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TONIGHT’S half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when Helen 

Russell will tell us how giant bubble 
and filament structures at the cen-
tres of galaxy clusters reveal the way 
a supermassive black hole regulates 
the growth of its host galaxy.

Her talk will be followed by an 
opportunity to observe if (and only 
if…) the weather is clear.

The Cambridge Astronomical 
Association (CAA) will provide an 
outdoors floorshow relaying live im-
ages from three modern telescopes, 
with commentary.

The IoA’s historical Northumber-
land and Thorrowgood telescopes 
will also be open for observing, 
along with the new 16-inch tel-
escope in its own dome.

If we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy, 
we’ll offer you a cup of tea after the 
talk as compensation, and the CAA 
will provide further astro-information 
in the lecture theatre for those who 
want to stay on.
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If you have any questions, suggestions or 
comments about the IoA Open Evenings, 
please get in touch with either Carolin 
Crawford at csc@ast.cam.ac.uk or Sonali 
Shukla at sshukla@ast.cam.ac.uk. We tweet 
current astro-news and events as IoACOA.

www.ast.cam.ac.uk/public

A GLOWING ring has been found in orbit around a white dwarf, revealing where 
an asteroid has been ripped to shreds by the gravity of the dead star. 

The white dwarf in question is known as J1228+1040. It is surrounded by a flat 
ring of dusty particles that absorbs high-energy ultraviolet radiation from the 
central star, and re-emits the energy as a faint infrared glow.

The ring is thought to have formed from what remained of an asteroid that 
ventured too close to the dead star, and was subsequently shredded by the strong 
tidal gravitational forces. 

Detailed long-term observations of the white dwarf show that the ring is 
lopsided, contains spiral-like structure, and has yet to settle down to become cir-
cular. This suggests that the ring is still in the early stages of its formation, with 
individual features marking collisions between dust grains.

These may tell us something about how such rings form, and thus the proc-
esses that occur in planetary systems when the central star meets its demise.

2 mountains on Pluto 
may be ice volcanoes
NEW IMAGES released from this 
summer’s flypast of Pluto suggest the 
presence of icy volcanoes at its surface. 

The New Horizons spacecraft is 
still beaming back fresh data from 
Pluto, and last week a possible pair of 
“cryo-volcanoes” were identified on the 
dwarf planet’s surface.

Each is a mountain about 5 km high 
and over 100 km across, with a large 
depression at the centre of its summit. 

The interpretation of these features 
as volcanoes is still tentative; if correct, 
it suggests that they do not erupt with 
molten rock, but instead ooze a melted 
slurry of water ice, nitrogen, ammonia 
and methane.

Ex-asteroid gives dead star a ring

Artist’s impression of the glowing debris ring around J1228+1040. Image: Warwick/ESO

The strange hummocky texture of 
the mountains’ flanks could be evi-
dence for these flows travelling down 
from the summit region, which then 
collapsed down after material was 
removed from beneath in the eruption.

The depression on top of Wright Mons is 
about 56 km wide. Image: NASA/Johns 
Hopkins APL/Southwest Research Institute
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Hot exo-Venus found just 39 light-years away

Parallel lines have such a lot in common.
It’s a shame they’ll never meet.

Scott’s joke of the week

A TEAM of astronomers led by re-
searchers from the IoA have identified 
some of the oldest stars in our galaxy, 
which contain vital clues about the 
early Universe—including an indica-
tion of how the first stars died. 

The early cosmos was made up of 
only light elements such as hydrogen 
and helium; heavier elements were 
formed later, either inside massive 
stars or when they died as supernovae. 
Thus we expect the oldest stars to have 
very little metal content.

The first stars in the Milky Way 
formed at its centre, but while most 
of them are about seven billion years 
older than the Sun, they’re still not old 
enough to inform us about what con-
ditions were like in the early Universe.

Now a handful of very different 
stars have been identified, each with a 
metal content less than a thousandth 

Ancient stars 
remember the 
early Universe FURTHEST OBJECT AROUND THE SUN

The most remote object in the Solar 
System to date has been found.

Meet V774104, a small icy body 
only 500–1000 km in size. It has been 
found in an orbit over 15 billion km 
distant from the Sun—easily three 
times further away than Pluto.

Scientists are currently tracking it 
to determine the shape and extent of 
its orbit, and are curious to see if it’s 
moving inwards or outwards.

V774104 probably has an eccen-
tric orbit like other remote objects, 
which all seem to have been pulled 
into such paths early in the forma-
tion of the Solar System (potentially 
by the gravitational influence of 
long-lost planets or nearby stars).

RARE ASTEROID BUMP OBSERVED

Other things that 
caught our eye

THE SEARCH for an Earth-like planet often dominates exoplanet headlines, but 
this week for a change the discovery of a “hot twin” of Venus was announced. 

GJ 1132b is a rocky Venus-sized exoplanet in orbit around a small dim star 39 
light-years from us. It lies so close to its host that one of its years lasts only 1.6 
Earth days, and the heat it receives from the star is 15 times what Venus gets 
from the Sun. Although any water will have boiled away, temperatures are still 
cool enough that GJ 1132b might retain a substantial atmosphere. 

The excitement around this discovery is because GJ 1132b is so close that we 
might be able to examine its atmosphere in detail with the next generation of 
telescopes. So far this kind of study has only been possible with the very largest 
exoplanets, which are far less relevant than their smaller companions for deter-
mining the potential habitability of exoplanets across the Galaxy.

of the Sun’s. Computer simulations of 
the history of their movement predict 
that they have spent their entire lives 
at the centre of the Galaxy. 

These ancient stars exhibit a chemi-
cal signature that is a legacy of even 
earlier stars, giving us insight about an 
epoch in the Universe that’s otherwise 
completely inaccessible.

The composition of the observed 
stars indicates that the previous gen-
eration may have died in spectacular 
deaths known as hypernovae—an ex-
plosion 10 times more energetic than a 
regular supernova.

Artist’s impression of GJ 1132b (foreground) circling its red dwarf star. Image: D. Berry

Artist’s impression of a hypernova and the 
accompanying gamma-ray burst. Image: ESO

Astronomers have spied a rare colli-
sion between two space rocks.

Even though there are hundreds 
of thousands of rocks in the main as-
teroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, 
they are typically separated by vast 
distances, and so collisions between 
objects are very infrequent.

However, Asteroid 493 Griseldis 
was seen to sprout a tail (above) for a 
few days in March this year.

The most likely explanation is 
an impact event, where another 
(unknown) rock hit the surface of 
Griseldis.

Image: D. Tholen/S. Sheppard/ 
C. Trujillo


