
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 2ND MARCH 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 what’s left of 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 

We are also on TWITTER - twitter.com/IoACOA 
 

This week’s talk : Jonathan Crass is explaining  The science of stopping stars scintillating 
Next week’s talk : Lauren Weiss will be giving us A history of dark matter 
 

FOR THE STATISTICALLY MINDED... 
Yet again, we have been struggling to show you any of the sky on Wednesdays. So far we’ve only been able to open 
up the telescopes for eight out of the twenty public evenings this winter (not including tonight), and at least two of 
these evenings were races against thin cloud. So it may be surprising to know that this ‘success’ rate of 40% clear 
nights is still better than the 30% of last season, or the 28% of the nights (in 2004/05); other seasons have been 38% 
(08/09), 42% (05/06), 57% (06/07), and an all time high of 64% (07/08). Four more opportunities are left before we 
close up for 6 months.... 
 

AMMONIA FROM SPACE! 

Meteorites arrive on Earth all the time. Many splash into the oceans, 
but some land on the vast empty landscapes, to be picked up 
thousands of years later by a passing scientist. Many such spacerocks 
have been discovered in Antarctica, but one (found in 1995) in 
particular has been in the news this week. It apparently contain large 
amounts of organic compounds, including ammonia, an important 
precursor to complex biological molecules such as amino acids and 
DNA. This ammonia can’t have been a contamination from the 
meteorite’s stay on Earth, as it has a slightly different atomic (i.e. isotopic) composition than the 
ammonia currently found on Earth. This new finding has led scientists to revisit the old idea that the 
development of life on Earth was enabled by the arrival of some of the basic molecules from elsewhere in 
the Universe. It’s thought that the very early Earth might not have been able to supply all the simple 
molecules needed for the pre-biological processes needed for primitive life, including the abundance of 
nitrogen (found in ammonia) required. Perhaps a special delivery of molecules via meteorite was all that 
was needed… 
 

THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION AND THE SPACE SHUTTLE DISCOVERY... 
…with a total of 12 crew on board, are visible several nights over the next week, during the early evening. 
Log on to www.heavens-above.com to find out exact viewing times from your location.  
 

THE PLANETS THIS WEEK 
There will be a New MOON this Friday, so it’s an ideal time to observe in dark skies. You might want to 
watch out for the beautiful sight of a very young crescent Moon, just to the right of bright JUPITER, down 
in the West during the early evening twilight on Sunday 6th March.  VENUS is brilliant in the pre-dawn 
sky, very bright and low down to the South-East, and SATURN is now visible after about 10pm.  
THERE’S SUDDENLY A LOT OF ASTRONOMY IN THE AIR... 
• Tomorrow morning (and repeated in the evening) BBC R4’s ‘In Our Time’ programme will be about The 
Age of the Universe 
• There’s a Convention here at the Institute of Astronomy this Sat 5 March, being held by the SOCIETY FOR 
POPULAR ASTRONOMY (SPA). It runs from 10 am to 5 pm, with the doors open at 9.30 am. The theme for the day is 

http://www.universetoday.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/renazzo1.jpg�


the Sun, featuring a variety of talks on this topic. There will also be displays of work by observers, information on 
many astronomical societies, and trade stands. Visitors are welcome, and entry is free. 
• If you enjoyed last year’s series about the Solar System, note that Brian Cox’s new series, THE WONDERS OF 
THE UNIVERSE will start this Sun 6th March at 9pm on BBC 2.  
• On Friday 11th March, 5.30-6.30pm Carolyn Porco will be giving a talk about COSMIC BEAUTY, as part of the 
Darwin College lecture series. Carolyn is an American planetary scientist known for her work in the exploration of 
the outer solar system, beginning with her imaging work on the Voyager missions to Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and 
Neptune in the 1980s. She leads the imaging science team on the Cassini mission currently in orbit around Saturn, 
and is also an imaging scientist on the New Horizons mission launched to Pluto on January 19, 2006. She is an 
expert on planetary rings and the Saturnian moon, Enceladus. The talk is at Lady Mitchell Hall, Sidgwick Road. Entry 
is free, no booking required, but arrive early to guarantee a seat. 

 

AND YET MORE ASTRONOMY TALKS DURING THE SCIENCE FESTIVAL LATER THIS MONTH:  
• Simon Mitton: WHY DOES THE UNIVERSE HAVE STRUCTURE? Mon 14 March 7:45 - 8:15pm 
The German existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger rated the question “Why is there something rather than 
nothing” as the most fundamental issue in philosophy. There is a cosmological variant of this question of existence: 
“Why is there structure in the universe and from what does it arise?” This conundrum is central to our history of 
cosmology, and the search for the answer has been a prime mover in leading us successively to the discovery of the 
Big Bang, hidden dark matter and mysterious dark energy. This non-technical presentation reviews the history of 
attempts to understand the mechanics and structure of the universe from antiquity to the present. The talk will 
recount the astonishing progress of understanding the origin, evolution, and architecture of the universe. Simon 
has written widely on astronomy and cosmology, and he is the biographer of the famous Cambridge cosmologist Sir 
Fred Hoyle. Free entry, no need to book, suitable for 16+, at Wesley Methodist Church, Christ’s Pieces. 
• Brian Greene (author of the bestselling book The Elegant Universe, and The Fabric of the Cosmos), on THE 
HIDDEN REALITY: PARALLEL WORLDS AND THE DEEP LAWS OF THE COSMOS. Fri 18th March, 5-6pm. Discover how 
mathematics can reveal the secret of our universe from the many worlds theory to holograms. Talk is at the 
Babbage Lecture Theatre, New Museums Site, Downing Street, Cambridge. Suitable for 14+, free entry, but booking is 
required from csf@admin.cam.ac.uk 
• George Efstathiou will be discussing THE CRISIS IN COSMOLOGY on Saturday 19th March, 11 – 1145am. 
One of the most remarkable results of the last few years is the discovery of dark energy which is causing the 
expansion of our universe to accelerate towards the infinite future. In addition, our latest theories suggest that our 
universe is part of a much larger ‘multiverse’. George will discuss some of the paradoxes associated with an infinite 
number of never ending universes and hint at their possible solutions. The talk is at the Arts School, Room A at 17 
Mill Lane in Cambridge. Free entry, no booking required. 
• Dan Stark: SEARCHING FOR COSMIC DAWN: THE QUEST FOR THE FIRST GALAXIES Sat 19 March 1 – 2pm. 
The formation of the first stars and galaxies not only terminated the cosmic 'Dark Ages' but fundamentally altered 
the state of matter throughout the universe. For the first time, astronomers are close to capturing this early period 
of cosmic history. Free entry, suitable for age 12+, no booking required. Talk at the Fisher Building, St John’s College. 
• Andrew Pontzen will be talking about THE ECHO OF CREATION on Sat 19th March 4.30 – 5.30pm: 
Billions of years after the event, humans found they could tune their radios into the vast coldness of space to hear 
the echo of creation itself. A frozen relic preserved from the young universe which has caused cosmologists elation 
and puzzlement in equal measure. So hold on to your hats: with help from the audience (and a range of house-hold 
objects) expert Andrew Pontzen explains the story of cosmology’s greatest asset – and its greatest challenge – from 
the start of the twentieth century to a sneak preview of 2012... Talk is at the Babbage Lecture Theatre, New 
Museums Site. Free entry, suitable for 8+, no need to book, but arrive in plenty of time to secure a seat.  
• Piers Bizony: STARMAN: THE TRUTH BEHIND THE LEGEND OF YURI GAGARIN Sat 19 March 6-7pm 
Fifty years ago, on April 12 1961, Yuri Gagarin became the first human in history to leave the Earth's atmosphere and 
venture into space. An icon of the 20th century, Yuri Gagarin led a jet-propelled life, from his roots as a poor boy in 
the Russian village of Klushino and his early life in Nazi-occupied Russia through to the perilous early years of the 
Soviet space programme. But after his famous spaceflight, the Russian cosmonaut's life descended into turmoil - 
torn apart by powerful political and emotional pressures, with his private life in ruins, he was rebelling against the 
cruelties of a corrupt totalitarian regime when he was killed in an aircraft crash in 1968 at the age of 34. Free entry, 
suitable for 12+, no booking required. Talk at the Sackler Lecture Theatre, Institute of Astronomy (i.e. here!) 
• And don’t forget our annual OPEN AFTERNOON on the SAT 26TH MARCH 2.30-6.30PM: talks, displays, 
demonstrations, children’s activities, we’ve got the lot! As it’s the International Year of Chemistry, we’ll be 
looking in particular at some astro-chemistry. There will be an exhibition in the historic library all about 
Spectra from the stars, and we’ll be making simple spectroscopes for you to take home and use to 
examine light.  There will be meteorites to look at, along with samples of the moon dust returned by the  
  Apollo missions. And lots more besides! Come along and join in the fun! 
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