WHAT'S UP TONIGHT Comet Observing Guide

Comet Observing

Guide

How comets work, what to expect, When the great ones return.

What a comet actually is

A comet is a small icy body — typically a few kilometers across — orbiting the Sun on an elliptical path that
takes it from the cold outer solar system to the inner. When it gets close enough to the Sun, the heat
sublimates the surface ice directly into gas, releasing dust trapped in the ice. The gas and dust form a fuzzy
envelope (the coma) around the tiny solid nucleus, and stream off behind the comet to form one or two tails.

lon tail (blue, straight)

Dust tail (yelllw, curved) Nucleus + coma .

The two tails: comets often show two distinct tails. The dust tail is broad, yellow-white (reflecting sunlight),
and curved (because dust grains follow their own slightly different orbit around the Sun). The ion tail is narrow,
blue (glowing from ionized gas), and points exactly opposite the Sun (because charged particles are pushed by
the solar wind, not by gravity). Big comets show both clearly. Small comets often show only the dust tail or just
the coma.
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Comet naming and classification

Decoding designations like 'C/2023 A3 (Tsuchinshan-ATLAS)'

Comet names look complicated but follow a simple system. Take C/2023 A3 (Tsuchinshan-ATLAS):

C/

2023

A3

Tsuchinshan-ATLAS

Type prefix. C/ = non-periodic (orbital period over 200 years or hyperbolic — won't
return). P/ = periodic (returns regularly). D/ = defunct or destroyed. X/ = lost or no
orbit determined. I/ = interstellar (only two known: 11/m Oumuamua, 21/Borisov).

Year of discovery.

Half-month of discovery + sequence. The first half of January is 'A’, second half
of January is 'B', and so on through "Y' (skipping 'l' to avoid confusion with the
number 1). The number is the order of discovery within that half-month — A3 = third
comet discovered in the first half of January 2023.

Discoverer(s). Up to three names allowed. ATLAS, PANSTARRS, NEOWISE are
professional survey programs that discover most comets now; named comets like
Halley, Hale-Bopp, McNaught are credited to individual amateur or professional
discoverers.

Periodic comet numbering

Once a periodic comet has been observed at two or more apparitions, it gets a permanent number prefix. Halley's
Comet is officially 1P/Halley. The other famous periodic comets you might encounter:

1P/Halley

2P/Encke

9P/Tempel 1

17P/Holmes

19P/Borrelly

21P/Giacobini-Zinner

55P/Tempel-Tuttle

67P/Churyumov-Gerasim
enko

103P/Hartley 2

109P/Swift-Tuttle

76-year orbit. Last seen 1986. Returns 2061.
3.3-year orbit — the shortest known. Easy small-scope target every apparition.
5.5-year orbit. Famous as the target of NASA's Deep Impact mission (2005).

6.9-year orbit. Famous for the 2007 outburst that brightened it half a million times in
42 hours — naked-eye visible for weeks.

6.8-year orbit. NASA Deep Space 1 flyby (2001).
6.5-year orbit. Parent of the Draconid meteor shower.
33-year orbit. Parent of the Leonid meteor shower (storms when it's near).

6.4-year orbit. Famous as the target of the Rosetta mission (2014-2016).

6.5-year orbit. NASA EPOXI flyby. Reasonably reliable telescope target.

133-year orbit. Parent of the Perseid meteor shower.
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Brightness predictions and why they often fail

'‘Comet of the century' rarely is

Comet brightness predictions are notoriously unreliable. Astronomers measure a comet's brightness when it's
first discovered (often very far from the Sun), then extrapolate to perihelion (closest approach to the Sun) using
a formula. The trouble is: comets brighten more or less than predicted depending on how their volatiles
behave. Some explode in outbursts; others completely fail to brighten and stay dim; some break apart and

disappear.

2020.

Famous prediction disasters

Comet Kohoutek (1973) — predicted as 'the comet of the century', expected to rival the full Moon.
Actually peaked around mag 4-5, mildly underwhelming. Crushed public interest in comets for years.
Comet ISON (2013) — expected to survive perihelion and become spectacular. Disintegrated during
perihelion passage; nothing remained. Comet Tsuchinshan-ATLAS (C/2023 A3, October 2024) —
initial predictions ranged from ‘might disintegrate’ to 'spectacular'. It actually performed near the
optimistic predictions and was the brightest comet visible from Northern Hemisphere since NEOWISE

Reading magnitude predictions skeptically

Single-source
predictions are unreliable

Watch the actual
brightness

Distance from sun
matters

Tail visibility scales with
darkness

Cross-reference multiple sources: COBS (Comet Observation Database), JPL
Small-Body Browser, Aerith.net (Yoshida's comet pages), and current observer
reports on Cloudy Nights or seiichi-yoshida.com.

Once a comet is observable, current observed magnitudes (from amateur and
professional photometry) are far more reliable than theoretical predictions. Recent
week's observed brightness tells you what to expect this week.

Comets are most active closest to perihelion. But they're also closest to the Sun in
the sky then, so often hard to observe. The 'sweet spot' is usually 1-3 weeks
before/after perihelion when the comet is reasonably bright AND reasonably far
from the Sun.

A comet that's mag 5 (theoretically naked-eye visible) shows no tail at all from
suburban Bortle 6 skies. From Bortle 3-4 you'll see structure. From Bortle 1-2, the
same comet looks like a spectacular fan of light.
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How to observe comets

From naked-eye easy to telescopic challenge

By brightness

Brighter than mag 4 Naked-eye easy. The comet appears as a fuzzy 'star' or short streak. Tail visible
from dark sites. The 'great comets' that make the news. Photograph with any
camera + tripod.

Mag 4-7 Easy in binoculars. Visible naked-eye from Bortle 3 darker. The fuzzy coma is
obvious; tail visible if extensive. Most 'good' comets in any given year fall in this
range.

Mag 7-10 Telescope target. Visible in 4-inch+ scopes. Looks like a small fuzzy patch — the

typical ‘casual amateur' comet. Several reach this level every year.

Mag 10-14 Serious telescope target. 8-inch+ aperture. Looks like a faint diffuse galaxy or
nebula. Identifying which fuzzy patch is a comet requires comparing observations
across nights — comets move noticeably against background stars.

Mag 14+ Imaging only. Photograph through a tracking telescope; identify by motion across
multiple frames. Most 'discovered' comets sit in this range at any given moment.

Spotting a comet

Comets move against background stars — typically a few arc-minutes per hour, fast enough to notice between
observations. To confirm you're looking at the comet (and not a faint galaxy), sketch the field or take a quick photo,
wait 30—60 minutes, look again. Whichever fuzzy 'star' moved is your comet.

Photographing comets

Two approaches:

Wide-field nightscape Camera + 50—200mm lens on tripod. 5-15 second exposures (NPF rule applies).
style Comet appears against a starfield, often with a foreground. Best for bright
naked-eye comets. Same technique as Milky Way photography.

Tracked deep-sky style Camera + tracking mount + telescope or longer lens. 30 sec to 2 min exposures,
stacked. Captures the comet's coma and tail in detail. Trick: stack on the comet
rather than on the stars. Software like DeepSkyStacker has a ‘comet stacking'
mode that tracks the comet's motion through your sub-exposures.

‘Comet stacking' for sharp coma

Because the comet moves against stars, traditional star-aligned stacking blurs the comet across frames
(or vice versa). DeepSkyStacker, Siril, and PixInsight all have a 'comet stacking’' mode where you mark
the comet position in two frames; the software tracks its motion and stacks the comet sharp while letting
stars trail. Or vice versa. Most striking comet images use both — a comet-sharp version blended with a
star-sharp version.
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The great comets

Memorable comets of the past century

A 'great comet' is one bright enough to be obvious to non-astronomers — typically mag O or brighter, or with a
very long tail. They average about one per decade. Recent significant ones:

Comet West (1976)

Comet Halley (1986
apparition)

Comet Hyakutake (1996)

Comet Hale-Bopp (1997)

Comet McNaught (C/2006
P1)

Comet Lovejoy (C/2011
wW3)

Comet NEOWISE (C/2020
F3)

Comet
Tsuchinshan-ATLAS
(C/2023 A3)

Mag -3 at peak. Spectacular dust tail spanning 30+ degrees. Broke into four pieces
during perihelion.

Disappointing return — perihelion happened on the far side of the Sun from Earth,
so it never got bright. Returns 2061 (much better geometry expected).

Mag 0 with a 90-degree (!) tail. Passed close to Earth; very fast motion. One of the
most spectacular comets of the late 20th century.

Mag -1 for nearly 18 months. The longest naked-eye comet on record. Showed
both ion and dust tails dramatically. Most-photographed comet ever (until possibly
NEOWISE).

Spectacular Southern Hemisphere comet, peaking at mag -5.5 in January 2007.
Northern observers got brief naked-eye views before it dropped south.

Survived a near-Sun pass that should have destroyed it (Kreutz sungrazer family).
Spectacular Southern Hemisphere comet for weeks.

Mag 1 in July 2020. Best Northern Hemisphere comet since Hale-Bopp. The
most-photographed comet ever — pandemic lockdowns put millions of people in
their backyards looking up.

Mag -4 at peak in October 2024. Stunning tail, seen by hundreds of millions
worldwide. Anti-tail visible from earth as the comet crossed Earth's orbital plane.
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Tools and resources

Where to find current comet info

COBS — Comet
Observation Database

Yoshida's Comet Pages

Comet Chasing

JPL Small-Body
Database

Stellarium

Cloudy Nights — Comet
Observing forum

Sky & Telescope and Sky
News

cobs.si. International database where amateurs upload current visual magnitude
estimates. Real-time light curves for every active comet. The single most useful
comet site.

aerith.net/comet. Seiichi Yoshida's encyclopedic pages on every active comet —
finder charts, light curves, predictions. Indispensable for serious comet observers.

cometchasing.skyhound.com. Greg Crinklaw's site. Brightness predictions, finder
charts, current visibility. Updated regularly.

ssd.jpl.nasa.gov. Official orbital data. Useful for confirming positions and orbital
parameters.

Free desktop planetarium. Add the latest comet orbital elements (downloadable
from Minor Planet Center) and Stellarium will show you exactly where each active
comet is in the sky from your location at any time.

cloudynights.com. Active community of comet observers posting nightly reports.
Best for current 'is it visible right now?" info from observers who tried last night.

Magazine websites publish monthly ‘comets to watch' columns and special alerts
when something bright appears. Worth following.

Upcoming notable returns

8P/Tuttle

12P/Pons-Brooks

21P/Giacobini-Zinner

55P/Tempel-Tuttle

46P/Wirtanen

153P/Ikeya-Zhang

1P/Halley

Returns ~2034. 13.6-year period. Parent of the Ursid meteor shower.
Returned in 2024 (mag 4-5, decent show). Returns again 2095.
Returns ~2031. 6.5-year period. Bright periodic — moderate amateur target.

Returns 2031. 33-year period. Watch for Leonid meteor storms in surrounding
years!

Returns 2029. 5.4-year period. Frequent moderate apparition.
Returns ~2362. 366-year period. Last seen 2002. Patience required.

Returns 2061. 76-year period. The most famous comet — much better geometry
next time than 1986.
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Surprises happen — set up alerts

Most great comets are unexpected discoveries, not predicted returns. The big ones from the past 30
years (Hyakutake, Hale-Bopp, NEOWISE) were all newly-discovered comets that brightened rapidly. To
not miss the next one, follow @CometChasers on social media, subscribe to spaceweather.com, and
check COBS or Cloudy Nights monthly. When something bright appears, you'll have weeks of warning
— but only if you're paying attention.
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