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The AM Canum Venaticorum (AM CVn) stars are ultracompact binaries with the lowest periods
of any binary subclass, and consist of a white dwarf accreting material from a donor star that is itself fully or partially degenerate. These objects offer new insight into the formation and evolution
of binary systems, and are predicted to be among the strongest gravitational wave sources in the
sky. To date, the only known eclipsing source of this type is the 28 min binary SDSS 0926+3624.
We discuss here multiband, high time resolution light curves of this system, collected with ULTRACAM in 2006 and 2009. From light curve models we make the most precise parameter
determinations for any AM CVn and determine the degree of degeneracy of the donor star; a key
parameter in differentiating between the proposed formation paths for these objects.
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1. Introduction

2. Observations
We observed SDSS 0926 with the high speed CCD camera ULTRACAM [5] mounted on the
4.2m William Herschel Telescope (WHT) in 2006 and 2009. ULTRACAM is a triple beam camera
and all observations were made using the SDSS u′ , g′ and r′ filters. Average exposure times were
∼3s in 2006 and 1.8s in 2009. The dead time between exposures for ULTRACAM is ∼25ms. The
CCD was windowed in order to achieve this exposure time. A 2 × 2 binning was used in most
of the 2006 data to compensate for conditions. The 2006 observations were taken on the nights
of 1 – 3 March, with a small additional section of data obtained on 5 March. Weather conditions
were reasonable, with seeing ∼1” and good transparency. The 2009 observations were taken on
the nights of 1 – 3 January, and conditions for these winter observations were on the whole poorer,
with variable seeing and transparency. Due to conditions, only a small number of orbital cycles
were observed on the first and third 2009 nights.
All of these data were reduced with aperture photometry using the ULTRACAM pipeline software, with debiassing, flatfielding and sky background subtraction performed in the standard way.
The source flux was determined using a variable aperture (whereby the radius of the aperture is
scaled according to the FWHM). Variations in transparency were accounted for by dividing the
source light curve by the light curve of a nearby comparision star. The stability of this compari2
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The AM Canum Venaticorum (AM CVn) stars are ultra-compact binaries characterised by
orbital periods of tens of minutes or less and optical spectra dominated by helium. These systems
consist of a white dwarf accreting matter via a helium accretion disc from a significantly less
massive and hydrogen defficient donor star, and in order to fit within the Roche lobe it is necessary
for this donor to also be at least partially degenerate.
AM CVn stars offer new insights into the formation and evolution of binary star systems
[12, 14]. A key parameter is the donor mass, with the current paradigms for the binary formation
path all imply partial degeneracy, to different degrees [12, 7, 16]. Close double-degenerate binaries
are also one of the proposed progenitor populations of Type Ia supernovae [22, 23, 6]. Finally, the
mass transfer in these systems is thought to be driven by angular momentum loss as a result of
gravitational radiation. Due to their very short periods they are predicted to be among the strongest
gravitational wave sources in the sky [13], and are the only class of binary with examples already
known which will be detectable by the gravitational wave observatory LISA [21, 18].
Only ∼25 objects of this class are currently known, and of these only SDSS 0926+3624 ([1],
SDSS 0926 hereafter) has been observed to eclipse. SDSS 0926 has a period of 28 min, with
eclipses lasting ∼1 min. The mean g-band magnitude of this system is ∼19.3 [1], but there is
considerable out-of-eclipse variation, characteristic of the superhumping behaviour seen in many
AM CVns and CVs which is attributed to the precession of an elliptical accretion disc [24, 11, 19].
In 2006 and 2009 we took high time resolution observations of SDSS 0926 with the fast CCD
camera ULTRACAM. The aim of these observations was to determine precise system parameters
for this system, using techniques we have in the past successfully applied to normal CVs (e.g.,
[10, 3]).
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Figure 1: Phase folded and binned light curves, showing the superhump variation from night-to-night. In
the top row we plot the first three nights of data collected in 2006. In the bottom row we plot the three nights
of data taken in 2009. We plot separately the data in the u′ - (top, blue), g′ - (middle, green) and r′ -bands
(bottom, red).

son star was checked against other stars in the field, and no variations were seen. We determined
atmospheric absorption coefficients in the u′ , g′ and r′ bands and subsequently determined the absolute flux of our targets using observations of standard stars (from [20]) taken in evening twilight.
We used this calibration for our determination of the apparent magnitudes of the source, although
we present all light curves in flux units determined using the conversion given in [20]. Using our
absorption coefficients, we extrapolate all fluxes to an airmass of 0.

3. Results
We phase-folded the data on a night-by-night basis and plot the results in Figure 1. We omit
from this plot the short section of data collected on 5th March 2006. It is evident in this plot
that there are gross differences in the light curve from night to night over the course of the 2006
observations, which are due to the superhump precessing through the light curve resulting in the
peak of the superhump emission being at different phases on different nights. If we examine the
eclipse feature itself, we see that the primary eclipse is immediately followed by a distinct second,
smaller eclipse (this is most apparent in the 3 March data). These two eclipses are of the white
dwarf and the bright spot, respectively. The eclipses are preceeded by a small orbital ‘hump’
caused by the bright spot moving into the field of view. This is not immediately apparent since
the bright spot is relatively weak in these data, so the out-of-eclipse variation is dominated by the
superhump. In order to determine the parameters of the 2006 superhump, we fitted a model to the
combined dataset with the eclipse features masked. The model consists of a combination of six
4-parameter sine functions: three for the superhump, fitting the primary frequency and the second
and third harmonics, and three for harmonics of the orbital period, so as to fit any residual signal
left after the masking of the eclipse features.
3
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Figure 2: Mass ratio q versus the superhump period excess ε . The blue, green and red points show our
u′ -, g′ - and r′ -band determinations, respectively. The region around these points is magnified in the inset.
The solid line is the ε = 0.18q + 0.29q2 relationship proposed by [15]. The dashed and dotted lines are the
slightly modified relations propsed by [8] and [9] respectively. The black points are the eclipsing CVs listed
as calibration sources in Table 7 of [15].

In contrast to 2006, in the 2009 data the shape of the out-of-eclipse light curve is roughly
constant from night to night: we do not see the large variations caused by a superhump component
precessing through the light curve. The shape of the light curve on all three nights is most similar to
the 2 March 2009 data, with the peak of the emission shortly before the eclipse. Since the position
of this peak does not vary from night-to-night it is most likely due to the bright spot, and thus there
seems to be no significant superhump contribution in these data.
[15] suggested ε = 0.18q + 0.29q2 as an empirical relationship between the superhump period
excess ε = (PSH − POrb )/POrb , and the mass ratio q. This relationship was calibrated using measurements of a series of eclipsing systems, listed in Table 7 of [15]. The calibration is potentially
poor at low mass ratios (and underlying assumption of the relation is that ε = 0 when q = 0, but
this is not determined empirically), and so SDSS 0926 is a strong test of this relationship. In Figure
2 we reproduce Figure 1 from [15], adding our measurements from the 2006 data in u′ , g′ and r′ .
We plot also the slightly modified relations of [8] and [9]. Our measurements of the period excess
in SDSS 0926 are consistent with all of these relations to within their uncertainties.

4. Light curve analysis
In order to make precise parameter determinations we chose to combine our data into phasefolded and binned light curves. We began by preparing the 2006 data for fitting by subtracting
the superhump modulation from the data, using the model fit described in Section 3. Since the
superhump is not seen in 2009, this step is not necessary for this second epoch of data. Once the
4
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Figure 3: Phase-folded and binned light curves for the first, second and third nights of the 2006 observations,
and the second night of the 2009 observations. For each we plot the three bands separately (top, u′ ; middle,
g′ ; bottom, r′ ). We plot the average flux in mJy against the binary phase, where a phase of 0 corresponds to
the mid-eclipse of the white dwarf. We plot the datapoints with uncertainties in black, and the best model fits
to these data in blue, green and red (for u′ , g′ and r′ , respectively). For clarity we apply offsets of 0.005mJy
to the g-band data and 0.01mJy to the u-band. For each night we also show underneath the light curve the
three components of the g′ -band model plotted separately, showing the relative strengths of the bright spot,
accretion disc and white dwarf. These three lines have also been offset for clarity.

superhump was subtracted it became clear that other binary parameters varied over the course of our
observations, in particular the disc radius which changes significantly from night to night. We chose
therefore to fit each night of data separately, rather than combine the entire WHT/ULTRACAM
dataset. We omit the nights for which we only have small sections of data. The phase-folded and
superhump-subtracted light curves and model fits are plotted in Figure 3.
We modelled the light curve with LCURVE, a code developed to fit light curves characteristic
of eclipsing dwarf novae and detached white dwarf / M dwarf binary stars [3]. In this code the
binary is defined by four components: a white dwarf primary, a Roche-lobe filling secondary star,
accretion disc and bright-spot. We first obtained an initial fit to each light curve using the simplex
and Levenberg-Marquardt methods [17]. We then used a Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC)
algorithm for minimisation and determination of uncertainties [3]. A more complete description of
these model fits is given in [4].
5
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5. Discussion
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If we assume a Roche-lobe filling donor star, the phase width of the white dwarf eclipse is
then an observable quantity that is intrinsically linked to two physical properties: the mass ratio
and the binary inclination. For a higher binary inclination the duration of the eclipse will be greater,
thus to maintain the same phase width, as the inclination is increased, the size of the donor, and
hence the mass ratio, must be decreased. There is therefore a unique relationship between these
two properties [2]. This degeneracy can be broken since we have an additional geometric constraint
due to the ingress and egress of the bright spot. The path of the accretion stream and hence the
position of the bright spot is modified by the mass ratio. With this additional information we can
determine both the mass ratio and inclination in this system.
The full results of our model fits are presented in [4]. We discuss here the g′ -band results,
since these data have the highest signal-to-noise. Our findings in the other two bands are consistent
with the values we report here. As discussed in Section 4 we fitted each night of data separately,
and calculated the mass ratio q = M2 /M1 , inclination i and white dwarf radius scaled by the binary
separation R1 /a for each night. We combined these individual determinations by calculating the
weighted mean of each parameter, and find the mean mass ratio to be q = 0.041 ± 0.002, the
inclination to be i = 82.6 ± 0.3 deg and R1 /a to be 0.033 ± 0.002.
We used these determinations to calculate the remaining binary parameters. One additional
piece of information that was needed for this is a mass/radius relation for the primary white dwarf.
We determined this using an estimate of the white dwarf temperature which we made from our
model fits, additional ultraviolet observations obtained with XMM-Newton and theoretical white
dwarf cooling models. A complete description of this process is given in [4]. We subsequently
found the binary separation to be 0.295 ± 0.005, the white dwarf and donor masses to be 0.85 ±
0.04M⊙ and 0.035 ± 0.003M⊙ respectively, and the donor radius to be 0.047 ± 0.001R⊙ .
A donor mass of 0.035 ± 0.003M⊙ implies the donor is only partially degenerate: a fully degenerate donor in a system with this period would have a mass of ∼0.020M⊙ . There are three
proposed formation paths for AM CVn binaries (white dwarf mergers, [12]; ex-helium stars, [7];
CVs with evolved donors, [16]) and they all imply partial degeneracy to different degrees. However, for an AM CVn with a period of 28 min the mass predictions are close in value, so our current
findings do not strongly preclude any of the three formation channels. More precise determinations
may be possible if we are able to make more observations of SDSS 0926 in its non-superhumping
state, since even after subtracting the superhump from our data there is likely to still be some residual systematic effect. The discovery of new eclipsing AM CVn systems is also key, particularly at
the short end of the period distribution where there is the biggest discrepancy between the various
donor mass predictions.
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