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With its manned space program grounded, 
NASA boldly voyaged to an extraterrestrial world 
of another kind this year— the Marvel Universe. 

With appearances at Comic-Con 
International in San Diego, California and a Marvel 
Comic’s exhibit in New York’s Time Square, NASA 
launched missions into the worlds of science fic-
tion and comic book superheroes. 

Marvel’s Avengers S.T.A.T.I.O.N. (Scientific 
Training and Tactical Intelligence Operative 
Network) at the Discovery Center in Times Square 
brings “to life the science behind Marvel Super 
Heroes” and explores “the history and scientific 
origins of Marvel’s The Avengers, including Iron 
Man, The Hulk, Captain America, Thor, and oth-
ers.”693 The exhibit opened May 30, 2014 and will 
run through January 5, 2015. Tickets prices are $27 
for adults and $19.50 for children.694 

Avengers S.T.A.T.I.O.N. includes “authentic 
props from the Marvel movies — including Thor’s 
hammer, Captain America’s star-spangled shield 
and Black Widow’s form-fitting costume,” as well 
as “a life-sized, three-dimensional hologram of 
the Hulk, who punches the wall making the whole 
building shake.”695 And “visitors will map out the 
stars to find Asgard,” Thor’s fictional world.696 

NASA provided content to “enhance the 
authenticity of the experience and pique visitors’ 
interest in real-world science and technology. The 
exhibit’s NASA-supplied material -- written con-
tent, images and videos -- focuses on topics such 
as the electromagnetic spectrum, black holes as 
powerful energy sources, and aerospace mate-
rials used in creating Iron Man’s armor. Deeper 
connections to NASA content are planned for the 
exhibit’s online companion website. NASA’s Eyes 
on Exoplanets interactive is featured prominently 
in the S.T.A.T.I.O.N. exhibit, helping to place other-
worldly content related to The Avengers’ Thor into 
the context of real exoplanets – planets beyond 
our solar system -- that NASA is studying.”697 

“The thrill of exploring other worlds is not 
limited to the silver screen, and we’re pleased to 
help bring some real NASA excitement to the proj-
ect,” said NASA’s liaison for film and TV collabo-
rations.698 

This is not NASA’s first voyage into the Marvel 
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universe. NASA also helped out with the 2012 
Avengers movie,699 which raised over $2 billion in 
ticket and home movie sales.700 By comparison, 
the total budget for NASA’s Mars Mission in 2014 
added up to $3.1 billion. 

So why is NASA participating in the promo-
tion of a movie that brought in enough revenue 
to rival the annual budget of its premier manned 
space mission of the future? 

“The thrill of exploring other worlds is not lim-
ited to the silver screen, and we’re pleased to help 
bring some real NASA excitement to the project,” 
explained Bert Ulrich, liaison for film and TV collabo-
rations at NASA Headquarters in Washington, D.C. 701 

Another reason may be because NASA 
was one of the agencies that fared well in the 
budget deal approved by Congress this year. 
Sequestration was set to trim the agency’s budget 
from $16.9 billion to “as little as $16 billion,” but in-
stead NASA got a boost to $17.65 billion.702 

The extra money in the budget may also ex-
plain why NASA—which a year ago was warning 
“its goals of future space travel may be put on 
hold” by budget concerns703—sent a manned mis-
sion to Comic-Con, which is an annual comic book 
convention “dedicated to creating awareness of, 
and appreciation for, comics and related popular 
artforms,” and celebrating “the historic and ongo-
ing contribution of comics to art and culture.”704 

While Comic-Con typically features comic 
book artists, illustrators, writers, and authors, this 
year the convention hosted NASA scientists and 
astronauts. The panel entitled “NASA’s Next Giant 
Leap,” was moderated by actor Seth Green, and 
included legendary astronaut Buzz Aldrin, NASA 
Planetary Science Division Director Jim Green, 
NASA astronaut Mike Fincke, and Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory systems engineer Bobak Ferdowsi.705 

The group discussed the Orion spacecraft and the 
Space Launch System rocket, which the agency 
hopes will return Americans to space sometime in 
the next decade.706 

While this “marks the first time that NASA 
has officially participated in Comic-Con,”707 the 
space agency has been star struck with pop cul-
ture for some time. “NASA also takes an active 
role in generating science-based fiction. They 
frequently partner with entertainment producers 
to help bring authenticity and accuracy to movies 
and television.”708 

NASA points to comic books readers’ lack 
of exposure to reality to justify its attendance at 
Comic Con. “Participation in these types of events 
not only reaches audiences who are not normally 
exposed to the realities of America’s space explo-
ration initiatives but directly meets the mandate 
outlined in the National Aeronautics and Space 
Act of 1958 (P.L. 85-568) to “…provide for the wid-
est practicable and appropriate dissemination of 
information concerning its activities and the re-
sults thereof,” according to a NASA official.709 

“To support this event, six NASA employees 
and three NASA contractor employees were in 
attendance and the total travel expenses for the 
nine participants amounted to $9,554. All NASA 
employees were participating at the conference 
on official business within a public outreach ca-
pacity similar to NASA’s public outreach participa-
tion at school and museum events,” according to 
NASA.710 

NASA issued guidance earlier in the year to 
contractors that attendance at domestic con-
ferences for “the remainder of FY 14 (through 
9/30/2014)” was limited to meetings “essential 
and/or necessary” and “there are no alternative 
methods of participating.”711 Clearly, NASA did not 
apply these standards to its own staff and proba-
bly won’t be next year either. Jim Green said “We’d 
love to come back” to Comic Con.712 

Perhaps, NASA should be more focused 
on returning astronauts to exploration in the real 
universe rather than the imaginary worlds of the 
Marvel Universe and Comic Con. 

The Associate Administrator for the Science Mission Directorate at NASA Headquarters explores the Marvel Universe at the 
Opening Night of the Avengers S.T.A.T.I.O.N. Exhibition in New York City’s Times Square on May 29, 2014.713 


