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Saturn, Cassini, and Rings...Oh My
Phoenix is not the only  NASA mission collecting 
data and rewriting textbooks.  Another mission is the 
Cassini-Huygens mission that has been exploring 
Saturn since July 2004. 

There have been 
many discoveries 
made regarding 
Saturn and its 
moons.  The name 
Huygens in the 
mission name 
refers to a probe 
that landed on 

Saturn’s largest 
moon, Titan, and 

descended to the planets surface.  There are 
indications that Titan has lakes of liquid methane on 
its surface. 

However, the latest  news is that Saturn may not  be 
the only  object in the Saturnian system to have 

rings.  The Cassini spacecraft has 
detected faint, partial rings around 
two of Saturn’s  60 moons, Anthe 
and Methone.  Both moons orbit  in 
special orbits where the gravitational 
influence of the nearby large moon, 
Mimas, disturbs their orbits 
“...causing the moons to skip 
forward and backward within an arc-
shaped region along their orbital 

path”.  The rings seem to consist of 
material knocked off these small moons by 
micrometeorite impacts. (http://www.nasa.gov/
m i s s i o n _ p a g e s / c a s s i n i / m e d i a /
cassini-20080905.html)

What’s Up in the Sky?
Jupiter is unmistakeable as the very  bright object 
high in the Southern sky in the evening.  Backyard 
telescopes can clearly make out its four large 
moons: Io, Europa, Ganymede,  and Callisto.

How Did You Spend Your Summer Vacation?
The headline above represents a common question for this 
time of year as students come back to school.  However, for  
the Phoenix probed launched last year, it had quite the 
summer.  

After landing on Mars on 25 
May 2008, the mission, that 
was originally scheduled to 
last only 90 days, had a five 
week extension after it was 
announced that they had 
detected water on the Red 
Planet.  Now the mission 
will continue through 
September 30.

Throughout it’s mission, 
Phoenix has been examining 
the soil, as well as testing the 
atmosphere and observing weather patterns.  In a  recent press 
release (http://phoenix.lpl.arizona.edu/09_04_pr.php), it was 
announced that a conductivity probe had sensed humidity 
rising and falling near the lander.  However, 
when the probe tested for moisture in the 
ground, the results seem to indicate that the 
soil is much dryer than predicted.  Aaron Zent 
of NASA Ames Research Center explains 
that “[I]f you have water vapor in the air, 
every  surface exposed to that air will have 
water molecules adhere to it that are 
somewhat mobile, even at temperature well 
below freezing”.  Earlier, Phoenix had 
detected a layer of water ice about 2 inches 
below the surface.
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Sunset from Mars on 25 August: the 
missions 90th day.

Faint arc around Anthe
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Anthe at the top left, Methone lower 
right.


