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Welcome to our weekly public open evenings at the Institute of Astronomy; only one more to go before we 
take a break over the Summer. Tonight we start with a talk in the lecture theatre at 7.15pm when WILL 

HANDLEY will be talking about INFLATION: EXTREME EXPANSION IN THE VERY EARLIEST UNIVERSE. You can’t get 
much more topical than that! 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.  The historical telescopes will be open, we’ll have 
some smaller 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 MEDERIC BOQUIEN will be telling us about STELLAR NURSERIES: FAR AND 

NEAR.  We TWEET current astr0-news and events as IOACOA. Any comments or suggestions about our open 
evenings this year or next please to CAROLIN CRAWFORD csc@ast.cam.ac.uk 
 

 

The CAA hold their monthly speaker meeting here at the IoA lecture theatre this FRIDAY 21ST MARCH starting at 
8PM. The talk is STAR GAUGING, and it will be given by GERRY GILMORE of the IoA Gaia science team.  

INTRO TO ASTRO COURSE 
If you are worried about suffering withdrawal symptoms from your regular Wednesday-night fix of Astronomy 
after the end of March, help is night. The annual INTRO TO ASTRO course will run on 6 Wednesdays from the 
23

rd
 April – 28

th
 May at 8pm here in the IoA lecture theatre. Paul, Peter and Brian from the CAA will contribute 

talks, as well as Carolin, Will and Sarah from the IoA. It’s only £6 for the whole course, or £2 on the door each 
evening. More details and sign-up forms are available from your friendly front-of-house staff this evening.  

UNDERGRADUATE CERTIFICATE IN ASTRONOMY   
Alternatively, the University’s Institute for Continuing Education is offering a one-year, part-time introduction 
to Astronomy – learn about the stars and galaxies, observation techniques and space exploration, recent 
developments and research. The course is taught over three termly units, each with its own topic; the sessions 
are on a Monday evening at Madingley Hall in Madingley. Bursaries are available for the course. Please call 
01223 746226 or visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk/astronomy-certificate for further information. 
 

IOA ANNUAL OPEN AFTERNOON! 
Roll up! Roll up! This SATURDAY, 22ND MARCH, from 2.30 TO 6.30 PM, the IoA will be throwing open our doors as 
part of the Cambridge Science Festival. There will be displays and demonstrations about our work all around 
the site, with particular mention of IoA involvement in the Gaia and Planck missions. There will be an 
exhibition in the historical library building to celebrate the refurbished Northumberland Telescope. There will 
also be talks in the lecture theatre during the afternoon:  

3 pm   We shall be enacting The Great Debate of 1920 between Harlow Shapley and Heber Curtis 
3.45 pm  Exoplanets by Christina Hedges 
4.30 pm  How to simulate our Universe by Debora Sijacki 

5.30 pm  and for one last time, Jonathan will revisit The Petrifying Planets for an explosive finale! 



Other displays will be explaining about how we use sound in space to do asteroseismology; how X-ray 
telescopes work and what we study with them; transits as a way to find exoplanets around stars other than the 
Sun; and children can learn all about the constellations during story-time with the Princess Andromeda. The 
craft marquee is back (hopefully the weather will be slightly nicer than last year…) with stars to make and 
create and map. And if you’re brave, then there will be a cyberman or two lurking around the site to scare you. 
We will as usual be selling postcards, and if it all gets too much then you will be welcome to put your feet up 
with a welcome cup of tea at the Starlite Café. Finally if (and, as usual, repeat after me: only if) it’s clear, then 
we’ll be stargazing on the Observatory lawns in the evening, 7-9pm.  

ONE BILLION OBJECTS IN SPACE  
Would you like to become part of an attempt by artist Tania Kovats to make 
One Billion Objects in Space? Tania is involved with the North West Cambridge 
Artist in Residence Programme at the University of Cambridge. She has been 
inspired by the Institute’s role in the Gaia space mission to create an artwork 
that builds a sculptural Universe – and you are invited to contribute any small 
metal objects to become part of this universe. As small as a nail – but please no 
bigger than a bike wheel - each of your metal contributions will become part of 
her model of the universe.  Please bring metal donations to the Institute of 
Astronomy Open Afternoon 22 March, and there will be  a second collection point will be at Market Square on 
Saturday 29th March 2.30 - 5.30. Then come back and see the sculpture at the beginning of June…. 

ECHOES OF INFLATION 
You can’t have missed one astro-news story this week – one which is conveniently topical for tonight’s talk!  
A telescope based in Antarctica has detected the first observational evidence in support of the theory of 
inflation. This idea was first proposed in the early 1980s to explain some aspects of Big Bang expansion that 
were puzzling, such as why deep space looks broadly the same in every direction. Inflation suggests that any 
unevenness could have been smoothed out if we invoke a period of ridiculously rapid growth during the first 
tiny fraction (few tens of trillionths of trillionths of trillionths) of a second after the Big Bang. But although the 

theory of inflation is consistent with all cosmological 
data collected so far, conclusive evidence for it had 
been lacking. However there was a very specific 
prediction – which is that it would have been so 
disruptive that it would have created waves of 
gravitational energy, and that these ripples in the 
fabric of space would leave a faint but distinctive 
signature on the oldest light in the sky - the Cosmic 
Microwave Background. The data were collected 
using a radio telescope based in Antarctica, which 
detected the signal of these primordial gravitational 

waves which will have produced a curly vortex-like pattern in the polarised light. So there is excitement not 
just that the inflationary theory is vindicated, but also that gravitational waves have been detected for the first 
time – the latter are a key prediction of Einstein’s general theory of relativity that had so far eluded 
confirmation. The signal is reported to be stronger than many scientists had expected, and so can already rule 
out some of the more exotic models for how inflation might have worked.  Other experiments (such as the 
Planck mission) will now race to try to replicate the findings. If they can, you can perhaps smell a Nobel Prize 
not too far behind.  

GETTING CHOPPY ON TITAN 
Now for a different kind of wave… The northern hemisphere of Titan – 
Saturn’s largest moon – is scattered with lakes and seas. These are not full 
of water (which would, after all, be frozen at Titan’s average temperature of 
-180°C) but of liquid methane. Titan is the second-largest moon in the Solar 

System, and the only one to have clouds and a substantial atmosphere. The 

lakes can be imaged through the cloud using radar onboard the Cassini 
satellite, and when they reflect sunlight (see picture right). Up to now the 
lakes have appeared to be perfectly smooth, but Cassini has now detected 
waves on one of Titan’s seas, called Punga Mare, for the first time. The size 
of the waves indicates they were created by winds of around 0.75 m/s, and 
probably at about 2cm high they are more like ripples… so don’t pack your surfboard yet. Titan has a 30-year 
seasonal cycle, and currently the northern hemisphere (where most of the lakes are located) is beginning its 
summer, so we can expect some more dramatic weather changes – perhaps more winds to whip up more waves 
for us to observe.  

https://www-xray.ast.cam.ac.uk/roundcube/#NOP

