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In the wee hours of April 7, 2026, IST, four astronauts looped around the far side of the Moon. It was a feat achived nearly 53 years after the Apollo missions, way back in 1972. The Artemis II mission crew: Jeremy Hansen (mission specialist); Victor Glover (pilot); Reid Wiseman (commander); and Christina Hammock Koch (mission specialist) seen in the photo from left to right, completed their planned lunar fly-by (they flew low over the Moon but did not land on it) and returned safely to Earth on April 11, 2026.
At 4:37 AM on April 6, the Orion spacecraft reached a distance of 406,771 kilometres from Earth. That is 6,600 kilometres farther than Apollo 13 had ever travelled. This created a new record—the farthest humans have travelled from Earth. 
BOX What is the Far Side of the Moon?
The far side was earlier also called the dark side of the moon. The far side of the moon is the side that we cannot see from the Earth. We don't see the far side because the moon is tidally locked to the Earth, This means that the moon does rotate, but it rotates at the same speed that it rotates around the Earth. The moon completes one full rotation on its axis in the time it takes to orbit the Earth. The result? One hemisphere always faces our planet. The other always faces away. That means the same side is always turned toward us. This will be clear if you look at the figure; a person on Earth always sees the side of the Moon containing the arrow.
Luna 3, a Soviet spacecraft, was the first mission to photograph the far side of the Moon, in 1959. The historic, never-before-seen views of the far side of the Moon caused excitement and interest when they were published around the world, and a tentative Atlas of the Far Side of the Moon was created from the pictures.
Here is another surprise: the far side is not dark at all. In fact, it receives slightly more sunlight over the course of a year than the near side does. How can that be? Consider lunar eclipses. During an eclipse, Earth's shadow falls on the near side of Earth. That never happens on the far side. Add up all the hours of illumination, and the near side loses some sunlight to those eclipses.
On the other hand, the near side does receive extra “earthshine”, sunlight reflected off Earth. But when you do the full accounting, the far side still comes out ahead. It turns out that it is not the dark side. It is, truly, the brighter side.
END OF BOX
BOX Why was it called the dark side?
Is the far side of the Moon truly dark? When we say something is dark, we usually mean it receives no light. By that definition, the far side is not permanently dark. Both sides of the Moon get equal sunlight. In fact, a ‘lunar day’ is very long: each side of the Moon experiences two weeks of blazing day (with the Sun shining down on it), followed by two weeks of freezing night. As the Moon rotates on its axis and orbits Earth, sunlight falls equally on both hemispheres. Only a few spots deep inside craters where the sunlight is not able to penetrate due to geometry are truly dark.
But “dark” carries other meanings too. We often use it to describe things we do not understand, things hidden from our view, things obscured by some barrier. When we look up from Earth, we see only one face of the Moon, the one with the old lady frying vadas (or, in other cultures, a hare or rabbit always grinding herbs to make the elixir of life). The other face remains invisible. So, in the sense of “unseen” or “unknown”, the far side earned the nickname “dark”.
There is another meaning as well. When someone cannot be reached through normal communication channels, we say they have “gone dark”. That fits the far side perfectly. Any spacecraft orbiting behind the Moon loses radio contact with Earth. Any craft that lands on the far side cannot be directly reached from the Earth. This is because the Moon's massive body blocks electromagnetic signals, radio waves, and all that. So in that sense, too, the far side is undeniably dark.
Still, to avoid confusion, astronomers prefer the term “far side”.
END OF BOX
First Glimpse
Earth and Moon do not maintain a perfectly constant distance. Small variations (since the Moon is not a perfect sphere) cause a gentle wobble called “libration”. Thanks to libration, about 9 per cent of the far side becomes visible from Earth at times. That means we can actually see a little over 59 per cent of the Moon's total surface. The remaining 41 per cent remained completely hidden until 1959. For centuries, that hidden hemisphere was the greatest mystery in our celestial neighbourhood.

That year, the Soviet Union's Luna 3 spacecraft photographed the far side for the first time. The world marvelled. No large dark plains there, it turned out. Just countless craters. Because the Soviets saw it first, they won the right to name its features. A large dark plain was named Mare Moscoviense, the Sea of Moscow. The largest crater was named Tsiolkovskiy after the Russian rocket pioneer Konstantin Tsiolkovsky.
More recently, China has made historic landings on the far side. Chang'e 4 (2019) was the first space craft to touch down on the far side. Chang'e 6 followed in 2024, returning soil samples from that mysterious hemisphere to Earth. China is currently the only nation to have successfully landed a spacecraft on the far side of the Moon.
The Orion Spacecraft
The Orion Spacecraft is NASA’s flagship deep-space exploration vehicle designed to carry astronauts to the Moon, Mars, and beyond. Built jointly by NASA and the European Space Agency (ESA), it supports a crew of four for up to 21 days in space. This means that it is complete with control room, living quarters, and lifeboat in deep space, including a kitchen, compact toilet and exercise equipment!
Mission Overview
Artemis II marked humanity's return to the vicinity of the Moon after more than 50 years, successfully testing the Orion spacecraft and Space Launch System (SLS) with humans on board. 
The Artemis II flight was a vital test with human crew aboard. It was designed to validate deep-space life support systems, navigation, and human health in deep space. The crew did not land on the Moon. Instead, they utilized a “free-return trajectory”: here, the space craft is initally injected into space, but it needs no energy after that because it uses lunar gravity to slingshot the spacecraft back to Earth. This was similar to the older Apollo 8 and 13 missions. So it travelled about 7,400 kilometers beyond the far side of the Moon before Moon’s gravity sent it back to Earth. This is a safety feature that guarantees that the crew will return even if the main propulsion systems fail.
BOX Artemis II versus Orion
Artemis II is a specific lunar mission, while Orion is the spacecraft that flies it.  So, Artemis II is the trip (the first crewed flight around the Moon), and Orion is the vehicle (the capsule the astronauts travel in). The specific Orion capsule used for this flight was named Integrity by the astronaut crew.
END OF BOX
The far side
The mission's most dramatic moment unfolded during the night of April 6 and the early hours of April 7, 2026. That was when the spacecraft looped around the Moon and began its journey back home. 
At exactly 4:17 AM, Orion slipped behind the Moon and lost contact with Earth. Fifteen minutes later, at 4:32 AM, it made its closest approach, just 6,545 kilometres above the lunar surface. Then, at 4:54 AM, it emerged from behind the Moon and re-established communication with mission control.
Think of a mosquito buzzing around your head. It just doesn't see your face, but gets a good look at the back of your head too. Something similar happened here. As Artemis II swung around the Moon, the astronauts saw the hidden hemisphere of the Moon, the side not visible from Earth. They photographed it. They identified its geological features. And they marvelled at its beauty.
The far side glowed in the sunlight, with the deep dark sky around it. The crew was utterly mesmerised.
Christina Koch, the first woman to fly around the Moon, put it this way: “The moon we are looking at is not the moon you see from Earth whatsoever.” She said she was particularly struck by the bright new craters that shone from the surface like pinpricks in a lampshade. “They are so bright compared to the rest of the moon.”
Victor Glover, the first Black American to travel beyond low Earth orbit, described the experience with quiet emotion: “It was very moving to look out the window.”
Their mission has expanded humanity's understanding of the lunar far side like never before. The crew also took a photo of Earth setting behind the Moon!
'Moon Joy': The Contagious Wonder
Even during the Apollo missions, astronauts were awestruck by the Moon's far side. Up close, the lunar surface filled them with astonishment and pure joy. They kept talking about its beauty endlessly. They raved, relentlessly, almost to the point where listeners might tire of it. Yet they could not stop. Mission controllers have a name for this: ‘Moon joy syndrome’.
During Artemis II, Commander Wiseman kept on and on about the Moon's splendour without pause. Finally, the Capcom at Houston's mission control, with a wry smile and a touch of gentle teasing, radioed back: “Copy, Moon joy” (meaning, I’ve understood, you are affected by the Moon joy syndrome!).
What triggers this syndrome? The mystery of the far side is the key trigger; the sight is unexpcted and new. It's unexpected brilliance is another factor. Every astronaut who sees it agrees: this is not the Moon we know from our backyards. The bright fresh craters captivate them. On the near side, the one we see from Earth, dark volcanic patches called maria dominate the landscape. The far side is a lighter; those dark plains are few. Instead, countless craters, big and small, cover the terrain. With no atmosphere to soften the light, sunlit areas blaze white-hot, while shadows fall pitch-black. The boundary between light and dark is razor-sharp, like a knife's edge. These stark contrasts leave astronauts speechless with wonder.
The Bright Side of the Dark Side
China plans to build a radio telescope on the far side. Why there? On Earth, human-made radio signals constantly impede astronomical observations. Even space-based telescopes suffer interference from radio transmission from ground. But a telescope on the far side of the Moon would be permanently shielded by the Moon's body. No Earthly chatter would reach it. Such an instrument could listen to the faint whispers of the early universe, a revolutionary leap for astronomy.
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Recent images of the Moon's near side and far side, taken by the Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter Camera. These two mosaics were assembled from multiple images captured in December 2010. MM marks Mare Moscoviense (Sea of Moscow). T marks Tsiolkovskiy crater.

Humans have imagined various shapes on the near side of the Moon.

Earth as seen from Artemis-II, when the Orion craft just slipped behind the Moon.

The far side of the Moon, as seen from the Artemis II mission 
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