
Likely related to the asteroids is a class of irregular satellites: outer planet moons with odd orbits. These maverick bodies 
often display highly elliptical orbits —and can travel in any direction, at odd inclinations. It is thought that these oddball 
moons (see Figure 7) were captured by the gas giant planets from parent bodies in the asteroid belt. These asteroidal 
bodies broke up and formed families of objects that have similar spectral characteristics. In February 2003, a team led 
by Tommy Grav (Harvard) used NIRI to obtain near-infrared photometry to characterize the infrared colors of many ir-
regular satellites around Jupiter and Saturn. What they found confirmed that these objects were indeed identical in color 
to asteroids in the outer part of the main asteroid belt. This result continues to demonstrate how the minor bodies of our 
solar system are more dynamic, diverse, and in some cases even more deviant than anyone had ever imagined. 
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Figure 7 (above): Artist’s rendering of 

irregular satellites around Jupiter after a 

collision. Jupiter’s four large moons are 

shown for orbital scale. Gemini artwork 

by Jon Lomberg
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