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Saturn is  one of the Jovian planets,  i.e.  those planets of our Solar

System, which lie beyond the asteroid belt  and share common characteristics with the
planet Jupiter.

It is a gas-giant, with a size of approximately 730 times that of the Earth. However, its
mass is a mere 95 times greater than that of the Earth; following a simple calculation, one
is easily led to the conclusion that Saturn’s density is only one-eighth compared to that
of our own planet. It is the only planet with a density less than that of water: were Saturn
to be placed on the surface of an imaginary sea large enough to hold it, it would float !

Despite his enormous size, Saturn revolves with an immense speed. It takes a little over
10 hours and 30 minutes for a complete revolution, compared to 24 hours of our little
Earth. This great speed is the cause for the violent weather which can be observed on its
outer atmosphere.  Electrical  storms and the fastest  winds ever recorded on our Solar
System –reaching a staggering 1800km/h– happen on a daily basis.

Saturn  is  a  miniature  solar  system on  its  own:  he  has 62  known
satellites, several of which have been named after Titans or descendants thereof, since,
according to Greek mythology, the Titans were the children of Saturn and Rhea.

However, many satellites bear names inspired by Scandinavian mythology.
One of those satellites, Titan, is in fact the only celestial object on which a
man-made device has landed – apart from our own Moon, Venus and Mars.
The findings of that mission were tantalizing: Titan is home to an atmosphere
which is rich in organic substances. Moreover, photographs reveal impressive
canyons which were once home to large rivers. No wonder why Titan is one
of the most promising candidates for the discovery of life beyond Earth in
our Solar System. New space missions to Titan are currently being planned
for the next decade - but don’t expect to see little green men: if life indeed
exists, it will only be on a very elementary form, such as single-cell organisms
or bacteria.



 

The uniqueness of Saturn can be attributed to its magnificent rings. In fact,  all  Jovian
planets have rings, but none compare to those of Saturn. They are composed of what one
may be tempted to call “dirty ice”, meaning ice and dust particles. The disk of the rings is
extraordinarily thin, only a few meters in width, which is next to nothing when compared to
the planet’s diameter of nearly 120,000 km.

Saturn still holds many mysteries, and scientists have certainly set their sights on exploring
the most visually impressive planet of our Solar System.


