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Small Bodies Orbiting the Sun

The major components of the solar system are the Sun and the planets, but there are many other
smaller bodies of interest in the solar system. Some are of interest merely because they exist, and
therefore we desire an understanding of them. Many more are of interest because studying them
helps us to better understand the formation and evolution of the solar system.

Have you ever wished upon a falling star? Pre-scientific peoples believed that meteorites are really
stars that fall to Earth, and it was a great leap of understanding when we realized that meteorites
are not stars at all, but are pieces of rock or metal that glow upon heating by passing through the
Earth’s atmosphere at high speeds.

Comets were thought to be harbingers of doom in pre-scientific ages, but are now appreciated for
their beauty and for the information about the outer reaches of the solar system that they can
bring to us. In November 2014, Philae, the landing module of the spacecraft Rosetta, made the
first landing of a human-made instrument on a comet, and took samples and analysed them.

The following questions will guide your reading of this unit. The relevant part of the textbook is
Chapter 11.

1 Asteroids

� What is an asteroid?

� What is the largest asteroid? When was it discovered and by whom?

� Where are most asteroids located? Why are they located here?

� What are Apollo asteroids? Where are they located?

� What are Trojan asteroids? Where are they located?

� What are typical diameters of asteroids?

� Why didn’t the asteroids in the asteroid belt coalesce to form a planet?

� What are the Kirkwood gaps, and what is their cause?

� What are the different types of asteroids? What are the key properties of each type of asteroid
(composition, albedo, location)?

2 Meteors, Meteoroids, and Meteorites

� What are meteors?

� What are meteoroids?

� What are meteorites?

� Why do meteors glow?

� What are the three major types of meteorites based on their composition?

� What are the two major types of meteorites based on their origin?

� What is the evidence that some meteorites are associated with comets?
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3 Comets

� What is a comet? What are the parts of a comet?

� What are the types of comets?

� What did people think of comets in pre-scientific ages?

� What are the physical properties and typical composition of comets?

� What causes the tails of a comet?

� What is the Oort cloud? How is the Oort cloud relevant for comets?

� What is the Kuiper belt? How is the Kuiper belt relevant for comets?

� What is the current understanding of the formation of the Oort cloud?
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