
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 

ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 5TH
 JANUARY 2011 

 

Welcome to our weekly public open evenings. Tonight there will be a 30 minute talk starting promptly at 
7.15pm, followed by an opportunity to observe if (and only if…) the weather is clear. Two of the 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. If it’s cloudy, the CAA will offer 
a second short talk in the lecture theatre after the tea break, for those who are interested. The 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 taking A detailed look at the Moon’s surface 
Next week’s talk: Dan Wilkins will be asking Gravity: What’s the big attraction?  
 

As you might have noticed, there has been a series of special STARGAZING LIVE programmes on BBC2, 
and you can find out more about all of this at http://www.bbc.co.uk/stargazing. For our part, we’ll be 
hosting AN EXTRA OBSERVING EVENING on Saturday 8th January. This will run slightly earlier than normal, 
from 6.30 – 8pm, and will depart slightly from our usual format.  If the weather is clear we'll be running 
the observing throughout this time, and there will be no talk - visitors should just come straight to the 
observatory lawns. If it is cloudy, we will offer some short talks about Astronomy in our lecture theatre, 
starting at 6.45pm.  So if there’s anyone you know who would like to come along to observe, but can’t 
make the Wednesday open evenings, please do let them know about this one-off Saturday event. 

SATURN IS BREWING UP A STORM 
Since mid-December, Saturn has been brewing up a huge storm 
in its northern hemisphere, which might be the most dramatic 
storm seen on Saturn for many years  - a recent image of the 
storm as seen by the Cassini satellite is shown to the right (the 
horizontal stripe is the shadow of Saturn’s rings on the planet’s 
disc). The light-coloured cloud is many thousands of km long, 
and is generated by a violent storm raging some 100 to 200km 
lower down in Saturn’s atmosphere. This causes an upwelling of 
warmer air (similar to a terrestrial thunderhead) which breaks 
through the cold cloud tops to condense and form fresh crystals 
of ammonia ice that make up the contrasting white clouds. We 
don’t know yet whether this will develop to become one of 
Saturn’s ‘Great White Spot’ storms – which seem to occur around every 28.5 years. Their occurrence is 
thought to coincide with the point in its orbit where Saturn’s Northern hemisphere is tilted more 

towards the Sun, making its atmosphere slightly more susceptible 
to thermal disturbances. However, if it does develop into a classic 
Great White Spot, it’ll be about 7 years early. So watch this space… 
 

LUNAR RECONNAISSANCE ORBITER IMAGES 
This evening’s talk has barely scratched the (lunar) surface of all 
the wonderful images of the moon taken by LRO – many more are 
available to browse at: 
www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/LRO/multimedia/, 
where you can also revisit all the images featured today.   
 

TWITTER – NEW FOR 2011! 
We are now on Twitter, thanks to Stephanie’s efforts. Find out 
more at twitter.com/IoACOA 

view-source:http://www.bbc.co.uk/stargazing


EVENING CLASSES IN ASTRONOMY 
If our Wednesday evenings aren’t giving you enough Astronomy to be going on with, here’s notice of a 
couple of local evening courses on offer:  
ARMCHAIR ASTRONOMY 
‘Armchair astronomy’ at Cottenham Village College is a six-week course designed to introduce you to the Universe. 
“Starting from our home in the Solar System, we’ll gradually work out through the Milky Way and then explore the 
wider cosmos beyond. On the way we’ll learn about: planets circling around other suns; exotic objects such as red 
giants, neutron stars and black holes; swirling pinwheels of galaxies, and end up discussing the probable fate of the 
Universe itself. Each evening will consist of a talk - illustrated by a gallery of the best images available from 
spacecraft and telescopes – followed by the opportunity for questions and discussion.” The course is intended to be 
suitable for beginners, with no particular starting knowledge of (or indeed aptitude for!) maths or physics required. 
The course costs £40, and runs from 6 weeks on Mondays, 7.30 – 9pm at Cottenham Village College, starting on 
Monday 28

th
 February. You might recognize the lecturer giving this course; find out more at: 

http://community.cvcweb.net/ 

INTRODUCTION TO OBSERVATIONAL ASTRONOMY 
The University's Institute of Continuing Education will be running a ten week course (taking place on Monday 
evenings from 7.15pm) to give an observational background to the Universe and how it 'ticks'. “We will discuss how 
to use a small telescope effectively as well as also studying large world-class telescopes and observing techniques 
capable of detecting minute detail in exceedingly distant sources. 
Not only will you gain a basic knowledge of contemporary areas of interest in astronomy, but you will also develop 
an understanding of the night sky and the ability to observe it.” The course starts on 18 January and costs £95. To 
find out more and to book, visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk 

WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK? 

SEE URANUS AND JUPITER... 
So we’ve missed some of the exciting observations they 
have been mentioning on the STARGAZING LIVE 
programmes (yesterday’s solar eclipse, and the peak of 
the Quadrantids meteor shower...), but there’s still plenty 
of time to locate the planet URANUS, discovered by the 
English astronomer Sir William Herschel in 1781. It's not 
that it's particularly bright or spectacular, but during this 
week it will - for once - be very easy to find as it’s the 
relatively bright object close to Jupiter. You will need a 
simple pair of binoculars or a small telescope to find it; 
the diagram to the left shows the position of Uranus 

relative to Jupiter for the next week as seen through the eyepiece (although it may be inverted from this 
diagram). The dashed line shown running through Jupiter and out to either side indicates the extent of 
Jupiter’s four main moons (Callisto, Ganymede, Io and Europa), which should also be visible. A more 
powerful telescope will be needed to detect the turquoise disc of Uranus. 
 

...AND SOME OTHER PLANETS  
We have a new MOON at the moment, so watch during next week 
as it grows from a thin crescent in the early evening to a half-
moon in a week’s time. A young Moon presents an excellent 
opportunity to observe it through simple binoculars or a small 
telescope, as it’s not too overwhelmingly bright.  In particular, 
look for the shadows outlining craters along the edge between 
day and night on the lunar surface.  
VENUS and SATURN are visible at the moment in the pre-dawn 
sky. The diagram to the right shows their location at about 
6.30am, looking towards the south. Venus is by far the brighter, but Saturn should be easy to identify 
whilst it’s close to the bright star Spica. If you observe it through binoculars or a small telescope, you’ll be  
                                                                       able to see the rings, and maybe a couple of its brightest moons.  
 


