Discovery of Repetitive Optical Variation Patterns
from the Accretion Disk During the 2015 Outbursts
of the Black Hole X-Ray Binary V404 Cyg
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We report on multi-color optical photometry in the 2015 outbursts of V404 Cygni, an X-ray
transient. This system showed optical oscillations on timescales of 100 sec to 2.5 hours in these
outbursts, and they were correlated with the simultaneous X-ray variations. On the basis of the
∼1-min optical delays against X-rays and multi-wavelength SED analyses, the optical variability
in this system was likely caused by X-ray reprocessing at the outer accretion disk. We also find
that some repetitive optical oscillations can occur at mass accretion rates >10 times lower than
previously thought. Although the mechanism of this kind of variations is still unclear, we suggest
that the lack of sustained mass accretion, which would be induced in long-period systems, may
be a key condition.
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1. Introduction

2. Observations
Immediately after the detection by Swift/BAT on June 15.77197 UT, the VSNET collaboration
team [15] that we conduct started a worldwide photometric campaign of V404 Cyg in the June
outburst. We carried out time-resolved CCD photometry at 26 sites via the VSNET team in the
June outburst and 17 sites in the December outburst. The list of sites and telescopes are shown in
ED Table 1 in [17]. We also used the data downloaded from the AAVSO archive 1 . The logs of
photometric observations in B, V , RC and IC bands and with clear filter in the June outburst are
1 <http://www.aavso.org/data/download/>
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Low mass X-ray binaries (LMXBs) are close binary systems composed of a black hole or a
neutron star (the primary) and a typical low-mass main-sequence star (the secondary) [1]. The
secondary star fills its Roche lobe and its matter is attracted to the primary star via the Roche-lobe
overflow. The matter forms an accretion disk around the primary star and accretes on it through the
disk.
Transient LMXBs show sporadic outbursts lasting for dozens of days up to several years in
X-rays and optical lights. The interval between their outbursts ranges from several months to tens
of years [46, 41]. In their typical outbursts, their X-ray flux rapidly increase by more than two
orders of magnitudes for several days and slowly decrease for dozens of months. The luminosity
is ∼1030−33 [erg/s] in quiescence and ∼1037−39 [erg/s] in outbursts [38]. The X-ray and optical
outburst light curves of transient LMXBs were classified into five types by their morphology with
49 samples [7]. The most popular outburst is characterized by a fast rise followed by an exponential
decay (see also [1]). It is called “Fast Rise Exponential Decay (FRED)-type outburst”. The other
types are triangle, short or long plateau, variable decay and multiple peak.
The outbursts in transient LMXBs are considered to be caused by thermal-viscous instability
due to partial ionization of hydrogen in accretion disks [14, 19]. Under the instability, the state of
the disk alternates between cool state in which the transferred mass from the secondary accumulates
in the disk and hot state in which the matter accretes onto the primary. This disk instability model
was established to explain the outbursts in dwarf novae. (Dwarf novae are close binary systems
similar to transient LMXBs, but the primary star is a white dwarf.) As for transient LMXBs, in
addition to the disk instability model, the effect of irradiation and evaporation of the inner disk in
quiescence is also important to explain the cycles and amplitudes of the outbursts [8].
V404 Cyg is a transient LMXB that has a 9M⊙ black hole [16] and a 0.7M⊙ companion star
of spectral type K0(±1) III-V [36, 43, 6, 10]. It is located at a distance of 2.4 kpc [26]. It was
originally discovered as a nova in 1938 and in 1989, identified as X-ray nova by GINGA satellite
[23]. During the 1989 outburst, short-term X-ray variability was observed [48]. On June 15th in
2015, it underwent a short outburst after 26 years of quiescence and showed large flares at radio
[40], infrared[39], optical [17, 24, 4, 21], X-ray [32, 28, 35, 44, 13] and gamma-ray [34, 33, 12,
22]. Some optical spectroscopic observations in the June outburst detected the evidence of outer
accretion disk wind [27, 31]. Additionally, after about 6 months, this object entered the second
outburst in 2015. We present our photometric observations in the two outbursts in 2015.
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displayed in ED Table 2 in [17]. The exposure times were 15–540 s. We corrected for bias and flatfielding in the usual manner, and performed standard aperture photometry. The observers except for
TAOS [20] used standard filters. All of the observation times were converted to barycentric Julian
date (BJD). The constancy of the comparison star was checked by nearby stars in the same images.
In the June outburst, we measured magnitudes of V404 Cyg relative to local comparison stars
whose magnitudes were measured by A. Henden (sequence 15167RN). They can be derived from
the AAVSO Variable Star Database 2 . We applied small zero-point corrections to some observers’
measurements.

3.1 Overall Optical Light Curves
V404 Cyg showed slow rise and rapid decay in the June and December outbursts. This trend
is rare among the outbursts in LMXBs. The overall optical light curves in the June outburst are
displayed in Figure 1. The outburst durations were about two weeks. This system showed largeamplitude and short-term optical variations with amplitudes of ∼0.1–2.5 mag on timescales of ∼5
min–2.5 hours throughout the two outburst in 2015. The comparison with the overall X-ray light
curves in the June outburst is represented in ED Figure 1 of [17] and Figure 1 in [18]. The overall
trends at optical wavelengths were similar to the X-ray ones in both of the June and December
outbursts.
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Figure 1: Overall multi-color light curves in the IC band during the 2015 outbursts of V404 Cyg. The left
and right panel represent the June and December outbursts, respectively. The open circles are the averaged
magnitudes per 1 day. The observational data are derived from those in [17, 18].

3.2 Short-term Optical Variations
We detected rapid optical variations with repetitive patterns in the June outburst for the first
time among the outbursts in LMXBs. The variations that we observed can be divided into two characteristic classes: (1) dip-type oscillations (repetitions of a gradual rise followed by a sudden dip,
sometimes with accompanying spikes on timescales of ∼30 min–∼2.5 hours) and (2) heartbeattype oscillations (repetitive small spikes with short periods of ∼5 min). The two examples are
displayed in Figure 2. In particular, the dip-type oscillations were observed from the beginning
2 <http://www.aavso.org/vsp>
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3. Results
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to the end of the outburst. Although rapid optical variations have been detected in the black hole
binary V4641 Sgr, the variations are stochastic with no indication of regular patterns [42]. The
regular variations that we found in V404 Cyg at optical wavelengths in the June outburst were
similar in shape to those in GRS 1915+105 [9], though the interval between dips is about 5 times
longer in V404 Cyg than in GRS 1915+105. Also in the 2015 December outburst, the rapid optical
variations were observed, but we did not confirm if they are repetitive variations possibly due to
the sparse data [18].
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Figure 2: Repetitive optical variations in the June outburst in B, V RC and IC bands. Left: an example of
dip-type oscillations. Right: an example of heartbeat-type oscillations. The blue, green, red and pink dots
represent the light curves in B, V RC and IC bands. The observational data are derived from those in [17].

3.3 Comparison with X-ray Variations
Using the X-ray data took by INTEGRAL IBIS/ISGRI, we compared simultaneous optical
and X-ray light curves in the two 2015 outbursts. We give some examples in the June outburst in
Figure 3. When both X-ray and optical data showed strong short-term variations, the correlations
were generally significant, although the X-ray flux variations are much larger than the optical ones.
The significant correlation indicates that both X-ray and optical observations recorded the same
phenomena. Spectral analyses of the simultaneous X-ray data in the 2015 June outburst showed
that there was no tendency for increased absorption when the X-ray flux decreased, suggesting
that these dips do not originate from absorption (This is described in Sec. 3 in Methods of [17]).
In some epochs, we found evidence for heavy obscuration as found in the GINGA data during
the 1989 outburst[48]; however this is not related to the dip-type variations. We thus considered
that the dup-type fluctuations directly reflect variations in radiation from the accretion disk. In the
June outburst, we also performed detailed analyses of the simultaneous multi-wavelength spectral
energy distribution (SED), and they demonstrated that the majority of the optical flux was likely
produced by reprocessing of X-ray irradiation in the disk (This is described in Sec. 8 in Methods of
[17]). Additionally, the delay of optical variations to the X-ray ones was ∼1 min in that outburst,
and this supports the X-ray irradiation is the origin of the optical variations. Also in the December
outburst, we found ∼30-s optical delays against X-rays [18]. These values are consistent to the
disk size assuming that the light moves from the innermost region to the outer region in the disk.
In addition, we estimated the bolometric luminosity during the terms in which repetitive optical
patterns were detected using the Swift/BAT and INTEGRAL IBIS/ISGRI X-ray data. We found
3
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Figure 3: Comparison between optical and X-ray light variations in the June outburst. The navy, pink and
green circles represent the INTEGRAL IBIS/ISGRI X-ray data, our IC -band and V -band data.

that the dip-type oscillations were observed at low luminosity (less than one tenth of LEdd ) during
the two 2015 outbursts (see Figure 4 in [18] and Figure 1 in [17] for the details).

4. Discussions
4.1 Slow Rise and Rapid Decay
In the two outbursts in 2015, the optical light curves of V404 Cyg showed slow rise and rapid
decay, although the rising rate is higher than the fading rate in many outbursts in LMXBs. Slow
rise means that the outburst was triggered at the inner region of the accretion disk and it took much
time for the heating wave to propagate [30].
We estimated the size of the accretion disk lay in hot state in this outburst from the fading rate.
The timescale τ of heating/cooling waves in dwarf novae and X-ray transients is a function of the
mass of the central object (M1 ) and radius (r) (see equation (7) in [25]). Substituting the fading
rate of the outbursts and the black-hole mass in V404 Cyg into the equation, the estimated value
of the outermost disk radius in hot state of V404 Cyg is ∼1011 [cm]. This means that only inner
disk lay in hot state in the two outbursts. Actually, our estimates of the disk mass (5 × 1025 [g])
accreted during the June outburst is much smaller than the mass (2 × 1028 [g]) of a fully built-up
disk in quiescence (This is described in details in Sec. 5 of Methods of [17]). The small accreted
mass in the June outburst seems to be related to the reason why the December outburst occurred
less than 6 months after the June outburst.
4.2 Origin of Rapid Optical Variations
Rapid optical variations including dip-type variations which were observed in our photometry
would be primarily caused by reprocessing of X-ray irradiation in the disk on the basis of our SED
analyses and time lag estimations [17, 18]. Prior to the 2015 June outburst in V404 Cyg, the X-ray
4
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