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About GURPS
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stamped envelope (SASE) any time you
write us! Resources include:

Pyramid (www.sjgames.com/pyramid/).
Our online magazine includes new GURPS
rules and articles. It also covers Dungeons
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online!

New supplements and adventures.
GURPS continues to grow, and we’ll be
happy to let you know what’s new. A current
catalog is available for an SASE. Or check
out our website (below).

Errata. Everyone makes mistakes,
including us – but we do our best to fix our
errors. Up-to-date errata sheets for all
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available from SJ Games; be sure to include
an SASE. Or download them from the Web
– see below.

Gamer input. We value your comments,
for new products as well as updated printings
of existing titles!

Internet. Visit us on the World Wide Web
at www.sjgames.com for an online catalog,
errata, updates, Q&A, and much more.
GURPS has its own Usenet group, too:
rec.games.frp.gurps.

GURPSnet. This e-mail list hosts much
of the online discussion of GURPS. To join,
e-mail majordomo@io.com with “subscribe
GURPSnet-L” in the body, or point your
web browser to gurpsnet.sjgames.com.

The GURPS Mars web page is at
www.sjgames.com/gurps/books/mars/.

Page References
Rules and statistics in this book are

specifically for the GURPS Basic Set, Third
Edition. Any page reference that begins with
a B refers to the GURPS Basic Set – e.g., p.
B102 means p. 102 of the GURPS Basic Set,
Third Edition. Page references that begin
with CI indicate GURPS Compendium I.
Other references are BIO for GURPS
Biotech, CY for GURPS Cyberpunk, U for
Undead, and WWi for GURPS Who’s Who
1. A full list of abbreviations can be found on
p. CI181, or see the updated web list at
www.sjgames.com/gurps/abbrevs.html.
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Here’s the scene: Grand Central Station, New York City,
5:15 p.m. It’s rush hour madness in the station on a sultry
summer afternoon in 1976. Suits are darting across the cav-
ernous expanse of the main terminal, heads down, briefcases
held tight. Thoughts are focused on getting home, maybe
snagging a seat on the train, maybe actually making the 5:17
to Greenwich, or Larchmont or some other suburban digs.
Kodak’s Colorama display looms over the scene, an outsized
transparency nearly 20 feet high and 60 feet wide. It’s been
displaying Kodak moments for years, but right now it’s
showing something a tad different, something that’s forcing
heads up and slowing down the usual crazed pace. Quick
strides melt into an ambling walk; conversations drift away
momentarily as people gaze at the scene on display. A few
simply stop and stare in momentary befuddlement. They’re
looking at Mars, as seen by the robotic eyes of the Viking 1
Lander.

At first sight it’s a weirdly familiar scene, a desert-like
expanse, barren and ruddy with ancient-looking chunks of
rock littering the landscape. But it’s the dull pink sky that
catches the eye. It takes a smattering of time, maybe a few
seconds, for people to realize that the reason the scene looks
unearthly is because, well, it is unearthly. Looks of bewilder-
ment melt into looks of astonishment and wonder. They
entered the station to commute to the near suburbs of New
York, after all. They hardly expected a quick commute to the
near suburbs of Earth, and a glimpse of another world. For a

few moments, those who chose to raise their eyes
from the ground are transported from their

familiar world to another, and in those
moments their understanding of this

world and this universe becomes
just a tad deeper, a bit richer.

Mars does that to us.
For decades, cen-

turies even, Mars has
fired the human imagi-

nation and beckoned
us to imagine worlds
beyond our own,
worlds we fre-
quently populated
with our own
fears or dreams.
It’s tempting to
say that the Red
Planet is a blank
page, but, as is

well demonstrated
by James Cambias,

it’s anything but. We
know quite a lot about

Mars. We’ve penned a
scientific narrative of its

past and present. We’ve

collected reams of
data concerning its
atmosphere and
surface environ-
ments. We’ve cap-
tured innumerable
images of its sur-
face (the Mars Glob-
al Surveyor alone, in
orbit since 1997, has
logged more than 78,000
images). Taken together, all
that we know describes a world at
once alien yet familiar. This isn’t to say that
we’ve written the book on Mars – far from it. There are plen-
ty of questions to be answered, careers to be made, and per-
haps a Nobel yet to be snagged from the study of the planet.

Mars is an intriguing canvas for the imagination. Tales
ranging from space swashbucklers to hard science SF have
drawn on the Red Planet as backdrop and inspiration. Within
the realm of the imagination, Mars is what you make of it.
Whether you play by the rules of science and what we know
of the planet today, or bend them a tad, is your own call. Be
assured, though, that you’ll find enough information, ideas
and imaginative scenarios between these covers to make you
a master of the planet, at least in the short term.

For those with their eyes fixed on the long term, again,
Mars is what you make of it. You can help make real a
future where Mars is not simply an entertaining diversion,
but a destination. The Mars Society (www.marssociety.org)
is a global organization of individuals who share a passion
for the human exploration of Mars. Society projects in the
Arctic, the American Southwest and elsewhere are helping
to define and test the skills and techniques human explorers
will require.

GURPS Mars offers a solid introduction to Mars as a
planet and Earth’s near neighbor. More to the point for
gamers, though, it’s a grand introduction to Mars as an abode
of the imagination. What’s left to say?

On to Mars.

Richard Wagner
Robert Zubrin

The Mars Society

About the Author
James L. Cambias is a blatant poseur. He has never vis-

ited any planet other than Earth, but he didn’t let that stop
him from writing GURPS Planet Krishna and the upcoming
GURPS Planet of Adventure. His experience with Mars is
limited to watching it through a telescope from a distance of
40 million miles. Truly he has no shame. Mr. Cambias lives
in western Massachusetts with his wife and daughter, who
seem willing to endure his pretensions.
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MARS IN REALITY24

Place Names
The features on Mars were named by scientists who

wanted to come up with specific terms to describe them
which wouldn’t be the same as words used for features on
Earth. Saying something is a “canyon,” for example, implies
a lot about how it formed because canyons on Earth are cut
by rivers. On Mars, canyon-like features are called “chasma”
or “vallis.” In some cases, features on Mars don’t match their
technical name very well, due to misinterpretation of early
space probe images. 

Catena: A chain of craters or depressions.
Cavi: A steep-sided hollow.
Chaos: A region of broken terrain.
Chasma: A very large linear chasm.
Crater: A round hollow with raised walls.
Dorsum (Dorsa): A ridge.
Fossa (Fossae): A straight linear depression.
Labyrinthus: A network of linear depressions.
Mensae: A small plateau.
Mons (Montes): A mountain.
Patera: A crater with irregular or scalloped edges.
Planitia: A low plain.
Planum: A large plateau.
Rupes: A cliff.
Scopulus: An irregular, degraded escarpment.
Sulci: A network of ridges and lines.
Terra: A general region of the planet.
Tholus: A small domed hill.
Vallis (Valles): A valley.
Vastitas: An extensive plain.

The Cydonia Face and
Other Weird Places

The Face
The Face on Mars has replaced the canals as the one

thing about the planet everyone has heard of. The Face is a
small mesa in the Cydonia region of Mars, located at approx-
imately 40° north latitude, 9.5° longitude, at the northeast
end of Cydonia Mensae. It stands amid smooth plains stud-
ded by similar outcrops, looking much like islands that resis-
ted ancient water erosion. What makes the Face an icon for
conspiracy theorists and fans of the paranormal is that in the
first Viking orbital photos of the region, the angle of sunlight
and the poor resolution made the mesa look startlingly like a
huge human face. Richard Hoagland and numerous others
began cranking out a vast array of books, articles, and Web
pages devoted to proving the Face was a sign of extraterres-
trial intelligence. 

Nearby features were identified as a “fort,” a “city,” and
(of course) “pyramids.” See Chapter 5 for more on the Face’s
place in the pantheon of weirdness. When the Mars Global

Surveyor probe took higher-resolution pictures at a different
time of day, the Face was revealed as nothing more than a
natural geological formation. (Predictably, Face fans reacted
to this by alternately claiming the new images were fakes and
trying to find artificial-looking features in them.) Astronaut
characters may be sent there by NASA to prove once and for
all that it isn’t a big artificial structure, or a well-funded
crackpot might mount an expedition to prove that it is.

So what is the Face really like? It is a rectangular mesa
with sloping sides, approximately 1.5 miles long by 1.25
miles wide. It is oriented north by northwest. The top of the
mesa (the “headdress” of the Face) is about 700 feet above
the surrounding plains, and the hills that make up the features
of the Face reach another 600 feet above that.

The City
About six miles west-southwest of the Face is a complex

of structures known as the “City.” There are five pyramidal
hillocks arranged roughly in a pentagon, with smaller objects
in the middle space. The biggest of the pyramids has four
sides, while the rest appear to be three-sided. They are all big
features, on the same scale as the Face, with bases a mile or
more across and altitudes in the 1,000-foot range. 

Just outside the City, in the direction of the Face, is a
weird triangular mesa known in the trade as the “Fortress”
because of its resemblance to defensive earthworks on Earth.
A faded water channel appears to run between the Fortress
and the City. Hoagland and others have worked out a com-
plicated arrangement of sight lines among the objects in the
City and the Face, claiming that they line up with the rising
of the sun or important stars at the solstices, much like the
stones of Stonehenge.

The D&M Pyramid
Five miles southeast of the City, forming a roughly equi-

lateral triangle with the City and the Face, is a very big object
called the “D&M Pyramid” by Face fans (named for its dis-
coverers, DiPietro and Molenaar). The pyramid is about 3
miles across at the base, and is 1,500 to 2,000 feet tall. It
looks like a slightly distorted five-sided pyramid. Mars Face
aficionados are fond of pointing out that the Pyramid’s lon-
gitude is exactly a third of the way around Mars from the
summit of Olympus Mons.

Chaotic Terrain
On Mars the term “Chaotic Terrain” refers to curious

regions of land which is broken and jumbled up on a scale of
tens or even hundreds of miles. From space, a piece of chaot-
ic terrain looks like a colossal gravel bed, except that the peb-
bles are sometimes miles across. Chaotic terrain often occurs
at the head of channels or canyon systems, leading some
geologists to speculate that it is caused when the surface col-
lapses into underground voids left by melting ice.
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Dying World 
vs. New Frontier

Over the years writers have imbued Mars with all kinds
of symbolism. Is it a new home for humanity, an unspoiled
Eden, or a dead world?

At one end of the dial is the idea of Mars as the New
Frontier, the American West lofted into space. This Mars is
just waiting for human settlement. Realistic treatments of the
New Frontier vision are often terraforming stories, as in
Green Mars or Martian Rainbow. The examples in Chapters
4 and 5 implicitly follow this view. Romantic versions of the
Martian frontier include Heinlein’s Red Planet and Moore’s
“Shambleau.” If there are Martians, they fill the role of
Apaches or possibly East Indians under the British Raj –
either primitive savages or decadent ones.

One notch over is the notion of Mars as an Eden which
shouldn’t be sullied by human beings. C.S. Lewis was explic-
it on this point in Out of the Silent Planet, in which the inhab-
itants of Mars live in direct contact with God and only
Earthmen are sinful. A more secular and hard-SF approach is
the attitude presented in Brian Aldiss’ White Mars or that of
the Preservationists in GURPS Transhuman Space – the life-
less natural beauty of Olympus Mons or the Valles Marineris
shouldn’t be turned into a poor imitation of Earth. 

Ever since Percival Lowell, Mars has been depicted as a
dying world. Beyond the concept of Mars as unsullied Eden
is the idea of Mars as a once-great world now in its last days.
Often this includes a warning to humans about the potential
fate of the Earth some day (as Wells noted in passing in The
War of the Worlds and elsewhere). Dying, decadent Mars may
be home to civilizations wiser than humanity, or may have
nothing but the ruins they left behind. A ghost of this idea
lives on in the continuing fascination with the Face on Mars
beloved of pseudoscientists.

Twisting the dial all the way over, a dying world may be
dangerous if the Martians aren’t ready to go extinct just yet.
The Martians may decide to look for a new home some-
where else, in which case it’s Earth that is the New Frontier
– and humans are the oppressed natives. Or perhaps the
microorganisms which manage to survive in the tough Mar-
tian environment become a killer pandemic on Earth. More
realistically, Mars could turn out to be a lethal dead end for
human explorers, simply by virtue of being more hostile
than they expect. The greenhouse plants die from toxic trace
elements in the melted ice, dust causes respiratory illnesses
and fouls up the vehicles – and no help can arrive for six
months. 

MYSTIC MARS
Mars has powerful mystical connotations. After all, it’s

named for a god, and a pretty high-powered one at that. Mars
was one of the chief gods of the Romans, a protector of crops
and patron of the army. In some versions of the legend of the
founding of Rome, Mars was the father of Romulus.

Throughout ancient Italy he was known variously as Mars,
Mavors, Maurs, Mamers, Marmar, Marmor, Mamurius, and
Marspiter. The month named for Mars, Martius (our March)
was originally the start of the Roman calendar, before reforms
moved the new year to January. The Ides of March (March
15) was the chief festival of Mars, marked by horse races on
the Campus Martianus and processions by the Salian College
of priests. (The fact that military leader Julius Caesar was
assassinated on the Ides of March puts an interesting mystical
spin on his career: was Julius somehow a sacrifice to ensure
that the Empire’s legions would be victorious for the next
three centuries?) 

The Salians carried a sacred shield called the Anchile,
which fell from heaven at the feet of the early Roman king
Numa. (A midget flying saucer?) To keep anyone from
stealing the shield of Mars, Numa had eleven duplicates
made, which the Salians kept. The genuine Shield of Mars
would be a swell MacGuffin for some Indiana Jones-style
archaeology in Fascist Italy, with Mussolini’s Blackshirts as
villains instead of the Nazis. Otherwise, it could be yet
another item for Warehouse 23. The powers of the Shield of
Mars weren’t clearly specified, but it would certainly be
appropriate for the God of War to give victory to the side
bearing his shield. 

The horse was sacred to Mars, and his bird was the
woodpecker. Trees sacred to Mars included the oak (even
today, majors in the Army wear an oak-leaf insignia), fig,
dogwood, and laurel. Besides being a tutelary god of Rome,
Mars was also the patron of Florence. Mars’consort was Bel-
lona, a terrifying goddess of war and death, worshipped by
ex-gladiator priests who wounded themselves in her honor.
She was depicted as a wild-haired woman in armor holding
a bloody lash. 

The Greek god Ares closely paralleled Mars, but lacked
his identity as a patron of agriculture. Ares was a pure war-
god, and as such was much less attractive. In early Sparta,
prisoners of war were sacrificed to him. The cock, the dog,
and the vulture were his animals. He was the brother or hus-
band of Eris, and like all Greek gods had liaisons with sev-
eral other women and goddesses. By the princess Astyoche
he had twin sons, Ascalaphus and Ialmenus, who fought at
Troy. With Aphrodite, Ares had several children, including
the minor gods Phobos, Deimos, Anteros, Harmonia, and
Eros. Through his liaison with the maiden Chryse, Ares was
the grandfather of the hero Pirithous, and the ancestor of the
Centaurs. In the later Roman Empire, Mars and Ares were
essentially combined, and Mars increasingly took on his
Greek avatar’s boastful and semi-comic personality.

In the pre-Olympian cosmology of the Greeks, the Titans
Dione and Crius presided over the planet Mars. Crius is some-
thing of a cipher, but Dione was a goddess of moisture and the
oceans, whose name may be a cognate of Diana. This can be
taken as an indication of the “Venus-dominated” tone of
myths in the Age of Taurus (see the section on Astrology
below). In a particularly mystic campaign, characters might
be part of a “theological terraforming” project to exorcise the
life-destroying influence of Mars and restore the planet to its
watery, hospitable identity under Dione.
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The Terraforming Consortium
The most important single organization on Mars is the

Terraforming Consortium. The Consortium is the body in
charge of the entire terraforming project. As its name sug-
gests, the Consortium is a cooperative venture. The list of
Consortium members is long, and includes the United
Nations of Earth; the governments of the United States,
China, Canada, India, Brazil, Japan, and Egypt; the Skyhook
Company, Singapore Biotech Holdings Ltd., Macrodynam-
ics, Mars Properties, Eurospatiale, and Leung Asteroid
Enterprises; the Mars Society, the High Frontier Foundation,
the Panspermia Society, and the Hermosa Charitable Trust. 

All these partners mean that the Consortium must cope
with powerful centrifugal forces. Without strong leadership,
the Consortium would rapidly disintegrate into squabbling
petty “empires” as each partner and each project scrambles
for money and resources. For much of the project’s history
the charismatic terraforming expert Isadora Braudel has pro-
vided that leadership, first as the most outspoken member of
the Science Advisory Board, then as Chief Scientist, and
finally as Director of the whole Consortium. 

The Terraforming Consortium’s operations are spread all
over the Solar System, with 10,000 employees on Mars or in
Mars orbit, another 2,000 at Saturn or aboard comets in the
outer system, and 15,000 on Earth working as administrators,
lobbyists, and researchers. The biggest single assets belong-
ing to the Consortium are its two deep-space vehicles, the
Persephone and the Athena. The two identical ships support
comet-herding operations in the outer system, and ice mining
on Saturn’s moons. Each is a mobile industrial base in its own
right, equipped with automated factories to build mass-driv-
ers, habitat modules, and just about anything else needed to
capture a comet or set up a mining base. Each ship has a crew
of 32, with room for another 32 technicians and workers.

Other Organizations
The Skyhook Company is the biggest purely private

company on Mars. It is part of the Terraforming Consortium,
but owns the Pavonis elevator outright (along with Deimos
and most of the Pavonis colony). Skyhook’s business plan is
much like that of the railroad companies in the American
West: spend a lot of capital building the transport system,
then find ways to encourage traffic and discourage competi-
tion. The Skyhook Company favors anything which pro-
motes Martian trade, since each elevator load means another
$10,000 profit. At times Skyhook expresses its disapproval
of Red activism, small independent space transport compa-
nies, and labor organizers through physical threats and
intimidation.

The Martian Unity Party is a political party with chapters
in all the colonies which allow free elections. The goal of the
organization is to form a unified planetary government for
Mars. The Unity Party is pro-terraforming, but anti-Earth
sentiment is fairly strong and this means the party often
reflexively opposes the Terraforming Consortium and the
Skyhook Company simply because of their roots on Earth. At
its most extreme end, the Unity Party overlaps with the
“Brown” and “Pink” factions of the Red Mars movement.

The Unity Party’s main rival is the Pan-Human Society,
which urges Martian membership in the United Nations. The
Society is regarded by most Martians as a mouthpiece for
Earth interests. 

Genetic Engineering
Packages

Approximately half of the children born on Terraformed
Mars have some form of genetic modification. Human engi-
neering is something of a political statement among Martians:
adapting your kids to Martian conditions means you believe
in “Mars for the Martians” instead of close cooperation with
Earth. Spending the money to have a parahuman who can sur-
vive where humans can’t often reflects Red Mars sentiments
(especially those of the panspermist “Pink” faction).

Modified Human
(“Carter” Series) 23 points

The Carter genemod package is a favorite among parents
who want their children to be relatively comfortable on Mars
but don’t want to cross the species boundary. Carter-series
humans are as cold-tolerant as Eskimos, have lungs and blood
like an Inca or Tibetan, and are as resistant to dry conditions
and strong ultraviolet as any Australian Aborigine or Sahara
dweller. Like many commercial genemod templates, it also
edits out several undesirable traits, particularly alcoholism
and epilepsy. Carter humans are tall and very dark-skinned,
with massive chests and a layer of subcutaneous fat which
makes them look stocky despite their height. They have beaky
noses and eyes with a distinct epithicanic fold. A Carter-type
embryo costs $48,000.

Attributes: ST 10 [0]; DX 10 [0]; IQ 10 [0]; HT 12 [20].
Advantages: Breath Holding [2], Temperature 
Tolerance-1 [1].
Features: Taboo Trait (No Genetic Defects). Home gravity of

0.38G.
Cost: $48,000.

Martian Parahuman 
(“Thoris” Series) 46 points

The Thoris parahuman template was created by the Mars
Terraforming Consortium to produce ideal inhabitants for the
planet’s new conditions. Thoris parahumans are not obvious-
ly inhuman, although they cannot breed with humans without
help from a genetic engineer. Like the Carter parahumans
they tend to be barrel-chested and dark-skinned. Many Thoris
Martians deliberately take cosmetic treatments to make them-
selves look less like Earthlings (a green skin tinge or implant-
ed antennae are common choices). The Thoris template
includes oxygen storage ability and allows Martians to live
without life support equipment even on the Tharsis Bulge
(although even they still need compressor masks for a climb
up Olympus Mons). Though they can survive in conditions
which would suffocate a normal human, Thoris Martians do
need at least 30 millibars of oxygen to breathe. Buying a Tho-
ris genemod embryo costs $96,000.
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Superscience Mars, 91.

Surface area, 14.
Surface, 14.
Survival skill, 67, 87, 122.
Swedenborg, Emanuel, 9.
Technology, 58; new, 33; Superscience

Mars, 96.
Teeth advantage, 100.
Temperature, 20, 73; surface, 16.
Templates, Dying Mars, 118;

Superscience Mars, 98, 99.
Temple of the Divine Visage, 113.
Tentacled Martians, 92.
Terraformed Mars, 71; economy, 81;

map, 77; society, 80.
Terraforming Consortium, The, 80, 

81, 83.
Terraforming, 30, 72; Phase One, 75;

Phase Three, 76; Phase Two, 76;
time scale, 78.

Terrain, chaotic, 24.
Territorial map, Dying Mars, 108.
Tesla, Nikola, 45.
Teutonic mythology, 42.
Tharsis Tholus, 26.
Tharsis, 14, 21, 26.
Three Little Men From Mars Are We, 40.
Time, 15.
Titans, 41.
Tithonium, 111.
Topographic map, equatorial regions,

23; Mercator projection, 22.
Trajectories, 32; “free-return,” 32.
Transhuman Space, 88.
Transport Saucer, 96, 97.
Trilateral Martians, 92.
Tripod Expeditionary Force, 97.
U.S. Naval Observatory, 6, 28.
Unaging advantage, 121.
Underground Empire, 112.
Upland Martians, 109, 114.
Uplands, 21.
Vacc Suit skill, 67, 87.
Valles Marineris, 27.
Valleys, 26.
VASIMR, 33.
Vehicle statistics, 59.
Vehicles, ground, 37.
Velikovskian Mars, 47.
Velikovsky, Immanuel, 8, 47.
Velocity, orbital, 37.
Versatile advantage, 101.
Viking, 12.
Volcanoes, 26.
Voltaire, 8.
Von Braun, Wernher, 37, 48.
Von Madler, Johann, 6.
Vow disadvantage, 87.
Wallace, Alfred Russell, 9.
War of the Worlds, The, 9.
Warmth, 73.
Warrior, template, 119.
Water, 16, 17, 73, 76.
Weak Immune System 

disadvantage, 101.
Weakness disadvantage, 101.
Wealth advantage, 65.
Weapons, 63; Martian, 116.
Weather, 76.
Weird Mars, 45.
Welles, Orson, 9.
Wells, H.G., 9, 39.
Wind, 16, 20, 78; power, 19.
Windmills, 19.
Xenophilia disadvantage, 122.
Xenophobia disadvantage, 122.
Year, 15.
Zeroed advantage, 66.
Zigel, F., 46.
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