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WELCOME back and a very 
happy New Year to you! Our 

public open evenings will now run 
till the end of March. We have lots 
planned for the Cambridge Science 
Festival and BBC Stargazing Live later 
this term, so watch this space…

Tonight’s half-hour talk begins 
promptly at 7.15pm, when Paula 
Jofre will tell us about our galaxy, the 
Milky Way. Her 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 
observatory lawns. The Cambridge 
Astronomical Association will also 
provide a floorshow relaying live im-
ages 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.
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Our galaxy
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We tweet current astro-news and events 
as IoACOA. Please e-mail any questions, 
comments or suggestions about the IoA 
Public Open Evenings to Carolin Crawford 
at csc@ast.cam.ac.uk
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Organics confirmed on Mars
THE ROVER Curiosity has detected 
bursts of methane and the presence 
of other organic compounds on Mars, 
in samples taken from the planet’s 
atmosphere and surface rocks.

One of the instruments on board 
the rover continually monitors the 
relative proportions of gases such as 
methane, carbon dioxide and water 
vapour in the Martian atmosphere. 
Although methane levels are low, the 
samples show periodic but short-lived 
“spikes” in methane content, where the 
levels briefly increase tenfold.

These daily variations might ac-
count for a previous discrepancy, 
where the amount of atmospheric 
methane (as measured from Earth) 
seemed to be at odds with the initial 
results from Curiosity.

The fact that the level of methane is 
varying on a daily basis shows that it is 
being generated by an ongoing process 
local to the rover, but the big question 
is whether this process is biological or 
geological in origin.

While 95% of the methane gas on 
Earth comes from microbial organ-
isms, the methane spikes on Mars 
originate underground and could be 
due to either microbes or chemical 
reactions. The gas accumulates in sub-
surface rocks until its sudden release 
by mechanical or thermal stress. 

By drilling into rocks to extract a 
powdered sample of material, Curios-
ity has also detected the presence of 
organic compounds that are more 
complex than methane.

These compounds were not found 
within soil samples scraped directly 
from the surface, as they would have 
been destroyed by exposure to the 
Sun’s radiation.

While these discoveries should not 
be interpreted as proof of life on Mars, 
they do mean that the Red Planet can 
be considered a much better bet as 
a host for life (either in the past, or 
today), and they will inform the choice 
and design of scientific instruments on 
future Mars rover missions.

The possible ways in which methane might be added to Mars’ atmosphere (sources), or 
removed from it (sinks). Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/SAM-GSFC/University of Michigan
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DON’T get too excited—although it 
may look beautiful in the photo above, 
you aren’t going to see a classical long-
tailed comet streaking across the sky 
and visible to the unaided eye.

However, Comet Lovejoy is easy to 
find on a dark night, and appears as a 
small fuzzy blob through binoculars. 
With a telescope, you might be able to 
make out its tail stretching to the left.

The comet is on course to swing 
round the Sun at the end of the month, 
and tonight it makes its closest ap-
proach to us, passing to within 70 mil-
lion km of Earth. It is following an orbit 
that takes it from the far reaches of the 
Oort Cloud to the inner Solar System 
once every 13,500 years or so.

Comet Lovejoy is currently moving 
rapidly up through the constellation of 
Orion, and in a couple of nights’ time 
will be seen in Taurus (see chart below).

Images: (Top) A. van der Hoeven/
(Bottom) The Guardian

Three planets to watch out for in January

– What do you call an alien with three eyes?
– An aliiien!!

Scott’s joke of the week

JUPITER is back to rule our evening skies.
The planet will be the brilliant object appearing in the east and about 15˚ 

above the horizon by 9pm. It’s easy to spot as it will be directly to the left of 
the Moon tonight, and directly above it tomorrow night.

Also look out for Venus and Mercury, which are soon going to be making 
their appearance very low down to the south-west at sunset, and will climb up 
through the sky to join Mars as the month progresses.

We’ll give you more detailed information as the two planets become more 
observable later on in the month, but after 12th January they’ll appear very 
close together—really low down to the horizon about 45 minutes after sunset.

Venus is the brighter object, but with binoculars you can look for Mercury 
above and to the right of it (but please for eye safety’s sake, only after the sun 
has completely disappeared).

If you’re an early riser, then you might catch a glimpse of Saturn low in the 
south-east, but it’s not ideally placed for viewing at the moment.

Onwards, upwards 
for Comet Lovejoy

THE DAWN mission will arrive at 
Ceres, the only dwarf planet in the 
inner Solar System, on 6th March.

With a diameter of 950 km, Ceres 
is the largest object in the asteroid 
belt. Dawn has already spent a year 
in orbit around Vesta, the second 
most massive asteroid. The space-
craft has since manoeuvred to within 
640,000 km of the dwarf planet, and 
is currently closing in on it at around 
725 km/h.

If all goes well, images of Ceres 
should start rolling in by the end of 
this month. They should immediately 

be an improvement on previous 
photos taken by the Hubble Space 
Telescope in 2004.

The two Dawn mission targets are 
expected to be very different geologi-
cally; while Vesta is a fairly dry rock, 
Ceres has a thick crust of ice that 
could possibly cover a subsurface 
ocean.

The year 2015 should be an excit-
ing one for Solar System exploration, 
with the New Horizons spacecraft 
also due to make its long-awaited 
flypast of the dwarf planet Pluto in 
mid-July.

After Vesta in 2011,
Dawn’s next stop this
March is the dwarf planet
Ceres. Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech

The next Dawn: Asteroid belt 
probe nears dwarf planet Ceres


