
THE GO-AHEAD has been given for the construction 
of what will become the world’s largest telescope.

Located in Chile’s Atacama Desert, the imaginatively 
named European Extremely Large Telescope (E-ELT) 
will have a 39m-wide mirror, and will collect data in 
the visible and infrared wavebands.

The telescope and its instruments have been 
designed, and the news means that the first phase of 

construction—the telescope’s dome and main 
structure—can now proceed.

If things go according to 
plan, E-ELT will become 

operational in about 10 
years’ time.
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TONIGHT’S half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when 

Thomas Masseron will tell us what 
makes a modern astronomer. His 
talk will be followed by an opportu-
nity to observe if (and only if…) the 
weather is clear.

The IoA’s Northumberland and 
Thorrowgood telescopes will be 
open, and we will be staffing some 
smaller telescopes around the 
observatory lawns. The Cambridge 
Astronomical Association will also 
provide a floorshow relaying live im-
ages from three modern telescopes.

If we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy, 
then we’ll offer you a cup of tea as 
compensation, and the CAA will 
offer some more astro-information 
afterwards in the lecture theatre for 
those who want to stay on.

Please note that next week (17th 
December) will be our last public 
open evening of the term—we’ll 
take a break over the Christmas and 
New Year period to return on 7th 
January 2015.
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Plunge of Phaethon: Look up for 
the Geminids’ return this week
WATCH out for shooting stars from 
a very reliable annual meteor shower 
over the next few nights.

The Geminids can be observed 
every year at around this time, with 
the peak activity expected during the 
night of 13th/14th December—
although some may 
well make an early 
appearance.

While the 
meteors 
might streak 
across the 
sky in any di-
rection, if you 
trace their paths 
backwards they will 
seem to radiate from the 
patch of sky occupied by the constella-
tion of Gemini (hence the name).

Each December, the Earth’s orbit 
takes it through a trail of debris and 
grit left in the wake of a 5km-wide as-
teroid known as 3200 Phaethon, which 
appears to be slowly disintegrating.

Phaethon is on a 1.43-year orbit 
that takes it very close to the Sun, and 
fractures created by the rapid change 
in heat are causing it to crumble 
away. The small bits of rock and dust 
left behind then burn up high in the 

Earth’s atmosphere, at altitudes 
of around 100 km.

No special 
equipment 

is required 
to see the 
Geminids, 
beyond the 
unaided eye 

(and probably 
a warm coat). 

Even though they 
tend to be bright, you will 

have more success if viewing the sky 
from a dark site.

The best time to observe is the first 
half of the night; be patient while wait-
ing for the meteors to show up, as they 
tend to arrive in fits and bursts.
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on world’s 
largest 
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Artist’s 
impression of 
the European 
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Telescope. 
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A POPULATION of surprisingly gas-rich galaxies—four of which are shown in the 
image to the left—has been discovered three billion light-years from Earth.

Each of these distant galaxies contains 20–80 billion Solar masses of atomic 
hydrogen, and they are the farthest yet found to host such large reservoirs of gas. 
Galaxies in the nearby Universe are much more depleted.

Atomic hydrogen is the raw material from which new stars form, and the 
amounts discovered in these galaxies could fuel star formation for several billion 
years. Finding it in such quantities helps us to quantify when and how galaxies 
change their appearance and evolve through time.

Image: SDSS

Jupiter spotted, 
inbound 10 o’clock

I’m reading a book about antigravity, and I 
just can’t put it down!

Scott’s joke of the week

IF YOU’RE still not quite clear about 
how to locate Jupiter in the night 
sky, it’s now rising in the East shortly 
after 10pm.

The planet will be particularly 
easy to find tomorrow night (11th 
December), as it will be very bright 
and placed at about the 10 o’clock 
position from the half-Moon.

Gassy galaxies found in distant Universe

A SUCCESSFUL inaugural test flight of the Orion spacecraft 
was carried out by NASA last week.

While this flight was uncrewed, the capsule is designed to 
transport astronauts and begin a new era in human space-
flight—back to the Moon, and potentially as far as Mars.

Orion was launched atop a Delta IV Heavy rocket from 
Cape Canaveral in Florida, and travelled around the Earth 
twice in 4.5 hours. This took the spaceship out to a distance 
of around 5,800 km—about 15 times higher than the Interna-
tional Space Station, and farther than any human spacecraft 
has journeyed in 40 years.

At such altitudes, the effects of radiation become hazard-
ous for any passengers and electronics on board, so the flight 
provided an important test of the radiation protection in the 
capsule. As Orion fell back to Earth, it entered the atmos-
phere at a speed close to 30,000 km/h (a check of how well 
its heat shield performs under temperatures of over 2000˚C), 
and descended with parachutes before splashing down in 
the Pacific Ocean off Baja California.

This is very much the first stage of development, as 
we’ll have to wait till at least 2020 before the first launch is 
planned with a crew of astronauts aboard.

Launch of Orion at Cape 
Canaveral on 5th December. 

Image: NASA/B. Ingalls

Orion test flight: 
Our first step 
back into space

ASTEROID PROBE NOW ON ITS WAY
After two delays, the Japanese Space 
Agency’s second asteroid-explorer 
mission Hayabusa2 was successfully 
launched last Wednesday.

The spacecraft has communicated 
back to ground control that it has suc-
cessfully performed initial operations 
such as the deployment of its solar 
panel array.

It is now about to embark on a long 
journey to visit Asteroid 1999 JU3 in 
2018, and to return rock and dust sam-
ples back to Earth late in 2020.

Asteroid 1999 JU3 is a sphere-

shaped body just over 900 m in diam-
eter; it completes a single rotation in 
about 7.6 hours.

ASTRONOMY THROUGH THE AGES
Cambridge’s Institute of Continuing 
Education is holding a weekend course 
on 23rd–25th January 2015, titled 
“Astronomy through the ages”.

The course is an opportunity to 
learn about the history of astronomy 
from a number of speakers.

Visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk/ 
astronomy-weekend, e-mail 
enquiries@ice.cam.ac.uk, or call 
01223 746262 for more information.

Other things that caught our eye


