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Asteroid Families Traced Back to the Collisions That Spawned Them
Space rocks tend to stick with their own kind
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Asteroids are the oldest, most pristine samples of our early solar system and hold clues about how the current lineup of planets formed from what was once a giant cloud of gas and dust. This plot of roughly 45,000 asteroids that orbit between Mars and Jupiter reveals “families” of asteroids that share characteristics such as chemical composition (colors), orbit size (horizontal axis) and orbit tilt (vertical axis). Rocks with the same chemical composition tend to have similar orbital characteristics, which suggests a common origin—most likely a single larger body. These bodies probably broke up when they collided at high speed with other large asteroids in the crowded asteroid belt, says astronomer Jake VanderPlas of the University of Washington. (He and a team led by fellow Washington astronomer Željko Ivezi´c designed the plot on this page.) The extreme violence of those crashes, it turns out, is not enough to completely sever asteroid family ties.
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For more from Jake VanderPlas on data visualization in the service of astronomical research, see ScientificAmerican.com/oct2014/graphic-science




Clara Moskowitz is a senior editor at Scientific American, where she covers astronomy, space, physics and mathematics. She has been at Scientific American for a decade; previously she worked at Space.com. Moskowitz has reported live from rocket launches, space shuttle liftoffs and landings, suborbital spaceflight training, mountaintop observatories, and more. She has a bachelor's degree in astronomy and physics from Wesleyan University and a graduate degree in science communication from the University of California, Santa Cruz.
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