
What seemed to be a new star blazed into ex is tence on March 11, 1437. The ga lac tic new comer was
wit nessed by Korean royal as tronomers, among the few peo ple tak ing notes about the stars in the
early 15th cen tury. They recorded the spot in the night sky and re ported that 14 days later, the flare
van ished from its perch in the con stel la tion Scor pius.

It dis ap peared too quickly to be a su per nova or a fiery so lar death rat tle. In stead, the Korean as- 
tronomers had dis cov ered what’s called a clas si cal nova. Some times stars pro duce an ex plo sion with- 
out per ish ing. Dur ing a nova, a white dwarf star sucks in hy dro gen from a neigh bor ing star, sheath ing
it self in a layer of stolen gas. The pres sure builds into cat a clysm. In 1437, the dwarf ejected its hy dro- 
gen shell in a flash so bright it could be seen from Scor pius to Seoul.

Nearly 600 years later, the nova is no longer 300,000 times as bright as the sun. But it still holds
as tronomers’ at ten tion. Michael Shara, an as tro physi cist at the Amer i can Mu seum of Nat u ral His- 
tory, has hunted for this an cient nova for nearly three decades. Modern in ter pre ta tions of the Korean
star maps in di cated that the nova sat be tween two par tic u lar stars in Scor pius’s tail. So that’s where
the as tro physi cist looked.

“I used ev ery tool and tech nique that as tronomers had de vel oped,” Shara said, “and just came up
com pletely empty-handed.” But, on a hunch, he shifted his hunt ing grounds to the next pair of Scor- 
pius stars. He found the rem nants of the erup tion — both the white dwarf and its erupted shell —
within 90 min utes.

“It was just sit ting there, star ing at me all that time,” he said. Shara said he felt a wave of con flict- 
ing emo tions. “It’s si mul ta ne ously danc ing around the of fice,” and, be cause he’d been so close for so
long, “pound ing my self on the head, go ing, ‘Damn.’ ”

In the jour nal Na ture on Wed nes day, Shara and his col leagues de scribe imag ing the nova from the
Las Cam panas Ob ser va tory in Chile last year. They also traced its past lo ca tion via glass pho to graphic
plates, astro nom i cal records kept from 1885 to 1993, now dig i tized at Har vard Uni ver sity.

From the plates, Shara cal cu lated that the white dwarf was mov ing per pen dic u larly to Earth. “We
know how many arc sec onds per year it’s mov ing across the sky,” he said. He used the mo tion of the
star to re trace the star’s path — the first time, to his knowl edge, any one has used the mo tion of a star
this way. As he wound back the clock 580 years, the mi grat ing white dwarf ended up right in the mid- 
dle of the ex ploded shell.

Uni ver sity of Pisa as tronomer Steven N. Shore, in an ac com pa ny ing com men tary in the jour nal
Na ture, called the re search “a lovely piece of his tor i cal schol ar ship.”

What’s more, plates from the 1940s demon strated that the star sys tem is still ac tive and that the
nova has be come a dwarf nova. (Dwarf no vas are far less bright than clas si cal no vas, but their erup- 
tions re peat, blink ing on and off over the course of months or years.) In the 1980s, Shara had pre- 
dicted that no vas, no va like sys tems and dwarf no vas were the same stars in dif fer ent stages of an
erup tion cy cle. This star, he said, of fers ev i dence that he is right.
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“Just like cater pil lars and but ter flies are dif fer ent stages of devel op ment” of one or gan ism, Shara
said, the hi ber na tions and erup tions of th ese bi nary star sys tems are cycli cal. A white dwarf star gath- 
ers hy dro gen from its neigh bor for 100,000 years, erupts, hi ber nates, goes through a dwarf-nova
stage — and does it all over again, pos si bly for a bil lion years. The white dwarf, which so dra mat i cally
ex ploded its hy dro gen skin in 1437, should some day do so again.


