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bright circle in the night sky, a thin crescent 

among the stars, a faded outline during the 

day, all these images come to mind when I 

think of the Moon – the beauty of it, its various shapes 

and features, always changing but ever-present – our 

cosmic companion. 

Imagine the time of early humans. Their world was 

filled with unknowns, from marvellous phenomena 

they could not explain to menacing threats 

they could not predict. These people studied 

their surroundings for patterns that could help 

them plan for things like the changing seasons. 

They looked for signs around and above them. 

Overhead they discovered rhythms that allowed 

them to measure nature’s pulse. The Moon and its 

changing phases helped them track the passing of 

time. Early humans even gave special names to the 

full moon phases that recurred throughout the year 

and marked the changes they experienced. 

Our cosmic companion’s role as a calendar or clock 

was an important early connection point with humans, 

but as a mysterious world in the sky it was also the focus 

of many stories attempting to explain its origins and its 

nature. Those stories were passed from one generation to 

the next, making the Moon the centre of many traditions still 

celebrated today.
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With the passing of time, humans gradually uncovered 

mathematical patterns describing the Moon’s movement and 

its relationship to us. We have glimpsed the details of its 

surface, first through a telescope and, much later, first-hand 

as astronauts have set foot on the Moon and brought 

samples back to Earth.

As technology has evolved, we’ve made bigger, 

better telescopes operating on Earth and in space. 

We’ve designed amazing spacecraft and rovers 

that can travel to the Moon and study it in detail. 

We’ve done it all to increase our knowledge 

of our cosmic companion – its origins, its 

structure and, of course, its future and 

what that might mean to us as we continue 

exploring our solar system. The Moon has 

long been the subject of contemplation, 

investigation, observation and innovation. 

Tremendous efforts have been made to give us 

the understanding we have today. Yet there are 

many questions still unanswered. 

Professor Raman Prinja’s Wonders of the Moon 

captures the essence of humanity’s journey to 

understand the Moon and what it represents to 

us. Alongside beautiful illustrations, he unpicks 

mysteries and poses questions to further drive 

our curiosity – something we at Royal Observatory 

Greenwich also strive to do. I hope that you are inspired 

to revisit all you’ve learnt in these pages every time you 

look up at the Moon and that you allow yourself to wonder 

about the secrets our cosmic companion still holds.

Tania de Sales Marques

Senior Astronomy Manager: Participation & Engagement

Royal Museums Greenwich
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T


hroughout human history, Earth’s Moon has been an 

object of wonder, awe and beauty. It is the largest and 

brightest object in the night sky and the only one in space 

whose surface can be seen safely just with our eyes.

The Moon is Earth’s constant companion in space.

As our planet glides in its orbit around the Sun, and

the whole solar system moves in a vast path around

the Milky Way Galaxy, the Moon is always circling

close to Earth. It is also the only surface beyond

Earth that humans have set foot on, so far.

ALL UNDER THE SAME MOON 
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What’s in a name? 

Earth’s only natural satellite is called the 

Moon because people in ancient times 

used it to measure the passing of months. 

The word moon goes back to the Old 

English word mona, which has a link to the 

Latin words metri and mensis, meaning 

‘measure’ and ‘month’.

Thanks to modern science, we know that 

there are at least 200 other moons orbiting 

other planets in the solar system. Most of 

these moons are named after characters in 

Roman or Greek myths.

Sizing it up

The Moon has a diameter of 3,475 km, which is about a 

quarter of the size of Earth’s width. It is the fifth

largest moon in the solar system. 

The Moon is an average distance of 384,400 km 

or 238,855 miles away from us. If there was a 

magical road between Earth and the Moon,

a car travelling at a typical motorway speed 

of around 70 miles per hour would take 

about 142 days to get to the Moon!

Another way to picture the Earth and 

Moon pair is with a model where we 

imagine Earth is a basketball. Then on

this scale, the Moon would be a tennis

ball placed about 7.2 m away from

the basketball. 

This also shows that fifty Moons (tennis balls) 

would fit inside Earth (basketball)!

384,400 km
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