
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 6TH OCTOBER 2010 
 
Welcome to the start of our winter season of public open evenings, and – we hope - skies full of stars. 
Tonight there will be a 30 minute talk starting promptly at 7.15pm, followed by an opportunity to 
observe with both modern and historical telescopes if (and only if…) the weather is clear. If you have 
brought your own torch, please wrap up the end in something see-through and RED (such as some 
red tissue paper or cellophane) so you don't lose your (or anyone else’s) night vision. The talk 
schedule for the coming term can be found at the outreach website at :   
www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/1011/ 

 
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 
 

This week’s talk : Carolin Crawford is kicking off with An Introduction to Quasars 
Next week’s talk : Maciej Hermanowitz will be taking us Solar Sailing 

 

A CLOSE FLY-BY OF ASTEROID 21-LUTETIA 
ESA’s Rosetta spacecraft is currently winging its way out to the furthest 
reaches of the Solar System, where it is due to rendez-vous with comet 
67P/Churyumov-Gerasimenko in 2014. But in July it detoured to make a 
close fly-by of 21-Lutetia (passing to within a distance of 3,200km), one 
of the giant asteroids that live between Mars and Jupiter in our Solar 
System. Lutetia was the 21st asteroid to be discovered, found in 1852 by 
the astronomer Hermann Goldschmit in Paris. As it approached, 
Rosetta took several images (such as that shown to the left), and studied 
the asteroid with a number of instruments operating in different 
wavebands. 

The images from the flyby reveal craters, ridges, 100-m wide 
boulders, scarps and even landslides on Lutetia’s surface. All of this is 

covered by a 600m-thick blanket of dust called ‘regolith’, comprised of rock debris pulverized by 
aeons of continual impacts shattering the surface – at 100km in diameter, 21-Lutetia has enough mass 
that its gravity can reclaim any material splattered by the impact back down to the ground. It’s not 
clear whether all asteroids of this size are covered by a similar layer of regolith. As it flew by the 
asteroid, Rosetta measured its gravitational pull, enabling astronomers to estimate its mass and thus 
density – which at about 3.4 g/cm3, is very similar to that of the Earth. Along with other Rosetta data 
that might reveal what minerals are present on the surface, we can start to assess whether or not 21-
Lutetia has evolved much since its formation. 
WELCOME TO GLIESE 581G 

We now know there are many planets in orbit around other stars 
in our Galaxy (known as ‘exoplanets’), but this last week has 
brought news of one that may be the most similar yet to Earth. 
Gliese 581 is a cool red dwarf star about 20 light-years distant, at 
the centre of a system of six planets. The most recently discovered 
of these (labelled planet ‘g’, and shown in the artists impression, 
right) is within the star’s ‘Goldilocks Zone’ – i.e. at the right 
distance from its host sun that its surface temperature would 
allow the presence of liquid water. Not only that, but it is thought to be a rocky world, with a mass of 
3 -4 times that of Earth; maybe 20-40% larger in size, but with a similar gravity – and enough to hold 
on to any atmosphere. Whether it’s truly habitable is debatable (despite what you may have read in 



the papers last week!), as we have no evidence yet for any atmosphere around it. It would anyway be 
very unlike Earth –one side is permanently ‘locked’ to face its host star, and will be extremely hot, 
with the opposite side always in the dark and freezing cold. A more temperate region for liquid water 
could only exist along the thin boundary between the permanent day and night.  
CHANG’E-2 EN ROUTE TO THE MOON 
On 1st October China successfully launched their second robotic mission to the Moon, called 
Chang’E-2, which is expected to arrive at its destination any moment. It will orbit above the lunar 
surface, sometimes as close as to within 15km, with the aim of mapping potential landing sites for 
the planned Chang’E-3 rover, scheduled for 2013. Future plans for the Chinese Space Agency’s lunar 
exploration include lunar sample return missions later this decade, and eventually landing an  
astronaut on the Moon.  

CASSINI AT SATURN – CONTINUED 
Earlier this year, the continuance of Cassini’s mission was guaranteed 
for a further few years, and it has been busy over the summer with 
flybys of Saturn and its moons. Most recently Cassini revisited the 
largest moon Titan at the end of September, imaging new large 
patches of clouds in its atmosphere, particularly in the equatorial 
regions. This may be a sign of seasonal change on this large moon, 
and several further flybys of Titan are planned over the next 18 
months to monitor these changes.  

 
 

WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK?  
(apart from clouds and precipitation...) 
o The Moon is almost new, so not particularly 
observable at the moment.  
o Jupiter is the brightest ‘star’ that you can see in 
the early evening, low down in the sky to  the South-East 
o The ‘Summer Triangle’ of the three bright stars 
Deneb, Vega and Altair is one of the first things to emerge 
from the twilight, high to the South-West and straddling 
the Milky Way 
 

Sky map courtesy of http://www.heavens-above.com/ 
 

A COMET ON THE WAY?  
Comet Hartley 2, discovered in 1986, is a small comet that visits the inner solar system every 6.46 
years.  Its icy nucleus is estimated to be about 1.2 to 1.6km across. The comet will pass relatively close 
to the Earth towards the end of October, and just before it’s at its closest approach to the Sun, and 
therefore at its brightest, and with a reasonably-sized tail. We’re hoping it will be visible to the 
unaided eye soon, and certainly through binoculars –though admittedly I’ve not been able to see it 
yet from my back garden. It will also be unusually well-placed high in the sky. Given the Moon is 
going to be absent from our night skies for a couple of weeks, the next fortnight is a good time to try 
looking for it if you are tempted to try at home.  It will appear as just a little smudge through 
binoculars, perhaps with a hint of a tail, and is currently close to the easily identifiable constellation 
of Cassiopeia. You can find detailed charts of its expected position at the Society for Popular 
Astronomy’s website at: http://www.popastro.com/sections/comet/Hartley_Oct10.html 

And if you do get to see Comet Hartley 2 soon, bear in mind that in November you’ll be able 
to see some fantastic images of its nucleus, when the Deep Impact spacecraft, will approach to within 
700km of the comet and study the surface. But after that, we’ll not see the comet in the inner solar 
system again till April 2017. 
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