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Approximately 3.8 billion years ago, a gigantic asteroid smashed into the northwestern
quadrant of Earth’s only moon, forming a dark basin massive enough to be visible to the naked
eye. Around 3.8 billion years later, this same spot, known to science as the Mare Imbrium,
weathered another impact when a fictional spaceship plunged into the anthropomorphic Moon’s
right eye in George Mélies’s celebrated 1902 film Le Voyage dans la Lune. In the years between,
“the Man in the Moon” was woven into Western legend, furnishing the common man with a way
to intimately interact with Earth’s natural satellite by personifying it.!

The Mare Imbrium recaptured the attention of the scientific community in 2016, when an
article published in the acclaimed journal Nature suggested that the basin’s origins were far more
spectacular than had previously been believed. The article asserted that the Mare Imbrium was
created when an asteroid with a diameter of 150 miles, almost 30 times the height of Mount
Everest, smashed into the Moon. This new size estimate was ten times more massive than
previous estimates, large enough to classify the asteroid as a protoplanet. The impact took place
during a period between 3.8 and 4 billion years ago known as the Late Heavy Bombardment,
during which time sizeable asteroids battered the Moon with relative frequency. Though this
2016 article shed light on the specific origins of the Mare Imbrium, the feature had been
prominent in the public imagination for centuries prior. Many people who had never considered
the source nor the name of the Mare Imbrium still knew this colossal lava plain well, as the right

eye of the famous Man in the Moon. 2
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The Man in the Moon refers to the illusionary image of a human face—composed of the
Mare Imbrium, the Mare Serenitatus, the Sinus Aestuum, the Mare Nubium, and the Mare
Cognitum—often referenced in Western folklore. Visible from much of the Earth, humans have
known the Man in the Moon since ancient times. In Mapping and Naming the Moon, the British
astronomer Ewan Whitaker identified the Man in the Moon as part of a “rudimentary, ancient
lunar nomenclature” that preceded more definitive designations.® By the time the Mare Imbrium
was formally named by Giovanni Riccioli in 1651, the basin had long been recognized for its
ocular appearance. In Concerning the Face which Appears in the Orb of the Moon, the Platonist
philosopher Plutarch (ca. 45-120 CE) rejected claims that the Man in the Moon was a mere
“affection of vision.”* Historian David Cressy noted that early modern Englishmen “occasionally
wondered whether lunar eyes were looking down on them,” and that “jokes about ‘the man in the
moon’ became standard early modern fare.”®

Perhaps the most famous and fantastical depiction of the Man in the Moon comes from
the French filmmaker George Mélies’s Le Voyage dans la Lune, often accredited as the first
science fiction movie. In Le Voyage, a group of professors launch themselves to the Moon in a
bullet-shaped spaceship, careening into the Man in the Moon’s right eye, the Mare Imbrium. The
chalky-faced Man in the Moon leers disturbingly as the projectile approaches, then winces,
blinking rapidly, once his eye is struck. Méliés then illustrates this impact a second time, from

the surface of the Moon, perhaps to offer viewers a more realistic portrayal of a hypothetical
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lunar landing. An image of the Earth from the Moon’s perspective follows, affording the
audience a glimpse of what the Man in the Moon may see if he were to look down at us. ®

Le Voyage proved a monumental success for Mélies and was widely pirated for
redistribution outside of France following its release in 1902. In Paris, the film captivated
audiences for months on end at the Olympia music hall. Mélies himself was surprised by its
remarkable popularity, musing that Le Voyage was “surely not one of my best, but people are
still talking about it thirty years later!”’

Indeed, people are still talking about Le Voyage today, especially the iconic scene of the
Man in the Moon, sneering, eye pierced by a rocket (the second landing scene is rarely
referenced). The image was brought back into the spotlight in 2007 with Brian Selznick’s novel
The Invention of Hugo Cabret, and re-immortalized in film with Martin Scorsese’s 2011
adaptation Hugo. Other iterations of the Man in the Moon persist in modern popular culture:
Salvador Dali was known to highlight the Moon’s “face” when his paintings included the Earth’s
most familiar satellite. The amiable protagonist of J.R.R. Tolkien’s 1937 novel The Hobbit,
Bilbo Baggins, is said to have composed a folk song entitled “The Man in the Moon Stayed Up
Too Late,” which is passed down through generations of Middle-earth hobbits after him.®

The psychological reason why humans tend to see a face in the Moon is not a mystery.

The Man in the Moon is one well-documented example of pareidolia, the human misperception
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of faces, objects, or patterns in otherwise ambiguous forms. Pareidolia is the mechanism behind
the famous Rorschach inkblot tests, billed as a “psychological X-ray” in which subjects’
interpretations of obscure shapes are psychoanalyzed in an attempt to “unlock the hidden secrets
of the human unconscious.”® Though the Rorschach test is no longer considered a valid tool for
identifying mental illness, the effects of pareidolia on the human mind have been explored
extensively. Our brains use pareidolia as a way to fill in information gaps when presented with
unfamiliar stimuli: when we pick out a scene among the shifting clouds, the object recognition
regions of our brains are activated, despite the ambiguous reality.°

David Cressy described the Moon as “comfortingly familiar, yet achingly distant.”*!
Mankind has shortened this distance via anthropomorphism, transforming the celestial body into
a being to which everyone can relate. By inferring what another is experiencing, people are able
to empathize with others by referencing their own experiences and emotions. The ever-present
Moon has proved the perfect canvas onto which we can paint these experiences and emotions.
Throughout history, the Man in the Moon has been portrayed engaging in a variety of familiar
human behaviors. Méliés depicts him as irritable, irked by the spacecraft in his eye the same way
we might be by an errant eyelash. In the European tradition, the Man in the Moon is a lonely

drunkard, his deleterious habits recorded by the ballad The Man in the Moon Drinks Claret: “Our

man in the moon drinks clarret, with powder-beef, turnep, and carret. If he doth so, why should
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not you, drink until the sky looks blew?”’'? By projecting universal human emotions, such as
loneliness or annoyance, and quotidian experiences, such as drinking wine or having something
bothersome in one’s eye, onto the Moon, mankind has transformed it into an acquaintance—
maybe even a friend.!3

Observing the Man in the Moon is the furthest that most of the Earth’s inhabitants have
ever ventured into astronomy, a field which has customarily been limited to privileged scholarly
classes. The ancient Mesopotamian astronomers were priest-scribes, those deemed holy enough
to interpret the heavenly bodies. The Ancient Greeks, who produced many of the astronomical
treatises of antiquity, considered astronomy a highly sophisticated branch of mathematics for
practiced scholars. In Medieval Western Europe, only the highly educated who could read Greek
or Latin were able to engage with these advanced treatises, precluding most citizens from
participating. Today, humans physically interact with the Moon, but only the best and brightest
(or, if lunar tourism becomes a reality, the richest) among us will ever have a chance to partake.*

Excluded from these practices, the rest of mankind has seized upon the pareidolic
outcome of a series of random impacts to forge personal relationships with Earth’s celestial
neighbor. There is a reason that the Man in the Moon has been recognized since ancient times,

his illusionary gaze hypnotizing humanity for generations. For the vast majority who will never
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jet into outer space or even peer through a telescope, the Man in the Moon offers the opportunity

to interact meaningfully with the Moon with nothing but one’s own eyes and experiences.
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