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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. If we’re not able to 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 wish to stay. We are open on Wednesday evenings until the end of March, and the 
talk schedule for the remaining weeks 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  : Manda Banerji will be giving us A multi-colour view of galaxies in our Universe 
NEXT WEEK’S TALK : Yin-Zhe Ma is talking about The large-scale nature of the Universe 
As an experiment, I’ve started posting pdf files of the powerpoint slides from recent talks, which you 
can download if you just want to remind yourself of something after the talk. They are linked to the  
schedule at http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/0910/timetable.html. Please let me know 
if you find this useful! 
 

NEW RESULTS FROM WISE 
Appropriate to the subject of tonight’s talk, it’s worth mentioning 
that some of the first results and images are beginning to emerge 
from NASA’s Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer. WISE is a space 
telescope that was launched last December, which is going to map 
nearly all the sky in the infra-red waveband over the course of the 
next year. It is sensitive to thermal radiation from cold objects – such 
as dust-enshrouded star forming regions in our own and other 
galaxies, and sub-stellar objects known as brown dwarfs. New images 

such as that of the Andromeda galaxy (above left) reveal the structure of the dust clouds in the spiral 
arms in beautiful detail. Amongst the science goals of WISE is the detection of ‘near-Earth objects’ 
(NEO) - comets and asteroids whose orbit intersects that of the Earth’s, and which may potentially pose 
a threat in a few decades time. It’s particularly important to detect the darker objects that don’t reflect 
much visible light, as they might otherwise be missed; they are easier to detect in infra-red light, and 
scientists can get a better estimate of their total size (and thus how much of a threat they pose). WISE is 
expected to discover hundreds during its mission, and it has already made clear discoveries of its first  
In the last month it’s been reported that it’s already discovered its first NEO (an asteroid only 1km in 
diameter, and with an orbit so tilted compared to Earth’s that it doesn’t present any danger for some 
centuries) and also its first comet.  
CUPOLA IN SPACE 
A couple of weeks ago I mentioned the huge bay window, 
or ‘cupola’ that was being ferried to the International 
Space Station on the latest Space Shuttle mission. Well 
here’s a picture of it in situ, as observed from the Shuttle. I 
would so love to watch the view of Earth from there! 
YOUNGEST EXOPLANET 
Okay, maybe you don’t class 35 million years old as ‘young’ 
but in planet terms, BD+20 1790b is the youngest extra-solar planet yet discovered; for comparison, our 
own Earth is about 100 times older at 4.5 billion years. It’s another whopper – six times the mass of 
Jupiter, and in a tight orbit around its host star, at a distance closer than Mercury orbits the Sun. Which 

http://www.universetoday.com/guide-to-space/mercury/�
http://www.universetoday.com/guide-to-space/the-sun/�


begs two questions: how do you ‘age’ a planet 80 light years away, and why should we care? Well the 
first answer is easy – target young stars that are themselves only millions of years old. This does make 
finding a planet more difficult – younger stars have much more intense magnetic activity, resulting in 
large sunspots on their surface which can confuse any signature of a planetary transit (most planet-
search surveys concentrate on the environments of much older, stabler stars, well over a billion years in 
age). And why is it important? Well until someone locates the TARDIS we can’t go back and study the 
early stages of the formation and evolution of our own Solar System. Studying nearby examples of 
planetary systems in their formative stages will inform our general understanding of planetary 
evolution. 
THE CAMBRIDGE SCIENCE FESTIVAL IS ON THE WAY... 
 ... and with it, lots of fun activities! There are some printed programmes available for you to collect in 
our foyer, but 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. There will be an EXHIBITION 
IN THE LIBRARY on Great Eclipse Expeditions consisting of books, photographs 
and historical exhibits, showing how eclipse expeditions were mounted to 
the furthest corners of the world and how it led astronomers to study local 
geography, society, fauna & flora etc. 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 AUDIO-VISUAL 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. We are still 
working out all of what we’ll have on offer so 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, which will of course also be on sale afterwards. 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 Hamilton’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 now just past half-full, and its light is already dominating the night sky.  
o MARS is a very clear bright red-orange object to the East in the early evening, rising to the South 

through the night. It’ll be very easily identifiable, just to the upper left of the Moon tomorrow 
evening, the 25th February. 

o SATURN is now easily visible, rising in the East at an altitude of 30° above the horizon by midnight.  

http://www.universetoday.com/guide-to-space/stars/�
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