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2 a.m.- Other strong 
waves of sleepiness occur

24

Named from Latin roots “circa” (approximately) and 
“dies” (day), circadian rhythms are the 
daily cycles that drive behavior and physiological 
changes across species on Earth, including mammals, 
plants, and even bacteria.

Each organism sets its own circadian rhythm, or clock,  although each clock can be 

influenced by environmental cues such as daylight and temperature. That’s why 
humans, for example, follow varying rhythms according to their surroundings. 

Here’s an approximation of an earthling’s inner schedule.
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(On Venus, 

try 243 

Earth days)

6:45 a.m.- 
Sharpest rise in blood 
pressure

10 a.m.- High alertness begins

9 p.m.- 
Melatonin secretion 
begins

7:30 a.m.- 
Melatonin secretion 
stops

NOON

MIDNIGHT

2 p.m.- 
Mid-day urge to sleep
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A space traveler’s circadian 
rhythm would have to be reset 
to each planet, redefining what it 
means to live day by day. The 
internal orchestration of an 

organism’s biological processes 
would be stretched anywhere 

from a little (Mars) to a lot 

(Venus).

The circadian clocks 

of most organisms are 

set around, but not 

exactly, 24 hours. 

Researchers believe 
the variation in rhythm 
may be a way to avoid 
competition in an 
ecological community.

Melatonin is a hormone 
that is key to setting each 
clock, as it is released 
right before nightfall.

A regular circadian rhythm 
has periods of sleepiness 
throughout the day, however 
inconvenient that may be.

For those who are still awake, the 
desire to fall asleep is strong 
between 2 and 4 a.m.f, after 
which it slowly fades.

Improved memory and concentration make their 
appearance briefly in the late morning.

Shortly after awakening, 
blood pressure is at a peak, 
which coincides with the 
high rate of early morning 
heart-related deaths.
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