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Mercury is the closest planet to the Sun and the eighth largest. Mercury is smaller in diameter than Ganymede and Titan but more massive. 

Orbit:    57,910,000 km (0.38 AU) from Sun

In Roman mythology Mercury is the god of commerce, travel and thievery, the Roman counterpart of the Greek god Hermes, the messenger of the Gods. The planet probably received this name because it moves so quickly across the sky.

Temperature variations on Mercury are the most extreme in the solar system ranging from 90 K to 700 K. The temperature on Venus is slightly hotter but very stable.

Mercury is in many ways similar to the Moon: its surface is heavily cratered and very old; it has no plate tectonics.

Mercury has no known satellites.

Mercury is often visible with binoculars or even the unaided eye, but it is always very near the Sun and difficult to see in the twilight sky.
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Venus is the second planet from the Sun and the sixth largest. Venus' orbit is the most nearly circular of that of any planet, with an eccentricity of less than 1%.

Orbit:    108,200,000 km (0.72 AU) from Sun

Venus is the goddess of love and beauty. The planet is so named probably because it is the brightest of the planets known to the ancients. (With a few exceptions, the surface features on Venus are named for female figures.)

Venus' rotation is somewhat unusual in that it is both very slow (243 Earth days per Venus day, slightly longer than Venus' year) 

The pressure of Venus' atmosphere at the surface is 90 atmospheres (about the same as the pressure at a depth of 1 km in Earth's oceans). It is composed mostly of carbon dioxide. There are several layers of clouds many kilometers thick composed of sulfuric acid. These clouds completely obscure our view of the surface. This dense atmosphere produces a run-away greenhouse effect that raises Venus' surface temperature by about 400 degrees to over 740 K (hot enough to melt lead). Venus' surface is actually hotter than Mercury's despite being nearly twice as far from the Sun. 
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Size in Scale - [image: image3.png]



[image: image4.png]



Earth is the third planet from the Sun and the fifth largest

Orbit:    149,600,000 km (1.00 AU) from Sun

Earth is the only planet whose English name does not derive from Greek/Roman mythology. The name derives from Old English and Germanic.

It was not until the time of Copernicus (the sixteenth century) that it was understood that the Earth is just another planet.

Unlike the other terrestrial planets, Earth's crust is divided into several separate solid plates which float around independently on top of the hot mantle below. The theory that describes this is known as plate tectonics.

The Earth's surface is very young. In the relatively short (by astronomical standards) period of 500,000,000 years or so erosion and tectonic processes destroy and recreate most of the Earth's surface and thereby eliminate almost all traces of earlier geologic surface history (such as impact craters). Thus the very early history of the Earth has mostly been erased. The Earth is 4.5 to 4.6 billion years old, but the oldest known rocks are about 4 billion years old and rocks older than 3 billion years are rare. 
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Mars is the fourth planet from the Sun and the seventh largest: 

Orbit: 227,940,000 km (1.52 AU) from Sun

Mars is the god of War. The planet probably got this name due to its red color; Mars is sometimes referred to as the Red Planet. (An interesting side note: the Roman god Mars was a god of agriculture; those in favor of colonizing and terraforming Mars may prefer this symbolism.) The name of the month March derives from Mars.

Except for Earth, Mars has the most highly varied and interesting terrain of any of the terrestrial planets, some of it quite spectacular: 
       - Olympus Mons: the largest mountain in the Solar System rising 24 km (78,000 ft.) above the surrounding plain. Its base is more than 500 km in diameter and is rimmed by a cliff 6 km (20,000 ft) high (right). 
       - Tharsis: a huge bulge on the Martian surface that is about 4000 km across and 10 km high. 
       - Valles Marineris: a system of canyons 4000 km long and from 2 to 7 km deep (top of page); 
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Jupiter is the fifth planet from the Sun and by far the largest. Jupiter is more than twice as massive as all the other planets combined (318 times Earth).

Orbit:    778,330,000 km (5.20 AU) from Sun

Jupiter was the King of the Gods and the ruler of Olympus. 

Jupiter is the fourth brightest object in the sky (after the Sun, the Moon and Venus; at some times Mars is also brighter). It has been known since prehistoric times. Galileo's discovery, in 1610, of Jupiter's four large moons Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto (now known as the Galilean moons) was the first discovery of a center of motion not apparently centered on the Earth.

The gas planets do not have solid surfaces, their gaseous material simply gets denser with depth (the radii and diameters quoted for the planets are for levels corresponding to a pressure of 1 atmosphere). 

Jupiter has 28 known satellites: the four large Galilean moons, 12 smaller named ones, plus 12 more small ones discovered recently but not yet named. 
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Saturn is the sixth planet from the Sun and the second largest: 

Orbit:    1,429,400,000 km (9.54 AU) from Sun

In Roman mythology, Saturn is the god of agriculture. Saturn is the root of the English word "Saturday" 

Galileo was the first to observe it with a telescope in 1610; he noted its odd appearance but was confused by it. Early observations of Saturn were complicated by the fact that the Earth passes through the plane of Saturn's rings every few years as Saturn moves in its orbit. A low-resolution image of Saturn therefore changes drastically. It was not until 1659 that Christiaan Huygens correctly inferred the geometry of the rings. Saturn's rings remained unique in the known solar system until 1977 when very faint rings were discovered around Uranus (and shortly thereafter around Jupiter and Neptune). 

Saturn has 18 named satellites plus 12 recently discovered and as yet unnamed ones: 

Uranus
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Uranus is the seventh planet from the Sun and the third largest. 

Orbit:    2,870,990,000 km (19.218 AU) from Sun
Uranus is the ancient Greek deity of the Heavens, the earliest supreme god. 

William Herschel discovered Uranus, the first planet discovered in modern times, while systematically searching the sky with his telescope on March 13, 1781. 

Most of the planets spin on an axis nearly perpendicular to the plane of the ecliptic but Uranus' axis is almost parallel to the ecliptic. At the time of Voyager 2's passage, Uranus' south pole was pointed almost directly at the Sun. This results in the odd fact that Uranus' polar regions receive more energy input from the Sun than do its equatorial regions.

Uranus has 20 named moons.
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Neptune is the eighth planet from the Sun and the fourth largest (by diameter). Neptune is smaller in diameter but larger in mass than Uranus.

Orbit:    4,504,000,000 km (30.06 AU) from Sun

In Roman mythology Neptune was the god of the Sea.

Because Pluto's orbit is so eccentric, it sometimes crosses the orbit of Neptune making Neptune the most distant planet from the Sun for a few years.

Like a typical gas planet, Neptune has rapid winds confined to bands of latitude and large storms or vortices. Neptune's winds are the fastest in the solar system, reaching 2000 km/hour.

Like Jupiter and Saturn, Neptune has an internal heat source -- it radiates more than twice as much energy as it receives from the Sun. 

Neptune also has rings.

Neptune has 8 known moons; 7 small ones and Triton.

Pluto
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Pluto is the farthest planet from the Sun (usually) and by far the smallest. Pluto is smaller than seven of the solar system's moons (the Moon, Io, Europa, Ganymede, Callisto, Titan and Triton). 

Orbit:    5,913,520,000 km (39.5 AU) from the Sun

In Roman mythology, Pluto is the god of the underworld. The planet received this name perhaps because it's so far from the Sun that it is in perpetual darkness

Pluto was discovered in 1930 by a fortunate accident. Calculations which later turned out to be in error had predicted a planet beyond Neptune, based on the motions of Uranus and Neptune. Not knowing of the error, Clyde W. Tombaugh at Lowell Observatory in Arizona did a very careful sky survey, which turned up Pluto anyway.

Pluto is the only planet that has not been visited by a spacecraft.  Even the Hubble Space Telescope can resolve only the largest features on its surface

Pluto has a satellite, Charon.

The surface temperature on Pluto varies between about -235 and -210 C

