
 

Image: Increasingly active Comet 67P
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On 13 August 2015, Comet 67P/Churyumov–Gerasimenko will reach its
closest point to the Sun along its 6.5-year long orbit. It will be around
185 million km from the Sun at 'perihelion', between the orbits of Earth
and Mars.

ESA's Rosetta mission reached the comet on 6 August 2014, and has
been accompanying it ever since, monitoring the evolution of the nucleus
and its surrounding atmosphere, or coma.

The nucleus is a mixture of frozen ices and dust. As the comet
approaches the Sun, solar light warms its surface, causing the ices to boil
away. This gas streams away carrying along large amounts of dust, and
together they build up the coma.

This image was obtained with Rosetta's navigation camera on 21 June
2015, when the spacecraft was 177 km from the comet centre.

Parts of the nucleus are lit by sunlight, revealing the variety of terrains
that are found on this curious object. The diffuse luminosity, produced
by the comet's activity, is visible all around the nucleus, but appears
especially striking in the upper part of the image.

The small lobe of this oddly shaped comet, visible at the top left in this
orientation, is crowned by several jets of outflowing material, streaming
into space from the surface.

Signs of activity are also visible around the 'neck' region that connects
the two lobes, set against cliffs that are cast in shadow.

The comet's large lobe, to the bottom right, reveals the rich morphology
of the nucleus, with rugged terrains, circular features and smoother
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portions punctuated by boulders.

Rosetta will keep observing how the comet's activity evolves in the lead
up to perihelion, and for a full year after that, until the end of the
mission in September 2016.
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