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Fake Astronauts 

Go to Fake Mars, 

Get Real Sleepy
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had control over the lights within the building.) After 
the 17-month mission was over, a group of researchers 
looked for patterns in the data that the wrist devices 
had collected.

The researchers saw that over the course of their 
imaginary trip, the crew got more and more sluggish. 
For one thing, they slept longer. An average night’s 
sleep, which was 7 hours and 7 minutes at the begin-
ning of the mission, stretched to 7 hours and 43 
minutes by the end. The wrist devices also showed that 
the crew spent more and more time with the lights 
turned off.

Even while they were awake, crew members spent 
more time resting as their mission went on. Sleep 
researcher Mathias Basner explains that “rest” was 
defined as any time the crew spent in relaxed activi-
ties, such as sitting and reading books they’d brought 
with them, or lying around and watching movies. The 
average resting time increased over the course of the 
mission from about one hour per day to an hour and a 
half per day. With all those extra minutes spent sleep-
ing and resting, the men lost more than an hour of 
active time from their average day by the end of the 
mission.

Not everyone’s body reacted to indoor confinement 
in the same way. One crew member’s circadian clock 
followed 25-hour cycles, rather than 24. Another man 
got into the habit of taking long daytime naps. 

On a real space mission, it 
wouldn’t be ideal for astronauts’ 
internal clocks to fall out of sync 
with each other. The crew would 
need to work together, all feel-
ing alert at the same time, to 
complete their tasks. And snooz-
ing the day away isn’t exactly 
top astronaut behavior. Basner 
and his colleagues write that on 
real space missions, astronauts 
might need to use lights and 
other kinds of cues to keep their 
bodies on a tighter circadian schedule.

Sealed in their pretend spaceship, one thing could 
shake the six men out of their drowsiness: the promise 
of home. In the mission’s final 20 days, researchers saw 
that the crew members suddenly became much more 
active. Their sleep and rest time dropped sharply, and 
they spent more time moving around. It seems the 
anticipation of escaping from their isolation was just the 
alarm clock they needed.

Even a fake space trip can make a person nostalgic 
for Earth. In a video diary he made during the mission, 
Italian crew member Diego Urbina said that he missed 
“simple things such as the blue sky, such as going danc-
ing in the evening.” He added, “In general, I miss a lot 
the randomness of the world.”

a faux Mars landing in the middle of their trip by 
putting on spacesuits and climbing through a hatch 
into the dirt-floored room. 

The Mars500 crew members faced many of the 
same challenges that astronauts on a true trip to 
Mars would. They were stuck in a small space with 
only each other’s company. They were of differ-
ent nationalities—three Russians, one person from 
France, one from China, and one Italian—and 
sometimes had difficulty communicating. They 
never saw the sun. When they talked with “mission 
control” or their family members, their messages 
were delayed 20 minutes, as if traveling from the 
depths of space.

During their stay in the Mars500 building, the 
men took part in several scientific experiments. They 
grew plants in a greenhouse, filled out numerous 
questionnaires, exercised, and took measurements 
of their bodies and their surroundings. One topic 
that interested scientists was sleep. How would crew 
members’ sleep cycles change while they lived away 
from the sun for so long? Would their circadian 
clocks—the 24-hour timekeepers inside the bodies of 
living things on Earth—stop keeping time? 

The men wore wristwatch-like devices that 
monitored their behavior throughout the trip. Every 
minute, each device recorded how quickly its wearer 
was moving and how bright the light was. (The crew 

Fastened securely into their spacesuits, two men 
stepped onto the surface of Mars. It looked a lot 

like a regular room with dirt on the floor. 
The Mars rocks looked pretty much exactly like 

Earth rocks. The stars in the sky looked like tiny lights 
stuck onto black-painted walls. And, in fact, they were. 
These pseudo-explorers had signed up for a mock space 
trip and were still firmly on the ground in Moscow, 
Russia. Nevertheless, after a “journey” of more than 
eight months in cramped quarters with four other 
“astronauts,” these two were happy to stretch their legs. 
One of them promptly completed his assignment for 
the day, which was to fall on his face. (The researchers 
overseeing this mission wanted to learn how tricky it 
might be for a real astronaut in a bulky spacesuit to get 
off the ground.)

This imaginary space trip, called Mars500, was 
dreamed up by the European Space Agency and the 
Russian Institute for Biomedical Problems. Its goal 
was to study how a journey to Mars and back might 

affect real astronauts’ bodies and 
minds. While remaining safely on 
Earth, the six crew members (who 
were all men, a strategy aimed at 
preventing tension) lived for 520 
days in a confined space. They ran 
through mock astronaut tasks, ate 
space food, and even completed 

The Mars500 crew poses in their Halloween gear. (Good 
thing someone remembered to pack a clown wig.)

A crew member tests out equipment on the surface 
of “Mars.”

When they weren’t busy experimenting on themselves (left), the men became experts at lounging around (right).


