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The last starbursts
The eventful end of a star’s life: 

a ball of gas with a hot core visible 

by ultraviolet light

S t a r s  d o n ’ t  l i v e  f o r e v e r . 

Their f u e l  eventually gets exhausted at the core. The c o r e  of a medium-size star like the Sun 

then contracts under the effect of its own gravitational pull. During this stage in its evolution, the start ejects 

part of its e n v e l o p e  into space and its core is then revealed. 

It becomes just a small, barely visible star – a w h i t e  d w a r f . 

These are incredibly hot, very dense stars, concentrating a mass close to that of the Sun 

within a space approximately the Earth’s volume. White dwarfs shine with 

an intense ultraviolet light that illuminates the ejected gas envelope. 

A nebula – a ball of hot gas in spectacular shapes – is then visible, 

surrounding the dwarf star.

cat’s eye nebula

Brilliant nebulae often surround stars that are at the end of their lives. That’s the case with the nebula called the “Cat’s Eye” 

nebula because of its shape. It was discovered in 1786 by the British astronomer, William Herschel, and is located in the Dragon 
constellation, 3,300 light-years away from Earth. In this nebula, the central star is a massive star that has expelled its external 

layers and has a temperature of 80,000 degrees.

Picture of the “Cat’s Eye” nebula photographed in visible light by the Hubble satellite

White dwarf

The nebula surrounding 
a white dwarf is also called a 

planetary nebula, because it is shaped 
like a luminous disk that looks very much like a 

planet. The surface temperature of a white dwarf may 
be as high as 100,000 degrees. The star shines mainly in 
ultraviolet light. With no internal source of energy, a white 

dwarf is an inert star that will inexorably cool down in a few 
hundred billion years. Indeed, that is our own Sun’s destiny. 

M27 is a planetary nebula in the Vulpecula or Little Fox 
constellation, discovered by the French astronomer, Charles 

Messier, on 12 July 1764. It is about 1.6 light-years in size 
and is located at a distance of 1,360 light-years. 

The central star is a white dwarf, with an 
estimated solar mass of 0.56. Its age is 

estimated at around 10,000 years.
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Sun	 thursday	 0	 january  2009 - 00h00

saturn	 thursday	 1	 january  2009 - 01h09

sirius	 monday	 2	 august  2017

51 pegasus	 wednesday	 2	 march  2059

rho ophiuchi	 tuesday	 3	 may  2403

Orion nebula	 monday	 4	 february  3769

messier object 35	 saturday	 5	 june  4809

cat’s eye nebula	 sunday	 6	 april  5309

kepler’s supernova	 monday	 7	 november  18 009

binary x-ray source	 friday	 8	 july  27 009

center of the galaxy	 friday	 9	 march  28 009
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