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Hello and I hope that you and yours are off to a good start in 2023.  In this in-
stallment, I want to tell you about Comet C/2022 E3 (ZTF).  This is the comet’s
first trip through our part of the Solar System since humans have been recording
astronomical events.  It orbits the Sun once in 53,000 years. First, how did the
comet get its name? The name, C/2022 E3 tells us about the comet’s discovery. 
From this name we know that a) it’s a non-periodic comet (C), b) it was discov-
ered in 2022, c) it was discovered in the first half of the third month (March), and 

that it was the 3rd comet discovered in that half of March.  The comet was 
discovered by astronomers at the Zwicky Transient Facility on Mount Palomar in 
California, so that explains the ZTF name.  A comet’s name packs a lot of infor-
mation once you know how to read it!

Right now, can be found in our northern sky about in between the Big Dip-
per and the Little Dipper.  It’s best seen in the early morning hours, say from 1 
a.m. until dawn.  But depending on how flat your northern horizon is it could be
seen just after midnight.  Given the darkness of our skies, it might be visible to
the unaided eye, but binoculars will definitely do the trick.  Comet ZTF is mov-
ing quickly now because it is close to the Sun.  You all know that because we
learned about Kepler’s 2nd Law of Planetary Motion in What’s Up? #17.  Just for
you newcomers that didn’t see that April 3, 2020 article, the 2nd Law says that a
planet (or comet) sweeps out equal areas of its orbit in equal times.  The up-
shot of the law is that comets move faster when they are closer to the Sun and
more slowly when they are farther away.  The comet was at its closest point to
the Sun on January 17th.  When you view the comet, note one or two stars that
are close to it.  Comet ZTF is moving so swiftly that within a couple of hours you
will be able to tell that it has moved with respect to the stars.  One other thing to
look for is its color.  Comet C/2022 E3 has a greenish glow to it.  That’s due t
the excitation of diatomic carbon molecules in the gases created as the comet is 
warmed by the Sun’s energy.  A diatomic molecule is a molecule made up of two 
atoms.  In this case, two carbon atoms.  Comets like this are beautiful to see.  
In 1996, we were visited by Comet Hyakutake which had a very long and very 
green tail.  It was spectacular.  ZTF won’t provide a show anywhere near Hya-
kutake’s but it will still be nice to see.  Due to the recent weather, I’ve yet to view 
C/2022 E3, but I’m really looking forward to it.  You should be too!

This diagram shows the position of Comet C/2022 E3 each night from January 
23rd (upper-left corner) through February 10th (lower-right corner).  Also shown 
are the constellations that the comet will be passing near.  A tip-of-the-hat to my 
friend Mike McCabe (member and President of the South Shore Astronomical 
Society) for the plot of the comet’s path that I used as the basis for the diagram!

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and comments.  
This is What’s Up? installment #65.

Barry
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I hope you tried your hand at naming the constellations on the map in the previous installment. I’ve included the answers below. More
importantly, I hope you had a chance to go outside and try to find them in the sky. It has taken me decades to learn to spot these.
Learning the night sky takes time, and I strongly believe that it can bring us closer to the universe around us. Remember, it’s dark for
fully 50% of our lives. Why turn off our interaction with our surroundings just because it’s dark out? In the next couple of articles, as we
continue around the sky, we’ll re-acquaint ourselves with some old friends from past installments. 

In the south now at nightfall, hanging low in the south is
a crawly creature – Scorpius (the Scorpion).  You’ll 
need to have a very clear southern horizon to see all of
the scorpion’s tail (the star named Shaula marks the 
stinger at the end), but the claws and head should be 
visible in most areas. Find it? There’s a bright red star
in Scorpius named Antares. It marks the heart of the 
Scorpion. It is a red giant star. Can you see any color
in it? Antares means something close to “like Mars” in
Greek. Since Antares appears reddish, it was named
as a comparison to Mars’ color. Antares has been 
referred to as the “heart of the scorpion” and as just “the
middle of the three stars in the body”. Either works to 
help us form an image of this well-known arachnid in
our own minds. Drawings of the scorpion against the 
background of stars now usually show the claws as
marked by the northern and southern stars of the three
to the west of Antares. Prior to the 1st century BCE, the 
claws extended much further west and were marked by
the stars we now know as the constellation Libra. Above Scorpio, is the constellation Ophiuchus (OFF-ee-YOO-kus) the Serpent-
bearer. The stars of Ophiuchus form a large, roughly pentagon-shaped group that should be easy for you to find. Ophiuchus is an 
interesting constellation. The constellation’s boundaries straddle the ecliptic. Because of that, it is sometimes considered as the 13th

constellation of the Zodiac. As the Sun, Moon, and planets travel along the Ecliptic they move through Ophiuchus after leaving
Scorpius and before they enter Sagittarius. In fact, the Sun spends more time in Ophiuchus each year (about 18 days) than it does in 
Scorpius (about 7 days). To the east (to the left as we view them now) of Scorpius and Ophiuchus is the large constellation of
Sagittarius, the Archer. This is no ordinary archer though. This archer is a centaur. A centaur has the body and legs of a horse but
with the upper torso of a human. While the full set of stars marking the archer span a large section of sky, there is a subset of stars that
form a familiar and different shape – a teapot. The eight stars that form The Teapot are easy to spot. Try it. Last in our group of stars

for this time is the constellation Corona Australis, the Southern Crown. This
set of stars are dim (4th magnitude at best) and can be hard to pick out along 
our southern horizon.

Have you noticed the really bright object in the West just after sunset? 
That’s Venus and it will be with us in this area of the sky through the end of
the year. In the east and southeast now, Jupiter and Saturn are getting 
higher in the sky and more suited to viewing with binoculars and telescopes.
They will also be with us through the rest of 2021. For those of you that
make the early mornings your time to view our dark skies, our winter (yikes!)
friend Orion is just up in the east before dawn. When the skies are lit by our
closest star, there is still viewing to be done (with appropriate safeguards!) 
The Sun has entered a new sunspot cycle and there has been increasing 
activity. I’ll write more about that next time.

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and 
comments you have. This is What’s Up? installment #50.

Barry

Happy Holidays! A quick review of What’s Up? articles in 2022 shows that we added twelve constellations to our night sky knowledge.
We have four more to cover and we’ll see them in 2023. We’ve also been tracking the changing positions of the planets as they and we
orbit the Sun.  This brings up one of the explanations that is sometimes given for the Christmas Star. However, we know that they are
not stars and their appearance in the sky aren’t sudden and unexpected events.  Then, people who watched the sky as we’ve done all
year, would have seen the planets slowly moving through the sky would have known just where they would be and when.

The Sun reached its lowest
declination in our skies on the 
afternoon of December 21st – 
the Winter Solstice.  From here 
until June 21st, 2023, our nights
get shorter and the daylight time 
longer. A dozen or so hearty
souls came to the Plympton 
Public Library on the 1st to join 
me and South Shore
Astronomical Society members
Michael Collver and Brendan 
Smith to view the 1st Quarter 
Moon, Jupiter, and Saturn.  The 
clouds came and went, but when
clear, the views were 
spectacular.  I’ll try to keep you 
posted on similar events in 2023.

Planet Roundup: All of the planets are visible in our night sky just after sunset.  The map above shows the lineup.  To see Mercury
and Venus, you’ll have to be at a site with clear western horizon.  If you wait an hour past that, then it’ll be darker and seeing the other
five planets that are in the sky will be easier.  As always, you’ll need binoculars or a telescope to find Uranus and Neptune. Don’t
forget, we can see the eighth planet 24/7/365! As to the Moon, the 1Q Moon is on December 29th, the Full Moon is on January 6th, the
3Q Moon is on the 14th, and the Moon will be New on the 21st. 

As we have done the in the past, here is a little puzzle for you to while away some time at the end-of-year. After each clue is the 
number of the What’s Up? installment where the answer can be found.  Hopefully, you can get comfy and take some time to reflect.
Astronomically speaking, it’s been a great year.

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and comments.  This is What’s Up? installment #64.
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