COMETS
COSMIC SNOWBALLS

HOW DO THEY LOOK LIKE?
They look like a star
with a ghostly white
tail.
The term "comet"
derives from the
Greek aster
kometes, which
means "long-haired
star"---a reference
to the tail.

WHAT ARE THE COMETS MADE
OFF?
• We know that comets are composed primarily
of many varieties of ice, including water,
carbon dioxide, methane and ammonia ice.
There is also a bit of dirt mixed in, usually in the
form of carbon.
• This makes them appear as dirty snowballs,
which is actually the name for the model that is
proposed for their compositions.
• The best way to think of a comet is that it is like
a big chunk of ice, dirt and slush that gets stuck
to the wheel well on your car during the winter.

WHY CAN WE SEE COMETS?
They can be seen by us only when
they pass by the sun and the
sun’s heat melts them.

WHAT IS THE COMET TAIL?
The comet's tail is made
of material from the
comet; gas from the
ices and dust that is
mixed in with the ice.
They escape as the
comet melts.

The tail always points
away from the sun due
to the solar winds
(movement of heat
away from sun)

COMET NUCLEUS
The icy, hard part of
the comet is called
the nucleus.
As the comet melts,
sometimes large
chunks of ice break
off in a hurry and
large amounts of
gases escape at
once and cause a
bright “outburst”.

COMET COMA
The gas and dust are released and form an atmosphere around
the comet called the coma.

WHERE ARE COMETS COMING FROM?
Comets come from two
major areas of our
solar system: the
Kuiper Belt and the
Oort Cloud.

WHY DO WE STUDY COMETS?
Comets formed at the same time our solar
system did, 4.6 billion years ago, perhaps
even in among the planets.
By examining them up close with satellites and
landers, scientists hope to learn more about
what our Solar System looked like in its earliest
days.

Scientists also study comets and asteroids to
determine the likelihood of them hitting
Earth and other planets, and what effect
their flybys could have on planetary
atmospheres.

COMET CATALINA
• Comet C2013 U10 (Catalina)
was discovered on Oct. 31,
2013 by the Catalina Sky
Survey, a project that sets
out to discover potentially
hazardous asteroids and
near-Earth objects. Scientists
believe that the comet
originates from the Oort
Cloud, a bubble of icy
debris left over from the
formation of our solar system
4.6 billion years ago.

WHERE CAN WE SEE
COMET CATALINA?
• Over the next week,
comet Catalina will move
daily toward the northeast,
toward the first star in the
Big Dipper’s handle.
• On Jan. 14, it will be less
than a degree from Alkaid,
the first star in the handle.
This means that it’ll be
easier for you to spot.
• The great part is that from
Jan. 8 to 10 — there will be
a moonless night sky, and
that means you have a
great chance to see it.

CATALINA’S ORBIT
• Catalina is moving away from the sun, however, it’s
nearing Earth, which is the reason that it’s not dimming in
brightness just yet. On Jan. 17, the comet will be the
closest to Earth in its orbit, a mere 110 million km away
(that’s pretty close on an astronomical level).

• With binoculars comet Catalina will look like a fuzzy circle
in your field of view. If you have a telescope, of course,
you’ll be able to see it in a bit more detail.

CATALINA SCHEDULE
• January 9 — Comet crosses into Canes Venatici
• January 12 — Closest to Earth at 66.9 million miles

• January 14 — Comet crosses into Ursa Major
• January 14–15 — Passes just 1° north of Alkaid, the star
at the end of the Big Dipper's handle
• January 16 — Passes 2° southwest of the 8thmagnitude galaxy, M101
• January 17 — Passes 3.4° northeast of the double star
Mizar in the bend of the Big Dipper's handle
• January 21 — Comet crosses into Draco
• January 25 — Comet crosses into Camelopardalis

RESOURCES
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A1yH_DuC88M
Comet Catalina
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2-M5_xBVSLQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1kWIErVTPAw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCk4_3AYxzc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PAOo1tnSbB4
Shoemaker-Levy 9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvx1R9Ac1oY

