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NASA

On 2 March in 1972, Nasa launched Pioneer 10, an unmanned robotic space probe that was
sent to explore the outer solar system.

Pioneer 10 featured several on-board instruments for examining the cosmos, but it also
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carried a gold-anodised aluminium plaque (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pioneer_plaque) in
case it was ever found by intelligent life-forms from another planetary system. To celebrate
the 40th anniversary of the launch, Wired.co.uk is inviting designers, artists and amateur
doodlers to create a modern interpretation of the plaque for a competition. The best entry will
win an HP Z1 Workstation and a copy of Avid Studio.

The original plaque -- attached to the space probe at the request of astronomer Carl Sagan
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Sagan) -- carried nude figures of a human male and
female, along with several symbols that were designed to provide information about the
location of Earth --as you can see in the image in this post.

If you look at the human figures, the man's hand is raised as a sign of goodwill and to show
off his opposable thumb (damn that's a nifty digit). Sagan wanted the couple to be holding
hands, but realised that any extraterrestrial looking at the plaque might perceive them to be a
single creature. A scale drawing of the Pioneer behind the humans indicates their relative
size. 

The woman appears to be hermetically-sealed below the waist just like Barbie. It has been
claimed that this was due Sagan's fear that conservatism at Nasa (http://books.google.co.uk
/books?id=BGU_9yXkQUMC&pg=PT88&lpg=PT88&
dq=woman's+vulva+pioneer+censorship&source=bl&ots=K3DnaVzVBG&
sig=LTgpaPuD1eUJfMQyOoXefkkuAe0&hl=en&sa=X&ei=dJtLT9-tBITu8QOF_py4Dg&
ved=0CCwQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=woman's%20vulva%20pioneer%20censorship&
f=false) would prevent the plaque from being allowed on the Pioneer and so the "short line
indicating the woman's vulva" was removed from the original design.

The symbols are not intuitive, to say the least, but then how do you communicate in a way
that isn't born out of thousands of years of Earth-based, human cultural fine-tuning? There is
a schematic representation of the "hyperfine transition" (http://en.wikipedia.org
/wiki/Hyperfine_structure) of hydrogen, the most abundant element in the universe. This
spin-flip transition of a hydrogen atom from the "spin up" electron state to the "spin down"
state can specify a unit of length, which is 21 centimetres. This is then used as the scale unit
of measurement on the rest of the plaque.  There is a pattern on the left of the plaque
showing 15 lines radiating from the same place. This shows the relative distances of pulsars
to the Sun (http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2011-11/29/stonehenge-celestial-
discovery). The bottom of the plaque features a diagram of the solar system, with a small
picture of the spacecraft and its trajectory past Jupiter (http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive
/2011-12/20/jupiter-eating-itself).

Forty years on and Wired.co.uk is calling upon our talented readers to design a plaque that
represents human life on Earth in 2012. It should provide a visual snapshot that would help
extra-terrestrial life forms understand what human beings look like and what wonders they
could expect to find should they stumble upon Earth. Beyond that, it's up to you. It can be
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serious or silly, realistic or impressionistic.

You have until 12 March to get your entry in, after which we will post a gallery of the best
entries which we'll put up for public vote. The winner will be announced at the end of
March.

To find out how to enter the competition and more about the prizes on offer, visit the
competition page (http://www.wired.co.uk/wired-insider/competition-pioneer-40th).

Edited by NATE LANXON
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