Available popular talks 2014
How far are the stars?
This is an account of the distance ladder, from the solar system to the farthest galaxies. It also has an embedded video clip, which runs on most computers, but does require sound: it is a copy of the famous Powers of Ten film, with commentary by the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Philip Morrison, and the commentary is vital. No good unless you can provide good external speakers (internal computer speakers aren't usually powerful enough for an audience of more than 2 or 3)

Supernovae 
An introduction to what supernovae are, with some historical background, and a discussion of the mechanisms, of the remnants (with pretty pictures) – with particular reference to the Crab nebula and pulsars – and of their role in producing the chemical elements. 

Stars that go bang in the night
This talk sort of complements the talk on supernovae. It covers novae and dwarf novae, and presents the observations before going on to explain the physical mechanisms for the explosions. Some material towards the end becomes quite challenging for non-physicists.

The changing face of the Sun
The title here is a sort of pun: our view of the Sun has changed a lot in the last 400 years since Galileo first looked at it with a telescope, and also we now know that the surface of the Sun is an ever-changing, dynamic place. I review some of the history and present some of the recent results from spacecraft. There are quite a few little video clips, most of which run OK within powerpoint - but one of which I may need to run separately (it will run under RealPlayer, and sometimes under Windows Media Player).

Sunspots and starspots
This covers a little of the material on sunspots in the previous talk, but goes on to discuss how spots have also been discovered on other stars. However, it doesn't rely on people having seen the previous talk, although the properties of sunspots are covered only rather briefly. I include in this talk some work done by my last research student on starspots in cataclysmic binaries.
The tangled history of the Cepheid period-luminosity relation 
A historical account of how the period-luminosity relation we know today as a key step on the distance ladder came to be calibrated, showing all the cancelling errors along the way. It starts with an account of how we measure distances, to explain how the calibration of the luminosity should be done, continues with how the calibration was actually done (wrongly) for many years, and ends with a moral (well, two actually). But it may be a bit dry if the audience isn't already familiar with Cepheids. 

The Origin of the Constellations

The names of the constellations are certainly very ancient – but how old are they, and can we find out who created them? There are (at least) two ways of looking at these questions, and they give somewhat different, but possibly compatible answers. I will explain both approaches, giving in the by-going a discussion of how we describe the sky in terms of the celestial sphere (itself a very ancient idea).
Variable Stars
There are many kinds of variable star – in fact, probably every star varies in some way at some  level. I discuss the main types of variable star, describe some of them rather briefly and concentrate on discussing pulsating variables, with applications to helio- and astero-seismology. I also explain briefly how variable stars are named.

“So simple a thing as a star”
This quotation from Sir Arthur Eddington’s classic 1926 book on stellar structure at first seems a remarkable claim. However, in fact in some ways stars are indeed simple, and we probably know more about the internal structure of stars than we know about the Earth. This talk explores why stars are indeed simple, and explains our current ideas about their structure.



