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Figure 4 | Spectral series of AT2017gfo 1.5–4.5 days after the merger. Data
are shown in grey and have been smoothed slightly. A model (solid red lines)
consisting of a blackbody (blue dotted lines) with P Cygni profiles (red transparent
fill) for the Sr lines is shown. The rest (black) and observed (blue) positions of the
model’s Sr lines are shown, with the blueshift indicated by arrows. Green dotted
lines show the Gaussian emission profiles added to ensure the overall continuum
is not biased. A vertical offset has been applied to each spectrum for clarity, with
zero flux indicated by the dashed horizontal line segment. Bottom panels show the
residuals between model and data.

from Sr is also 1,050 nm. This adds to our confidence in the line iden-
tification based on the simple thermal r-process absorption model.

We further confirm our results using TARDIS, extending the code’s
atomic database to include elements up to 92U with the latest Ku-
rucz linelists24 with its 2.31 million lines. Our TARDIS models pro-
duce results very similar to our static-code models, reproducing the
spectra well (Extended Data Fig. 6). In particular, the P Cygni emis-
sion/absorption structure is well-reproduced as expected, confirming
our LTE and MOOG modelling, and showing Sr dominating the fea-
tures around 1µm.

From the detection of Sr, it is clearly important to consider lighter
r-process elements in addition to the lanthanide elements in shaping
the kilonova emission spectrum. Observations of abundances in stars
in dwarf galaxies6 suggest that large amounts of Sr are produced to-
gether with Ba (Z=56) in infrequent events, implying the existence of a
site that produces both light and heavy r-process elements together in
quantity, as found in some models25, 26. This is consistent with our spec-
tral analysis of AT2017gfo and analyses of its lightcurve27, 28. Together
with the differences observed in the relative abundances of r-process
Ba and Sr in stellar spectra29, this suggests that the relative efficiencies
of light and heavy r-process production could vary substantially from
merger to merger.

Extreme-density stars composed of neutrons were proposed shortly
after the discovery of the neutron13, and identified with pulsars three

decades later30. However, no spectroscopic confirmation of the com-
position of neutron stars has ever been made. The identification here of
an element that could only have been synthesised so quickly under an
extreme neutron flux, provides the first direct spectroscopic evidence
that neutron stars comprise neutron-rich matter.
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