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

Sonali Shukla will discuss the recent 
fly-by missions to Ceres and Pluto, 
and how they have impacted our 
understanding of how planets and 
planetary systems form.

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

THE CASSINI spacecraft is entering 
the final two years of its spectacularly 
successful Saturn mission with a series 
of increasingly bold manoeuvres. 

Cassini is currently progressing 
through a series of final flypasts of the 
icy moon Enceladus. Last Wednesday, 
it took its first close look at the north-
ern polar regions, from an altitude of 
only 1840 km above the surface.

The curious terrain revealed shows 
craters that seem to melt into one 
another, wrinkled and hatched by a 
crisscross network of thin fissures. 

The seasons have gradually changed 
during Cassini’s 12-year stint in the 
system; only now is the Sun illu-
minating the northern latitudes of 
Enceladus, enabling this region to be 

Polar cracks seen on 
icy moon of Saturn

RECENT Hubble Space Telescope images confirm that Jupiter’s enormous red 
spot is continuing to evolve and shrink in size.

The famous Great Red Spot is the largest and longest-lived cloud pattern in 
the upper layers of Jupiter’s atmosphere, with a diameter slightly larger than that 
of Earth. It has been decreasing in size over the last few decades, although the 
most recent images suggest that the rate of shrinkage is slowing down. 

The data also show that the centre of the spot is now more orange than red 
in colour, and spanned by a strange filamentary streamer which twists in the 
circulating winds that blow at speeds of over 500 km/h. 

A new feature was also seen just north of Jupiter’s equator, where dark ripples 
mark the clouds like giant eyelashes. This type of structure has not been ob-
served since the 1970s, when the Voyager 2 spacecraft flew past the gas giant.

When similar waves appear in Earth’s atmosphere they trace where cyclones 
are forming, and so it will be interesting to see if the Jovian meteorology behaves 
in a similar way—with the storms forming in a clear layer below the clouds, and 
only becoming obvious once they rise up through the upper cloud deck.

A gas giant can change its spots

examined properly for the first time.
Scientists want to see if the warm-

ing has triggered geological activity 
similar to that seen in the southern 
hemisphere, where geysers tapping 
the global subsurface ocean continu-
ally spray out plumes of water ice from 
fractures in the icy surface.

Two further encounters with Ence-
ladus are planned: next week on 28th 
October, and in mid-December.

The changes in Jupiter’s atmosphere are captured in global maps of the gas giant, which are 
produced using the Hubble Space Telescope. Image: NASA/ESA/A. Simon/M. Wong/G. Orton

The fractured north pole of Enceladus. 
Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/SSI
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MAKE sure you take the opportunity 
to see Venus and Jupiter come close 
together in the morning sky, before 
the hour changes.

Four planets currently grace 
the eastern morning twilight, with 
Mercury and Mars being the fainter 
lights closer to the Sun.

A bright Jupiter and an even 
brighter Venus will move towards 
each other to make a “conjunction” 
in the mornings of the forthcoming 
week—this will look particularly 
impressive on the 25th and 26th of 
October!

Venus and Jupiter 
back together again

Photons who commit crime get sent to 
prism, and there’s a special wing for the 
ones with ultra-violet tendencies.

Scott’s joke of the week

THE INDIAN Space Research Organi-
sation launched their first dedicated 
multi-waveband space observatory 
in September, and it is now operating 
successfully on a satellite in orbit 650 
km above the Earth.

Astrosat carries five astronomy ex-
periments, each working in a different 
part of the electromagnetic spectrum. 
It will operate for at least five years.  

The mission has already studied the 
variable X-ray light from some of the 
well-known black holes in the Milky 
Way, such as Cyg X-1 and the superno-
va remnant known as the Crab nebula.

It has also detected the photons 
from a gamma-ray burst—a phenom-
enal outpouring of energy associated 
with the formation of new black holes 
and mergers of neutron stars.

India’s Astrosat 
observatory now 
up and running

Astrosat can record the variability, 
polarisation and spectral properties 
of such bursts in hard X-rays, which 
means it will offer new diagnostic 
information that should aid inter-
pretation of these rare and enigmatic 
events.

Launch of Astrosat atop a PSLV-XL rocket on 
28th September. Image: ISRO

RUSSIA’S Moon exploration programme is slated to recom-
mence, with its space agency Roscomos working this time 
not in competition, but in collaboration with other nations. 

The first stages of a return to the Moon involve a series 
of robotic landers such as the Luna 27 mission, which is 
scheduled for launch in five years’ time. These landers will 
investigate relatively unexplored sites in the south polar re-
gions, where the lunar surface experiences almost constant 
darkness, and thus extreme cold.

The landers will assess whether large quantities of impor-
tant raw materials such as water ice (which can potentially 
be used to create oxygen or fuel for the astronauts) are 

present, and how easily such resources could be extracted. 
The longer-term goal is to return humans to the Moon, and 
perhaps even to establish a permanent lunar settlement.

This venture will be led by Roscosmos, but if the EU gives 
the project the go-ahead next year, the European Space 
Agency will be developing new types of landing system. ESA 
will also design scientific equipment for the landers, such as 
on-board laboratories and a drill to collect samples testing 
for subsurface ice deposits to a depth of 2 m.

The cooperative nature of the enterprise may even make 
it more possible for European astronauts to walk on the 
Moon some day.

New Moon dreams for 
Russia; Europe to help?

ESA is testing the 
feasibility of a 
3D-printed moon 
base (above) that is 
built from lunar soil 
by robotic landers 
(left). Image: ESA/
Foster+Partners


