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Welcome to our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy; these will run every Wednesday 
evening until the end of March. We shall start with a talk in the lecture theatre at 7.15pm when TIAGO DA 

COSTA will be asking WHY IS THE SKY DARK AT NIGHT?  The presentation will last for about half an hour, and it 
will be followed by an opportunity to observe if (and only if…) the weather is clear… and you never know, as I 
write this the forecast is actually looking hopeful for once.  The historical telescopes will be 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 give you a cup of tea instead and the CAA will offer some different astro-information 
afterwards in the lecture. Next week JONATHAN SHANKLIN will be telling us about COMETS – OMENS OF DOOM? 
The talk schedule for the remainder of this term is at: www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public/public_observing/talks2013-14 
and we TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA. Any comments or suggestions about our open 
evenings please to CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk 
 

This year’s CAMBRIDGE SCIENCE FESTIVAL is running between 10
th

-23
rd

 March, and the 
programme can be found at http://www.cam.ac.uk/science-festival. Take particular note of the 
IoA’s OPEN AFTERNOON on SATURDAY 22ND MARCH, 2.30-6.30pm, followed by public observing 
from 7-9pm if the weather is clear (ha!). There are plenty of other exciting things going on 
during the festival, including a family-oriented (ages 8+) performance of Icarus at the edge of 
time at the West Road concert hall on Monday 17 March: 5:30pm - 6:45pm. 
 

THE BIGGEST SOLAR FLARE OF THE YEAR… SO FAR  
The Sun unleashed a particularly 
powerful flare from its surface 
yesterday morning. Classified as 
X4.9, this means it’s one of the 
most powerful kind of flare, and it’s 
one of the biggest seen in the 
current 11-year solar cycle. [Its 
rating denotes its strength: each X 
number is supposed to be twice as 
intense as the previous one, so an 
X-2 flare is twice as powerful as X-1. 
But basically, if it’s an ‘X’ it’s 

strong!] Radio emission produced by shock waves at the front edge of the resulting flow of gas given off as a 
‘coronal mass ejection’ suggest that solar material is blasted away from the surface at speeds close to 2000 
km/s. It erupted from an active region near the edge of the Sun, so the accompanying blast of radiation and the 
large cloud of electrically charged gas ejected were not directed straight towards the Earth. So no aurora for us 
this time round.  But on the other hand, it does also mean that we escape the strong geomagnetic storms 
that would otherwise ensue in our upper atmosphere if and when this cloud of solar plasma reached our 
planet. Such events can have severe consequences for satellites, radio communications, and even power grids 
on Earth. The Sun is supposed to be at the peak of its 11-year cycle of activity. Although this has not been a very 
active maximum, it is noticeable that the Sun has livened up of late, with six of these ‘coronal mass ejections’ 
happening during just 3 days of last week. The latest flare already delayed the launch of a private cargo ship to 
the International Space Station which was due to lift off yesterday.  

PLATO PLANET-HUNTING MISSION SELECTED BY ESA 
Following on from a news item a couple of weeks ago, the exoplanet 
satellite PLATO has been confirmed as the European Space Agency’s  next 
‘medium’ class mission. Its aim is to confirm and characterize hundreds of 
new Earth-like planets in temperate zones around other stars. It will also be 
able to study the structure of the host stars as well, through a technique 
known as astero-seismology – using the way the stars vibrate and resonate 
to characterise their interior. The observatory was chosen after fierce 
competition with other ideas for scientific missions, and it is expected to 
launch on a Russian Soyuz rocket in 2024.  
 



AN IMPACT IN ACTION! 
News this week that a pair of Spanish astronomers have managed to 
capture live footage of a small asteroid  slamming into the Moon’s surface 
on the Mare Nubium on the 11

th
 Sept 2013.  The impacting meteorite is 

estimated to be between 0.6 and 1 m across, and to have the mass of 
around 400kg (ie about that of a small car).  It collided with the Moon at a 
speed of about 17 km/s, producing a flash of light that would have been 
bright enough to spot from Earth with the unaided eye - if anyone was 
watching at that moment. This light is not produced by combustion 
(remember, there is no air on the Moon), but is instead the thermal glow 
from rock that has been melted and vapourised at the impact site. 
Apparently this collision produced the longest and brightest lunar impact 

flash ever observed; usually they last only for a fraction of a second, but the glow from this impact took 8 
seconds to fade. The impact is expected to have created a new crater on the Moon, estimated to have a 
diameter of up to 40m – but this has not been seen observed yet. The recording results from a new initiative to 
monitor the rate of lunar impacts, with a view to estimating how often such events happen.  Even though 
collisions with smaller objects are expected to be very common, the odds of seeing one of these by chance are 
pretty poor, so scientists have set up networks of telescopes to detect them automatically. Observing the rate 
of impacts on the Moon gives astronomers an insight into the risk of similar (and larger) objects hitting the 
Earth. However, unlike the Moon, the Earth is protected by an atmosphere which can slow or stop many of 
these space rocks from striking the surface; they need to be larger to create a major event here – for example, 
the asteroid that exploded over Chelyabinsk in Russia a year ago was estimated to be about 19m wide.  

A STAR ABOUT TO ERUPT? 
One of the largest and brightest stars in our Galaxy is Eta Carina – it has 
a mass over 100 times greater than that of the Sun, and shines with a 
luminosity a million times brighter. Partly because of its enormous size, 
it’s not a very stable star; during the 19

th
 Century it was observed to 

erupt in brightness for about twenty years. This was not a supernova 
event, as the star remained intact, although it did eject more than 10 
solar masses-worth of material to form two large lobes. These now make 
up a bipolar nebula to either side of the star that is expanding away into 
space. The star has been observed almost continuously over the last 40 
years, and analysis of the long-term changes in the star suggest that it 
might be on course to erupt again later this year, again to release hot 
winds and intense radiation. In fact, Eta Carinae is actually two stars: a massive blue star and a smaller 
companion in orbit around each other. The monitoring of the system has shown it is getting bluer. Normally 
this would mean that the star is getting hotter, but this is unlikely. Instead it is probably that the layers of dust 
around the star are evaporating away - dust preferentially absorbs blue light, so as the dust disappears, more of 
the blue light from the system becomes visible. It still seems that Eta Carinae is brightening, which may imply 
it’s moving into an unstable situation preceding another eruptive phase. Watch this space… 

WHAT’S UP IN THE SKY? 
Early risers may well have noticed VENUS – very 
bright in the dawn twilight sky to the SE (and 
particularly close to the crescent Moon this 
morning!). JUPITER continues to dominate the 
evening sky, and is reaching its highest point in the 
sky for many years to come. Jupiter is relatively close 
to Earth at the moment, as it was in ‘opposition’ at 
the start of January - which is just a fancy word for 
both the Earth and Jupiter being on the same side of 

the Sun. Jupiter orbits the Sun every 11.9 (Earth-) years, so oppositions of Jupiter occur about once every 400 
days – the Earth travels round the Sun faster and overtakes the gas giant on the inside lane.  This means it’s a 
particularly good time to view the planet and its moons through a telescope at the moment the image shows 
Jupiter and its moons as you’ll (hopefully) see them this evening – Callisto is off on its own to one side, with Io 
(closer to Jupiter) and Europa on the other. Ganymede, Jupiter’s largest moon, will be hiding behind the disc of 
Jupiter this evening. MARS is now easily visible around midnight – it will be a golden-coloured ‘star’ to the SE, 
just left of, and slightly brighter than the prominent star Spica, just slightly more than 10° above the horizon.  

 

 


