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Colour-composite image of the Type Ia supernova SN 2006dr in the spiral
galaxy NGC 1288, as observed with ESO's Very Large Telescope. It is based on
images acquired through several filters (B, V, R, I and H-alpha) for a total
exposure time of 5 minutes. The supernova is the bright object visible to the left
of the centre of the galaxy. Many distant galaxies are also seen in the vicinity of
NGC 1288, of which some are behind. The data were acquired by ESO's Paranal
Science team. The final image was made by Henri Boffin (ESO). 

Stars do not like to be alone. Indeed, most stars are members of a binary
system, in which two stars circle around each other in an apparently
never-ending cosmic ballet. But sometimes, things can go wrong.
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When the dancing stars are too close to each other, one of them can start
devouring its partner. If the vampire star is a white dwarf – a burned-out
star that was once like our Sun – this greed can lead to a cosmic
catastrophe: the white dwarf explodes as a Type Ia supernova.

In July 2006, ESO’s Very Large Telescope took images of such a stellar
firework in the galaxy NGC 1288. The supernova - designated SN
2006dr - was at its peak brightness, shining as bright as the entire galaxy
itself, bearing witness to the amount of energy released.

NGC 1288 is a rather spectacular spiral galaxy, seen almost face-on and
showing multiple spiral arms pirouetting around the centre. Bearing a
strong resemblance to the beautiful spiral galaxy NGC 1232, it is located
200 million light-years away from our home Galaxy, the Milky Way.
Two main arms emerge from the central regions and then progressively
split into other arms when moving further away. A small bar of stars and
gas runs across the centre of the galaxy.

The first images of NGC 1288, obtained during the commissioning
period of the FORS instrument on ESO's VLT in 1998, were of such
high quality that they have allowed astronomers to carry out a
quantitative analysis of the morphology of the galaxy. They found that
NGC 1288 is most probably surrounded by a large dark matter halo. The
appearance and number of spiral arms are indeed directly related to the
amount of dark matter in the galaxy's halo.

The supernova was first spotted by amateur astronomer Berto Monard.
On the night of 17 July 2006, Monard used his 30-cm telescope in the
suburbs of Pretoria in South Africa and discovered the supernova as an
apparent 'new star' close to the centre of NGC 1288, which was then
designated SN 2006dr. The supernova reached magnitude 16, that is, it
was about 10 000 times fainter than what the unaided eye can see.
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Using spectra obtained with the Keck telescope on 26 July 2006,
astronomers from the University of California found SN 2006dr to be a
Type Ia supernova that expelled material with speeds up to 10 000 km/s.

Citation: "Morphological structure and colors of NGC 1232 and NGC
1288" by C. Moellenhoff et al., A&A 352, L5 (1999) and "Quantitative
interpretation of the morphology of NGC 1288" by B. Fuchs and C,
Moellenhoff, A&A 352, L36 (1999)
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