
InstItute of Astronomy  
PublIc oPen evenIngs 
 

WeDnesDAy 31st mArcH 2010 
 

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 (so not much chance of that, then). If we’re not able to observe, 
members of the CAMBRIDGE ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will find something else to entertain you with 
in the lecture theatre after the tea break, for those who wish to stay. And please note – this is our very 
last open evening now till October! A very big thank-you to all the speakers and helpers who have given 
up their time to help run these evenings, and also to our faithful audience who have stuck with us 
throughout the disappointing weather.  

TONIGHT’S TALK  :  Dan Wilkins is Observing the Earth from Space 
POSTCARDS : don’t forget to check out the four new postcard designs on offer! 

 

COMMENTS PLEASE 
As we approach the finish of the 2009/10 observing season, I’m interested in receiving any feedback –
particularly from all our ‘regular’ attendees; many thanks to you who have already emailed me over the 
last year.  Comments can be useful ammunition for funding applications (for upkeep of the telescopes – 
and to keep you all supplied with biscuits when it’s cloudy...); they’re a way of thanking those who give 
up their time to staff the evenings, and can help with the planning for next observing season.  So please 
tell us:  What did we do well? What could we do better next season? Please just email Carolin directly 
on csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. Of course, comments about the...  
WEATHER 
...will not be greatly appreciated. It has officially been our worst season for observing opportunities; 
next season can’t possibly be as bad... 
MAILING LIST 
If you’re not already on our mailing list, please do also email Carolin if you’d like a reminder when our 
public open evenings start up again in October later this year.  
AESTHETICS OF ASTROPHOTOGRAPHY 
The IoA is hosting a one-day symposium focusing on the relationship between Hubble images and the 
history of art. Interested members of the public are welcome, but you will have to register first at 
www.aestheticsofastrophotography.co.uk/ (or follow the link from our public webpages).   
 

HUBBLE IN 3D 
If you are looking for entertainment over the Easter 
break, I can personally recommend the new 3D IMAX 
film at the Science Museum. Hubble 3D features thrilling 
footage from two Space Shuttle launches, and 
fascinating views of astronauts repairing the telescope 
while mesmerising landscapes of a blue Earth pass 
beneath them. But that is nothing compared to a 3D fly-
through of the Orion nebula, lovingly crafted from real 
Hubble data. Certainly we thought it was fantastic – and 

it had an enthusiastic thumbs-up from my two teenagers, who I thought had long since lost any ability 
to be impressed by anything to do with space... 
THE UK SPACE AGENCY 
Britain has a new national space agency – which can only be good for our 
growing space industry. UKSA will be concentrating on encouraging 
innovation within industry, particularly robotics and telecommunications 
technology and small satellite manufacture. It will promote national projects 



as well as acting as a focal point for collaborations on space missions with the European Space Agency. 
This will bring us into line with many other European countries which also have their own national 
space agencies and policies. I’m trying not to read too much into the fact that it officially opens 
tomorrow (April 1st...), and it is disappointing that no new money is being made available – the £200 
million allocated for UKSA has been reallocated from existing funding lines.  
AN INTRO TO ASTRO 
If you are expecting to suffer withdrawal symptoms at the cessation of our public evenings, there’s 
always the annual Intro to Astro course. It runs from 21st April to 26th May, and is designed for those 
new to astronomy. Each week there will be a lecture given by a member of the CAA or IoA, and a visit to 
another part of the Institute to see what goes on there. The course is open to anyone 16 and over, and 
costs a massive £6 for the whole 6 week course. To find out more, pick up a form from the foyer, or 
email Brian at btl21@cam.ac.uk. Another option to keep your interest alive over the spring/summer 
break is to join your friendly neighbourhood Cambridge Astronomical Association – for a modest sum 
you can come along to monthly speaker meetings, or perhaps loan a telescope from them to observe 
Saturn. They also run two enthusiastic ‘Young Astronomer’ groups for ages 7-11 or for ages 11+.  
WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK? 
Just as the evenings get lighter and we end our observing season, the sky is suddenly full of planets! 
• We now have a beautiful full MOON rising around 10pm. 
• VENUS  is an early evening object, very bright and low to 

the West at twilight and  easily seen once the Sun sets; it 
will be climbing slightly higher each evening . 

• MERCURY may also be glimpsed over the next week or so, 
if you have a clear Western horizon.   Like Venus, 
Mercury is drawing away from the Sun, and so is getting 
higher in the sky after sunset; it will approach Venus, 
getting gradually fainter. The two planets will be closest 
on 4th April, with a separation of only 3 degrees.  

One really good night to spot Venus and Mercury will be the 
16th April, when they will both lie between the young crescent 
Moon and the horizon towards the West. The diagram to the 
right shows their relative positions at 20.30pm that evening.  
• MARS is a very clear bright red-orange object visible high 

to the South by 8pm.  
• SATURN can now be seen rising in the East after 8pm. The 

map below is to help you locate both Mars and Saturn, 
and is for 10pm, facing due South. Once you’ve found 
Saturn, have a look at it more closely. Even through a low-power telescope or some simple bird-
watching binoculars more detail will be apparent, such as the rings, and some of the larger moons.  

 

 
• Although I wouldn’t expect it to be a very spectacular show, it’s worth keeping an eye out for 

shooting stars on the night of the 22nd April, which marks the peak of the annual Lyrids meteor 
shower. The best time to catch any would be after about 11pm, by which time the part of the sky 
they originate from will have risen well above the North-East horizon.  
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