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Following the “Footprints” of the Martian Wind 
In March 2006, the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter (MRO) reached its destination and began science observations of the Red Planet in November 2006. 
MRO joined several other spacecraft that were already orbiting Mars or exploring its surface. These explorations pave the way for future spacecraft by 
monitoring daily weather and surface conditions, studying potential landing sites, and hosting a new telecommunications system.

MRO contains a host of scientific instruments that are used to analyze the landforms, stratigraphy, minerals, and ice of Mars. One of these instruments is 
the High Resolution Imaging Science Experiment (HiRISE) camera, the most powerful one of its kind ever sent to another planet. Its high resolution allows 
us to see Mars like never before, and helps other missions choose a safe spot to land for future exploration.

Just as it does on Earth, the wind helps to shape the Martian surface.  It’s sometimes difficult to “observe” wind directly, but as the HIRISE image reveals, we 
can certainly observe its impact.  As strong winds blow across the Martian landscape, they generate and propel dust devils, which produce temporary dark 
scars across the long-term, intricate patterns of lighter sand dunes as seen above. This image shows an area about .6 miles (1 km) wide.

Image and Partial Text Credit: NASA/JPL/University of Arizona

Artist’s illustration of the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter. 
Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech
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A Seagull, a Lizard, and a “Big Dog” 
Launched in December 2009, the Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer (WISE) is the most advanced infrared-wavelength astronomical telescope to date. 
WISE is mapping the sky in infrared light, searching for the nearest and coolest stars, the origins of stellar and planetary systems, and the most luminous 
galaxies in the universe. As of July 2010, WISE had completed one full survey of the sky. Because of its ability to see cool objects in infrared, WISE data are 
also used to detect near-Earth objects. WISE should be able to map about half the sky again before its supply of coolant is exhausted. 

On May 20, 2010, WISE captured this image of the Seagull Nebula, which is so-named because when viewed a certain way, the formation resembles a gull 
in flight. On the other hand, if you rotate the image 180° you will notice that it bears a passing resemblance to a galloping lizard—or perhaps a dragon or a 
dinosaur. The image spans an area about seven times as wide as the full moon, and three times as high (3.55 x 1.37°); it straddles the border between the 
constellations Monoceros and Canis Major (the “Big Dog”). So you might say this lizard is running with the “Big Dog”, while the gull is flying from it.
 
All four infrared detectors aboard WISE were used to make this image. Color is representational: blue and cyan represent infrared light at wavelengths of 
3.4 and 4.6 µm—the predominant source is light from stars. Green and red represent light at 12 and 22 µm—primarily light emanating from warm dust.

Image and Partial Text Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/WISE Team

Artist’s concept of the Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer. 
Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech
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