STUNNING STAR-SCAPES

Translation of a talk by Mr Wim Filmalter on the programme "Sterre en Planete" on Sunday 9 August 2015.
How to take stunning stars-capes with your Digital Single Lens Reflex (DSLR) camera mounted on a tripod.

Requirements: DSLR camera with a wide-angle lens (18 - 55 mm), sturdy tripod, a camera remote trigger (not essential).

The aim is to take a single wide-angle photo of a specific star-field :

Select the shortest focal length lens available to give the widest angle.  Place the camera on a sturdy tripod.

Camera settings:  
•
mode: Manual





•
lens focal length: 18 mm





•
aperture:  f/3.5




•
ISO speed 6 400 
Exposure time: Use the ‘rule of 500’ to determine the maximum exposure time without causing ‘star trails’ on the image.  Rule of 500:  500/focal length of lens = exposure time in seconds. Example, should you use an 18mm lens then maximum exposure time = 500/18 ≈ 27 seconds.  Round down to the closest exposure setting: 25 seconds.  Note that stars close to the ecliptic have a greater tendency to show trails than stars close to the celestial pole. 
Focus: Set your camera to Manual Focus.  Select the longest focal length setting possible. Example: if you are using a 18 - 55 mm lens, set it to 55 mm.  Aim at a bright star and focus through the view finder.  Then select ‘Live View’ (if your camera has this facility) and place the bright star in the centre of the camera's display.  Use the digital zoom controls to zoom in maximally on the star.  Turn the focus ring until you obtain the smallest image.  Zoom out and return the lens to the 18mm setting. Focus completed.  Do not touch the focus ring again.  Make sure that the image stabiliser switch is switched off; this may also cause some vibration in a long exposure.
ISO Speed:  Set to the highest ISO speed possible: 6 400.  This may cause some discolouration of the background which one can remove with your image processing software's noise removal function, or else it could also be done by using your camera's long exposure noise reduction function, where the camera will immediately take a dark frame on completion of the image, using the same exposure time, and will then subtract the noise from the image.  The downside of this latter option is that you have to wait until the camera has completed the dark frame before you can take the next image.
Framing the image:   The following two issues are to be considered:

•
When selecting the star field to photograph, ensure that there are recognisable stars or asterisms in the field.  One can then at least recognise the salient components of the star field.

•
Consider objects in the foreground, for an arty image a building or a river, some such object can add some character to the image.

Operating the shutter:  Using a remote trigger provides the optimum result.  If you do not have such a device, use the camera's self-timer button set at 10 seconds.  It will allow you to press the trigger and to remove your hands before actually exposing the image.
Image format:  RAW images are easier to process and provide a better result.  If your camera allows it, you should select RAW and JPG.  This will provide you with an image on the camera's display on completion of the exposure.
Number of images:  One image is most probably not sufficient to obtain a really good photo.  Take a number of images and then select the best one.
Below is an example of one of Mr Filmalter's photos taken at the Southern Star Party in November 2014:
[image: image1.jpg]



