
Public Observing at the Institute of Astronomy −  18 Jan 2006 
 
Institute of Astronomy  (01223 – 337548; enquiries to csc@ast.cam.ac.uk) 
& Cambridge Astronomical Association    http://www.caa-cya.org/home/index.php  

Any comments or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 
Next  talk :  Dr Suzanne Aigrain on Finding Planets (suitable also for children) 
The programme for the public observing evenings can be found at http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/timetable.html 

 
Astronomical object of the week :  The Pleiades (M45) is the name 
given to a young open star cluster that is very prominent in the winter 
Sky. It contains many hundreds of stars that formed from the same 
molecular cloud around 100 million years ago (they are thus much less 
old than our Sun). Only the brightest stars (the ‘Seven Sisters’) are 
visible to the naked eye and are very easily found in the night sky, just 
above and to the right of the constellations of Taurus and Orion (see the 
sky chart overleaf). The cluster is in our own Galaxy, and lies about 380 
light-years distant. The stars are embedded in clouds of gas and dust 
that shine blue by the reflected starlight.   
 
Website of the week : http://www.universetoday.com/ is a site that is 
continually updated to give you both the latest astronomy and space 

news, alongside current information about the night sky. You can also subscribe to receive their free newsletter.  
You can download a free 407-page book (it’s pdf format so you can always read it on your computer rather than 
printing it) called What’s up 2006 – 365 days of Skywatching directly from the 
http://www.universetoday.com/whatsup/  
 
Targets we intend observing tonight (weather permitting) : 
Wide angle camera (showing what can be seen in binoculars) 
• The belt and sword of Orion; hopefully many of you already know and can identify the three bright stars that 

make up Orion’s belt. Below the belt is Orion’s sword, its shape defined by the famous Great Orion Nebula 
(M42).   

• M31; our neighbour, the Andromeda galaxy. 
• The double star cluster in Perseus; two open star clusters in our own Galaxy closely aligned on the Sky.  
• M33; the Triangulum galaxy, another member of the Local Group of Galaxies.  
• M45; the Pleiades, our object of the week. 
• The Hyades star cluster: an open star cluster, and the nearest one to us in our Galaxy. Its sideways V-shape  

outlines the face of the bull in the constellation of Taurus.  
 
The colour camera attached to a 14-inch (35 cm) telescope 
• Gamma Aries (Mesarthim); a double star with two white-coloured components of roughly equal brightness, and 

separable in a small telescope.   
• Iota Orion (Nair al Saif); the brightest star in Orion’s sword, close to the Great Orion Nebula (M42) 
• Alpha Orion (Betelgeuse); which forms the upper left shoulder of Orion as you look at him. Betelgeuse is a red 

supergiant star.   
• Delta Cepheus; this is a yellow variable star with a binary companion at a wide separation from it.   
• Alpha Taurus (Aldebaran); the brightest star in the constellation of Taurus, which has a faint binary companion.  
• Zeta Gemini; a star that varies in brightness, reaching its maximum brightness tonight. 
 
The monochrome camera attached to a 8-inch (20 cm) telescope  
• M1 (the Crab nebula); a famous supernova remnant.  
• M42 (the Great Orion Nebula) which forms the sword of Orion below his belt.  
• Horsehead nebula; one of the clouds of gas and dust that accompanies the stars in Orion’s belt; a dark cloud 

in the shape of a horse’s head (hence the name) is seen in silhouette against a lighter patch of nebula.  
• M36; a young open star cluster in our own Galaxy 
 
The 8-inch Thorrowgood telescope  
• Gamma Andromeda  
 
The 12-inch Northumberland telescope  
• M15 if it's clear, or Mars if it is misty.  
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Chart of the night sky from Cambridge for 8pm on Wed 18th January          (taken from www.heavens-above.com) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Saturn is visible for most of the night; it will be 
in the eastern sky in the early evening 
 
 
The Pleiades (this week’s object of the week) 
can be found here  
 
 
Mars remains bright and visible for most of the 
night; it will be to the south at around 8pm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And finally, a site map to help you 
find your way back to the car in the 
dark!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alternative parking here 
 
 
 
Public observing happens here 
 
Enter the IoA here for the talk 
 
You have probably parked here 
 
              suggested route back  
to the car park 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


