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The ‘Blue Marble’ is the most popular photo of Earth ever taken (17 Dec 1972, Apollo 

17). This particular photo is dear to me since I have had my High School Earth Science 

students analyze it thoroughly over many years. Here are some of my notes about this 

photo in case you are interested. Unlike today’s digitally stitched satellite photos, it was 

taken by a human who happened to be exactly at the right place in space at the right time.  

 

Notice in this photo (taken from near the moon) that the Earth is full. That would mean 

that the moon, from the Earth, must be new.  While the Earth can be seen here in all its 

glory, people on Earth cant see the moon at all.  Because the photo was taken near the 

winter solstice, Earth’s North Pole must be pointed 23.5° away from the sun (and from 

the camera).  That would make the South Pole tilted 23.5° towards the camera, which 

would make the equator appear curved, rather than a straight line. 

 

When you look at the curved line of clouds north of the center, they are almost exactly 

over the equator. Clouds exist there because zero degrees latitude is typically a low-

pressure region (the world’s major jungles and rainforests tend to occur here). Since there 

is no Coriolis Effect at the equator, clouds are present but are not spinning.  

 

Next, observe 30° north and south.  These are typically dry pressure regions so there are 

few clouds (the world’s major deserts tend to occur here). 

 

Next, observe 60° north and south.  These are typically wet pressure regions.  In the 

southern hemisphere, the clouds are very apparent and are all spinning clockwise due to 

the Coriolis Effect.  But, in the northern hemisphere, it is difficult to see any clouds at all 

(keep in mind that, with Earth’s tilt, they would be near the northern horizon). 

 

Finally, the South Pole is typically a dry pressure region.  Even though it appears white, I 

think we are mostly seeing snow from Antarctica and not clouds. 

 

Allow me to be the first to admit, that while this photo tells a nearly perfect story of Earth 

Science properties, not all photos do.  Sometimes it is the exceptions that dominate. 

 

When I do this with my students, we match up the coastlines to create an overlay of the 

2D photo with a 3D globe under a camera and then determine exactly where the latitude 

lines would exist on the photo. This helps to confirm everything just mentioned above. 

 

It turns out that San Luis Obispo, California, USA – the town where Clinton Callahan 

and I met at California Polytechnic State University – is very close to the antipode of the 

center of this photo. What this means is that while this photo was being taken, Clinton 

and I were up at midnight (on a moonless night) studying for finals, probably eating very 

good donuts. How could we have known that scientific history was being made in that 

moment, providing all these amazing observations just waiting to be discovered? 


