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ON MARS,

NO ONE CAN HEARYOU SCREAM

Sound dies quickly in the

cold, thin air of Mars. Re-
searchers have modeled a
sound wave travelling
through the Martian atmos-
phere and report that it does-
n't go far - even alawn
mower’s roar dies after a hun-
dred meters or so. The model
presents an unusually de-
tailed picture of how sound
travels in an alien atmosphere
and hints at what it would
take to communicate on the
Red Planet.

All sounds are essentially the
same thing : waves of pres-
sure travelling through the air.
Sound can also travel through
water, or a solid like the
ground, but because mole-
cules must bump into each
other to propagate the pres-
sure waves, the denser the
medium the better.

Mars. Graduate student
Amanda Hanford and
physicist Lyle Long of
Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity in State College
presented the model at a
recent meeting of the
Acoustical Society of
America.

Most acoustical models of

sound treat the medium it
travels through as a con-
tinuous block with aver-
age properties. Such
models are fine for dense
atmospheres like Earth’s,
but treating the air like a

sound wave appeared on
one side of the box, and
the model calculated its
progress across to the
other side, computing
nanosecond by nanosec-
ond exactly how the car-
bon dioxide molecules
bumped and moved.

The results show that a
noise that would travel
several kilometers on
Earth would die after a
few tens of meters on
Mars. Quieter sounds
would travel far shorter
distances, making eaves-
dropping on a quiet con-
versation nearly impossi-
ble. If people ever go to
Mars and want to com-
municate audibly, they’ll
need to design devices
that can work with the
lower frequencies trans-
mitted by the Martian
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The familiar buzz of fly-
ing mosquitoes is an im-
portant mating signal,
with the fundamental fre-
qguency of the female’s
flight tone signaling her
presence, according to a
report in the 20 February
issue of Science.
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