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Welcome to our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy. Tonight GREG MADSEN will be 
discussing RADIO ASTRONOMY: SCIENCE WITH DISHES, CHICKEN WIRE AND SUPERCOMPUTERS. The presentation 
begins promptly at 7.15pm and will last for about half an hour; it will be followed by an opportunity to observe 
if (and only if…) the weather is clear. Apologies that temporarily we still only have one of our historical 
telescopes open for use – the larger Northumberland telescope has been refurbished over the summer, and we 
hope it will be back in action soon with its (very very) shiny brand-new dome. The Thorrowgood telescope 
remains open, we’ll have a number of 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 give you a cup of tea instead and the CAA will offer some 
astro-information afterwards in the lecture. The talk schedule for this term is available at: 
www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2013-14 . If you have any questions, 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 PAULA JOFRE will be telling us about THE STARS OF 

THE MILKY WAY. We TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA.  

Earlier this year on the 19
th

 July we were all asked to smile while our photo was taken by the Cassini satellite 
from its vantage point at Saturn over one and a half billion km away. This particular photo-op was prompted 
because the spacecraft would be passing through the shadow of Saturn, and thus able to look towards the Sun 
and inner Solar System without any harm coming to its cameras.  The final portrait was created from a mosaic 
of images, and has just been released. The back-lit view of Saturn shows sunlight streaming through the rings, 
and includes several of the larger moons such as Mimas, Enceladus and Tethys. But that’s not all – Venus, 
Mars, the Earth and the Moon are all visible as tiny specks as well.  It’s a truly stunning image – and perhaps 
best viewed in high resolution at today’s APOD (apod.nasa.gov/apod/).  

ANOTHER ATTEMPT AT PHOBOS   
Last year the Russian Space Agency’s plan to fly a mission to Mars’ larger moon, Phobos, unfortunately ended 
in failure when the upper stage failed to ignite and left the spacecraft stranded in a low Earth orbit. A second - 
and improved - attempt to reach Phobos has been announced now for 2020, again featuring both lander and 
return components. The aim is to try and confirm scientists’ suspicions that was the moon was not formed 
alongside its parent planet, but instead was captured later from the nearby asteroid belt. The lander will 
examine the surface of the small (30km-wide) and irregularly-shaped moon in detail and in situ;  the return 
stage will then bring samples of surface material back to Earth for examination in the lab.  This sample 
material should include tiny fragments of Mars itself, ejected into space during past impact events (ie 
meteorite strikes) on the Red Planet; as Phobos orbits at an altitude of only 9,400km above the surface of Mars, 
it is in a prime location to sweep through the ejected dust that crosses its orbit.  The proportion of the Martian 
surface material contained in the sample returned from Phobos will then inform us about the moon’s orbital 
history over the last few million years, and thus help to pin down its origin. In particular it is expected that 
different depths down into the Phobos soil will show different concentrations of Martian material if it orbited 



at a much higher altitude in the distant past. The mission will also tell us about the cause of the low density of 
the moon –whether this is because it has an icy interior, or due to it being composed of relatively porous rock.   
 

 4 COMETS TO HUNT FOR IN THE MORNING SKY 
Well, you’ve surely heard of Comet ISON 
by now, but did you know that it’s only 
one of four comets that are currently 
visible through binoculars in the pre-dawn 
sky? (And yes, you really do need 
binoculars as they’re all too dim to be seen 
with the unaided eye.) If you want to try 
some comet-hunting, this map shows the 
view looking across the horizon from East 
to South before dawn over the next few 
mornings – remember that comets move 
relative to the stars from one day to the 
next, so I show the tracks the comets are 
following from the 14th to the 18th Nov. 
Luckily, they are all fairly close to 
recognisable objects to help you find them! 
Comet ISON will brighten as it gets closer 
to the Sun, and might be easier to find 
when it moves close to the bright star 
Spica on the mornings of the Nov 17th and 
18th. Comet Lovejoy is currently brighter 
than ISON and is moving between the 
Plough and Leo; Comet Encke (also 
brighter than ISON) passes near to the 

planet Mercury over the 18-20th Nov; the faintest of the four is Comet LINEAR X1 which is next to the bright 
star Arcturus on the 17/18th Nov.  And you’ll  get a nice view of the distinctly red planet Mars as well – so if it 
looks like it’ll be clear one morning, do have a go.  I will caution, however, that ‘before dawn’ means around 
5:30am – judging from my own failed attempt this morning, the sky is already too bright for comets by 6am.  

NOT A COMET!  
Though it might look just like a comet, this Hubble Space Telescope 
image is of a 400-m wide asteroid known as P/2013 P5. Instead of 
showing the expected point-like source, the object has up to six comet-
like tails radiating away from it. Moreover, the structure and 
appearance of these tails appeared to change between observations 
taken a fortnight apart, suggesting the rock is spinning around. The 
unusual appearance of the asteroid could be the result of a collision, but 
this should create one large release of dust, instead of the more 
protracted ejection of material that has been observed over the last few 
months. Instead it seems that matter is being released because the 

asteroid is spinning so fast that it has become unstable – the surface is fracturing, and the dust released is 
drifting away into space. As yet only a small percentage of its total mass has been released; but if the spin rate 
increases, the asteroid won’t have enough gravity to hold it together any longer, and the entire object will 
eventually disintegrate. It’s not known what could have started the rock rotating so fast – maybe a collision 
with another space rock initially, but then with the spin exacerbated by the radiation pressure of sunlight.  
 

WHAT’S IN THE SKY THIS WEEK (APART FROM COMETS…) 
If you get a clear view of the south-west horizon this week, keep an eye out for VENUS – it’s brilliantly bright, 
and low down just after sunset. JUPITER is bright and easy to spot in the East after about 10pm, rising to the left 
of, and at about the same altitude as the top of the constellation of Orion.  

HISTORY OF ASTRONOMY COURSE 
The Cambridge Institute of Continuing Education is holding a weekend History of Astronomy course on 15–17 
November. The central theme of this weekend will be the key role played by independently-funded amateurs 
in the historical development of astronomy. The keynote speaker will be Dr Allan Chapman, a well-known 
historian of science from Oxford University and a noted author, lecturer, and TV presenter. You can find more 
information here: www.ice.cam.ac.uk/astronomy or email enquiries@ice.cam.ac.uk or call on 01223 746262. 

 


