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All comments, enquiries or suggestions please to Carolin Crawford (csc@ast.cam.ac.uk)  
 
Welcome to our Wednesday public open evenings, which will now run till the end of March. Tonight’s 30 minute 
talk starts at 7.15pm and is followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if  the 
weather is clear. We are still hoping for some clear weather soon… 
 
This week’s talk :    In a slight departure from astronomical tradition, Helen Russell will be explaining some 

Atmospheric Illusions 
Next week :   Andrew Pontzen will be describing The Fuzzy Universe 
The schedule for this term’s talks can be found at: 
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/0809/timetable.html 
 
If you want to know more about atmospheric phenomena after tonight’s introduction, the best website to start with 
is www.atoptics.co.uk;  there are more details about the green flash at http://mintaka.sdsu.edu/GF/. Other websites 
to browse include www.weatherscapes.com, and www.spaceweather.com.  
 

Methane on Mars? 
There was a lot in the press last week about how to interpret the discovery of large 

quantities of methane in the atmosphere of Mars. One possible origin for the 
methane is biological, as it is a by-product of how organisms process nutrients. In 

the case of Mars, such organisms would most likely be microbial life deep down 
in the soil of the planet; the waste gas could accumulate and escape through 
the surface. There are also geological processes that can also produce 
methane, such as when hot rock reacts with water. The methane is released as 
plumes that emerge in the warmer seasons – presumably as fissures in the 
surface rocks open up due to permafrost thawing.  

 The excitement is because methane is not expected to last very long 
once released into the atmosphere, so whatever process is producing it must be 

ongoing. This means either that Mars is more geologically active than we had 
previously thought, or … that there really is life on Mars. If we are to distinguish the 

possibilities, the next step would be to measure the isotope ratios in the methane – 
isotopes are chemically identical versions of an element, which just have extra neutrons within the atomic nucleus. 
Living organisms show a preference for using the lighter isotopes of elements such as hydrogen and carbon, and so if 
the methane is biological in origin, this preference should be apparent. However, we’re going to have to wait a 
while till such a test is possible – maybe until we have the next generation of roving science laboratories exploring 
the Martian surface.  

 
Our Universe: From the Big Bang to Life  
Looking for some astronomical entertainment for Saturday afternoons? Settle down in front of the computer with 
the chocolate biscuits and a large pot of tea ready for a new and free mini-course on astronomy for the general 
public. It’s being run by Penn State University in the US as part of the International Year of Astronomy, and takes the 
form of a series of six talks by high-profile astronomers,  to be broadcast over the web. It starts this Saturday 24th 
January at 11am US EST (which I think translates to 4pm UK time, but please check!) with Tony Tyson Exploring the 
dark side of the Universe  - very suitable for those of you wanting to have a second chance at understanding dark 
energy! Future lectures will cover extra-solar planets, telescopes in Antarctica, galaxies and their super-massive black 
holes, chaos in our Solar System, and the search for life on other planets. All talks should be available live from 
http://live.libraries.psu.edu/ - and they suggest the lectures are best viewed using Windows Media Player with  
Internet Explorer.  
 
The International Space Station is now visible in our skies again, in the early evening. To get the best viewing time 
and direction for your observing location, look it up in www.heavens-above.com. And whilst you’re there, don’t 
forget to check out the site for any bright iridium flares coming up in the next week.  
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Venus continues to outshine everything in the twilight sky, very bright in the early evenings to the south-west, setting 
around 7.30pm. Saturn is now rising at about 10pm, and well worth looking for if you’re out later on in the 
evening. It’s distinguishable as the brightest object low down to the east, and it should appear an orangey-yellow 
colour.   
 
What happens when poets and astronomers meet?  

Advance notice that the Institute of Astronomy is hosting a special evening to celebrate the 
recent publication of a book called Dark Matter : the poetry of space on Thursday 5th 
February.  Astronomers Jocelyn Bell Burnell and Paul Murdin will be in conversation with 
the poets James Fenton and Maurice Riordan; there will also be readings from the book. 
The event will chaired by the Director of the Gulbenkian Foundation's art programme, Sian 
Ede. The event begins promptly at 7pm and the main entrance doors will be open by 
6.45pm. Entrance is free, and seating will be on a first-come, first-served basis.  
  It is particularly apt that this event is held at the Institute of Astronomy, as for this 
was for many years the workplace of Becky Elson, a talented astronomer and poet. If you’re 
interested in where science meets art, you could always check out her collected writings A 
responsibility to awe published by Oxford Poets.   

 
THE NIGHT SKY AT 8PM ON 21ST JANUARY 2009 
To use the map, hold it above your head to match the sky… 

 
 

Sky map courtesy of http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 
SITE SAFETY 
Please be aware that we have a major construction site in our midst over the winter, while the exciting new Kavli Institute of 
Cosmology is added to the IoA grounds. The building work is safely fenced off, but still please don't tempt fate by exploring too 
far in the dark unless you know where you’re going!  There is also now digging in the observatory lawn which limits the space 
available to us outside tonight. If you need orientation, the red rope light marks out a safe path between the observing and 
Madingley Rise, but please ask any of the staff if you need further directions or assistance.  
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