
Observing comets



Where do they come from

ÅJupiter family

ïPeriods of the order of 6-8 years

ÅKuiper Belt 

ïMedium period comets 10-100 year

ÅOort Cloud comets ïperiods of thousands 

of years



What are comets

ÅBodies made of ices and rock

ïNot all water ice

ïNucleus is very dark

ïWhen heated ice sublimates to gas and takes 

dust with it



Jupiter/ Kuiper belt comets

ÅOrbit in the plane of the ecliptic

ÅBeen around a long time, many passes of 

the Sun

ÅUsually long period comets that had close 

encounters with the main planets and had 

their orbits radically altered. 

ÅOrbits continually tweaked by Jupiter





Oort Cloud comets

ÅCan be dynamically new (first trip to the 

Sun)

ÅMay have been around a few times before 

(usually not many)

ÅCan come from any direction

ÅDifficult to predict behaviour



Comet nomenclature

ÅP/xxx ïPeriodic comet (seen on multiple 

apparitions (1P Halley, 2P Enke etc.

ÅC/xxxx yy <name>ïNewly found comet 

(XXXX ïyear of discovery, yy Part of 

year)

ÅD/xxxxïcomet seen but now disappeared 

(Biela for instance)

ÅX/XXXX comet for which no reliable orbit 

exists (mostly historical)







Very few people visually 

observing Comets now

ÅImaging has pretty much taken over

ÅLeads to a challenge as what an image 

might show you wonôt see visually

ïC/2016 R2 PanSTARRS showed a great blue 

tail in images but it was blue from CO and that 

does not come within our eyes sensitivity




