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A Planet Named Easterbunny
by Dr. Tony Phillips
Far beyond the moon and stars / Twenty light-years south of Mars / Spins the gentle Bunny Planet / And the Bunny Queen is Janet. 
– Voyage to the Bunny Planet by Rosemary Wells
Kids of all ages love the Bunny Planet books by Rosemary Wells. Maybe you failed a test, or ate a bad hot dog, or got in trouble for making rude noises on the school bus. No problem! Janet the Bunny Queen will make you feel better.

If only the Bunny Planet were real...
It almost was.

A few years ago, astronomer Mike Brown of Caltech discovered a small planet. It was even farther from Earth than Pluto is. He found it a few days after Easter, so he decided to call it Easterbunny. The solar system finally had a bunny planet!

Mike Brown has discovered a number of small planets. Most of them are smaller than Pluto, so astronomers say they are “dwarf planets.” Brown loves to give them nicknames. He named one Santa, because he found it around Christmastime, and another one Xena, the Warrior Princess.
But these fun names didn't stick.  Astronomers around the world belong to the International Astronomical Union, and it is this group that has the final say on naming things in the solar system. They told Mike that dwarf planets beyond Pluto must be named after mythological gods of creation. It’s a rule!

So Mike and his team put on their thinking caps. They renamed Santa as “Haumea,” a Hawaiian goddess of childbirth. They renamed Xena as Greek goddess “Eris.”  And they renamed Easterbunny as “Makemake” (MAH-kay MAH-kay), a creation god of Easter Island.

These names aren't as much fun as Santa and Easterbunny, but they’re not so bad once you get used to them. As for Mike, he says “I take the naming of these planets seriously, and I probably spend way too much time on it.”
Sounds like someone could use a trip to the Bunny Planet.

Patterns of stars in the sky, called constellations, are also named for ancient gods, as well as animals and humans. Learn some of their names by making a Star Finder. Visit spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/kids/st6starfinder/st6starfinder.shtml.

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a contract with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.
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Caption:

This is an artist’s idea of dwarf planet MakeMake, formerly known by its discoverers as Easterbunny.
