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Taken on Curiosity’s Right Navigation Camera on August 20, 2023, there is a figure hovering on the
horizon. Through human eyes, which are admittedly prone to pareidolia, a domed head and tentacles
appear to hover above the ground — kind of like the invaders in War of the Worlds.
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Cropped.

Cue recent headlines like “Mysterious ‘jellyfish’ spotted in NASA Mars photo sparks theories of life on
the Red Planet,” by the Daily Mail. But whatever it is, it really is on the original photo, per NASA's
website.

There was a photo taken just 13 seconds earlier, which doesn’t show the “jellyfish.” That led to some
people speculating that a giant invertebrate is scuttling around extremely quickly over the Martian
surface.

Similar vibes.
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What Is 1t?

While it is impossible to totally rule out the giant alien jellyfish theory, a far more logical explanation is
that it's actually some kind of camera artifact.

Dr. Joseph Farah, an astrophysicist, believes it was caused by a cosmic ray striking the camera’s
sensor, pointing out a perfect row of black pixels when zooming in on the figure.

“What | think happened is a cosmic ray struck the camera at the exact right moment and left this big old
artifact in the image,” says Dr. Farah.

“It explains why the shape is so weird; just a perfect row of pixels with no anti-aliasing effect. And why it
wasn't present just 13 seconds earlier.”

Another hypothesis suggested by EarthSky is that it could be due to an electronic or transmission glitch.
“A pixel value can change at multiple points between the camera sensor and the final image file on
Earth,” notes EarthSky. “Within the readout electronics, inside the flight computer’s storage, during

onboard compression, throughout the downlink transmission or during ground processing.”
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Whatever it is, for photographers on Earth, there’s a good lesson here: next time an unexpected object
appears in your photo, blame it on a cosmic ray hitting your camera.

Earlier this year, Curiosity captured photos of rocks that look like dragon scales and a sea of polygons.

IMAGE CREDITS: Courtesy of NASA.
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LOVE PETAPIXEL? UNLOCK PREMIUM PERKS.

As the world’s largest independent photography publication, PetaPixel relies on readers like you
to keep our news, in-depth reviews, and features going strong.

Become a Member today to enjoy an ad-free experience and exclusive rewards:

© 100% Ad-Free Browsing Say goodbye to banner ads.

Z. Full-Res Downloads Access full-resolution RAW & JPEG Sample Galleries.

% Instant Savings Up to 20% off at Capture One, KEH, Moment, FJ Westcott, DxO, Viltrox, Blue Moon
Camera, and more!

BEST VALUE JOIN MONTHLY

$3 / Month

RELATED ARTICLES

DISCUSSION

BECOME A MEMBER

Become a PetaPixel Member and access our content ad-free.


https://petapixel.com/topic/space/
https://petapixel.com/author/mattgrowcoot/
mailto:?subject=Alien%20Jellyfish%20or%20Camera%20Glitch%3F%20Experts%20Debate%20Odd%20Photo%20Taken%20on%20Mars&body=https%3A%2F%2Fpetapixel.com%2F2026%2F08%2F28%2Falien-jellyfish-or-camera-glitch-experts-debate-odd-photo-taken-on-mars%2F%3Futm_source%3DPetaPixel%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Demail-share
https://www.dailymail.com/sciencetech/article-16050031/nasa-mars-photo-jellyfish-life-theories.html
https://mars.nasa.gov/raw_images/1250462/
https://earthsky.org/space/jellyfish-on-mars-curiosity-rover-anomaies/
https://petapixel.com/2026/04/21/mars-curiosity-rover-captures-photos-of-rocks-that-look-like-dragon-scales/
https://petapixel.com/2026/07/30/curiosity-photographs-a-sea-of-polygons-on-mars/
https://petapixel.com/topic/space/
mailto:?subject=Alien%20Jellyfish%20or%20Camera%20Glitch%3F%20Experts%20Debate%20Odd%20Photo%20Taken%20on%20Mars&body=https%3A%2F%2Fpetapixel.com%2F2026%2F08%2F28%2Falien-jellyfish-or-camera-glitch-experts-debate-odd-photo-taken-on-mars%2F%3Futm_source%3DPetaPixel%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Demail-share
https://petapixel.com/sample-galleries/
https://petapixel.com/register/yearly/
https://petapixel.com/register/monthly/
https://petapixel.com/members/
https://petapixel.com/2026/08/06/this-grainy-photo-of-earth-captured-on-mars-is-way-cooler-than-it-looks/
https://petapixel.com/2022/12/29/winter-on-mars-nasa-explains-martian-frost-and-ice-with-photos/
https://petapixel.com/2016/02/15/a-photo-of-the-earth-and-moon-taken-from-mars/
https://petapixel.com/2015/05/07/a-sunset-on-mars-captured-by-the-curiosity-rover/
https://petapixel.com/members
https://petapixel.com/
https://petapixel.com/privacy-policy/

PetaPixel

) Policy
We value your privacy

We and our store and/or access information on a device, such as cookies and process personal data,
such as unique identifiers and standard information sent by a device for personalised advertising and content,
advertising and content measurement, audience research and services development. With your permission we
and our partners may use precise geolocation data and identification through device scanning. You may click to
consent to our and our 1734 partners’ processing as described above. Alternatively you may click to refuse to
consent or access more detailed information and change your preferences before consenting. Please note that
some processing of your personal data may not require your consent, but you have a right to object to such
processing. Your preferences will apply to this website only and will be stored in IABGPP_HDR_GppString cookie
for 13 months. You can change your preferences or withdraw your consent at any time by returning to this site and
clicking the "Privacy" button at the bottom of the webpage.

Please note that this website/app uses one or more Google services and may gather and store information
including but not limited to your visit or usage behaviour. You may click to grant or deny consent to Google and its
third-party tags to use your data for below specified purposes in below Google consent section.


https://petapixel.com/
https://www.google.com/preferences/source?q=petapixel.com
https://youtube.com/petapixel
https://www.facebook.com/petapixelcom
https://twitter.com/PetaPixel
https://instagram.com/petapixel
https://www.threads.com/@petapixel
https://www.tiktok.com/@petapixel
https://petapixel.com/feed
https://petapixel.com/contact/
https://petapixel.com/advertise/
https://petapixel.com/about/
https://petapixel.com/archives/
https://petapixel.com/editorial-guidelines/
https://petapixel.com/code-of-ethics/
https://petapixel.com/corrections-policy/
https://petapixel.com/testing-methodology/
https://petapixel.com/privacy-policy/
https://petapixel.com/privacy-policy/

