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Welcome to the public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy. Tonight’s talk starts promptly at 
7.15pm, and will be followed by an opportunity to observe with both modern and historical telescopes if 
and only if the weather is clear. Of course that assumes we remember how to work the telescopes after 
so many cloudy, snowy and wet Wednesdays...  If we can’t observe, members of the CAMBRIDGE 
ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will try to find something else to entertain you with in the lecture theatre 
after the tea break, for those who are interested. 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 
And you never know, one day we might actually get to do some observing... 

 

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  :  Julie Hlavacek-Larrondo will be telling us about some famous Women in Astronomy 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK : Yannick Bahe will be explaining How to make a galaxy 

 
ROOM WITH A VIEW  
You’ve just missed your last chance to catch a night launch 
of the Space Shuttle; the Endeavour orbiter has just blasted 
off from Florida for the start of a 13-day mission to deliver 
a key connecting node to the International Space Station 
(ISS). Named Tranquility, this will connect modules of the 
ISS, house core life-support systems, and provide more 
docking ports for space vehicles. The coolest thing, 
however, is that it will have a large dome-shaped window 
area – called the ‘cupola’ (see picture right), which will be 
the largest window in space. This is part of an observation 
tower, designed so that astronauts can observe and control any robotic spacecraft servicing the outside 
of the ISS. However, it will also provide a spectacular observation point with panoramic views of the 
Earth below. There are now only four remaining Shuttle flights scheduled, as the entire fleet is due to be 
retired by September this year.  

SEASONS ON PLUTO?  
The Hubble Space Telescope observed Pluto hundreds of 
times during the two years 2002 to 2003, and the data 
have been compiled into a very detailed image of the 
dwarf planet. (Probably the best until the New Horizons 
spacecraft visits Pluto in July 2015, when it’s due to 
make an approach to within 10,000 km at a relative 
velocity of around 14 km/s.) This new, detailed, image 
provides a fascinating comparison to the previous ‘best’ 
image dating from 1994; particularly as several large-
scale features have changed. The image to the left 
shows the map of the surface of Pluto taken in 1994 
(top) compared to that observed in 2002/3 (bottom). 
Although Hubble can’t possibly resolve individual 
structures, such as craters or mountains (if they even 
exist), it does reveal large patches with white, dark-
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orange and black-coloured terrain. The colours are thought to be due to the way the ultraviolet light of 
the (very distant!) Sun breaks up the methane molecules in Pluto’s thin atmosphere, leaving behind 
reddish-coloured carbon residues. Over this period, the overall brightness of the dwarf planet has 
changed – the northern hemisphere has brightened, whereas the southern has darkened and reddened. 
This could be due to seasonal changes on Pluto – scientists studying the image think that the brighter 
patches are most likely sheets of nitrogen ice that are fairly reflective; maybe as these melt and refreeze 
they cause the large-scale shifting and changes of shape. This is all quite a surprise – instead of 
regarding Pluto as a featureless icy-rocky world, it seems to have dynamic and dramatic changes within 
its atmosphere and on its surface. What is also unexpected is the comparatively short timescale on 
which this has happened; Pluto takes a total of 248 Earth-years to complete an orbit around the Sun - so 
it’s only gone about a third of the way round its orbit since it was discovered in 1930! Thus one might 
expect seasons to change over a period more like 120 years – rather than the 10 or so years on which 
they have been observed. Except that Pluto follows an extremely elongated orbit, moving much faster in 
its track when it is closest to the Sun; so it may be that the transitions between seasons in different 
hemispheres might be more abrupt than supposed.  
THE CAMBRIDGE SCIENCE FESTIVAL IS ON THE WAY... 
 ... and with it, lots of fun activities! I’ll have some printed programmes to hand out next week, but as a 
heads-up, please mark the afternoon of Saturday 20th March in your diaries now – it’s when we open 

up our doors to the public, with lots of demonstrations, displays and 
activities for everyone to learn about Astronomy. We’ll have a couple of 
special Wednesday evenings – including a talk from Peter Smith - the 
principal investigator of NASA's 2008 Phoenix mission to Mars – on the 10th 
March. We will also be hosting the debut performances of a new work by the 
digital composer Matthew C Applegate/Pixelh8 entitled Observations on 
the evenings of the 12th and 13th March. Observations is an audio-visual 
study of the people, machines and practices at the Institute of Astronomy, 
looking at what it means to be an Astronomer, and how astronomical 

practice has evolved: from observations with the unaided eye and the first telescopic studies 400 years 
ago, to modern telescopes and satellites collecting data across the full reach of the spectrum. So we are 
still in the early stages of working out what we’ll have on offer but keep an eye on the website at  
http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/ for more information as it evolves. However, I do know that one 
highlight will be a talk from the bestselling author and physicist Paul Davies on The Eerie Silence: Are 
we alone in the universe? at 3pm on our Open Afternoon. This is to publicise his book of the same name 
– in association with the book launch, Penguin press are having a... 
...  COMPETITION! 
to break the Eerie Silence. Is there anybody out there? What would you say if you could send a 
message into space? Would you say hello, ask the meaning of life, share an insight or just 
complain about the weather? Penguin UK are creating a rare opportunity to beam up to 5000 messages 
into space to celebrate the 50th anniversary of SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence, which 
is the subject of Paul Davies’ new book. Get your thinking cap on, make your message funny, thoughtful 
or wise and do something extraordinary. The best 50 messages, as chosen by a judging committee, will 
be posted on the Penguin website (and also our outreach website) and in the national media on 12th 
March. In addition, the 50 winning entrants will each receive a copy of Paul’s book.  To send a message 
of no more than 40 words, simply go to www.penguin.co.uk/eeriesilence. Entries will be accepted 
between 8th - 28th February 2010. For the full details and Terms and Conditions, refer to  
www.penguin.co.uk/eeriesilence. And to get you thinking, here’s the comedian Andy Hamiton’s idea for 
a message: "Attractive, fun-loving lifeform, blessed (and cursed) with a hungry mind, and wondering if 
it is alone in the Universe, would like to meet other lifeforms with view to meaningful relationship. 
Must have good sense of humour." 
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
o The MOON is waning until the new moon this Sunday.  
o MARS is a very clear bright red-orange object to the East in the early evening, rising to the South 

through the night.  
o JUPITER is no longer visible, which is a shame. Just wait a few more weeks and soon we’ll be able to 

see Saturn again in the evening skies.  
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