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Halley’s comet, as we know, moves in a very elongated el
lipse. While its farthest excursions carry it beyond the outer
most planet of our system, its nearest approach to the Sun is

F ig u r e  1.—The Orbit of Halley’s Comet relatively to the four inner Planets.

almost half of our distance from that luminary. As the comet 
is visible to us only when in this latter part of its orbit, this is 
drawn somewhat in detail in Figure 1.
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The four circles in this diagram are the orbits of the four in
ner planets. The position of the Earth is given for the tenth, 
twentieth and last days of every month throughout the year. 
That of Mars is similarly given only from January to Septem
ber, that of Venus from January to May, and that of Mercury 
during March, April and May. The name of the month is al
ways placed between its tenth and twentieth days, so that the 
position of any of these planets may readily be found for any 
date whatever.

The large curve is part of the orbit of Halley’s comet, on 
which its position is noted from December 26 of last year until 
August 13 of the present one. The point P  is the perihelion, or 
point of nearest approach to the Sun at a distance of 0.58720 
of the Earth’s mean distance. This, as we see, brings the comet 
well inside the orbit of Venus. The line PB  running through 
the perihelion and the Sun and extended into space, is the major 
axis of the ellipse.

The line DA is the line of nodes, or line of intersection of the 
plane of the comet’s orbit with that of the Earth commonly 
called the ecliptic, the inclination being about eighteen degrees. 
The comet crossed that line about the middle of January at 
the point A, called the ascending node, because it then passed 
to the north of the plane of the ecliptic. On May 18 it will pass 
through the descending node D and again go to the south of 
the ecliptic, to remain there during the rest of its long period. 
By a fortunate coincidence the Earth will also be on thisdine of 
nodes at the point E  at the same time, so that the comet will 
pass directly between us and the Sun and envelop us with its 
tail. This last event need not cause us any alarm, as it is not 
likely that any but professional observers will ever notice any 
thing unusual at the time, if they will be able to notice any 
thing at all.

As we ourselves are on a travelling observatory, the apparent 
path of the comet in the sky will partake of its own proper 
motion along with ours. The result will be a very complicated 
curve, which required the genius of the greatest astronomers 
to reduce to such a simple figure as the ellipse. Figure 2 will 
give us an idea of the comet’s apparent path. The diagram is 
ruled off into squares of five degrees. The large numbers at the 
bottom, 9, 8, . . . .  23, 22. are the hours of right ascension, and 
those on the side, 0, 10, 20, are degrees of declination, the 0  
line being the celestial equator. All the stars brighter than the 
third magnitude are represented in their proper places. The dot-
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and-dash curve beginning at the right-hand lower corner and 
marked S u n , is the path of the Sun, upon which its position is 
indicated for every five days. The paths of the planets Mars, 
Saturn and Venus during two or three months are also rep
resented. Those of Mercury and the Moon were omitted, 
because they would have congested the diagram too much.

The full line is the apparent path of Halley’s comet, on which 
its position is marked from October 7 last until the end of next 
May. We see that about the beginning of October or shortly 
before, the comet changed its direction, moving westward in
stead of eastward as before. This is explained by a reference 
to Figure 1. If we locate the Earth on its orbit during Septem
ber, we see that the comet’s orbit above and beyond Decem
ber 26 where it was at that time, is practically a straight line 
as seen from the Earth. The Earth is approaching the comet’s 
orbit from the right, so that by the time it has come to the 
November part of its own orbit, it has crossed the comet’s line 
of motion and thereby apparently thrown it to the right or 
westward.

If we place a ruler on corresponding positions of the Earth 
and the comet during the months of November, December and 
the following ones, we shall see that the ruler will keep on 
swinging to the right, apparently throwing the comet westw ard, 
until with a diminished rotation the ruler will come to a halt 
about April 24, and then begin with increasing rapidity to 
swing to the left, thus throwing the comet eastward. This ex
plains the second stationary point on Figure 2 on April 24, as 
also the very rapid apparent motion of the comet about May 20. 
After this date the eastward speed will decline more and more 
during many months.

The points A, P, D, are the same on both figures. On Fig. 2 
we see that at A on January 18 the comet crosses the Sun’s 
path, or the ecliptic, and passes north of it. The Sun is not 
there at the time. At D on May 18 it crosses it again to the 
southward. At this time the Sun and the comet will be there 
together, and the comet will appear to cross directly before the 
face of the Sun, that is, to transit it. This, however, will not 
be visible in America. •

By comparing corresponding dates of the comet and the Sun 
on Figure 2, where both are given for Greenwich noon, that is, 
6  a . m . central time, we can get a very good idea of their relative 
positions in the sky. When the comet is to the right or west of 
the Sun on the diagram and in the sky, it rises and sets before
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thejSun, and is therefore visible only in the morning before sun
rise. When it is to the left, it is visible only in the evening 
after sunset. The duration of this visibility of the comet be
fore sunrise or after sunset may be estimated by the distances 
apart of these bodies on the diagram. It is given more accurate
ly in the subjoined table, which has been prepared for the lati
tude of Omaha. A slight correction would seem to be necessary 
for places in other latitudes in the United States, but as this 
correction is small and as the comet will be very large and 
move rapidly, it may be neglected without sensible error.

Comet sets later than the Sun. Comet sets later than the Sun.
Feb. 4 5h 10m

14 4 20
24 3 10

Mar. 6 2 10
16 1 15

Comet rises earlier than the Sun.
April 4 0 50

16 1 30
24 1 55

May 6 2 10
10 2 20
12 2 10
14 2 00
15 1 50
16 1 30
17 1 5

May 20 l h om
21 2 0
22 2 45
23 3 15
24 3 20
25 3 40
26 3 50
27 4 0
28 4 5
29 3 55
30 3 50

A diligent study of the map in Figure 2 will enable one to 
locate the comet at any time, either absolutely by its right 
ascension and declination, or relatively with regard to the Sun, 
Mars, Saturn, Venus or the stars. It will thus enable one to 
pick it up with an unmounted telescope before it becomes so 
conspicuous as not to need this aid, as well as to know its mo
tion in advance. Thus we see that the comet will approach the 
Sun slowly until March 25. It may possibly be visible to the 
naked eye before that date, but for a week or more before and 
after that time it will be too near the Sun to be seen. From 
March 25 to May 19 the comet will be visible in the morning 
sky before sunrise, its greatest distance or elongation to the 
right or west of the Sun occurring about May 8, when it will 
rise about two hours before the Sun. It will then in ten days 
move with continually increasing speed toward the Sun until 
it passes it on May 18, being lost in its rays for a few days 
before and after that time. It will after that be visible in the 
evening sky, separating at first very rapidly from the Sun and 
then more and more slowly until the early part of June, when 
it will approach the Sun again and gradually disappear from 
view, as well on account of its increasing distance from the


