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Vanguard to Venus



How long have humans been thinking about 
going to Venus?

Why would humans go to Venus?

How might a human mission to Venus happen?



•Achille Eyraud wrote Voyage a Venus in 1865 
and is arguably the first narrative to describe 
rocket-powered spaceflight.

•Utopian interest drives narrative. Part of chain 
of influence including de Bergerac and Poe.

•Overshadowed by another space narrative 
published in the same year, From the Earth to 
the Moon by Jules Verne.

•Venus exploration narratives would remain 
popular for almost 100 years, with many 
science fiction authors writing Venus stories; 
Garret P Serviss, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Olaf 
Stapledon, John W Campbell, Robert Heinlein, 
C.S. Lewis, Isaac Asimov, Arthur C Clarke.



”A very great part of the surface of Venus is no doubt covered with swamps”
Svante Arrhenius, Nobel-laureate - 1918





First image from the surface of another planet – Venera-9 probe on Venus
(9 months before Martian surface image with Viking 1 July 20, 1976)



Google ngram search - Venus, Mars – English books, 1750-2019



But why would humans go?
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“Some 5 or 6 years ago I was interviewed by a reporter for one 
of the newspapers in Chicago in regard to the proposals that 
were being made at the time to explore space and especially to 
land a man on the Moon. My interview was an exceedingly 
discouraging one because I was not at all enthusiastic about the 
plans. I felt that the expense of the program would be all out of 
proportion to the scientific knowledge to be gained. The next 
morning I called up the reporter and asked that the interview 
not be published – in fact, that it be destroyed. The reason for 
the change in point of view was that overnight it had occurred 
to me that when men are able to do a striking bit of discovery, 
such as going above the atmosphere of the Earth and on to the 
Moon, men somewhere would do this regardless of whether I 
thought that it was a sensible idea or not. All of history shows 
that men have this characteristic.”

Harold Urey, 1963



First Mission to Mars or First Mission to Venus?

~2-3 years return trip ~1-1.5 years return trip









In the years immediately preceding and after Apollo – when NASA engineers were acutely focused on 
implementation practicalities of human planetary missions – Venus was recognized as providing by far the 

easiest first planetary human spaceflight mission opportunity.





The Venus Underground
Est. 2019 
Washington DC 



International Astronautical Congress
Washington DC - 2019
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• There is a long-run enduring cultural interest in the planet Venus, with the result that 
humans have been thinking about expeditions to Venus for over a century and 
designing missions to Venus for decades.

• As with any major space exploration achievement, there is a potential signaling value to 
be claimed by anyone who accomplishes a first human mission to Venus.

• The combination of the intrinsic motivation of individuals and the potential signaling 
value for nation states or individuals suggests that once it is possible and practicable to 
achieve, someone will try to achieve it. 

• Since a mission to Venus could be non-trivially simpler than a mission to Mars, a 
mission to Venus could be less expensive and become achievable sooner than a mission 
to Mars.

• With the development of deep space exploration and complementary commercial 
space capabilities, a first human mission to Venus – orbital or fly-by – could be 
relatively close at hand (~2030s), so let’s design one.

• An updated design for a dedicated Earth-Venus-Earth mission could be a good target to 
change the conversation about the diversity of space exploration opportunities that lie 
ahead.


