
INSTITUTE OF ASTRONOMY PUBLIC OPEN EVENING 
WEDNESDAY 2ND

 OCTOBER 2013 
 

Welcome to everyone at the first of our new winter season of public open evenings. Let’s hope that we’re in for 
plenty of clear skies on Wednesday nights (for a change?).  
 

Tonight our speaker is WILL HANDLEY, who’ll be talking about DARK MATTER AND DARK ENERGY: COMMON 

MISCONCEPTIONS. The talk lasts for about half an hour, and begins promptly at 7.15pm; it will be followed by an 
opportunity to observe if (and only if…) the weather is clear. Temporarily we only have one of our historical 
telescopes open for use – the larger Northumberland telescope has been refurbished over the summer, and will 
be back very soon with a (very very) shiny brand-new dome. The Thorrowgood telescope is still open, we’ll 
have some small telescopes out, and the CAMBRIDGE ASTRONOMICAL ASSOCIATION will provide a floorshow with 
commentary on the observatory lawns relaying live images from three modern telescopes. If we’re unlucky and 
it’s cloudy, then we’ll offer you a cup of tea and the CAA will offer some more astro-information afterwards in 
the lecture theatre for those who want to stay on.  
 

The talk schedule for this term is available at: www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2013-14 
… although do please appreciate that this is very much a work-in-progress! If you have any questions, 
suggestions or comments about the IoA Open Evenings – particularly suggestions for talks you’d like to hear 
this year, please get in touch with CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk. In next week’s talk I’ll be updating 
you about CURIOSITY AFTER A YEAR ON MARS. We TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA.  
 

THE WEATHER ON A DISTANT WORLD 
Astronomers have created the first map of the cloud-tops on an exo-
planet. Kepler-7b is a gas giant that orbits closely around a star some 
1,000 light-years away from our Solar System; it is larger than Jupiter but 
lower in mass, so has a density equivalent to that of water. Astronomers 
have been gathering data about the planet for more than 3 years, and 
noticed that in the visible light it always shows a bright spot in its Western 
hemisphere. Follow-up infrared observations have determined that this 
light is due to the sunlight being reflected from cloud tops on the west 
side of the planet. The consistency of the bright reflection over several years suggests that the cloud 
patterns – and thus the climate - are remarkably stable.  

A BLAST FROM THE PAST  

Last week astronomers presented evidence supporting the theory that the supermassive 
black hole at the core of our Milky Way galaxy was far more active in the past. At the far 

reaches of our Galaxy there’s a thin stream of hydrogen gas 
that trails from two small orbiting companion galaxies, and it 
glows with a very faint light. Stars don’t give off enough of the 
right kind of light (ultraviolet radiation) to enable the 
hydrogen atoms in this gas to shine. The new idea is that the 
gas in this stream was energised instead by a huge outburst 
from the centre of the galaxy, and it is estimated that the last 
such eruption would have flared up about two million years 

ago. The timing is very consistent with data from other wavebands indicating a powerful wind has 
emanated from the central regions, and two large symmetric bubbles of hot plasma that were 
inflated to either side of the black hole’s location. 
 

GROWING THE GIANT COMA CLUSTER OF GALAXIES  
Spectacular arms of hot gas - spanning over half a million years long - have been discovered 

in the Coma cluster of galaxies. Clusters are collections of hundreds or thousands of galaxies 
embedded in a giant atmosphere of extremely hot gas; all held together by gravity. The hot gas halo 
is emits strongly in X-rays, and recent observations of the nearby busy Coma cluster using X-ray 
satellites revealed the smooth arm-like features. They are estimated to be about 300 million years 
old, and provide insight into how the Coma cluster has grown through mergers of smaller groups 



and clusters of galaxies to become the vast structure it is 
today. Researchers think that these arms were most likely 
formed when smaller galaxy clusters had their gas 
stripped away during the motion of the cluster through 
the hot gas, in much the same way that the headwind 
created by a roller coaster blows the hats off riders. 
 

THE DENSEST GALAXY?  
The densest galaxy in our part of the Universe has 
been discovered. The ‘ultra-compact’ dwarf galaxy is known as M60-UCD1, and it weighs in at some 

200 million Solar masses. This mass in itself is not so unusual for a galaxy, 
but when it is packed into such a compact size,  the resulting density of 
stars would be so high that they would be squashed about 25 times closer 
to each other than we see around us in the Milky Way. Not only that, but 
this tiny galaxy also manages to host a supermassive black hole, with the 
mass 10 million times that of the Sun. And herein lies the problem – when 
compared to all the other galaxies we know about, the black hole in M60-
UCD1 is far too massive for its host galaxy. This suggests that M60-UCD1 

may not always have looked this way. Instead it may well be a dense core which is all that remains of 
a once much larger galaxy which has had all its outlying stars stripped away. The original galaxy 
could then have been somewhere between 50 and 200 time more massive than it is presently, which 
would match the relative size of black hole it contained much better.  
 

SOME OTHER THINGS THAT MIGHT BE OF INTEREST: 
Tomorrow morning (9am 3

rd
 October) BBC Radio 4’s In our time will be discussing Exoplanets.  

STARFEST III 
The North Essex Astronomical Society are holding their 3

rd
 Starfest convention on Saturday 2

nd
 November: this 

is a day of astronomy, featuring speakers on diverse topics, plus exhibits, Stardome planetarium, displays and 
trade stands. It will be held from 9-5 at the Colchester Institute, and there’s plenty of free car parking available. 
Find out more, including how to obtain tickets at £12, from www.neas.me.uk/starfest/ 

DEEP TIME, EARTH TO SOLAR SYSTEM: ARTISTS IN DISCUSSION 
As part of the University’s Festival of Ideas, the first Artists in Residence for the University’s North West 
Cambridge development will be discussing and exchanging ideas that have emerged from their research within 
the departments of Archaeology, Astronomy and Earth Sciences. The event is being host at the IoA’s Sackler 
Lecture Theatre on Friday 25

th
 October between 6.30pm – 8pm. The event is ticketed, but tickets are free and 

can be obtained from deeptime.eventbrite.co.uk 

WHAT TO WATCH OUT FOR IN THE SKIES THIS WEEK 
There’s not a lot of observable planetary activity in our 
skies to track at the moment. At sunset on the 7

th
 October 

the very young crescent Moon will be visible just 5° above 
the SW horizon, sandwiched between Venus and a very 
faint Saturn about 10° to each side.  

THE DRACONID METEOR SHOWER 
The 7

th
 October marks the start of peak activity of the 

annual ‘Draconid’ meteor shower. This is not a particularly 
reliable display; any shooting stars that do put in an 

appearance are expected to be at their best in the early evening, and are most likely to come from a point 
overhead to the NW in the constellation of Draco (hence the name!). These meteors are caused when the Earth 
moves through a stream of debris left in the wake of Comet Giacobini-Ziner. This trail of rubble is slightly 
clumpy, so predictions of how many meteors vary widely. Luckily the skies will be relatively dark, without too 
much moonlight.  You don’t need any specialist equipment to look for shooting stars, just a dark sky and your 
unaided eye; the longer you remain in the dark the better night-adapted your eye will become. From 
experience I would, however, recommend sitting on a comfortable and reclining garden chair to avoid a crick 
in the neck.  
 


