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ASTRONOMY

plut
poor, poor put-upon

just how tiny is pluto, anyway?

how was such a tiny planet discovered?

why is pluto no longer a planet?

321

is pluto really all alone?

who’s coming to visit?

Pluto lost its status as 
the solar system’s ninth 
planet seven years ago 

Saturday. Tiny, dim 
and way out in the 

middle of nowhere, the 
poor little “dwarf 
planet” must feel 
awfully unloved. 

... If it weren’t for an 
approaching NASA 

probe aimed 
specifically at it, that is.
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Pluto is a cute little orb, but you can’t 

take everything it says at face value. 

While it’s wallowing in self-pity at being 

declassified as a planet, NASA has 

discovered it has two more moons in 

addition to the three already known.

Poor, neglected Pluto 

will soon receive its 

first visitor: the New 

Horizons space probe. 

Launched from Cape 

Canaveral in 2006, 

New Horizons few 

past Jupiter in 2007. 

It’s scheduled to 

make its closest pass 

to Pluto and its 

moons in July 2015.

Particle spectrom-

eter measures 

density of ions 

escaping from 

Pluto’s atmosphere.

Measures solar 

wind around Pluto.

Measures space 

dust that collects 

on the probe.

Pluto never really fit in with the 

other planets in the solar system. 

Its orbit was out of plane with the 

other planets. From 1979 to 1999, it 

was closer to the sun than Neptune.

When other 

bodies were found 

— Eris, for 

instance — that 

had similar 

issues, members 

of the Interna-

tional Astronomi-

cal Union realized 

they had to 

redefine what 

was a planet. 

Critics point 

out that by 

that criterion, 

the Earth is 

also not a 

planet: We 

constantly 

observe close 

calls with 

asteroids in 

and near 

Earth orbit. 

The new criteria to be considered a full-size planet ...

Pluto failed to meet that third criteria, So it was 

reclassified as a “dwarf planet” on Aug. 24, 2007.

It must 

be in 

an 

orbit 

around 

the 

sun.

It must have suffi-

cient mass to 

assume hydrostatic 

equilibrium. (In other 

words, it must be 

round — not lumpy, 

like many asteroids). 

It must have 

“cleared out its 

neighborhood” 

by being the 

dominant gravi-

tational force in 

its vicinity.

The Earth 

would be a ball 

less than a 

third of an 

inch in diam-

eter, 88 

yards 

away.

A better question, 

perhaps: How far 

away is Pluto? Let’s 

say you’re holding a 

basketball instead 

of this newspaper. 

That basketball is 

the sun. 

A young astronomer 

named Clyde Tom-

baugh worked in the 

Lowell Observatory in 

Flagstaff, Ariz., to earn 

money for college. The 

task to which he was 

assigned: Compare 

photos of the sky 

taken days apart to 

find objects that move. 

These pictures were taken in 

January, but Tombaugh didn’t 

examine them until Feb. 18. 

An 11-year-old English 

schoolgirl, Venetia Burney, 

suggested the name Pluto, 

the god of the underworld. 

Tombaugh went on to 

discover nearly 800 asteroids 

and a comet. He died in 1997 

at age 90.

Pluto’s gravity is 

only 6.7 percent 

as strong as 

that of Earth. 

A 200-pound 

person would 

weigh 30 pounds 

on Pluto.

Pluto would 

be this size ...

...and just 

a little less 

than two 

miles away.

KERBEROS
Discovered 2011

CHARON
Discovered 1978.

Nearly half the 

size of Pluto.

PLUTO

PLUTO’S
ORBIT

NIX
Discovered 2005

STYX
Discovered 2012

HYDRA
Discovered 2005

"The moons form a series of neatly nested orbits, 

a bit like Russian dolls," says Mark Showalter of 

the SETI Institute in Mountain View.

Pluto has a diameter of about 1,430 miles, roughly ...
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7,916

miles

70 percent of 

the size of 

Earth’s moon.

18 percent of 

the diameter 

of the Earth.

half 

the 

width 

of the 

United 

States.
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Generator powered by natural

radioactive decay of plutonium

Ultraviolet imaging spectrometer to

measure and detect thin atmospheres

Visible and infrared spectrometer provides

color images and thermal maps

Radio science experiment measures

atmospheric composition and temperature


