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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/talks2010-11/ 
 

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 : Lauren Weiss is giving us A history of dark matter 
Next week’s talk : Carolin Crawford will be telling us all about Orion, the hunter 
 

NO MORE MISSION TO EUROPA... 
In the wake of budget constraints, NASA have been making some tough 
decisions about their priorities for future planetary exploration missions 
in 2013-2022. As a result, it now seems unlikely that there will be enough 
funding to continue the Europa Jupiter System mission supposed to 
launch in 2020-ish. This is a great shame, as Europa (one of the larger 
moons around Jupiter) is a fascinating place, with an icy shell perhaps 
only 10s of km thick thought to overly a  deep ocean. The ice cracks and 
breaks as the moon flexes when it is stretched by Jupiter’s gravity, 

allowing slightly warmer ice to seep out and coat the surface. The spacecraft would have also made some 
close flybys of Io, another moon of Jupiter, and the most volcanically active world of the entire solar 
system. This news is particularly disappointing given the cancellation of  JIMO (the Jupiter Icy Moon 
Orbiter) in 2005.  Still, Jupiter fans do have something to look forward to – the launch of the smaller Juno 
mission in August this year. Juno will study Jupiter (only; sadly not any of its moons...) to help 
understand its origin and evolution. As our primary example of a giant planet, Jupiter can also provide 
critical knowledge for understanding the planetary systems being discovered around other stars. Juno 
will investigate the existence of a solid planetary core, map Jupiter's intense magnetic field, measure the 
amount of water and ammonia in the deep atmosphere, and observe the planet's auroras. Juno is due to 
arrive at the giant planet in July 2016 and spend over a year studying the planet.  
 

...BUT STILL SOME CURIOSITY  FOR MARS 
So it seems that the only major planetary mission to look forward to is the Mars Science Laboratory 
Curiosity. This is a Mars rover that is scheduled to launch later this year, landing on Mars in August 2012. 
It will examine the chemical makeup of rocks and soil on the nearby surface, by directing a laser at 
samples to generate a flash that will reveal each target’s atomic ingredients. Curiosity will also monitor 
environmental variables such as the temperatures, winds and humidity of Mars. And you can go to Mars 
too – or at least your name can! If you go to the webpage at 
http://marsparticipate.jpl.nasa.gov/msl/participate/sendyourname/ 
and fill in the form, your name will be included on a  microchip on the rover when it heads to Mars.  
 

BACTERIA ON METEORITES?! 
You might have caught some of the controversy in the press over the last week 
about a research paper published by a NASA scientist who claims to have 
discovered evidence of fossil bacteria within meteorites. These meteorites were 
found in France and Tanzania in the 1800’s, and are of an extremely rare type – 
only nine are known to exist worldwide. Under the microscope, they show 
filamentary structures that are consistent cyanobacteria (ones that obtain their energy through 



photosynthesis). The inference is, of course, that if  meteorites are capable of carrying microbes, then 
these could have had an important role in starting life on the early Earth – this is the idea of ‘panspermia’, 
which is that life on Earth originated from elsewhere in space. The claim has been received with a lot of 
scepticism in the scientific community. Cyanobacteria are found in liquid water with access to sunlight 
and a high oxygen content – an environment very unlikely to be hosted by a meteorite in space. Even 
though there may be a strong resemblance of these features to the bacteria, most scientists feel that 
confirming the identification is very difficult. There have been previous reports of fossilised bacteria in 
meteorites (cast your mind back to 1996 for similar claims about a meteorite from Mars…) and these have 
never been confirmed. In particular, it’s difficult to rule out the possibility of biological contamination 
during a meteorite’s long stay on Earth before it was found. Another possibility is that there is more 
variety in the shapes of microscopic structures within rocks, and the features are geological rather than 
biological. It’s clear that these findings are highly controversial and there is now an invitation for the 
samples and analysis to be repeated and independently checked by the other scientists.   
 

MOON COMES AT ITS CLOSEST APPROACH FOR 19 YEARS 
Or  ‘don’t believe everything you read in the papers’. It’s true that on March 19th, Earth will be at its 
closest to the Moon since 1992, at a distance of ‘only’ 356,000 km. But despite some of the disastrous 
scenarios being touted, it is very unlikely that this will interfere with the Earth in any way – whether by 
disrupting its weather patterns or causing earthquakes. The most exciting thing will be that we’ll 
experience slightly larger tides than normal and I doubt few of us will even notice that (certainly not in 
Cambridge, anyway!)  
 

THE PLANETS THIS WEEK 
The MOON is waxing, and will be half-full by Saturday. JUPITER will soon be lost in the glare of the Sun 
now in the early evening twilight. VENUS is brilliant in the pre-dawn sky, very bright and low down to the 
South-East. SATURN is now visible rising from the East after about 10pm.  
 

OTHER ASTRONOMY TALKS DURING THE NEXT WEEK:  

 Last week I advertised a lecture by the planetary scientist Carolyn Porco scheduled for this Friday, the 11th 
March. Unfortunately Carolyn’s had to cancel at the last moment. There will still be an astronomical talk on the 
similar theme of  ‘Cosmic Beauty’ but concentrating instead on nebulae rather than planets.  
The talk is at Lady Mitchell Hall, Sidgwick Road. Entry is free, no booking required, 5.30pm.  

 

 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 the 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. 
 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!  


