
 

Astronomer discovers that white dwarfs
become magnetic as they get older
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Distribution in apparent magnitude (either V or Gaia G magnitude, see
Section 5.3) of the WDs of the local 20 pc volume. Red lines refer to the new
spectropolarimetric observations obtained in the course of this survey, black
lines to the WDs that were observed in spectropolarimetric mode prior to our
survey and that we have re-observed with higher precision; blue lines refer to
WDs that were observed in previous work and that we have not re-observed. The
three small unshaded regions correspond to the three WDs that were not checked
for magnetic field. Credit: DOI: 10.1093/mnras/stab2046

At least one 1 in 4 white dwarfs will end its life as a magnetic star. At
the end of their life, most stars shrink in size to the dimension of a small
planet, an object called a "white dwarf," a late stage of stellar evolution.

In a new scientific paper, Astronomers Dr. Stefano Bagnulo at Armagh
Planetarium & Observatory and Professor John Landstreet at the
University of Western Ontario revealed that about one white dwarf out
of four has a magnetic field.

The astronomers investigated this phenomenon, as it may hold important
clues on how stars end their lives. Using telescopes located around the
world—in the Canary Islands, Hawaii and in the Atacama desert in
Chile—they studied all white dwarfs (about 150 of them) near our solar
system; more precisely, those within 65 light years (about
620,000,000,000,000 km) of the sun, to obtain this result.

Speaking on this new discovery, Dr. Stefano Bagnulo says: "John
Landstreet was part of the team that has discovered the first magnetic
field in a white dwarf, more than 50 years ago. It was a privilege for me
to carry out this and many other works one white dwarfs with him."

Professor Michael Burton, Director of Armagh Observatory and
Planetarium adds: "This is a significant discovery, and I am extremely
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proud of the team behind this latest piece of work. Our researchers have
long been involved in cutting edge research initiatives that enhances both
our organization's and Northern Ireland's reputation, nationally and
internationally."

This latest paper, "New insight into the magnetism of degenerate stars
from the analysis of a volume limited sample of white dwarfs,"
published in the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society,

  More information: S Bagnulo et al, New insight into the magnetism of
degenerate stars from the analysis of a volume-limited sample of white
dwarfs, Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society (2021). DOI:
10.1093/mnras/stab2046
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