
 

Asteroid's features to be named after
mythical birds
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This image shows asteroid Bennu’s boulder-covered surface. It was taken by the
PolyCam camera on NASA’s OSIRIS-REx spacecraft on April 11, 2019, from a
distance of 2.8 miles (4.5 km). The field of view is 211 ft (64.4 m), and the large
boulder in the upper right corner of the image is 50 ft (15.4 m) tall. When the
image was taken, the spacecraft was over the southern hemisphere, pointing
PolyCam far north and to the west. Credit: NASA/Goddard/University of
Arizona

Working with NASA's OSIRIS-REx team, the International
Astronomical Union's Working Group for Planetary System
Nomenclature (WGPSN) approved the theme "birds and bird-like
creatures in mythology" for naming surface features on asteroid
(101955) Bennu.

OSIRIS-REx is NASA's first mission to bring a sample from an asteroid
back to Earth. The OSIRIS-REx spacecraft has been mapping Bennu's
surface since its arrival on Dec. 3, 2018, looking for a site from which to
take a sample. Bennu is the smallest body in the solar system to be
orbited and surveyed by a spacecraft at close range.

The named features on Bennu will include several terrain classification
types that the IAU also approved for asteroid (162173) Ryugu's surface
features (currently being explored by the Japanese Space Agency's
Hayabusa2 spacecraft). These include craters, dorsa (peaks or ridges),
fossae (grooves or trenches) and saxa (rocks and boulders). The last of
these types—saxum—is a new feature classification that the IAU
introduced earlier this year for small, rocky asteroids like Ryugu and
Bennu. These surface features on Bennu will be named after
mythological birds and bird-like creatures, complementing the mission's
existing naming theme, which is rooted in Egyptian mythology.

The name OSIRIS-REx is an acronym for the mission's major concepts
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and goals, which stands for Origins, Spectral Interpretation, Resource
Identification, Security-Regolith Explorer. The name also finds
inspiration in the Egyptian myth of the god Osiris. In ancient Egyptian
mythology, Osiris is associated with the afterlife, the underworld and
rebirth. He granted all life, including sprouting vegetation and the fertile
flooding of the Nile River. Similarly, the OSIRIS-REx mission seeks to
understand the origin and process of life on Earth by studying Bennu's
carbon-rich regolith.

Bennu was named in 2013 by a 9-year-old boy from North Carolina who
won the Name that Asteroid! Competition, a collaboration between the
mission, the Planetary Society, and the LINEAR asteroid survey that
discovered Bennu. Michael Puzio won the contest by suggesting that the
spacecraft's Touch-and-Go Sample Mechanism (TAGSAM) arm and
solar panels resemble the neck and wings in illustrations of Bennu,
whom ancient Egyptians usually depicted as a gray heron. Bennu is the
ancient Egyptian deity linked with the Sun, creation and rebirth—Puzio
also noted that Bennu is the living symbol of Osiris. The myth of Bennu
suits the asteroid itself, given that it is a primitive object that dates back
to the creation of the Solar System. Themes of origins, rebirth and
duality are all part of this asteroid's story. Birds and bird-like creatures
are also symbolic of rebirth, creation and origins in various ancient
myths.

The process of naming of Bennu's surface and features will begin this
summer. The OSIRIS-REx team is scheduled to begin detailed
reconnaissance on candidate sample sites this fall. Sample collection is
scheduled for summer 2020, and the sample will return to Earth in
September 2023.

Provided by NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center

3/4



 

Citation: Asteroid's features to be named after mythical birds (2019, August 9) retrieved 9 April
2024 from https://phys.org/news/2019-08-asteroid-features-mythical-birds.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://phys.org/news/2019-08-asteroid-features-mythical-birds.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

