
NASA have launched a competition to name five impact craters on Mercury. 
Since 2011, the Messenger spacecraft has been mapping details of the planet’s 

surface geology, most of which were not imaged by the Mariner 10 mission in the 
1970s. Many new features have been discovered, and now they need names!

Before you have dreams of naming a crater after yourself or your loved ones, 
be aware that the name for any crater on Mercury has to be that of someone 
from the arts and humanities who was famous for longer than 50 years, and who 
has been deceased for more than three years. 

The competition is open till 15th January 2015, and five winners from 15 final-
ists will be announced by the International Astronomical Union to coincide with 
the end of Messenger’s mission in late March or April. 

Submissions should be made online at namecraters.carnegiescience.edu
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TONIGHT’S half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when Andy 

Fabian will be asking: What’s the use 
of black holes?

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

The IoA’s Northumberland and 
Thorrowgood telescopes will be 
open, and we will be staffing some 
smaller telescopes around the ob-
servatory lawns.

The Cambridge Astronomical As-
sociation will also provide a floor-
show relaying live images from three 
modern telescopes.

If we’re unlucky and it’s cloudy, 
then we’ll offer you a cup of tea as 
compensation, and the CAA will 
offer some more astro-information 
afterwards in the lecture theatre for 
those who want to stay on.

Please note that this is our last 
public open evening of the term—
we’ll be taking a break over the 
Christmas and New Year period, and 
will return on 7th January 2015.

TONIGHT’S SPEAKER

Andy Fabian
What’s the use of black holes?
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We tweet current astro-news and events 
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Still grey: Rosetta captures image 
of Comet 67P in actual colour
IT’S HARDLY obvious, but the image 
to the right is the first colour photo of 
Comet 67P by the Rosetta spacecraft.

The comet appears somewhat dark 
for what is essentially a giant iceberg, 
and indeed it’s almost as black as coal. 
There are only subtle variations in col-
our, suggesting that little ice is directly 
exposed, which fits with the findings 
from the Philae lander that the surface 
is covered by a layer of dark dust.

Another recent result is that the 
water ice in Comet 67P is of a different 
type to that found in the oceans on 
Earth. The current idea for the origin 
of Earth’s water is that it was delivered 
during a bombardment of debris (left 
over from the formation of the planets) 
about 3.8 billion years ago. However, 
the comet has a ratio of heavy to 
normal water three times greater than 
that on Earth—where heavy water has 
hydrogen atoms that contain an ad-
ditional neutron in their nucleus.

Five craters on Mercury in need of a name

A sample of Mercury’s 
craters, as imaged by 
the Messenger probe. 
Image: NASA/Johns 
Hopkins University/
Carnegie Institution of 
Washington

So far, measurements of this ratio 
have been made for 11 comets, with 
only one having a ratio that matches 
Earth. Either the comets bringing 
water arrived from much farther out in 
the primordial Solar System, or aster-
oids (with similar water to Earth, but 
less of it) were the primary source.

Image: ESA/Rosetta/MPS for OSI-
RIS Team MPS/UPD/LAM/IAA/SSO/
INTA/UPM/DASP/IDA
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IF YOU’RE up for a challenge, the next 
month presents an opportunity to try 
and see a comet rather closer to hand.

The recently discovered Comet 
Lovejoy is getting brighter as it moves 
through the inner Solar System, ready to 
make its closest approach to the Sun at 
the end of January. En route it will pass 
to within 70 million km of Earth on 7th 
January 2015. The chart to the left shows 
the track of the comet across the sky.

How bright Comet Lovejoy will 
become is less predictable than its orbit; 
although it is unlikely to be visible to the 
unaided eye, it should be easily found 
with binoculars.

The comet won’t reach high enough 
in our skies to be observable until about 
the first week of January, by which time 
it will be heading up to the West (i.e. the 
right) of the constellation of Orion.

Image: The Guardian

Learn about the 
history of astronomy

Heisenberg is out for a drive when he’s 
stopped for speeding. The police officer 
says, “Do you know how fast you were 
going?” Heisenberg replies, “No, but I know 
where I am.”

Scott’s joke of the week

CAMBRIDGE’S Institute of Continu-
ing Education is holding a weekend 
course on 23rd–25th January 2015, 
titled “Astronomy through the ages”.

The course is an opportunity to 
learn about the history of astronomy 
from a number of speakers.

Visit www.ice.cam.ac.uk/ 
astronomy-weekend, e-mail 
enquiries@ice.cam.ac.uk, or call 
01223 746262 for more information.

Lovejoy: A new comet for a new year

THE INTERNATIONAL Space Sta-
tion has returned to our winter skies, 
and is now easily observable in the 
early evening for the next few weeks.

The table to the left gives the 
dates and times for the best sight-
ings (as seen from Cambridge) up 
till Christmas, with the brightest ap-
pearances indicated in boldface.

If it’s clear, go outside and look for 
a bright “star” moving across the sky 
over a period of a few minutes. That’s 
the ISS, only about 410 km above 
you, and currently transporting six 
astronauts around the Earth every 
90 minutes.

The ISS is occasionally made vis-
ible shortly after or before twilight, 
as it reflects the light of the Sun back 
down to Earth.

You can find viewing times for 
later dates, or from a different loca-
tion, at the website www.heavens-
above.com

The International 
Space Station in 
low Earth orbit. 
Image: Stock

International 
Space Station 
lights up Xmas 
from orbit

DATE START HIGHEST POINT END

Time Altitude Direction Time Altitude Direction Time Altitude Direction

18 Dec 17:35:37 10° W 17:38:55 83° S 17:40:03 38° E

18 Dec 19:12:12 10° W 19:12:48 14° W 19:12:48 14° W

19 Dec 16:45:00 10° WSW 16:48:18 78° S 16:51:29 11° E

19 Dec 18:21:34 10° W 18:24:14 52° WSW 18:24:14 52° WSW

20 Dec 17:30:53 10° W 17:34:11 79° S 17:35:41 30° ESE

20 Dec 19:07:32 10° W 19:08:27 16° W 19:08:27 16° W

21 Dec 16:40:10 10° W 16:43:29 83° S 16:46:47 10° E

21 Dec 18:16:46 10° W 18:19:55 47° SSW 18:19:55 47° SSW

22 Dec 17:25:58 10° W 17:29:15 61° SSW 17:31:26 19° ESE

22 Dec 19:02:55 10° W 19:04:12 17° WSW 19:04:12 17° WSW

23 Dec 16:35:10 10° W 16:38:28 74° S 16:41:45 10° ESE

23 Dec 18:11:52 10° W 18:14:46 28° SSW 18:15:49 23° S

24 Dec 17:20:55 10° W 17:24:02 40° SSW 17:27:08 10° SE

24 Dec 18:59:08 10° WSW 18:59:56 11° SW 19:00:22 10° SW


