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            Abstract
Historically, variable and transient sources have both surprised astronomers and provided new views of the heavens. Here we report the discovery of an optical transient in the outskirts of the lenticular galaxy Messier 85 in the Virgo cluster. With a peak absolute R magnitude of -12, this event is distinctly brighter than novae, but fainter than typeâ€‰Ia supernovae (which are expected in a population of old stars in lenticular galaxies). Archival images of the field do not show a luminous star at that position with an upper limit in the g filter of about -4.1â€‰mag, so it is unlikely to be a giant eruption from a luminous blue variable star. Over a two-month period, the transient source emitted radiation energy of almost 1047â€‰erg and subsequently faded in the optical sky. It is similar to, but six times more luminous at peak than, an enigmatic transient in the galaxy M31 (ref. 1). A possible origin of M85â€‰OT2006-1 is a stellar merger. If so, searches for similar events in nearby galaxies will not only allow study of the physics of hyper-Eddington sources, but also probe an important phase in the evolution of stellar binary systems.
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                    Figure 1: 
                        Optical images of the field around M85â€‰OT2006-1 obtained at two epochs.
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Figure 2: 
                        Temporal evolution of M85â€‰OT2006-1.
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Figure 3: 
                        Optical spectra of M85â€‰OT2006-1.
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Figure 4: 
                        Phase space of cosmic explosive (supernovae) and eruptive (novae and LBVs) transients.
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Many important astronomical discoveries began with the sighting of a transient light or radio source. The unusually brilliant optical transient OT2006-1, spotted in the galaxy Messier 85 in the Virgo Cluster in January 2006, is therefore of great interest. Kulkarni et al. report on the discovery and the first few months of life of the new source, which was brighter than a nova, but fainter than a supernova. A trawl through the archives of the Hubble Space Telescope, the Spitzer Space Telescope and the Chandra X-ray Observatory reveal no signs of a progenitor. This and the nature of the host galaxy point to a merger between two old stars as a possible cause for what has been dubbed a 'luminous red nova'.
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