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NEW CLUES FOR LIFE FOUND  

ON SATURN’S ICY MOON

DETECT ALIEN WORLDS: BIG 

SCIENCE WITH A SMART SCOPE

The growing evidence  
that asteroids delivered  
life to planet Earth

A DECADE OF REUSABLE 
ROCKETS: WHAT’S GONE 

RIGHT (AND WRONG) 

NEW TELESCOPE FOR 
CHRISTMAS? DON’T MISS 
THESE 10 TOP TARGETS

 BEGINNER SKY-WATCHER  

130P TELESCOPE REVIEWED

MAKE THE MOST OF THE GEMINID METEOR SHOWER!



BULLETIN
The latest astronomy and space news, written by Jamie Middleton

by Chris Lintott

E
S

A
, T

G
O

, C
A

S
S

IS
 X

 4
 |

 M
A

X
 C

H
A

R
LE

S
, U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y
 O

F 
S

Y
D

N
E

Y
, 

M
A

X
 C

H
A

R
LE

S
, D

R
 L

O
U

IS
 D

E
S

D
O

IG
TS

 |
 S

TO
C

K
TR

E
K

 I
M

A
G

E
S

, G
E

TT
Y

When comet 3I/ATLAS skimmed closest to the  

Sun on 29 October, astronomers had a problem: 

Earth-based telescopes couldn’t see it. So they 

improvised in order to catch the action, turning Mars 

orbiters into comet chasers – despite those 

spacecraft being built for an entirely different job. 

ESA’s ExoMars Trace Gas Orbiter (TGO) and Mars 

Express spacecraft both had their missions 

repurposed in October to capture images of the 

FRPHW�Ś�ƅUVW�VSRWWHG�LQ�-XO\�E\�1$6$ŝV�$7/$6�VXUYH\�

telescope in Chile – with the best results so far 

coming from ExoMars’s Colour and Stereo Surface 

Imaging System (CaSSIS). 

Although both missions were designed to take 

close-ups of Mars, astronomers still hope these 

comet images will provide useful information to help 

us understand this rare visitor to our Solar System.

As Nick Thomas, principal investigator of CaSSIS, 

explains: “This was a very challenging observation for 

the instrument. The comet is around 10,000 to 

100,000 times fainter than our usual target.”

To be fair to the mission organisers, trying to take  

D�SLFWXUH�RI��,�$7/$6ŝV�NLORPHWUH�ZLGH�QXFOHXV�ZRXOG�

have been as impossible as seeing a mobile phone on 

The glimpse of 

FRPHW��,�$7/$6�LQ�

the TGO pictures, 

released by ESA 

just a day or so 

after they were 

taken, is fabulous. 

Not because  

of their quality  

– though the tiny 

comet, with clear 

coma and a hint of 

a tail has its charms 

– but because of 

what it represents.

A spacecraft, 

Ɔ\LQJ�DURXQG�0DUV�

could turn and look 

at a speeding 

visitor from beyond 

the outer Solar 

System. And then it 

could beam those 

images back to 

Earth. That’s pretty 

good science 

ƅFWLRQ��QR"�:KLOH�

it’s easy to get 

caught up in 

wishing our 

exploration of the 

Solar System, or  

the whole Galaxy, 

could go faster,  

we humans can 

already manage 

some cool things.  

I’m excited about 

this one!

Chris Lintott  

co-presents  

The Sky at Night

Mars orbiters repurposed to photograph elusive interstellar visitor

the surface of the Moon from Earth. However, its 

coma – the fuzzy cloud of gas and dust that 

surrounds a comet’s nucleus – is a few thousand 

kilometres across and was clearly visible.

Colin Wilson, Mars Express and ExoMars project 

scientist at ESA, adds: “It’s always extra exciting to 

see our Mars orbiters responding to unexpected 

situations like this one. I look forward to seeing 

what the data reveals following further analysis.”

These aren’t the only missions that could help 

analyse the comet. ESA’s Juice (Jupiter Icy Moons 

Explorer), currently making its way towards the gas 

JLDQW��ZLOO�DOVR�WXUQ�LWV�FDPHUDV�WRZDUGV��,�$7/$6�

ESA’s Hera and NASA’s Europa Clipper 

spacecraft will also pass through the comet’s tail 

at the end of October, and the latter’s plasma 

instrument and magnetometer are exactly what’s 

needed to directly detect ions and changes in the 

PDJQHWLF�ƅHOG�LQ��,�$7/$6ŝV�WDLO��

But with NASA in shutdown at the time of going 

WR�SULQW��WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�EH�WKH�ƅUVW�VSDFHFUDIW�

in the history of humankind to directly analyse an 

interstellar comet’s tail could be missed.

www.esa.int

Comment

3I/ATLAS: captured from other worlds 

S ExoMars Trace Gas Orbiter, orbiting Mars since 2016, used its CaSSIS instrument to image the comet
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