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Advance Praise for

After the

Martian Apocalypse…

“A stunning survey of the latest evidence for intelligent life on Mars. Mac Tonnies brings a thoughtful, balanced and highly accessible approach to one of the most fascinating enigmas of our time.”

—Herbie Brennan, author of Martian Genesis and The Atlantis Enigma

“Tonnies’ approach to the complex and heated debate over extraterrestrial artifacts is masterful in its simplicity. He attacks a topic fraught with emotion with a matter-of-fact tack, unconcerned that his book is likely to be unsettling to readers on all sides of the Cydonia issue. But that is the beauty of After the Martian Apocalypse…this issue is unsettling—with no easy answers and no clear winners in the debate. Tonnies delivers the facts, and the possibilities, in an unbiased yet engagingly poetic fashion. I highly recommend the book for anyone interested in the search for extraterrestrial artifacts, and the political intrigues that invariably accompany it.”

—David Jinks, author of The Monkey and the Tetrahedron

Praise for Mac Tonnies’ Previous Work…

“Startling futuristic themes…. An ongoing recommendation. Excels in unexpected twists.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Mac Tonnies has a gift for words and a bright, bent vision.”

—Rob Chilson, author of Black as Blood
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For my parents





“Once you had a dream

Of oceans, and sunken cities

Memories of things you’ve never known.”

—R.E.M., “THE LIFTING”

“We are living in what the Greeks called kaipos—the right moment—for a ‘metamorphosis of the gods,’ of the fundamental principles and symbols. This peculiarity of our time, which is certainly not of our conscious choosing, is the expression of the unconscious man within us who is changing. Coming generations will have to take account of this momentous transformation if humanity is not to destroy itself through the might of its own technology and science.”

—CARL JUNG, The Undiscovered Self

“Discovery commences with the awareness of anomaly.”

—THOMAS KUHN






Introduction

Anatomy of an Inquiry




It all started innocently enough.

In 1976, a space probe orbiting Mars took a picture of a formation on the surface of the planet resembling a humanoid face. That first stoic image of the “Face,” gazing back at us from the Viking photographs in oracular monochrome, has burned itself into the twenty-first century’s collective retina. It’s too late to look away.

Although originally dismissed as a meaningless curiosity, the Face on Mars, located in the Cydonia Mensae region, has come to define all that is unknown about our closest planetary neighbor. Is it the signature of an unknown intelligence or simply the work of natural forces?

Perhaps if the Face were a solitary oddity, it could be attributed to chance. But the Face is one of several components in an apparent complex of anomalies. These include what looks like a mile-wide collapsed enclosure (dubbed the “Fort”), two five-sided “pyramids” of breathtaking size, and the “Cliff,” a ruler-straight “ramp” that dominates the Cydonian horizon.

As the space probe called Mars Global Surveyor (hereafter called Surveyor or “MGS”) continues to take photographs of the Red Planet, new enigmas have come to light: conglomerations of tree-like features, sinuous winding “tunnels” that recall railroad tracks or vacuum trains, and hexagonal formations that dot the planet’s uncompromising terrain like terrestrial megaliths.

After the Martian Apocalypse deals with possible extraterrestrial artifacts of inconceivable antiquity. If even a few of the possibilities explored in this book are accurate, the prospects for our own future are explosive. I’ve attempted to summarize what’s known—and, perhaps more importantly, what’s not known—about a most interesting assortment of objects on the planet Mars: the fourth world from the Sun, our neighbor.

After the Martian Apocalypse is also about the politics of belief, the surreal and contradictory world of “forbidden science,” and the highly charged microculture of hobbyist exoarchaeologists that is quietly subverting the landscape of popular science.

Mars, for its enigma, is disquietingly earthlike—a fun-house mirror of planetary dimensions and mythological scope. It has never ceased to provide the human species with reason for awe, since its appearance as a portentous red dot in the night sky to the first photos taken by robotic orbiters in the twentieth century.

In the early twentieth century astronomer Percival Lowell thought that he saw an intricate network of canals on Mars’s surface, and reasoned that Mars was inhabited by a water-impoverished civilization. Famed inventor Nikola Tesla was convinced that he had received radio signals from Mars. Later still, astronomer and computer programmer Jacques Vallee found an apparently nonrandom correlation between UFO flaps and Mars’s close approaches with Earth.

Yet by the time the Face on Mars and related anomalies became cultural fixtures in the late twentieth century, Mars had been revealed as a wasted, frozen world. No flame-gushing tripods stalked its rusted dunes and rock-cluttered floodplains. No tribes of tusked, green-skinned warriors patrolled its mysteriously emptied seas.

But the Face rekindled notions of lost cities and ancient astronauts, remnants of an apocalypse. More than a few commentators noted that the Face—whatever it was—looked somewhat Egyptian, implying an esoteric terrestrial connection. Were we, ultimately, Martians? Did the Face promise evolutionary insight or was it merely what NASA claimed it was: a geological formation graced by a fortuitous trick of light?

I argue that the Face on Mars represents a fundamentally deeper mystery than mainstream exobiological puzzles, such as the presence of organic magnetite found in a lump of Martian rock in 2000, or the much-discussed but still-theoretical aquatic life on Jupiter’s moon Europa. Whether we dismiss the structures of Cydonia as tabloid fodder or devote regular hours to hunting the Web for breaking Martian revelations, it has left an imprint on popular culture and haunted our self-proclaimed skeptical elite.

Cydonia has transfixed us with its riddle, and despite NASA’s mantric insistence that the Face is a perfectly natural mesa (or hill, or mountain, or butte, depending on which skeptic one asks), new Mars probes continue to rephotograph Cydonia with compelling results.
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Viking frame 35A72 is the most famous image of the “Face on Mars.” Courtesy of NASA/Jet Propulsion Laboratory/California Institute of Technology/Malin Space Science Systems.

In August 2003, Mars veered closer to Earth than it had in sixty thousand years, and for all of a month the heady sense of imminent contact with another world permeated the mass media. Even in harsh city lighting, the planet could be seen as a swollen pink dot in the sky, vigilant and portentous. Exhumed from astronomical textbooks, Mars was suddenly visible in magazines and on television. Thousands of hobbyist astronomers trained their telescopes on the Red Planet, producing detailed color images that were easy rivals for the Hubble Space Telescope’s best Martian portraits.

On television and on the Internet, sleekly rendered computer graphics charted the progress of NASA’s twin Mars Exploration Rovers as they crept through the silence of interplanetary space. For the first time since Percival Lowell ignited public interest in space with his description of world-girdling canals more than a century ago, Mars seemed curiously palpable—less of a scientific abstraction and more of a place, with its own exotic locales and climate.

Dust storms—vast smears of orange—flickered across the planet’s northern hemisphere. The polar ice caps glittered with the promise of untapped waters. For its beauty, there was something oddly malevolent about Mars’s dramatic close-approach. Telescopic images left no doubt that Mars was an eerily Earth-like world. As political leaders and scientists debated the effects of climate change on Earth, Mars cruised through our collective night sky with glacial complacency. As rocket-propelled grenades exploded in the ruins of Baghdad and thousands of people died from record-breaking heat in Europe, Mars, despite its tantalizing proximity, remained mute, inexplicable, content to challenge us with its sheer presence.

We know that celestial events aren’t harbingers of doom or catastrophic omens. Nevertheless, Mars’s approach seemed weirdly on cue, as if our worst apocalyptic fears had been manifested in the summer sky. The epic gravitational clockwork that governs our solar system brought us face to face with a world that is both a hideous caricature of our own and a silent promise of new landscapes, unfathomable mysteries, and ancient secrets.

In researching this book, I’ve encountered a galaxy of false claims, grandiose explanations, incomprehensible conspiracy theories, and bad science. For some, the anomalies in Cydonia serve as the pantheon for an embryonic space-age religion; their dogmatic certainty that the Face has to be an extraterrestrial monument rivals the intensity of the space agency’s refusal to consider the possibility.

My website, the Cydonian Imperative (www.mactonnies.com/cydonia.html), was tentatively launched the day NASA released Surveyor’s first look at the Face in 1998. I’ve contacted debunkers, believers, and agnostics of all sorts, including a NASA planetary geologist who mailed me NASA’s fact sheet on the Face (dismissing it without reference to any kind of scientific study); an author/lecturer who maintains that NASA’s Mars exploration program is merely a public relations ruse to hide otherworldly secrets; and an embittered former aerospace engineer convinced that anyone interested in extraterrestrial artifacts is deluded at best.

The Internet has redefined the way in which space science data is presented to the masses. Forewarned of NASA’s plan to reimage the Face in 1998, I spent the night browsing Malin Space Science Systems’ (MSSS) website and phoning the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California. As dawn broke in the Midwest, I managed to speak briefly with a member of the Surveyor team, who seemed genuinely baffled that I’d been able to locate his office number—a simple enough task given a modem and NASA’s rigorous, and suitably labyrinthine, internal directory.

Over the next few days, two more Cydonia overpasses resulted in high-resolution images of the fabled Cydonia “City,” the collection of oddly shaped objects originally discovered by science writer Richard C. Hoagland while examining features in the direct vicinity of the Face. It quickly became obvious that resolving the issue of geology vs. artificiality would not be settled anytime soon; the anomalies under investigation were ancient, battered, and partially buried. If artificial, they were on the verge of receding into the bleak Martian landscape. Yet many observers had already theorized that the City had likely been carved from existing landforms—possibly by a civilization living in a severely compromised environment.

After the first epistemological clash had run its course, advocates of the Artificiality Hypothesis, which suggests that the enigmas on Mars were constructed by intelligent beings, were left in the absurd position of defending the Cydonia enigmas from self-appointed debunkers who gloated that they couldn’t see the “roads” and “stripmalls.”

Regardless, the Cydonia inquiry has progressed despite inevitable premature claims from both sides of the debate. Years after the first high-resolution images of the City were downloaded to personal computers across the world, a high-sun-angle frontal portrait of the Face was finally captured, revealing the formation’s eastern half in unprecedented detail, in 2001. Among the many treasures of the frontal image is an almond-shaped depression and central conical protuberance—precisely where an eye should be if the Face is an anthropomorphic sculpture. Further secondary details such as unique “nostrils,” “lips,” and “brow” reinforce the hypothesis that the Face is something more than an unusual mesa carved by ancient oceans and meteoric sleet.

The possibility that the Face is an artifact of unknown manufacture is simultaneously inspiring and troubling to our perception of life and intelligence in the cosmos. The discoveries on Mars suggest that the human race stands on the threshold of a profound shift in orthodox scientific thought. Inhabitants of a tumultuous and dying world, we consign Cydonia to the fringe, where its implications are, if not completely invisible, at least unthreatening. But this denial is neither wise nor warranted.

Recently, theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking stated that the human race would not survive the next thousand years unless it migrated into space. Although his declaration was laughed off by some academics, I suspect his estimate is horrifyingly close to the truth.

Planets die. Mars, frigid and pocked with craters, is catastrophic proof.

The presence of potential extraterrestrial artifacts, still visible after an apparent Martian apocalypse, introduces a fascinating variable into our future as a spacefaring species (unless, of course, we fail to heed Hawking’s warning). The ramifications are scientific and existential, cosmic and social.

This book describes who we are in light of such a discovery. It can be read as postmodern anthropology or even as science fiction. But the enigma at its core is very real. Until we know for sure what awaits us on Mars, it is imperative that we address the Cydonia issue with open-minded skepticism, suspending conclusions while daring to speculate in the face of an academic community addicted to baseless condescension.

The Face on Mars is a springboard for fresh thought on extraterrestrial intelligence, challenging the ways in which we perceive eventual contact. The ultimate realization that we are not alone in the universe may be a more disorienting and shocking event than is usually portrayed in our media; simultaneously, it may have more practical hands-on relevance to our society. If the anomalies of Cydonia are artificial, as I think they probably are, then they represent an opportunity for methodical study and a potential fountainhead of paradigm-rattling discovery. This is an opportunity we simply cannot allow ourselves to miss.

In this book, I frequently engage in speculation, synthesizing established facts with various interpretive scenarios. This doesn’t mean that I accept fanciful interpretations, by themselves, as evidence. But I maintain that the unprecedented challenge posed by the Face demands an unusual measure of creativity. The many possibilities explored in these pages comprise a sort of Einsteinian thought experiment, justified by the simple fact that the reality behind the Cydonia anomalies is testable.

Any or all of my interpretations may be proven wrong. But until we commit to a long-term program of manned exploration, imagination remains the central tool in our arsenal.

How long will we have to wait until astronauts explore Cydonia? Estimates vary, often wildly. NASA has made continued allusions to 2020 as the year for the US’s first manned Mars venture, yet this date is not borne out by the current Mars exploration program. I privately suspect NASA has no real plans to visit Mars in person. This is a disturbing possibility, but not insurmountable. Russia and China have displayed interest in manned Mars exploration, as have private and commercial ventures.

With the right blend of foresight, savvy, and sense of adventure, there is no damning reason a manned Mars mission can’t take flight within ten or fifteen years.

Mars is within our reach, if we dare.
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A Visitor’s Guide to Cydonia




The Cydonian desert stretches in all directions, a sprawl of forbidding orange-red dusted with white frost that vanishes under the thin sunlight. The desert is rocky, but not dangerously so. Boulders are rounded and pitted from long-vanished waters. Here and there blue-green patches catch your eye, unlikely jewels in this ocean of red. Maybe it’s just the light.

Turning to the east, you see a strangely shaped mesa surrounded by a straight, shallow “platform.” Seeing the Face from the ground provokes a strange sense of recognition. The brow, eye cavity and mouth are clearly visible. Despite its age, the Face seems alive, mouth bared to the sky as if to impart a dangerous revelation.

Following the Face’s mute stare, you take in the pale Martian sky and the shrunken disk of the Sun. Phobos, the larger of Mars’s two irregularly shaped moons, is barely visible as a warped crescent above the horizon. If you stand long enough, you can clock its progression across the heavens.

Turning 180 degrees, you make out the western perimeter of the City. The so-called Fort, its main wall parallel to the distant Face, boasts misshapen summits at its edges, suggesting an ancient collapse or collision. Unlike other mesas in Cydonia, erosion seems to have carved out the Fort from the inside-out; the center is oddly recessed, leaving a periphery of mounded debris emerging at awkward angles.

The Fort looks weathered, defeated. Its eastern side is riddled with small, shallow craters that terminate as abruptly as the holes left from a burst of machine-gun fire. Indeed, it’s easy to imagine that you’re examining the sterile ruins of some unimaginable conflict. The reddish soil beneath your feet reminds you of blood.

Behind the toppled Fort, the City Pyramid casts an enormous triangular shadow across the cold sand. Seen from the surface, the City Pyramid looks less pyramidal than from above; it lacks the fine-edged steepness and immaculate casing of the pyramids in Egypt. But there is no mistaking its enormity, or the huge facets that give it its peculiar five-sided shape.

For a moment, the sense of scale overwhelms you. Comparing the City Pyramid to its Egyptian counterparts is useful only in the most superficial context; the City Pyramid is far larger than anything dreamt by ancient Egyptians. Mankind’s largest monuments could fit within the City Pyramid many times over. But is the City Pyramid a “monument” in the familiar sense? Its vast size—and the seemingly imploded remains of the adjacent Fort—brings to mind immense enclosures of some kind. Perhaps insulated cities that once teemed with motion, sheltered from the diminished sky.

You strain your eyes looking for evidence of an opening, some crack in the pyramid’s rocky veneer, but see nothing blatantly artificial: no crumbling smokestacks poking from the massed sand at the pyramid’s base, no derelict earth-movers or frozen Martian corpses.
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This pullback from the Face reveals additional features of interest, including the “City Pyramid,” the “D&M Pyramid,” and other anomalous formations. Courtesy of NASA/Jet Propulsion Laboratory/California Institute of Technology/Malin Space Science Systems.

Blinking away afterimages, you turn southwest to the distant bulk of the D&M Pyramid. Named after the initials of its codiscoverers, computer imaging specialists Vincent DiPietro and Gregory Molenaar, the D&M shares the City Pyramid’s five-sided configuration and features a shallow, tapered buttress that gives it the general appearance of a colossal arrowhead with symmetrical sides.

Seen in high-resolution, the D&M’s surface is not the smooth finish found elsewhere in Cydonia. Rather, its shallow incline is swollen and cracked, as if once molten. Despite this, no signs of volcanism are apparent. An unknown dark, sooty material has settled into fine-scale fractures, with a thick concentration near what researchers have referred to as a “domed uplift,” thought by some to represent an ancient internal explosion.

Interestingly, there seems to be a tunnel-like opening into the D&M. If the D&M is an extraterrestrial structure, then perhaps you’ll find evidence there proving beyond doubt that civilized Martians once existed, ending centuries of raging debate about the possibility of extraterrestrial intelligence.

Far to the east, past the brooding Face, you come across the Cliff, a tapered mesa with a well-defined rectilinear ramp running most of its length. Like the Fort, the Cliff parallels the Face’s axis of symmetry. And it appears to have been constructed atop a crater ejecta blanket; a maze of grooved fissures in the terrain nearest the crater suggests a mining operation or quarry. But for what purpose?

Exactly south of the Cliff is the “Tholus,” a dome-like feature with what looks like an eroded ramp winding up its side and topped by a triangular formation situated on a shallow five-sided platform.

Standing on the Tholus and looking out across the desert, you notice that the platform is aimed at a single landmark—the Face, its partially collapsed southeast quadrant exposed like a festering wound to the atmosphere’s embalming chill.

 

Whisked back to Martian orbit, you take a long look at the scarred landscape rotating slowly far below. With sufficient magnification, the relics of past robotic expeditions can be seen littering its surface under a film of red dust. Dead rivers mingle like fossilized capillaries; extinct shield volcanoes rake the thin amber sky, oozing halos of snow-white carbon dioxide. Deep within the ravaged crease of Valles Marineris—to which the Grand Canyon is but a scratch—liquid water flows in small amounts, wetting the soil for a hypothesized microbial ecology.

With the land surface area of Earth and a frozen ocean caged beneath its unassuming surface, Mars could be Earth after some environmental holocaust.

The Red Planet has a right to be angry.

The Face

The Face on Mars has become a fixture of Space Age iconography. Despite repeated efforts by NASA officialdom to remove it from the museum of our collective psyche, it remains a star attraction, promising the alien vistas denied us when Venus and Mars were shown to be bleak, unforgiving worlds, bereft of civilizations.

The Face could be a shrine from an Edgar Rice Burroughs novel, or a prop from some never-filmed science fiction epic. It is more than geomorphology; it is myth, eliciting the desire to believe.

But believe in what, exactly? Extrasolar aliens? Ancient astronauts?

If the Face is artificial, then its implications promise to redefine who we think we are. It could be a Bronze Age monument built by indigenous Martians, or it could be a component in a solar system-wide menagerie of artifacts waiting to be discovered. The Face is more of an invitation than any sort of declarative answer, not to mention a philosophical can of worms.

Ironically enough, official reticence to deal with the Face objectively might have more than a little to do with the disquieting possibility that it might be real. Proponents of the search for extraterrestrial radio signals (SETI, or the search for extraterrestrial intelligence) never fail to point out that the discovery of intelligent life in space would be a momentous opportunity, every bit as profound and far-reaching as the Copernican revolution.

But the aliens in SETI’s theoretical arena are almost impossibly distant, whereas the Face and related anomalies are virtually next door. This introduces an element of shock not found in SETI’s statistical analyses by giving the prospect of ET intelligence an uncomfortably human face.
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Partial photo of the Face taken in 2002. Although the resolution is inferior to the Surveyor’s 2001 image, this image is unaffected by failed attempts to correct for viewing angle, making this one of the most representative images of the Face. It also shows the western “eye” formation in detail, as highlighted by Society for Planetary SETI Research member J. P. Levasseur. Courtesy of NASA/Jet Propulsion Laboratory/California Institute of Technology/Malin Space Science Systems. “Eye” sketch by J. P. Levasseur.
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The Face photographed in its entirety in 2001. Each half of the formation possesses a unique texture, evidence of prevailing winds scouring the right side and depositing a cushion of sand on the left side, which has partially collapsed. Courtesy of NASA/Jet Propulsion Laboratory/California Institute of Technology/ Malin Space Science Systems.

A popular SETI maxim has it that extraterrestrial contact, if it occurs, will be unbearably strange. Yet possible ruins on Mars have been rejected precisely because they’re strange, like the works of some celestial practical joker bent on overturning the early twenty-first century scientific zeitgeist. The Face is as challenging from an epistemological perspective as it is from an exobiological vantage; if real, it promises to rewrite not only our science books, but our own role in the cosmos.

Dismissal of the Face has always been founded on emotional bias rather than evidence—or, at worst, outright character assassination of those who would have us take a closer look. Attempting to methodically study the Cydonia region and present findings to the public has been a strange and enduring spectacle: it’s The X-Files as conceived by Kafka.

Independent researchers of disparate disciplines have offered compelling circumstantial evidence to support a non-natural origin for the Face, only to have the scientific mainstream offer characteristic scoffing rebuttals. But the controversy over the Face that has raged since the formation’s discovery in 1976 has never been successfully shouldered aside. The mystery of the Face seems fueled by a force almost Jungian in its tenacity.

It took twenty-six years for NASA to admit that it had never conducted a scientific survey of the Face, so its vehemently negative estimation of the Cydonia region was baseless from the beginning. But the damage to the subject had been done, hastened by a pop science media eager to flaunt its own self-proclaimed skepticism.

Skeptics among the ever-present debunking contingent have capitalized on the propensity of the brain to “see” apparent faces based on visual cues (e.g., faces in clouds, the Man in the Moon, or Carl Sagan’s Jesus in a tortilla chip). Some argue that the Face and apparent structures on Mars are seen only because the viewers have higher-than-average levels of dopamine, a neurochemical that augments the ability to read meaning into disparate stimuli. But the skeptical media ignored the argument’s obvious corollary: viewers with lower-than-average dopamine levels don’t perceive likenesses that really do exist.

The difficulty with resolving the controversy surrounding the Face is twofold. First is the limitation of telerobotic cameras operated by a science team openly hostile to the possibility that Cydonia is anything more than a pile of rocks.

Second, it seems our own neurological and psychological predispositions play a significant role in our ability to investigate potential extraterrestrial structures. While an archaeologist used to examining aerial or orbital photographs in search of archaeological sites might have an inclination to discern intelligently constructed features, the geological survey team in charge of the Surveyor is less likely to take note of the unexpected—unless, of course, it’s extremely obvious. But archaeological sites are seldom obvious. Until relatively recently, some Native American earthworks, such as the grass-covered ritual mounds of Ohio, were thought to be naturally occurring hills. Inspecting an alien landscape in search of ruins—built by a hypothetical civilization about which we know nothing—presents an unprecedented challenge to science.

If we are to take the search for extraterrestrial intelligence seriously, we must be willing to investigate exotic avenues, not merely wait placidly in the hopes that a passing radio transmission will betray the existence of extrasolar aliens. Unfortunately, the Face has come to epitomize fringe science—that twilit realm of fact and speculation that hovers like a fine smoke at the edges of accepted paradigms.

 

The Face is a mile-long rectilinear mesa with an unusually symmetrical framing platform popularly dubbed the “headdress.” This headdress appears as a close-fitting helmet in Viking orbiter images, prompting parallels with the ancient astronauts of Erich von Däniken.

On its western side, the Face features a parted “mouth” with evidence of eroded “lips,” a protruding, almost simian “brow,” “nostril,” and a readily discernable “eye” complete with conical “iris.” The eastern side of the Face is less humanoid. Nevertheless, it is hauntingly face-like, with a slit “eye,” continuation of the mouth, a nostril-like feature situated next to its western counterpart, and a “chin” area that has apparently collapsed inward in several places.

Near the chin, a rectangular piece of the face’s framing mesa appears to have vanished, leaving behind a number of anomalous dark parallel lines. Repeated imaging of the Face shows that the lines remain stationary, arguing that they are “fixed” features and not deposits of dark dust, which would likely be erased by wind.

To the south of the “missing” rectangle is a crescent-shaped crevasse. Analysis suggests the crevasse could be as deep as a forty-story building, in which case the Face may be hollow or porous, as might be expected from a sophisticated sculpture. Together with the sunken regions on the chin, the crevasse is evidence of interior structure caught in the act of decay.

Advocates of artificiality typically view the Face as a modified mesa, constructed from “carving” an existing landform to architectural tolerances rather than building from scratch. In this sense, debunkers who insist the Face is merely a mesa are most likely correct.

There are obvious signs of erosion at work on the Face. The eastern brow appears to have slumped, and an apparent buildup of sand gives the eastern half a smooth finish. Prevailing winds have left the more human-looking western half bare and rocky, with the porous texture expected from rock after long exposure to airborne sand. Unfortunately, the build-up on the eastern side obscures the continuation of the mouth feature, giving the Face an oddly chimeric appearance. When high-resolution images from the Surveyor showed the Face in its entirety, some disillusioned viewers insisted that the Face had somehow managed to change shape since its Viking mug shot in 1976. This misperception is easy to trace; in the most widely circulated Viking image of the Face, the eastern portion is mostly in shadow, leaving the mind to fill in additional facial details. A careful look at Viking’s high sun-angle image shows that while the mouth deviates slightly from the west side, it corresponds to Surveyor imagery.

While the facial resemblance is subjective, the Face possesses additional characteristics amenable to quantitative analysis. Digital image scientist Mark J. Carlotto surveyed the Cydonia region using a computer program designed to test for nonfractality. Nonfractality is a feature’s relative “non-naturalness” based on the geometry of surrounding topology. Natural surface features such as mountains and beaches maintain a strong fractal signature, while manufactured objects (even when camouflaged) tend to register as nonfractal. During the first Gulf War, computers applying this technology were able to identify Iraqi military vehicles without assistance from human operators.

Carlotto hypothesized that if the Face was an artificial sculpture, it should have a noticeable nonfractal signature. Not surprisingly to artificiality proponents, the Face showed the highest nonfractal rating in the region, seconded by the nearby Fort.

Critics of the Face are left with an engaging paradox. While it is certainly possible to “see faces” when presented with unfamiliar geology (an argument ritualistically employed by Carl Sagan before softening somewhat on the Cydonia issue before his death), it’s certainly odd that a subjectively artificial-looking landform should also appear strange to an impartial computer program.

The fractality of a given surface feature is relative, not proof of artificial construction. But Carlotto’s results forcefully imply that the Face deserves a very careful examination. At the very least, the Face’s nonfractal signature demonstrates that the Face is at odds with the surrounding landscape. Even if the Face is a freak of erosion, its strange topology should contain much to tell us about Mars’s tantalizing geology. Upon seeing the first new image of the Face in April of 1998, one geologist remarked: “The Face on Mars is almost certainly natural, but I wish it was artificial so I could explain it” [emphasis mine].

Astronomer Tom Van Flandern, founder and president of Meta Research in Washington, D.C., conducted another noteworthy test for artificiality. Working from the hypothesis that the Face was an intentional representation of a terrestrial hominid, Van Flandern predicted from 1976 Viking images that future high-resolution images of the feature should reveal secondary detail consistent with megascale sculpture. Specifically, Van Flandern predicted the presence of an eye-like feature (now confirmed), nostrils (also confirmed) and further anthropomorphic detail years before such features were visible.

Van Flandern carefully avoided the pitfall of selective choosing. For example, if the Face was riddled with small craters, each the proportionate size of a nostril, then it would be possible to simply choose the most nostril-like crater and present it as evidence. But the Face features only one small nostril-like “pit”—right where a nostril should be if the Face were created to look like a face.

Likewise, the eye, a shallow almond-shaped basin with a blunt, cone-like protrusion sheltered beneath the heavy brow, appears singularly eye-like. By taking into account apparent lips and “eyebrows,” Van Flandern came to the controversial conclusion that the Face was artificial beyond reasonable doubt, adding that he had never committed himself to such odds at any other time in his scientific career. While it’s certainly possible to disagree with Van Flandern’s conclusion, his a priori argument nevertheless carries the weight of established scientific methodology.

The porous western side of the Face features a small rectilinear structure with what appears to be a narrow, enclosed interior. Such fine-scale detail is wholly inconsistent with geologically derived models, and invites speculation. The rectilinear feature may be an inexplicable decorative adornment or it may be a clue to the Face’s true function.

The Face may have once been an inhabited structure. The shadowy crevasse and partially collapsed chin certainly suggest a hollow interior. Given the presence of additional enigmas in the region, such as the Fort and D&M Pyramid, it’s tempting to envision Cydonia as a sort of megalithic refugee camp, with subterranean habitats serving as bunkers for a beleaguered race. Water erosion on the sides of the Face’s framing mesa indicates the Face was once an island, rising above the Cydonian sea like the head of a drowning god. Seen from the City, the Face’s reflection would have reflected downwards in a stunning mile-long double image. Inhabitants of the Fort would have had an especially spectacular view, as would anyone standing in the vicinity of the “City Square,” a group of small structures huddled among the City Pyramid and other City formations.

If the Face was designed to beckon from the Martian surface as well as from above, then it apparently served an important cultural function. Humanoid faces must have had some meaning to the City’s inhabitants. What did it symbolize? Could the Face be something as trivial and anthropocentric as a monument built to commemorate some Martian ruler? Or is the Face intentionally generic, representative of an entire race?

Some researchers have postulated that the Face’s relatively amorphic eastern half was deliberately left unfinished. This makes sense if the Face was meant to be seen from the direction on the City; computer-generated synthetic views show that the Face remains quite face-like when seen from the surface.

But if meant for viewing only from the west, why bother with any facial likeness on the eastern half? Since the Face is highly bisymmetrical, it’s more likely that the Face was designed for viewing from above as well as from the ground.

Pop mythology notwithstanding, the Face’s skyward visage is not evidence that the Cydonians were a spacefaring civilization. After all, terrestrial structures such as the Nazca lines in Peru were constructed for viewing from above, even though the Peruvians lacked aircraft. The Peruvians had an intimate interest in monitoring the night sky, and aerial gods populate their mythology. The architects of the fabled Nazca lines never actually saw their works from above; it was enough that they existed.

The Face on Mars may be a similar attempt to appease unknown deities. Just because it’s a frontal portrait of a human (or humanoid) doesn’t necessarily mean that the culture that built it had conquered manned flight. The vast resources used to construct the Face could have been justified by the same metaphysical drive that spawned Stonehenge, the Pyramids, and other ancient sites.

Alternatively, the Face could be a device to get our attention. Over the years astronomers have pondered ways to let possible alien civilizations know that we’re here. Today we routinely announce our presence to the galaxy by our electromagnetic chatter. In 1978, scientists sent the first purposeful transmission to a possible extraterrestrial civilization: an encrypted message showing a rudimentary human form and a diagram of the Sun’s retinue of planets. When Mars was considered habitable and Earth-like, a number of ingenious schemes flourished to let the Martians know they had intelligent neighbors. Suggestions ranged from setting massive geometric fires in the Sahara to building a huge symmetrical face in hopes of catching the eye of astromically inclined Martians. The latter proposal, made by megascale sculptor Isamu Noguchi in the mid-1940s, seems eerily prescient and more than a little ironic in light of the Martian Face.

The “beacon” explanation poses at least as many fundamental questions as it answers. How did the Cydonians know we might be coming? And, more provocatively, why would they have cared enough to commit themselves to a massive architectural undertaking? The notion of extinct Martian altruists smacks of the 1950s “space brothers” from flying saucers, who preached peace and love via human “contactees.”

The Face could be an astronomical marker, like the numerous earthworks and stone circles that dot the fields of England. Various researchers have attempted to determine when the Face was built, with results ranging from thirty thousand years ago to half a million. Even the relatively recent datings predate the human species as we know it; if the Face is an artifact, then it casts the human legacy in an almost unimaginable sprawl of time, just as photos of Earth from deep space show how vanishingly tiny our world is when seen in galactic context.

The inherent threat to our understanding of history is obvious, posing questions with the potential to occupy sociologists for decades. How would the human race react to the revelation that it had once had mysterious neighbors?

If Mars died a calamitous and sudden death, the existence of a prior technological civilization may provide the impetus we need to rearrange our own existential perspective. Earth swims amidst an orbital cemetery, narrowly avoiding collisions with planet-killing asteroids while its governments waste precious centuries honing weapons, dulled by solipsistic torpor.

The solar system revealed by Pioneer and Voyager, enhanced by new understandings from contemporary space science missions, unveils a universe as indifferent and merciless as H. G. Wells’s marauding invaders in The War of the Worlds. Mars is a mute challenge. Although repeatedly likened to a sphinx, the Face on Mars may be more of a siren, luring the inhabitants of Earth with its fierce, intriguingly anonymous stare.

Ultimately, as Ray Bradbury predicted decades ago, the Martians will be us.

The Man Who Invented Mars

In the 1890s, American astronomer Percival Lowell changed the way the world saw Mars by claiming that the planet’s surface was a confusion of intersecting “canals”—apparent proof that a Martian race was alive and well, albeit faced with a globe-threatening water shortage. Lowell fastidiously mapped the Martian canals, producing intricate diagrams showing straight lines emanating from the polar caps. Lowell reasoned that a Martian civilization, potentially far in advance of our own, was staving off dehydration by maximizing Mars’s compromised water supply.

Lowell’s theory, with its dire cautionary implications, enthralled the public conscience and revitalized astronomy by turning Mars into a place rather than an abstracted mote in the night sky. Lowell’s idea was ultimately greater than his science; subsequent analyses by his peers revealed that Mars lacked the atmosphere to retain the large quantities of liquid water required by the canals. Still, the issue of what, precisely, Lowell was seeing through his telescope remained the subject of controversy. Not until Mars was visited by Earth’s first telerobotic probes and photographed in detail were the canals finally demolished; while Lowell’s painstaking survey wasn’t disingenuous, contemporary researchers now think that he was tricked into connecting disparate surface features into illusory lines—in other words, inadvertently connecting the dots created by large-scale formations seen from a great distance. Given the technology available to him, Lowell can hardly be blamed. Indeed, late-twentieth-century astronomers such as Carl Sagan have credited Lowell with popularizing planetary astronomy.

Lowell’s impact on science fiction was especially formidable. If not for his research, H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds would likely never have been written, resulting in a dramatic shortage of “invasion from space” yarns that have inspired the contemporary generation of alien hunters, or exobiologists. Though founded in error, Lowell’s legacy helped open the door for the possibility of intelligent alien life, whether on Mars or elsewhere in the depths of space.
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This Martian globe, created by astronomer Percival Lowell, shows apparent artificial canals on the Red Planet. Subsequent observation showed that Lowell’s observations were illusory, caused by combining disparate surface features into imaginary straight lines. Image courtesy Lowell Observatory.

Not surprisingly, Lowell’s nonexistent canals have become imminently useful analogies for critics of the Artificiality Hypothesis as it pertains to the Face in Cydonia. Since it is possible to misinterpret planetary surface features, argue debunkers, the Face is certainly a latter-day example of attaching terrestrial sentiments to alien geology. But there are gross problems with this argument. First, Lowell’s observations of sketchy canals were made through the eyepiece of a Victorian telescope. The first images of the Face were acquired from spacecraft in Mars orbit, and while they were grainy enough to contest, new imagery shows that the salient face-like details remain unchanged, augmented by the discovery of secondary facial features.

It is ironic that the Face and City of Mars recall Lowell’s vision of a postapocalyptic world. Sadly, it seems chances of communicating with living Martians are vanquished by millennia; if the Face is artificial, it’s far older than the canals chronicled by Lowell. If there ever were canals (or similar features) on Mars, they’ve long been consumed by the planet’s mysterious geology, leaving us with an assembly of relics. Cydonia researchers continue Lowell’s epic quest to confirm the existence of Martians, but their tools are better and their sense of context is rooted in the grim and wondrous realities unveiled by the space age.

Percival Lowell’s Martian race might be dead, but his impassioned search for confirmation endures. In light of the degraded, mile-wide Face and nearby pyramids, the truth may well be far stranger than Lowell ever imagined.

A Technological Interpretation

of the Face

The presence of a discernable humanoid eye on the Face on Mars invites comparison to terrestrial sculpture. The inclusion of a structured “eyeball” in a piece of megascale sculpture is not a trivial artistic element. If artificial, the Face is no exception. Close study just might reveal significance dulled by millennia of erosion.

The anomalous rectangular cells surrounding the western eye may be more than an exposed structural mesh or tress work. Their orientation—surrounding the lower half of the eye—suggest a decorative intent. If the Face’s western side had been sandblasted for a long period of time, as posited by engineering geologist Ron Nicks, then one might expect to see similar “cellular” features elsewhere on the Face’s exposed surfaces. Instead, the cells appear only around the eye, suggesting that their placement may be part of an aesthetic design emphasizing the western side’s “simian” motif.

The eye’s iris can be described as a “faceted cone.” Interestingly, the curved array of cells lining the eye’s underside (on the area perhaps corresponding to a “cheekbone”) seems centered on the protruding cone, as if functionally related. Could the empty cells forming the curved grid below the eye have once housed mirrors designed to capture sunlight and cast it on the elevated iris? This notion is consistent with an archaeological interpretation of the Face, and offers a visually pleasing solution to the cells’ conspicuous placement on the Face’s surface. The Face may have once literally glowered at the Martian night, implying not only Martian technological savvy, but the intention that the Face be viewed from above—either by Cydonians or us…or both.

Solar energy plants use the same distinct radial method of “harvesting” and focusing sunlight, albeit for industrial purposes. Then again, could the Martian eye have served both as a brilliant ornament as well as a power-generating station of some kind? The Face is certainly big enough to have served as an architectural ecology (or “arcology,” for short) of the sort advocated by architect Paolo Soleri. Soleri’s intricately rendered arcologies—never actually built—elegantly enclose entire cities in environmentally friendly shells, minimizing urban sprawl. If the Face housed remnants of a civilization beneath a faltering ecosphere, a solar generator of this sort would have been desirable. At the same time, the illuminated eye would be fulfilling a metaphoric function, channeling light into the Face just as a real eye allows light to pass through the pupil to be decoded into images by the brain.

Extremely high-resolution images of the anomalous cells could help in deciding if they are in fact artificial enclosures of a sort necessary to support a network of mirrors analogous to a terrestrial solar farm. The ridged feature dubbed the “teardrop” also awaits an archaeological explanation. I suspect its placement directly below the iris, exactly halfway between the eye and mouth, may not be coincidental.

The Two-Sided Face

Ten years ago investigator Richard Hoagland theorized that the Face on Mars encoded dual visages of hominid and feline forms instead of presenting a straight likeness of a human being or similar hominid. For evidence, he showed audiences a mirrored version of a “local contrast stretch” image produced by Mark Carlotto, which succeeded in bringing out the details of the shadowy eastern side (imaged in its entirety in 2001). The frame Hoagland worked with, 70A13, was marred by an annoying camera registration mark that tended to detract from a facial likeness, feline or otherwise. When Hoagland presented his unusual theory to the United Nations a decade ago, many felt that the feline aspect was probably a result of reading too much into the scant data. Only a new, high-resolution photo could properly frame the controversy.

With confirmation available since 2001 from overhead images, the feline appearance discernable in the 1976 image may be a real phenomenon. The Face, while consistently face-like in a gross sense, does not appear to be a strictly human visage. Like many split-image motifs constructed by ancient cultures here on Earth, it seems to represent a fusion of humanoid and animal features.

While it has been apparent from the beginning that the Face wasn’t perfectly bisymmetrical, it nevertheless retained a convincing face-like appearance under a wide variety of lighting angles, as demonstrated by Carlotto’s increasingly sophisticated shape-from-shading renditions. When the image of the Face arrived from Surveyor in April of 1998, Cydonia researchers immediately voiced disappointment in the angle and lighting, which made assessing the Face mesa in its entirety effectively impossible.

Although attempts to orthorectify Surveyor’s substandard image provided tantalizing detail of the Face’s dark half, the overall facial appearance was still founded more on computer-imaging technique than actual geology. Multimedia artist Mark Kelly’s enhancement—an eerily compelling frontal rendition created by “stretching” the available detail on the first Surveyor photo and adding shadows to simulate Viking lighting conditions—remained the most definitive photographic reconstruction of the Martian Face until late May of 2001, when the Face was finally rephotographed by Surveyor.

The final product of both Kelly’s enhancement and the properly contrasted Surveyor image is a peculiarly schizophrenic visage. Digitally mirroring the Face’s respective sides reveals an ape-like protohuman face complete with anatomically accurate eye, brow, lips, chin and nostril as well as a cat-like resemblance including a perfectly shaped feline nose (with nostril and an indication of anatomical structure near what might be an eroded mouth).

Also plainly visible is a slitted eye (albeit with no visible internal structure) and sloping forehead. The strange semi-triangular groove seen on the eastern headdress in the 1998 Face photo begins to look more than a little like a stylized “ear.”

As with the protohuman elements comprising the western side, the various features conspiring to form the feline visage appear in proper proportion and are not the result of selective choosing.

The “harelip” feature, estimated to lie at the exact lateral center of the Face mesa, appears to serve as a dividing line for the split-image motif. When mirrored, a portion of the harelip neatly forms what looks remarkably like the indentation beneath the broad, feline nose. Similarly, a graceful arc on the eastern forehead terminates precisely at the mesa’s centerline, suggesting that it is an intentional component of the feline visage as well.

Face advocate Ron Nicks, writing for Hoagland’s website, the Enterprise Mission, suggests that the eastern side may be the more well-preserved of the two, with evidence of a structural casing beginning to crack and peel away under millennia of eastward Martian winds. An identical phenomenon afflicts the Great Pyramid in Egypt, underlining the argument for the Face being an intentionally constructed work of art as opposed to a fluke of erosion.

The archaeological/anthropological riddle posed by the Face on Mars smacks of strangeness, calling our planetary identity into question. Viewed from our frustrating vantage in Mars orbit, the Face appears to be an interplanetary chimera—a literal sphinx. Unraveling its riddle will be neither easy nor necessarily comfortable for those rooted in the slowly unraveling certainty that we are—and always have been—alone in the solar neighborhood.

 

Two dominant and mutually exclusive theories have been put forth to account for the Face on Mars’s asymmetry, as seen in the 2001 Surveyor image. Hoagland is a major advocate of the feline hypothesis, in which the eastern side of the Face mesa represents a lion or similar animal. Although this explanation may sound dangerously post facto, remember that Hoagland made this observation ten years ago based on relatively poor-quality Viking data.

I contend that the Face’s eastern half indeed looks somewhat cat-like (intentionally so or not). I tested the notion by presenting “blind” viewers with a mirrored photograph of the Face’s alleged feline side. In the words of one participant, unaware that he was looking at a formation on the surface of another planet, “It looks like a lion.”

On the other hand, the feline resemblance may be fortuitous. Mark Carlotto has made a provocative case explaining the distorted eastern portion as the result of wasting and sand accumulation. Until ground-penetrating radar reveals whether Carlotto’s proposed accumulation is just that—or a deliberate protective “casing,” as argued by Hoagland and geologist Ron Nicks—the two-sided Face will remain controversial among advocates of the Artificiality Hypothesis.

If it turns out that the bifurcated Face is intentional, what is the message being conveyed? It’s doubtful a civilization would construct a mile-long face without a compelling cultural reason. Therefore, the symbolic aspect of the hominid/feline Face is presumably far from trivial, and may be a true message from an extraterrestrial intelligence.

But what are hominids and cats doing on Mars?

In the “Dawn of Man” sequence of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, a tribe of luckless protohumans is depicted living alongside predatory panthers. The protohumans’ social evolution is accelerated when an alien monolith appears, inspiring the use of tools and weapons; the hunted become the hunters. Humankind’s ascent as a tool-using species is dramatized by the famous scene in which a bone, thrown skyward by a triumphant ape-man, is juxtaposed with a space station placidly orbiting the Earth hundreds of thousands of years later.

Perhaps the Darwinian saga of 2001 is retold by the hybrid Martian Face. The fusion of humanoid and feline forms results in an aesthetic friction between prey and predator; the Face might represent the advent of intelligence on Earth by drawing forth images from our evolutionary past.

As an enfolded metaphor, the Face is a subtle but effective attempt to memorialize our species’ origins. If our ancestors hadn’t responded to the threat posed by carnivores, it’s doubtful that intelligence as we know it would have arisen. By remaining evolutionary spectators, early humans would probably have gone extinct. By taking an active role in ensuring their survival, early humans ensured that the challenges posed by predators (symbolized by the Face’s lionesque half) became catalysts for evolutionary change.

That a human-built space probe took a picture of the Face on Mars is itself proof of our species’ tenacity and adaptability, as well as a mute reminder that our status as Earth’s dominant species is as fragile now as it was millennia ago, on the shores of the African savannah.

Humanity has only recently acquired the technology to exterminate itself; the message of the Face—assuming it has one—comes at an important and perhaps crucial juncture.

If the feline interpretation of the Face is correct, how did humanoid and feline forms come to be on Mars? Is the Face evidence that our evolution was observed or even orchestrated by others? Is Homo sapiens the trophy in some bizarre interplanetary pantheon?

These are questions best dealt with in the arena of cultural anthropology. Until our definition of the search for extraterrestrial intelligence is expanded to include the study of possible artifacts on our solar system, answers will remain forever elusive.
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