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Moon
Spiders

Features hint at spacious
underground moon caves

LAVA PLAINS and volcanic residue on the
moon’s surface point to the orb’s fiery past.
What's below, though, remains mostly a
mystery, But in astudy in the Planstary Sci-
ence Journal, researchers describe an odd
surface feature that supportsthe presenceof
underground cavestermed subsurfacevoids,

Eachso-called spider formation consists
of multiple gullies (the spider’s “legs™),
which seem to have formed when lunar soil
flowed into a central indentation about 10
meterswide (the spider’s “body™). The re-
searchersspotted the first four spiders hid-
ing almost imperceptibly in a photograph
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fromthe powerful carneras on Nasa’s Lu-
nar Reconnaissance Orbiter (LRO): “The
spider legs are almost at the edge of resolu-
tion,” says the study’s lead author, Mik-
hail A. Kreslavsky, a planetary scientist at
the University of California, Santa Cruz.

Oncethey knewwhat to look for, thesci-
entists found several more spiders, all in
Mare Tranguillitatis—a region with a tur-
bulent volcanic past. Brown University
planetary geoscientistand study co-author
James W. Head savsthe relatively low lunar
gravity likely allowed big bubbles of gas to
formin magma, leaving behind subsurface
voids. If these voids’ ceilings collapsed be-
cause of seismic activity, the authors say,
inward-flowing surface material would
have created the distinctive spidershape.

In an earlier study, LRO detected a void
extending under a large pit in Mare Tran-
guillitatis, and researchers have speculated
that some of the moon's roughly 300 other
known pits have spacious caves below.

The study authors suspect many more
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spiders once existed and were erased.
“There arestill lots of micrometeoritesthat
hit the moon'ssurface,” says Nicolle Zellner,
aplanetary scientist and physicist at Al-
bion College in Michigan, whoalsostudies
thelunar surface. *Theupper meterof ma-
terial is churned by the bombardment.”

LRO project scientist Noah Petro of
NasA's Goddard Space Flight Center says
the spiders’ proximity to other signs of
ground disturbances in volcanic deposits
called irregular mare patches, and thepos-
sibility that spiders might have once ap-
peared near pits, could suggest the voids
are larger than thought orthat they’re con-
nected underground. “Maybe voids are far
more extensive than we previously as-
sumed,” he adds.

Because today’s spiders likely formed
within the relatively recent geological
past,they serve asa warning for future ex-
plorersthat, in certain placeson the moon,
dangerous caverns may still lurk below the
brittle surface. — Theo Nicitopoulos
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