent and non-persistent defects [1–4], such as the rock pillar illustrated in
Figure 1. When subjected to the combined influence of in situ stress and external dynamic
stress (drilling, blasting, excavation, vibration, etc.), new cracks usually emerge at the
non-persistent flaw tips, then extend across the rock bridge, and coalesce with other flaws,
ultimately forming X-shaped cross-flaws. In geology, conjugate joints generally refer to the
fractures formed by the shear stress of rock, which are also known as X-shaped joints, a type
of shear joint. The conjugate joints are developed simultaneously on two sets of intersecting
shear planes; the intersection angles and the development degree of the conjugate joints
may vary under different geological conditions. The distribution patterns of conjugate
non-persistent defects and their intersections affect the fracturing behavior of the rock
material and dominate the stability of the local rock mass [3]. Deep underground mining
processes, with dynamic disturbances, could result in dynamic disasters in a flawed rock
mass. Understanding the dynamic crack coalescence and failure mechanism of a conjugate

Sustainability 2023, 15, 3637. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15043637 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su15043637
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15043637
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5453-1278
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7811-7570
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15043637
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su15043637?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2023, 15, 3637 2 of 17

flawed rock mass under dynamic loading is of vital significance to the stability evaluation
and hazard control in underground rock engineering applications.
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behavior of multi-flawed rocks by means of digital image correlation, Cao et al. [17] 
studied the crack propagation and coalescence of cracks, and Wong R et al. [18] briefly 
described the shear zone formation in brittle solids under compressive stresses. Wong 
LNY et al. [19] made microscopic observations and interpretations regarding the crack 
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investigated the effects of the dynamic strain rate on the energy dissipation and fragment 
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Figure 1. Schematic of the underground rock mass with conjugate potential shear planes subjected to
geo-stress and dynamic loading.

The fracture propagation leading to rock failure is an important topic in rock mechanics
research [1]. The initial geometric distribution of flaws and stress loading conditions are the
main factors that influence the cracking coalescence paths and rock failure modes. Extensive
efforts extended the investigation on the crack intersection behaviors of rock with various
configurations of flaw settings. The studies on crack coalescence involving flaw settings
include three flaws [5] and two flaws, arranged in different geometries [6–8], dissimilar
layers with parallel joints [9], non-parallel flaws subjected to uniaxial compression [10,11],
ubiquitous joints [12], parallel flaws [13], cross-flaws [14], unfilled and filled flaws [15].
Numerous studies have demonstrated that fracture behavior under dynamic loading
is significantly different from that under quasi-static loading conditions. The fracture
behavior of rock under quasi-static loading conditions has been studied comprehensively.
Zhou et al. [16] investigated the fracture behavior of multi-flawed rocks by means of
digital image correlation, Cao et al. [17] studied the crack propagation and coalescence of
cracks, and Wong R et al. [18] briefly described the shear zone formation in brittle solids
under compressive stresses. Wong LNY et al. [19] made microscopic observations and
interpretations regarding the crack coalescence in molded gypsum and Carrara marble.

Under dynamic loading, the mechanical properties, energy characteristics, fracturing
behaviors, and failure modes of flawed rocks with various flaw configurations were also
extensively investigated. These studies focused on flaw configurations settings, includ-
ing noncoplanar and unparallel flaws [20], single and multiple flaws [21–24], and stress
conditions such as loading rate and pre-compressed stress state [25,26]. Feng et al. [27]
investigated the effects of the dynamic strain rate on the energy dissipation and fragment
characteristics of cross-fissured rocks. Many scholars conducted dynamic and coupled
static-dynamic tests on rocks or rock-like specimens with multiple flaws or other de-
fects [28–30]; the results indicate that the flaw settings and loading conditions affect the
mechanical property, fracturing behavior, and energy evolution of pre-flawed rock [31,32].
Specifically, the effects of strain rate and pre-stress level on fracturing behaviors and the
failure modes of flawed rock were discovered [33–35]. The progressive fracturing behaviors
of coplanar elliptical flaws have also been studied from macro, meso, and micro view-
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points [36]. Note that the flawed rock specimens in existing studies are usually arranged
regularly as one set with the same angle. However, multi-set flaw modes are common
in nature, and their geometric distributions have a strong influence on crack coalescence
patterns [3]. The crack coalescence behaviors of rock mass with conjugate flaws have not
been thoroughly studied. For instance, in the commonly seen spalling and shear faulting of
mine pillars, shown in Figure 2 [11], the intersection process of the conjugate shear planes
remains unstudied.
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Figure 2. Spalling and shear faulting of mine pillars [11].

The rock masses in deep underground engineering are simultaneously subjected
to in situ geo-stress and dynamic disturbance. However, the previous studies on crack
coalescence and failure mechanisms mainly focus on either flawed rock subjected to quasi-
static or individual dynamic loading. Meanwhile, the influences of conjugate flaws on
the failure mechanism of rock remains unknown. It is essential to acquire the fracturing
behavior of conjugate flaws subjected to dynamic loading. In this paper, experimental
studies are conducted, incorporating the effect of the non-persistent geometric settings
of flaws and dynamic loading, to explore the crack coalescence behaviors and failure
mechanism of non-persistent conjugate-flawed rock. The fracturing process and failure
modes of rock are captured by a high-speed camera. The influence of flaw geometric
settings, loading conditions, and static pre-stress levels on crack coalescence behavior and
failure mechanisms are discussed.

The research has theoretical significance in the following areas: problems regarding
jointed rock mass stability evaluation in practical engineering, i.e., slender rock pillars in
mines, and fracture mechanics with non-persistent multiple flaws. Our study provides
observations and analysis of the whole fracturing process, including crack propagation
through rock bridges, crack coalescence, and ultimate failure modes under coupled static-
dynamic loading. Moreover, the coalescence between non-persistent multiple flaws is
commonly seen in the fracture of all kinds of brittle materials, which could draw inspiration
from this study.

2. Experimental Methodology
2.1. Specimen Preparation and Testing Scheme

An intact white sandstone block from Neijiang, Sichuan Province of China, with
good geometrical integrity and petrographic uniformity, was selected, and rectangular
cuboid samples, with an average length, width, and thickness of 100 mm, 35 mm, and
35 mm, respectively, were cut from thus block. The specimen surfaces were carefully
polished, with roughness less than 0.02 mm, in accordance with the requirements of the
International Society for Rock Mechanics (ISRM) [37]. The basic physical and mechanical
properties of the white sandstone are listed in Table 1. Cylindrical specimens, with a
diameter of 50 mm and an aspect ratio of 2:1, and Brazilian disc specimens, with a geometry
of 50 × 25 mm (diameter × thickness), were used to test the UCS and the indirect tensile
strength, respectively.
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Table 1. Physical and mechanical properties of white sandstone.

Density (kg/m3) Young’s Modulus E/GPa Poisson’s Ratio ν UCS/MPa Brazilian Tensile
Strength/MPa

Longitudinal Wave
Velocity/(m/s)

2655.36 15.2 0.24 108.81 9.61 3440

There are two steps in the fabrication process of the flaws. Firstly, the specimen is
punched with a drilling pit to obtain a hole of a diameter of 2 mm. Then, a diamond
saw is used to cut through the small hole along the predetermined direction to fabricate
non-persistent conjugate flaws in the length of 20 mm. The width and length of the flaws
are 0.3–0.4 mm and 20 mm, respectively. In this study, three groups of specimens are
divided. As shown in Figure 3, G0 represents intact specimens, G1 and G2 represent
prefabricated-flawed specimens, and both are processed as non-persistent conjugate set-
tings with four flaws. In particular, the four holes in the middle of the flaws in G1 and G2
were assigned fixed coordinate positions; the only difference between the two groups is
that the inclination angles of the flaws are opposite. The absolute value of angles between
horizontal direction and flaw orientation is 20◦. Meanwhile, the gap between the inner
flaw tips and the distance between the outer flaw tips and the edge of the specimen are the
same in these two groups. It is worth noting that to eliminate or minimize the end effect,
we set the length of the specimen up to 100 mm, with a 24 mm distance between the outer
flaw tips and the edge of the specimen. The specimens were dried in a drying oven with a
constant temperature of 105 ◦C for 24 h prior to testing.
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Figure 3. The geometry of the three groups of rock samples with different flaw settings.

The static strengths and failure behaviors of three groups of rock samples were deter-
mined using an MTS793 rock testing system. The average UCSs for groups G0, G1, and
G2 are 108.81 MPa, 58.31 MPa, and 70.22 MPa, respectively. In the coupled static-dynamic
experiments, the ratio of the axial static pre-stress to the uniaxial compression stress (UCS)
of the three groups of specimens is defined as the pre-stress level.

2.2. Experimental System and Procedure

The tests were conducted using a modified SHPB system in Central South University
(Changsha, China), as illustrated in Figure 4. The system consists of a nitrogen-driven gas



Sustainability 2023, 15, 3637 5 of 17

gun, a cone-shaped striker (0.36 m in length), an incident bar (2 m in length), a transmitted
bar (2 m in length), an absorbing bar (0.5 m in length), an axial confinement unit, a data
acquisition device, and an image acquisition system [21]. The striker and bars are made of
high-strength 40 Cr alloy steel. The diameter, elastic modulus, P-wave velocity, and density
of the bars are 50 mm, 233 GPa, 5458 m/s, and 7810 kg/m3, respectively [35].
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In the coupled static-dynamic loading experiments, the sample is first sandwiched
between the incident bar and the transmitted bar. Vaseline is glued between the surfaces of
the specimen and bars to minimize the end friction effect [37]. Then, the static pre-stress
is applied to the predetermined pre-stress level. Subsequently, the cone-shaped striker is
launched to impact the incident bar, generating a half-sine stress wave. When reaching
the contact surface of the incident bar and the rock sample, the incident stress will be
separated into transmitted stress and reflected stress. These three stress waves are recorded
by the strain gauges fixed at the middle of the incident and transmitted bars. The image
acquisition system was composed of two LED lights and a CMOS sensor-based high-speed
camera (Phantom V711) with a Nikon AF Zoom-Nikkor 80–200 mm f/2.8D ED lens. The
high-speed camera was set with a resolution of 256 × 128 pixels, and a frame rate of
50,000 frames per second (i.e., inter-frame time of 20 µs) [35]. By inflating different air
pressures in the air chamber, the striker is pushed to strike the incident bar at different
fixed speeds, and different loading rates are implemented.

2.3. Verifying the Stress Equilibrium State

Based on the one-dimensional stress wave theory, a stress equilibrium state is required
prior to the rock sample’s failure. That is, the sum of the incident stress and reflected stress
should be almost equal to the transmitted stress before the peak stress. In this study, a
half-sine incident wave for a duration of 250 µs is generated using a cone-shaped striker.
The time for the incident stress wave to propagate from the right edge of the rock sample to
the left is about 29 µs. After 116 µs, the incident wave has essentially propagated twice back
and forth through the rock sample prior to the peak incident stress, and the relative value of
the stress difference between the two ends is about 6%, and in this case, a constant dynamic
loading rate and a dynamic stress equilibrium state are achieved for the rock sample.

In this study, we mainly focus on the dynamic fracturing behavior of rock influenced
by the geometric configuration of conjugate flaws, rather than on the mechanical properties.
Therefore, a maximum relative value of stress difference of 6% is acceptable; meanwhile,
the fracture progress during dynamic loading shows good symmetry.

Figures 5 and 6 present the original waveforms and dynamic stress equilibrium check
in this study (i.e., G0-30-0.3). The superposition of the incident stress and the reflected stress
nearly coincide with the transmitted stress, especially prior to the peak stress, indicating
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that the stress equilibrium state is achieved in the present experiments, and the validity of
experimental results is verified.
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3. Experimental Results
3.1. Fracturing Behaviors and Failure Modes Subjected to Quasi-Static Loading

The uniaxial compression strengths of rock samples in G0, G1, and G2 are 108.81 MPa,
58.31 MPa, and 70.22 MPa, respectively. Note that the strength values of the cylinder
specimen and rectangular cuboid specimen are the same, regardless of the sample shape.
The cylinder sample’s failure mode is X-shaped shear failure, as seen in Figure 7. The
fracturing behaviors and failure modes of the non-persistent conjugate-flawed specimens
G1 and G2 are shown in Figure 8.
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Based on the experimental observations in Figure 8, four types of cracks—coplanar
shear cracks (CS), oblique shear cracks (OS), tensile wing cracks (WT), and secondary tensile
cracks (ST)—propagate at the flaw tips. These cracks are similar to those found by Wong
et al., Zhao et al., Lin et al., Zhang et al., and Cao et al. [7–10,12] in uniaxial compression
tests. G1 and G2 both fracture in the shear failure mode; however, the predominant shear
crack types vary in their failures.

3.2. Dynamic Fracturing Behaviors

The fracturing behaviors of rock are different under different loading conditions and
geometric flaw settings. Take the representative specimen G1-50-0.6 as an example. Table 2
depicts the crack types and fracturing behavior of flawed specimens under the pre-stress
level of 50% and the 1982 GPa·s−1 dynamic loading rate.

Table 2. Fracturing process of G1-50-0.6 specimen. (The loading direction is horizontal.)

Image
Pre-Stress

(Percentage of
UCS)/MPa

Loading
Time/µs Cracking Sequence
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140

1. The four oblique shear cracks coalesce
with each other, forming X-shaped
conjugate shear bands.
2. Secondary tensile cracks are induced.

For each photograph, the dynamic loading direction is from the right side to the
left side. Two types of shear cracks and three types of tensile cracks are observed and
categorized in the experiments, i.e., coplanar shear cracks and oblique shear cracks initiated
at the flaw tips, far-field tensile cracks emerged at the edge of the specimen, and wing
cracks and secondary tensile cracks initiated at the flaw tips. The cracks are represented
by the capital letters “CS”, “OS”, “FT”, “WT”, and “ST”, respectively, and the numbers
represent the order in which each crack appears. The crack types of each specimen under
different loading conditions are detailed in Supplementary Material.

Table 2 presents the fracturing process of G1-50-0.6. Under coupled static-dynamic
loading conditions, the coplanar shear cracks first emerge from the inner tips between the
conjugate flaws and run through the boundary along the trajectories of the white patches,
inducing a slight dilatancy effect and a spalling tendency. Subsequently, oblique shear
cracks emerge at the outer flaw tips of the two pairs of parallel flaws, intersecting with each
other in the middle, resulting in an X-shaped shear band. Afterward, far-field tensile cracks
initiate at the edge of the specimen. However, this type of crack does not coalesce with
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the flaws or other shear cracks. Upon relative sliding of the shear cracks, secondary tensile
cracks are induced at the outer flaw tips. Under coupled loading conditions, a similar
X-shaped conjugate shear band filled with pulverized rock powder appears in the center of
the specimen, but no far-field tensile cracks are observed.

For brittle rock materials, crack coalescence plays a vital role in fracturing, and signifi-
cantly influences the global failure mode. Therefore, the investigation of coalescing patterns
of cracks subjected to different loading conditions may aid in furthering the understanding
of the failure mechanism of non-persistent rock specimens.

Therefore, the investigation of coalescing patterns of cracks subjected to different
loading conditions could help us to further analyze the failure mechanism of non-persistent
conjugate-flawed rock specimens. According to the cracking process, four coalescence
patterns are observed by means of a high-speed camera during the dynamic loading process,
as illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3. Crack coalescence patterns. (The loading direction is horizontal.)

Crack
Coalescence

Patterns

Crack Coalescence Modes
Description

Specimen No.

G1 G2 G1 G2

I
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Pattern I: Oblique shear crack coalescence between parallel or conjugate flaws. The 
oblique shear cracks and dynamic loading direction intersect at a small angle. Both G1 
and G2’s main shear bands are X or half X-shaped. For G2, secondary tensile cracks are 
induced upon the coalescence between oblique shear cracks. 

Pattern II: Coplanar shear crack coalescence between conjugate flaws. This pattern 
occurs between the conjugate flaws with proximity, which is observed in nearly every 
experiment. However, it dominates the global failure pattern of the specimen only under 
lower pre-stress and lower dynamic loading. The coplanar shear crack coalescence 
behavior under dynamic loading reveals a significant difference with regards to the mixed 
tensile-shear crack occurrence under uniaxial compression [10], as illustrated in Figure 9. 
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tensile-shear crack occurrence under uniaxial compression [10], as illustrated in Figure 9. 
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Pattern I: Oblique shear crack coalescence between parallel or conjugate flaws. The
oblique shear cracks and dynamic loading direction intersect at a small angle. Both G1 and
G2’s main shear bands are X or half X-shaped. For G2, secondary tensile cracks are induced
upon the coalescence between oblique shear cracks.

Pattern II: Coplanar shear crack coalescence between conjugate flaws. This pattern
occurs between the conjugate flaws with proximity, which is observed in nearly every
experiment. However, it dominates the global failure pattern of the specimen only under
lower pre-stress and lower dynamic loading. The coplanar shear crack coalescence behavior
under dynamic loading reveals a significant difference with regards to the mixed tensile-
shear crack occurrence under uniaxial compression [10], as illustrated in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Crack coalescence between conjugate flaws: (a) subjected to dynamic loading (the loading
direction is horizontal); (b) subjected to quasi-static loading (the loading direction is vertical).

Pattern III: Quasi-coplanar shear crack coalescence between parallel flaws. This
pattern of crack coalescence is only observed in G2, which occurs between the inner tips
or middle of two diagonally parallel flaws. Although there was an X-shaped white patch
between the four conjugate inner flaw tips prior to cracking, shear cracks only occur
subsequently between one pair of parallel flaws. When relative sliding occurs in the shear
crack, secondary tensile cracks, with smooth and flat surfaces, are subsequently induced
in the middle part of the shear belt. This mode of shear crack coalescence between two
parallel flaws is consistent with the uniaxial compression tests obtained by Wong and the
dynamic loading experimental results obtained by Yue [7,23].

Pattern IV: Coalescence of far-field tensile crack and quasi-coplanar shear crack. When
specimen G2-0-0.6 is subjected to individual dynamic loading, a far-field tensile crack
intersects with the main quasi-coplanar shear crack, resulting in mixed tensile-shear failure
of the specimen. This coalescence pattern is not commonly seen under quasi-static loading
conditions, where far-field tensile cracks scarcely appear.

The experimental results reveal that the fracturing behavior and crack coalescence
pattern have a bearing on both geometric setting of the flaws and the loading condition.
On the other hand, shear crack coalescence is more commonly seen under dynamic loading
than quasi-static compression.

3.3. Failure Mechanism

The analysis of failure mode is an effective method for studying the failure mechanism
of rock subjected to dynamic loading. The failure modes of each specimen under different
loading conditions are detailed in Supplementary Material. The fracturing behaviors and
failure modes of specimens under dynamic air pressure 0.5 MPa and 0.6 MPa are nearly
the same. Therefore, for comparison purposes, only the failure mode diagrams of samples
subjected to low (0.3 MPa) and high (0.6 MPa) dynamic loadings are displayed.

3.3.1. Failure Modes of Specimens in Group G0

Under quasi-static compression, stress concentrations develop more easily, resulting
in one major shear fracture occurring along the diagonal of the intact specimen. This is
different from the splitting fracture behavior of typical brittle cylindrical rock. This may be
due to the influence of the rectangular shape of the specimen section.

When subjected to individual high dynamic loading, the specimen shows typical
tensile splitting behavior along one main cracking surface. While under coupled static-
dynamic loading conditions, the conjugate X-shaped shear failure mode is observed with
shear cracks extending along the diagonal direction.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 3637 11 of 17

3.3.2. Failure Modes of Specimens in Group G1

Shear failure mode with one inclined cracking surface is observed under quasi-static
compression. Only one pair of parallel flaws participate in the failure process, indicating
that not all the defects in the specimen contribute to the failure under quasi-static loading.

Tensile failure mode under lower individual dynamic loading. The rock bridges
in the middle of the specimen remain uncracked and retain their bearing capacity after
dynamic loading.

Mixed tensile-shear failure under coupled static-dynamic loading. Diagonal shear
cracks occur between the outer flaw tips, forming X-shaped conjugate shear bands; this
result is similar to the those obtained by Feng et al. [25]. In addition, the dilatancy effect
caused by the relative sliding of the shear bands results in secondary tensile cracks emerging
from the outer flaw tips.

3.3.3. Failure Modes of Specimens in Group G2

Mixed tensile-shear failure mode under quasi-static loading. After failure, the rock
specimen generally breaks into three pieces: two triangle-shaped blocks and an hourglass-
shaped block with local spalling in the middle.

Tensile failure mode dominated by wing cracks is observed in the low coupled static-
dynamic loading, whose failure morphology is almost identical to that seen under quasi-
static loading, but whose failure mechanism is different. The hourglass-shaped rock block
in the middle remains uncracked, and retains its bearing capacity.

In the class of dynamic loading, as the pre-stress and dynamic stress increase, the
failure mode transforms from tensile to shear failure. The dominant crack types alter from
tensile wing cracks to coplanar shear cracks. The quasi-coplanar shear cracks initiated
earlier than the tensile wing cracks under dynamic loading and coupled loading conditions,
which is in accordance with the conclusions obtained by Feng and Zou [27,38].

In terms of specimen G2-50-0.6 subjected to higher pre-stress and dynamic stress,
coplanar shear cracks coalesce between the horizontal inner flaw tips. Simultaneously,
oblique shear cracks emerge at the same inner flaw tips and coalesce with each other
between the vertical conjugate flaws. These two kinds of shear cracks jointly constitute
a conjugate butterfly-shaped fracture zone. This pattern of failure is unique for the G2
specimens, and has not been observed in other loading conditions.

The inhibiting mechanism and enhancing mechanism of flaws on the X-shaped po-
tential fracture planes under coupled loading may be determined from observations of
the fracturing behaviors and failure modes of G0, G1, and G2, as indicated in Figure 10. It
is found that the global fracture tendency of the rock sample is controlled by the loading
conditions; when subjected to coupled loading, the potential shear fracture plane of the
rock specimen is X-shaped, and the rock matrix on two sides of the shear plane has a
tendency to slip.
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The flaws that intersect the potential fracture plane (G1) will be compressed, inhibiting
the shear slip of potential fracture planes and inducing the cracks to emerge at the stress
concentration positions nearby (i.e., flaw tips). The new major fractures are the oblique shear
cracks inclined with the flaws. For G2, the inclination angle of the flaw is approximately
parallel to the X-shaped potential strain field. The set of flaw angles apparently enhances
the potential shear slip. The shear slip between the rock matrix on the two sides of the
flaw becomes the major fracture and induces quasi-coplanar shear to cracks appear at the
flaw tips.

3.4. Comparison of Failure Behaviors under Different Loading Conditions and Flaw
Geometric Settings

Apparent differences in the distribution patterns of macro cracks between different
test groups are observed. The fracturing behavior and failure modes are mainly affected
simultaneously by the geometric setting of defects and the loading condition. A summary of
the failure modes of intact and non-persistent conjugate-flawed white sandstone specimens
under different loading conditions is illustrated in Table 4.

Table 4. Summary of failure modes of intact and non-persistent conjugate-flawed white sandstone
specimens under different loading conditions.

Loading Condition
Specimen Group

G0 G1 G2

Quasi-static loading T S T-S
√

1

Coupled static-dynamic
loading

Pre-stress level Loading
rate/GPa·s−1 G0 G1 G2

0% 1284–1483 - T
√

-S T
√

-S
30% 1628–2081 T T-S

√
T-S
√

50%

1275–1506 - T-S
√

T
1639–1893 S T-S

√
T-S
√

1257–1414 S T-S
√

T-S
√

1749–1982 S T-S
√

T-S
√

1 The bold-faced letter with a superscript “
√

” indicates the dominant crack type in the mixed failure mode.

3.4.1. The Influence of Loading Conditions

For non-persistent conjugate-flawed rock specimens in G1 and G2, the ultimate failure
is generally dominated by the shear cracks under quasi-static loading and coupled loading.
When subjected to quasi-static loading, the shear cracks tend to extend along the weak
mechanical plane of the rock matrix, resulting in a curved propagation path, while under
dynamic loading, the flaws could not propagate through the most vulnerable path in time.
Numerous new cracks are simultaneously generated to externally dissipate the abundant
energy input [4], leading to relatively flat shear planes. Therefore, when subjected to
dynamic loading, it is observed in G1 that two conjugate and flat shear cracks appear
simultaneously between the outer flaw tips, forming an X-shaped intersecting shear band.
This also explains why spontaneous shear crack intersection is challenging to achieve under
quasi-static loading but is commonly seen in dynamic tests [38,39]. On the other hand, as
the pre-stress level increases, inclined shear cracks gradually dominate the failure behavior,
indicating that the shear fracture gradually plays a vital role in rock failure because of the
potential shear strain field induced by the high pre-stress.

3.4.2. The Influence of Flaw Geometric Settings

Despite the opposite inclination angles of non-persistent conjugate flaws between G1
and G2, their failure modes are nearly the same. Except for tensile failure under lower
dynamic loading, in most cases, the rock specimens exhibit mixed tensile-shear failure
dominated by shear fracture. When subjected to coupled static-dynamic loading, the shear
failure mode with X-shaped shear belts occurs in both G1 and G2, which is similar to
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the failure modes of the conjugate-flawed rock specimens identified by [4]. Figure 11
displays the schematic diagram of the representative distribution morphology of the major
fracturing planes of G1 and G2 under coupled static-dynamic loading. The black dotted
line is the main shear crack of the intact specimen without flaws, and the red line is the
main shear crack of the non-persistent conjugate-flawed specimens. In group G1, the shear
cracks emerge at the outer flaw tips and propagate through the rock bridge in the center,
forming X-shaped shear bands with more gentle inclined angles. In G2, the flaws are almost
parallel with the black dotted potential shear planes. The actual shear cracks extend along
the paths coplanar or quasi-coplanar to the flaws and eventually develop into X-shaped
conjugate shear cracks.
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3.5. Guiding Effect of Pre-Flaws

The existence of natural defects and flaws, with several scales and geometries, is one
of the critical factors that control the fracturing behavior and the local failure mechanism of
the rock mass. New cracks generally initiate at the tips of natural defects, then propagate
through rock bridge regions, resulting in the ultimate failure of rock. The effects of non-
persistent conjugate flaws on the fracturing behavior and the failure mechanism of rock are
experimentally investigated.

In Figure 11, it can be observed that the shear cracks’ morphology is essentially based
on the X-shaped black lines. The existence of flaws results only in the deviation and
deformation of the shear cracks, to some extent. From the perspective of localized analysis,
the flaws affect the X-shaped potential fracture planes by the inhibiting mechanism and
enhancing mechanism in G1 and G2, respectively, which induce different types of cracks.
Both mechanisms can be determined as the “guiding effects” of flaws on fracture planes.
However, from an overall point of view, X-shaped shear cracks always dominate the failure,
regardless of the opposite inclination angles of the flaws or the crack types.

To verify the conclusion above that the shear cracks’ morphology is essentially based
on the X-shaped shear bands, the existence of flaws only results in deviation and deforma-
tion of the shear cracks, to some extent (i.e., guiding effect), we conducted supplementary
experiments on a white sandstone specimen with two parallel flaws; the experimental
results are shown in Figure 12. Two parallel flaws, 20 mm in length, are prefabricated at the
position 5 mm from the top and bottom boundary of the rock specimen. The pre-stress level
and dynamic loading rate are 50% (46.70 MPa) and 1819 GPa·s−1, respectively. The Sup-
plementary Material contains two tables which demonstrate the geometrical dimensions,
loading conditions, and failure modes of each white sandstone specimen.
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Figure 12b,c depicts the white patch distribution and the fracturing behavior of the
parallel-flawed rock specimen under static-dynamic loading. It can be observed that the
failure mode is dominated by shear cracking, and the fracture morphology is unique, with
double X-shaped shear belts formed by the influence of the two parallel flaws, resulting
in a diamond-shaped rock block remaining in the center. The schematic diagram of the
major fracture plane is shown in Figure 12d, and it reveals that the shear cracks intending
to coalesce in the middle of the specimen are guided by the flaws and deflect towards
them. The large angular deflection of the shear cracks in this test verifies the validity of
the “guiding effect” of preexisting defects on shear cracking. This is probably because
the cracking behavior is strongly correlated with stress concentration area, where the rock
matrix is more likely to overcome the surface free energy.

Generally speaking, the loading condition dominates the fracture tendency of rock
macroscopically, while the geometric setting of defects significantly affects the regional
fracturing behavior and the failure mode locally. In particular, under the shear failure mode,
the distribution morphology of the major shear crack is mainly controlled by the loading
condition, and the existence of the preexisting defects or flaws only shift its morphology, to
a certain extent; that is, the defects exert a specific “guiding effect” on the growth of the
main crack, but cannot change its macroscopic direction. More detailed studies are needed
in the future to further comprehensively investigate the mechanism of this “guiding effect”
of flaws.
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4. Conclusions

This study investigated the dynamic fracturing behavior and the failure mechanism
of non-persistent conjugate-flawed rock specimens. The main conclusions can be drawn
as follows:

1. There are significant differences in the coalescence patterns between the conjugate flaws
in rock under quasi-static and dynamic loading. Regardless of the configuration of the
conjugate flaws, tensile cracks and shear cracks dominate the failure behavior under
quasi-static and dynamic loading, respectively.

2. The non-persistent conjugate-flawed rock failed in the tensile-shear mixed failure
mode in our dynamic tests. The macro failure behaviors usually consist of two or
more crack coalescence patterns. With increasing pre-stress ratio, the dominating
cracks transfer from tensile cracks to shear cracks.

3. Two kinds of pre-flaw influencing mechanisms on the rock failure mechanism are
observed. The flaw intersecting with the potential shear fracture plane is subjected
to compression and exhibits an inhibiting mechanism against the global fracture
behavior. The flaw approximately parallel to the potential shear strain field intensifies
the shear fracture, representing the enhancing mechanism.

4. Generally, the loading condition dominates the fracture tendency of rock macroscopi-
cally, while the geometric setting of defects significantly affects the regional fracturing
behavior and failure mode locally. Specifically, the pre-flaw has a guiding effect
on the development of fracture, which results in the deviation and deformation of
shear cracks.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su15043637/s1, Table S1: Geometrical dimensions and loading conditions
of white sandstone specimens; Table S2: The failure modes of intact and intermittent conjugate-flawed
white sandstone specimens under different loading conditions (The loading direction is horizontal).
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