National Aeronautics and Space Administration @/ '

¢ . ASTEROID BELT

JUPITER

The planets are shown in their correct order of distance from the
Sun and their correct relative orbital distances. The sizes of the
bodies are greatly exaggerated relative to the orbital distances.

ASTEROIDS are giant hunks of rock and metal that orbit the Sun. Some
are more rocky in composition, while others are more metallic. Like comets,
they are remnants left over from the formation of our solar system more than
4 billion years ago. Most of this ancient space rubble can be found orbiting
the Sun between Mars and Jupiter within the main asteroid belt. Many
asteroids have orbits that stray far outside the asteroid belt as well, and quite
a few have paths that cross the orbit of Earth. Groups of asteroids have
collected in different parts of the solar system over time as a result of
gravitational tugs from Jupiter and the other planets.

Asteroids range in size from Vesta — the largest at 329 miles (530 kilometers)
in diameter — to bodies less than 30 feet (10 meters) across. The total mass of
all the asteroids combined is less than that of Earth's Moon.

Most asteroids are irregularly shaped — many resemble potatoes, bones or
bowling pins. Lots of asteroids have been found to have small companion
moons. There are also binary (double) asteroids, in which two rocky bodies of
roughly equal size orbit each other, as well as triple asteroid systems.

Asteroids generally are named for characters from mythology, as well as
real people.
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