
   PUBLIC OPEN EVENINGS AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
ASTRONOMY 

WEDNESDAY 16TH  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. We ask for 
your patience if it’s very busy tonight and next week, as a lot of new people find out about the open 
evenings during the Cambridge Science Festival. 
 

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 : Carolin Crawford is talking about Orion, the hunter 
Next week’s talk : Back by popular demand, Stephanie Hunt et al will be introducing us to  
Planet hunting, 19th-century style! 
 

MESSENGER FINALLY MOVES INTO ORBIT ROUND MERCURY  
We have much yet to learn about Mercury, the smallest 
planet of our Solar System. The Mariner 10 spaceprobe 
undertook 3 fly-bys during the early 1970’s, imaging only 
one side of the planet’s surface. Indeed, Mercury has not 
yet been mapped from orbit – that is, until tomorrow, 
when NASA’s Messenger spacecraft (short for MErcury 
Surface, Space ENvironment, GEochemistry and Ranging) 
finally manoeuvres into place. Launched 7 years ago, Messenger’s  taken the long way round to reach the 
planet, including 3 close fly-pasts of the surface en route. The spaceprobe will now start to survey the 
surface of the innermost planet, undertaking over 700 orbits in its first year alone. The science of the 
mission is mainly to study Mercury’s geological history, magnetic field, topology and surface 
composition. For example, one of the biggest puzzles is how Mercury can sustain a strong magnetic field: 
with a diameter only slightly larger than that of the Moon, Mercury should have long since cooled to 
become solid at the core. However, the presence of a surprisingly strong magnetic field suggests the 
planet’s insides are partially molten. If so, how can the planet have retained this internal heat? Perhaps 
Messenger can send us a message that tells us why… 
 

THE TRUTH BEHIND THE LEGEND OF YURI GARARIN 
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. Come along and hear a talk about 
Gagarin’s life from his biographer, Piers Bizony, on  Sat 19 March 6-7pm. Free entry, suitable for 12+, no 
booking required. Talk at the Sackler Lecture Theatre, Institute of Astronomy (i.e. here!) 
 

THE PLANETS THIS WEEK 
We will have a full MOON by Saturday, which will drown out all but the brightest stars. However, it will 
make it easy to locate the planet SATURN to the East after about 10pm. Saturn will be a bright ‘star’ just to 
the left of the full Moon on the 19th, and above it on the 20th March. Well worth looking out for – and if 
you have a pair of simple binoculars, have a look and see if you can detect a hint of the rings around it, or 
some of the brighter moons to either side.  



 

A RING OF BRIGHT STARS AROUND ORION  
Tonight’s talk is all about the constellation 
of Orion, and there’s really no better place to 
start your stargazing. Easily recognisable, it 
also acts as a pointer to many neighbouring 
constellations. His lower right knee (as you 
look at him) is RIGEL, and his upper left 
shoulder the red giant BETELGEUSE. Extend 
the line of his belt of 3 stars, up to the right 
to find ALDEBARAN, the brightest star in 
Taurus the bull. Beyond that, you can find 
the PLEAIDES open star cluster. Now extend 
the line of the belt in the opposite direction 
to find SIRIUS, the brightest star in the night 
sky. Now join an imaginary line from Rigel 
up through Betelgeuse to reach the ‘twins’ 
CASTOR and POLLUX in Gemini. And then 
completing the circle of bright stars around Orion, you can find PROCYON to the left (the brightest star of 
Canis Minor) and CAPELLA to the north (the brightest star of Auriga the charioteer). 
 

LOTS MORE ASTRONOMY TALKS DURING THE NEXT WEEK! 
• 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 
• Paul Hewett : SEARCHING FOR THE MOST DISTANT QUASARS Friday 18th Mar 8:00 pm 
Since their discovery, nearly 50 years ago, quasars have provided the ultimate searchlights to allow the study of 
intervening material. More recently, it has been realised that there is an intimate physical connection between 
galaxy formation and the growth of massive black holes that lie at their hearts.These twin scientific drivers motivate 
the search for ever more distant quasars at higher and higher redshift (z). The talk will review the history of the 
search for high-redshift quasars, describe the current generation of surveys based on infrared images of the sky and 
present the latest results on the quest to identify a quasar with a redshift in excess of z=7. The talk is at the Sackler 
lecture theatre, at the Institute of Astronomy. 
Everyone is welcome, but please be prepared to offer a small donation to the Michael Penston fund 
• 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.  
• 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!  
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