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Preface

”This is how one tries to put the comet, which has caused so much
fear, at the service of humour and of innocent children’s play and it
is clear that such things can count on a wide flow” — Leeuwarder
Courant June 27, 1910

So ends the article in the Leeuwarder Courant June 27, 1910 entitled
”The toy industry dedicated to Halley’s Comet”. And fear there was!
The News of the Day for the Dutch East-Indies of June 7, 1910 re-
ported a farmer from Eifeldorf-Geizenburg who threw her four month
old baby in a pit out of fear of the destruction of the world by the
arrival of Halley’s Comet. The baby drowned. Also, the Algemeen
Handelsblad of July 2, 1910 reported on numerous cases of suicide and
insanity in Italy, and attacks of rage and suicide in France.

The close encounter of a comet with earth produces one of the most
beautiful and dramatic sceneries we can observe, together with solar
eclipses or the Aurora Borealis. Throughout history, the appearance
of a comet was interpreted as a supernatural omen for good or bad
things to come. As the examples above illustrate, the ignorance in the
workings of nature and the belief in superstitions have caused harmless
wonders of the universe to have horrific consequences. It is one of the
tasks of the astronomer to understand the whereabouts of comets and
other objects in the universe, and to explain them to the public.

The author thanks R. Boekholt for retrieving the newspaper articles
and aiding with the text.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the fruitful discussions and construc-
tive feedback on the content and presentation of this thesis, received
from various colleagues, including P. Hut, J. Makino, S. McMillan,
A. Quillen, I. Pelupessy, M. Fujii, A. L. Varri, S. Toonen, L. J́ılková,
G. Costigan, G. G. Ferrari, A. Hamers, D. Caputo and A. Rimoldi.
A special thanks to D. C. Heggie for many interesting discussions and
providing improvements for every chapter in this thesis. I also thank
the referees of the three different journals (MNRAS, ApJ and ComAC)
for critically reviewing my work and providing useful suggestions. I

xi



wish to thank A. Young, R. Boekholt and M. Baten for making text
corrections throughout this thesis. Part of the numerical computa-
tions in this thesis were carried out on the Little Green Machine at
Leiden University and on the Lisa cluster at SURFSara in Amsterdam.

This work was supported by the Netherlands Research Council (NWO)
(grants #643.200.503, #639.073.803 and #614.061.608) and by the
Netherlands Research School for Astronomy (NOVA).

Leiden Observatory
August 14 2015



”The Sun, with all those planets revolving around it
and dependent on it, can still ripen a bunch of grapes

as if it had nothing else in the Universe to do.”
Galileo Galilei




