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Welcome to the public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy. Tonight’s talk starts promptly at 
7.15pm, followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if and only if 
the weather is clear. The largest of our historical telescopes will be open, and the CAMBRIDGE 
ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will be providing a floorshow on the observatory lawns relaying live 
images from three modern telescopes. Failing that, we’ll try to find something else to entertain you with 
in the lecture theatre after the tea break, for those who are interested. Do you have (astronomical) 
questions in search of answers? Why not let me know and we’ll try and tackle them one forthcoming 
cloudy evening after the teabreak. We are open on Wednesday evenings now until the end of March. 
The talk schedule for the coming term can be found at : 
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/0910/timetable.html 

 

If you have any questions, suggestions or comments about the IoA Open Evenings  
please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk 

 
 

TONIGHT’S TALK  :  Nate Bastian is discussing Super Star Clusters in Starbursts, Galaxy Mergers and the 
Milky Way 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK : John Richer is talking about Flipping, tumbling, vibrating and jumping: how hydrogen 
illuminates the Universe 
The CAA’S  MONTHLY SPEAKER MEETING will be held this Friday 15th January, when Peter Howell will be 
talking about Radio Astronomy for the slightly nervous. The talk will be in this lecture theatre at IoA, 
starting at 8pm with doors open at 7.30pm. CAA events are open to everyone, with a £1 contribution 
asked from non-members. 
‘TRANSFORMING TOMORROW’ The University is holding a free light show for all the family as the final 
event marking the 800th Anniversary. It runs from 6.30 to 10pm this weekend on the evenings of 16, 17 
and 18 January, and will be projected onto a variety of University buildings around King’s Parade and 
King’s College. Whilst the previous event focussed on the history of Cambridge, this lightshow 
celebrates the current research taking place in Cambridge, and will feature a variety of astronomical 
images taken by observers at the IoA. Find out more at http://www.800.cam.ac.uk/events/18 
 
BETELGEUSE IS SPOTTY 

 Last week I introduced you to the red supergiant star, Betelgeuse, which 
marks the right shoulder of Orion. It is sufficiently large and near that 
astronomers have been able to use state-of-the-art image reconstruction 
to resolve some surface features. There appear to be a couple of giant 
bright spots currently covering a large part of its disc (and by ‘giant’ I 
mean their size is over the distance between us and the Sun). The 
difference in brightness suggests that these spots are about 500° hotter 
than the rest of the surface. We regularly monitor similar light and dark 
regions on our own Sun, as these trace how heat is transported by large 
convective currents from the core to the outside of the star. The ability to 

map the physical properties of similar spots on Betelgeuse (such as their temperature, distribution, size, 
lifetime...) will give insight to how convection processes might operate in stars with a very different 
structure to the Sun – Betelgeuse is 600 times larger and 100,000 times brighter – and hence a clearer 
picture of their internal workings and eventual fate. These bright spots are probably connected to how 
Betelgeuse continually sheds huge amounts of material from its surface (equivalent to the mass of our 
Sun every 10,000 years or so), as they mark possible sites for the expulsion of stellar material in gigantic 
plumes of gas.  



WHAT’S HAPPENED TO PHOENIX? 
If you’ve felt cold recently, trapped in the snow and ice, spare a 
thought for the Phoenix lander on Mars, which is emerging 
from the cold arctic winter on Mars. It last transmitted any 
communication in November 2008, but from next week Odyssey 
- one of the spacecraft currently in orbit around Mars - will start 
listening to see if there’s still any signal from the lander. 
Phoenix wasn’t really designed to be operational through the 
winter; the lack of sunlight and intense cold means it’s very 
unlikely that Phoenix will have survived with any power left, but 
it’s important to check in case it is still active. If it was still able to communicate, then it could be 
possible that other systems could be operational once the solar panels generate enough electricity, and 
it could continue with some (limited) science operations. If you are interested in the results from 
Phoenix’s five-month sojourn, then make a note in your diaries now that we will have Peter Smith, the 
principal investigator of this mission coming to talk at the Open Evening on 10th March. 

UPDATE ON OPPORTUNITY AND SPIRIT 
The Opportunity rover is having a break from its long crawl across 
the desert towards Endeavour crater. It’s been holidaying next to a 
rock nicknamed Marquette Island since November 2009, and has 
spent the time thoroughly investigating the rock and what it’s made 
of. The picture to the left shows the circular mark left where the drill 
at the end of its robotic arm has bored into the surface, preparing the 
rock for spectroscopic and microscopic examinations. Meanwhile, the 

companion rover Spirit is half a world away, still stuck fast in the Martian mud ... 
 
RETURN OF THE ISS 
The ISS is back in our skies for a short 
while, and it’s wonderfully bright and 
conveniently observable in the early 
evening. Here are some of the best 
sightings over the next week as seen 
from Cambridge – if you are viewing 
even a couple of km away, your 
timings will differ slightly, so go to 
www.heavens-above.com to get 
appropriate timings for your exact 
location.  

WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
o There’s a new MOON in a couple of days, so the skies are nice and dark. Well, they would be if the clouds 

weren’t in the way... 
o JUPITER is now rapidly swamped in the evening twilight, observable both bright and low to the South-West 

only before 6.00pm. You can find it easily on the night of the 18th, when it will be about 6° below the young 
crescent Moon.  

o MARS is now visible in the Eastern Sky after about 8pm (although not very easily from the Observatory lawns, 
as there are a few trees in the way!).  It can be seen about due West in the early morning, a clearly red-orange 
coloured object, making a nice comparison to 

o SATURN, which is currently best viewed in the early morning. At 7am, Saturn is further to the South, fainter 
and about 10 degrees higher than the planet Mars.   

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE INSTITUTE OF ASTRONOMY – IN 90 SECONDS! 
One of the our graduate students, Alex Calverly, has made it through as one of the 5 finalists in the University’s 
MyCam competition – this is part of the 800th anniversary celebrations, and the challenge was for Cambridge 
students to create a short film of no more than 90 seconds on any aspect of their lives at Cambridge. Alex chose to 
document everything that happened in the department on the Wednesday 4th November – including the public 
talk and observing (yes! we do manage to observe occasionally...) that evening. Watch it at  
http://www.800.cam.ac.uk/page/146/my-cam.htm 
 

Date 
Starts Max. altitude Ends 

Time Altitude Direction Time Alt. Dir. Time Alt. Dir. 

14 Jan 17:10:21 10° WSW 17:13:12 62° SSE 17:15:44 12° E 

15 Jan 17:31:45 10° W 17:34:37 80° S 17:36:25 20° E 

16 Jan 17:53:10 10° W 17:56:02 79° S 17:57:07 34° ESE 

17 Jan 16:39:35 10° W 16:42:27 79° S 16:45:19 10° E 

17 Jan 18:14:34 10° W 18:17:24 58° SSW 18:17:50 50° SSE 

18 Jan 17:00:57 10° W 17:03:50 80° S 17:06:41 10° E 

18 Jan 18:36:00 10° W 18:38:38 35° SSW 18:38:38 35° SSW 

19 Jan 17:22:18 10° W 17:25:09 61° SSW 17:27:58 10° ESE 

http://www.heavens-above.com/glossary.aspx?term=altitude&Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40192.7175038542�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40193.7323783912�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40194.7472514005�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40195.696153206�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40195.7620881713�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40196.710996169�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40196.7768311343�
http://www.heavens-above.com/PassDetails.asp?Session=kebgffaaebimjdpllepbgmle&satid=25544&date=40197.7258007986�
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