
observing comets with software 
Some tips on finding comets—NOT discovering them—by Blake 
Nancarrow (blaken6@6computer-ease6.com), in particular, so to 
observe or image, ideas and techniques for locating comets using 
software updated with current data. 

fickle targets 
Oct 2007: While collimating and testing binoculars, Blake 
stumbled across comet 17P/Holmes. In the west end of Toronto, 
in the high school tennis courts. Easily spotted overhead. Oct 
2013: At the Carr Astronomical Observatory, using both the Tele 
Vue 101 and Celestron 14 with a variety of eyepieces, Blake 
could not find 154P/Brewington. Meanwhile, Ian Wheelband, 
with his RC ‘scope and CCD camera, imaged comet C/2012 S1 
(ISON) and made a time lapse as it moved rapidly against the 
background stars. He could not see in the eyepiece. 

let others do it! 
Use magazines like Sky and Telescope. Or comet web sites such 
as Seiichi Yoshida’s (http://aerith.net), SkyHound, the maker of 
SkyTools (http://cometchasing.skyhound.com), Heavens Above 
(http://heavens-above.com), SpaceWeather.com. Consider 
CalSky for e-mail alerts for bright comets (among other things)!  
 
Using paper charts is low bandwidth, doesn’t require power. Just 
need your dark red flashlight. Another advantage: you can better 
keep your night vision or dark adaptation. 
 
Print charts with as much detail as possible, i.e. “deep” charts 
with faint stars. A skilled observer with an 8" telescope in city 
limits can see down to magnitude 12 through 13. 

software tracking 
Using software means you can have immediate, current results. 
You can make customised charts. You can include your eyepiece 
FOV (field of view) circles or camera chip frame rectangles. You 
can rotate the FOV. And show charts mirror-reversed if nec. 
Smartphones and tablets may offer augmented reality. 
 
Modern astronomy software tools, like Stellarium, StarryNight, 
SkyTools, TheSky, SkySafari, etc. can show comets at their 
“current” location. Many apps can also plot the path the comet 
will follow over days or down to minutes. SkyTools gives 
visibility assessments and suggests an eyepiece or exposure. 
 
If you use the software at the telescope, protect your dark 
adaptation. Comets, like galaxies, are faint fuzzies. Set the 
application to operate in red light mode, set the LCD screen 
brightness as low as possible, and use a red filter cover. 
 
Remember to update the software before printing charts or taking 
the software into the field! 

easy updating 
Most modern astro apps make adding or updating comet data 
easy. It might even be automatic. The process is menu-driven and 
typically allows one to browse for a comet. Helpful given the 
particular nomenclature for comet names. If typing a comet 
name, be precise. For example, don’t type “Ison;” you’ll need to 
enter “C/2012 S1” in Stellarium. 

 
This assumes you have an internet connection. Remember to do 
this while you have an active data connection. Plan ahead... 
 
See over or the reverse side for steps for adding comet data for 
some software applications. 

observing tips 
When preparing to observe or image a comet, consider: re-
examining current reports from comet sites and other resources. 
Corroborate comet details. Use multiple sources; don’t relay on 
just one. Check for current brightness estimates, reports of 
outbursts or dimming or fragmentation.  
 
Update your software. Usually comet orbit data is well defined; 
the brightness varies wildly and may change day-by-day. 
 
Plan for conjunctions. Dim comets can be found with greater 
ease, if star hopping, when close to a bright object. If imaging, 
comets often look attractive and colours are more pronounced 
when near another solar system or a deep sky object (DSO). 
 
To visually locate a comet, start with very low power. If at higher 
power, you could miss it, i.e. be a field of view too far away. Or, 
for a proximal comet in outburst, the comet’s coma could fill the 
entire field of view. Comet are often attractive at low power, 
when viewed with field stars and DSOs. Comets near the Sun 
may sport tails. Consider binoculars for initial searches. 
 
If the comet is not visible in the telescope, see if your go-to 
mount can perform a spiral search. Pan or sweep manually, like 
you might when trying to spot faint fuzzy DSOs. 
 
Once spotted, then zoom in and enjoy. Assess brightness, size of 
the coma, length of tail, number of tails. Then zoom more and 
observe at the coma for structure and detail. 
 
Remember, comets are dynamic. They are in motion. Near to the 
Sun, they may suddenly brighten, dim, break apart. Take your 
time. Return to the eyepiece after a few minutes. Consider 
sketching a comet: a simple exercise is to make a drawing of the 
field stars and then put a dot on the page where the coma is 
centred. Return to the field later and place a new dot on your 
sketch for the new location of the comet. With a camera, 
consider multiple spaced exposures to assemble into a time lapse. 
 
Don’t forget that comet brightness is quoted as a point source 
magnitude, like DSOs. A magnitude 5 comet will be much 
fainter than a mag 5 star, as it is spread out over a larger area. 
 
Cameras, of course, will help find challenging comets. Aim your 
camera in the general area and shoot a long exposure.  

conclusion 
Happy hunting. Three Ps: practice, persist, and be patient. If you 
have more questions, feel free to contact Blake Nancarrow 
(blaken6@6computer-ease6.com). You might also visit his 
astronomy blog, http://blog.lumpydarkness.com, for notes on 
comets and software, and more observing tips and tricks.  
 
See over for software tips. 



Stellarium 

Turning On Light Speed  
This makes the software accommodate for light travel time. This 
is important to have on for accurate timing, for you on Earth, 
when viewing solar system events. 

1. Access the View dialog by clicking the [stars] button in 
the menu or by pressing F4. 

2. Click the Sky tab, if necessary. 
3. From the Planets and satellites section, place a tick 

mark beside the Simulate light speed option. 
4. Close the dialog box. 

Enabling Editing of Solar System Objects 
Before you can add or edit asteroids and comets in Stellarium, 
you need to activate the Solar System Editor plugin. 

1. Access the Configuration dialog by clicking the [tool] 
button in the menu or by pressing F2. 

2. Click the Plugins tab. 
3. Click the Solar System Editor plugin. 
4. Place a tick mark beside the Load at startup option. 
5. Close the dialog box. 
6. Close and restart Stellarium. 

Adding a Comet or Comets 
Verify you have an active internet connection before proceeding. 

1. Access the Configuration dialog by clicking the [tool] 
button in the menu or by pressing F2. 

2. Click the Plugins tab. 
3. Click the Solar System Editor plugin. 
4. Access the Solar System dialog by clicking the 

configure button.  
5. Click the Solar System tab. 
6. Access the Import Data dialog by clicking the import... 

button. 
7. Click the Lists tab, if nec. 
8. From the Select the type section, click Comets. 
9. From the Select the source section, from the menu, 

choose MPC’s list of observable comets. 
10. Click the Get orbital elements button. 
11. From the list, by scrolling, review the comets noted. 

Italicised entries appear for comets already loaded; 
bolded entries appear for comets installed with the 
Stellarium software. 

12. Place a tick mark beside the comets to add or update. 
You may also search for a comet by text within the 
name.  

13. Click the Add objects button. 
14. Close the dialog boxes. 

Showing Trails 
• To toggle trail lines on or off, press Shift-T. 
• Advance or rewind the date/time. For example, advance 

or rewind by one day by pressing = (equal) or – (minus). 

other software 
Blake has notes and steps for other astronomy software 
applications. This includes Starry Night 6 Pro, TheSky 6, 
SkySafari, etc. Available upon request. Contact Blake Nancarrow 
at blaken6@6computer-ease6.com. 
 
See over for general tips. 

SkyTools 

Updating Comet Data 
Verify you have an active internet connection before proceeding. 

1. Access the main list screen, if necessary. 
2. Click the Observing List Menu [blue triangle] button. 
3. Choose Update “Current” Lists from Web. 
4. When completed, close the Update... dialog box. 
5. From the Group menu, choose Current. 
6. From the List menu, choose Current Comets. 
7. As required, copy the preferred comets to observe or 

image to a session observing list. 

Showing Trails in the Interactive Atlas 
Trails in SkyTools show the path through the sky. 

1. Indicate a specific object or all solar system objects. 
• To show the trail for a specific comet, click on it. 
• To show trails for all objects, click a random star. 

2. Right-Click and choose Center View at Cursor or press 
the Home key. 

3. Click the Motion Trails [red line with ticks] button. 
4. From the Trail section, click Target object only or All 

Solar System objects. 
5. From the Total Time Span section, set the time unit by 

clicking the (blue} word, e.g. Days, and enter a time 
duration value, e.g. 10. 

6. Click OK. 

Showing a Trace in the Interactive Atlas 
A trace shows repeating patterns, through the sky. A trace 
includes a comet’s tail, if visible. 

1. Indicate a specific object or all solar system objects. 
• To show the trace for a specific comet, click on it. 
• To show traces for all objects, click a random star. 

2. Right-Click and choose Center View at Cursor or press 
the Home key. 

3. Click the Motion Trace [blue circles] button. 
4. From the What to Trace section, click target object or 

All Solar System objects. 
5. Place a tick mark beside Label each with date/time. 
6. From the Generate Positions section, set the time unit 

by clicking the (blue} word, e.g. Hours, enter a time 
Interval value, e.g. 1,  and enter the Number of 
positions, e.g. 6. 

7. Click the Generate button and click OK. 

manually updating 
Some software applications do not have an automatic or menu-
driven option for adding in which case you may need to enter 
comet data by hand. Or you may want to corroborate the data 
your software is using by comparing it to another resource. There 
are two popular web sites for obtaining current and accurate 
comet orbital elements or ephemeris data. 
 
Minor Planet Center (MPC) - http://minorplanetcenter.net 
Solar System Dynamics (SSD) - http://ssd.jpl.nasa.gov 
 
You will need to capture and transfer values for the epoch date, 
eccentricity, semi-major axis, pericenter or perihelion distance, 
inclination, ascending node, argument of pericenter, mean 
anomaly, time at pericenter or perihelion, the sidereal period, and 
the absolute magnitude. 


