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Letter From Ken
Position Yourself

There are a lot of photographers out there nowadays. Although there are also a lot of places to photograph, 
there are some locations that are very popular during peak seasons and get flooded with photographers. 
This isn’t always a problem, but sometimes there are limited vantage points to shoot from. It is no fun travel-
ing hours or even days just to find other photographers in front of you during the good light. 

Obviously, you always want to be fair and courteous and try to coordinate with the others there so that ev-
eryone can get a shot. However, it is better to be the photographer in the best shooting position rather than 
accepting what is left over after everyone has planted their tripods. It is kind of like having front row tickets 
to see your favorite band as opposed to 3rd level balcony seats. 

When possible, make whatever logistical arrangements are necessary to get yourself into a good shooting 
position. One example that comes to mind is from my trip to Deadvlei, Namibia. I did a little research and 
found out that one lodge allowed access to the dunes an hour before everyone else. I then be-friended the 
main driver there who got me into the dunes first and allowed me to stay as late as possible. I had the whole 
place to myself during the best light. 

If you are in a location that gets crowded at sunset or sunrise, show up extra early. I often show up two or 
more hours ahead of time for sunset and at least an hour early for sunrise. If seasonality is not a big issue 
from the standpoint of the image itself, then time your visit for slow seasons.

Thanks for reading!

Ken Koskela
http://www.kenkoskela.com
To receive this magazine FREE each month click HERE 

http://www.kenkoskela.com
http://www.kenkoskela.com/page/inspirational-photography-magazine/
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article, with four important differences:

1. Shoot Many Exposures

Instead of one sky shot, you will shoot many. For 
the above image, I took 180 consecutive 30-sec-
ond exposures. This equates to a little over 90 min-
utes when accounting for the slight delay between 
shots. Most night photographers shoot for at least 
an hour when shooting trails.

Sometimes I use my intervalometer and set the gap 
between shots at 2 seconds. Other times, I set my 
camera to continuous shooting mode and lock my 
shutter down with my remote. Then, I just check the 

Welcome to Part 3 of a 3-part series on shooting the 
night sky. Part 1 focused on settings and image cap-
ture and is found on pages 4-7 of the August issue. 
Part 2 is on pages 4-6 of the September issue and 
looked at processing a Milky Way image. 

IMPORTANT: For star trails, I use many of the same 
shooting and processing techniques I’ve described in 
Parts 1 and 2. However, I don’t repeat those techniques 
in this article. Part 3 focuses only on the additional 
steps for creating star trails.

Shooting for Star Trails

I shoot in the same way as described in the August 

An Introduction to Shooting the Night Sky
Part 3: Creating Star Trail Images Using StarStaX

https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-august-20
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-august-20
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-september
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-august-20
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time and release the shutter lock after 90 minutes. 
Both approaches work. 

2. Dark Frames

Just before and after shooting the 180 exposures, 
I put my lens cap on (being careful not to bump 
the tripod) and shoot 2-3 dark frames. These dark 
frames will later be used by the stacking software to 
help identify and remove hot pixels from the image.

3. Timing is Important

If the sky has not yet reached maximum darkness 
when you start shooting, then your sky images will 
have differing levels of brightness. So, make sure to 
shoot when sky is quite dark for consistent expo-
sures.

4. Positioning

If you are in the Northern Hemisphere, then your 
trails will spin around Polaris, a.k.a. the North Star. If 
you do not know how to find the North Star, Google 
it to see an illustration. The two outer points of the 
bowl of the Big Dipper (the side opposite the spout) 
point to Polaris. 

You might not be able to control your positioning 
relative to the North Star, but it is good to know 
what your trails will look like ahead of time. Shoot-
ing wide angle means a greater portion of the trails 
will be included in your image. 

Processing Star Trails

The processing I use is essentially what I’ve outlined 
in the September issue, but with a few differences. 
(You can ignore some of the Milky Way specific ad-
justments I made in that article.)

1. Initial Processing of the Sky Images

I first process the sky images in Lightroom much 
the same as I’ve outlined in Part 2, but process them 
darker. You can certainly experiment with lighter 
exposures to see what you think.

After these adjustments in Lightroom, here is what 
the image looked like. 

I then copied the settings from this one image to all 
the other sky images. Keep in mind that I shot for 
the foreground subject separately, just as I describe 
in Part 1.

2. Clone Out Airplane Trails

If you shoot late enough, you will probably not have 
a major problem with airplane trails. However, you 
will likely have at least some images with streaks 
from airplanes. You should clone these out. In Light-
room, you can use the local healing brush tool over 
the trail, making sure it is set to 100% opacity. 

3. Create JPGs or TIF Files

Next create JPGs or TIF files for all your sky shots, 
making sure they all have the same settings (except 
for the local healing adjustments for the airplane 
trails). Save at the highest quality.  Don’t forget to 
create JPGs of the dark frames.

https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-september
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Creating the Trails Using StarStaX Software

To combine the images, I use StarStaX software, 
which you can find here. StarStaX is available as a 
free download for Mac OS X, Windows and Linux. 

There are other software options for creating star 
trails. You can also combine the images manually 
in Photoshop using layers. This latter option allows 
you more flexibility but is cumbersome.

When you open StarStaX version 0.71, which is the 
latest version as of today, you will see the following.

Here are the steps to take in StarStaX:

1. First, click the upper left button (Open Images). 
Select all of the JPGs/TIFs except for the dark 
frames. Your star trails will look longer or shorter 
depending upon how many images you include, 
so you can experiment with different numbers 
of images. Your screen will then look like this:

2. Next, add the dark frames using the Open Dark 
Frames button. This is the 2nd button from the 
left on the top row, right next to the Open Im-

ages button. Your dark images will appear at the 
bottom of the list in the left column.

3. Next, on the right hand side, in the Blending 
section, I switch the mode to “Gap Filling” and 
make sure “Subtract Dark Images” is checked. 
Try some of the other modes, such as Lighten, 
to see what they do.

4. Click on the 4th button from the left, which is 
the “Start Processing” button. It will take several 
minutes to blend the images.

5. If you have used the Gap Filling mode, then after 
the software finishes, check the “Show Thresh-
old Overlay” button and adjust the Threshold 
lever left or right until the star trails are green, 
but the rest of the image is not. This will help fill 
in any gaps in the trails.

6. Click the “Save As” button, which is the 3rd but-
ton from the left in the top row.

7. When finished, bring this file into Photoshop 
as a layer and process it as the sky layer in your 
Photoshop file. Again, see the September issue 
for more ideas on processing.

http://www.markus-enzweiler.de/StarStaX/StarStaX.html
http://www.markus-enzweiler.de/StarStaX/StarStaX.html
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-september
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You can improve a photo by simply removing dis-
tracting elements. Giving the viewer less to look at 
helps to focus more attention on the subject. 

Although you should compose with this in mind 
from the start, you can also re-evaluate your image 
during post-processing and further simplify if you 
want at that point in time. This article contains a few 
examples of when I eliminated some distractions 
during post-production to improve the picture.

Cropping to Simplify Your Image

The cover photo of this article started as a wider 
composition with an extra barn, as shown to the 
right. The extra barn itself isn’t bad and doesn’t ruin 
the picture. However, I felt it cluttered the image 
and distracted from the big barn, which is the main 
subject. So, I cropped to simplify things and help fo-
cus the viewer’s attention.

Cropping to Get Rid of Undesirable Elements

Ugly white skies are almost always a distraction. 
They draw attention because they are the brightest 
part of the picture. So, the viewer looks at the ugly 
sky first instead of the subject. 

For this next image, had I had a more powerful lens, 

Eliminating Distractions
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I would have eliminated the ugly white sky while 
shooting. However, I planned to crop the image 
later. Notice at the bottom of the page how much 
more focused the image is with the sky and the “1/2 
child” cropped out. The point here is to experiment 
with different crops and aspect ratios while pro-
cessing as a way of eliminating distractions.

Cloning Out  Distractions

Animals generally do not listen to anything I say. 
This includes my two dogs and also the cows in the 
next picture that were not positioning themselves 
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The Story Behind the Picture
Late Night Run

This barn was located off of an interstate highway in Illinois. I say “was” because it has since completely col-
lapsed. This is the same barn that you see in the “Eliminating Distractions” article, by the way. 

My wife came along while I photographed it. She stayed in the car to read, using the interior dome light of 
the car for illumination. I ran around shooting for about an hour into twilight. Our battery must have been a 
little old because that little dome light drained the battery and the car wouldn’t start. This wouldn’t be a big 
problem, except that it was now dark and I had no idea where I was or what the closest town was... only that 
I had passed some windmills nearby. It took several calls and about an hour for me to get the right person 
on the phone who could help. That person needed a highway mile marker number from me, so I ended up 
running just under a mile in the dark with the dispatcher on the phone.  

When the police officer showed up two hours after our car died, he jumped the car for us and then asked the 
question I didn’t want to hear... “what were you doing on the side of the road when your car died?” I told him 
the truth, fully expecting a ticket, but fortunately he had mercy on me that day. 

as I wanted. 

I had to do a little facial surgery using Photoshop 
to eliminate a distracting horn on the right edge of 
the image. You can see the before and after on the 
previous page. I also eliminated the back side of a 
cow which appeared just behind the main subject’s 

face. Getting rid of these distractions took some 
time, but improved the picture.

When cloning out objects, it is best to take turns 
zooming in to see the detailed view on your moni-
tor and then zooming out to get the complete per-
spective. 
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Dramatic Portraits Using Side-Lighting
I love dramatic portraits. You can create drama in a 
variety of ways, but the starting point is your light-
ing. Creative use of light and shadows can make al-
most anyone look cool. Almost.

An Easy Inroad to Portrait Lighting

If you would like to try out portrait lighting, then 
side-lighting, a.k.a. split lighting, is a very easy way 
to get started. If I remember correctly, the image 
above was my first attempt at portraiture. So, that 
should give you an idea how easy this setup is.

Take a look at the image and notice the obvious... 
that the light is coming in at a 90-degree angle to 
the subject and putting half of her face in light and 
leaving half in shadow. This is a pretty extreme ex-

ample of side lighting. 

I shot this picture in a fairly dark room and used a 
black background. For lighting, I used one studio 
light (a strobe) and a light modifier called a “beau-
ty dish” which helps direct the light but also keep it 
soft looking.

I placed the beauty dish very close to the left of her 
face. I also had her move her right arm forward so 
that it captured some of the light and brought a 
nice balance to the picture.

Additional Options to Try

You don’t need fancy lighting to create this effect. 
You can use a relatively inexpensive off-camera 
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flash. If you find that the light is hitting the back-
drop or reaching your camera’s lens and creating 
flare, you can control the direction of light by at-
taching a couple pieces of black cardboard to the 
front of the flash (on one or both sides of it) to block 
the light from dispersing. 

For the picture to the right, I allowed a little bit of 
light to hit the dark side of the model’s face. This 
can be done by using a light modifier that is less di-
rectional (such as an umbrella) or by bouncing light 
back onto the unlit side of the subject’s face using 
a reflector. You can experiment with the positioning 
of the reflector, but I usually angle it up slightly.  

Window lighting can also be used to create a side-lit 
portrait. However, the light coming in through the 
window will also create ambient light in the room. 
This means that you will not be shooting in a dark 
room and will not be able to create an image with 
as much contrast as the cover image of this article. 

Again, if you would like to try out shooting some 
dramatic portraiture, then split lighting is a great 
place to start. Try doing a high contrast image such 
as the first one and another where you allow some 
light to bleed onto the dark side of the subject.

Save the Date!!!!!
Nov 2 - 10, 2017 (exact dates TBD)

Patagonia in Springtime with Rick Sammon 
and Ken Koskela

Announcement and tour details available in 
December’s issue. 



12

Click HERE to receive 
Inspirational Photography 

each month.

Miss an issue? 
March 2016
• Pushing blue into the 

shadows
• Smoke composites
• Guilin, China
• Including motion in 

your images
• Wide-angle portraits
• Backing up your 

pictures
• Big impact with small 

subjects

April 2016
• Complementary 

colors
• Dealing with foggy 

lenses
• Effective silhouette 

images
• Gradient vignettes
• Watch the windows
• Shooting into the sun

May 2016
• Solid neutral density 

filters
• Web sharpening 

using TK Actions
• Following and break-

ing the rule of thirds
• Packing for an out-

door photography 
camping trip

• Pictures that make 
people think

June 2016
• Using a circular po-

larizer
• Intro to luminosity 

masking
• Oil and water pic-

tures
• Minimum shutter 

speeds
• Coastline moving 

water images

August 2016
• Shooting the Milky 

Way, Stars and North-
ern Lights

• Cathedral images
• Controlling tonal 

contrast with a histo-
gram

• Focusing strategies 
for moving subjects

July 2016
• Exposing flash and 

ambient light sepa-
rately

• Incorporating op-
posites into your 
images

• Venice during Car-
nival

• Orton effect
• Including reflections 

in your pictures

September 2016
• Post-processing 

Milky Way shots
• Controlling motion in 

landscape images
• Increasing water 

texture with Nik
• Shooting cities at 

night

https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-march-201/1
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-april-201/1
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-june-2016
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-may-2016
http://www.kenkoskela.com/page/inspirational-photography-magazine/
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-july-2016
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-august-20
https://issuu.com/kenkoskelaphotography/docs/inspirational-photography-september
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FEATURED PHOTOGRAPHER:

Leonardo 
Mambrini

http://mambrinileonardo.wixsite.com/foto

As with last month’s featured photographer, I met 
Leonardo photographing in a field in Tuscany in 
the middle of the night. Leonardo gave us some 
great location tips for sunrise. Since then, I’ve really 
enjoyed following his photography.

Leonardo had a close relationship with the arts 
from an early age. Being from Italy has given him 
the chance to create some stunning landscape im-
ages close to home. For Leonardo, photography 
is not just about taking the photo, but the unique 
connection and emotion he experiences while 
photographing his beautiful home country. 

http://mambrinileonardo.wixsite.com/foto
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2017 PHOTOGRAPHY TOURS
& WORKSHOPS

VENICE CARNIVAL w/ RENEE DOYLE
February 18-24, 2017
Venice comes alive during Carnival as amazing models in ornate masks and incredible costumes descend 
upon the city. I am co-leading this tour with Renee Doyle. Renee and I have some great connections with 
many of the best models which will allow our group to have opportunities for private shoots in some loca-
tions away from the crowds and not accessible to the general public.

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-venice-carnival-photography-workshop/

BOOK SOON! ONLY 2 SPOTS LEFT. CLICK HERE FOR INFO

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/photo-tours-workshops/

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-venice-carnival-photography-workshop/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-venice-carnival-photography-workshop/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/photo-tours-workshops/
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2017 PHOTOGRAPHY TOURS
& WORKSHOPS

SOLD OUT!  SIGN UP FOR THE WAITING LIST.

GUILIN, CHINA w/ RICK SAMMON
May 17-25, 2017

Join Rick and I to photograph the beautiful karst mountains, Li River, cormorant fisherman at sunrise and 
sunset, the incredible Longji rice terraces, the XiangGongShan overlook, Cuipinghsan Hill, and many oth-
er locations. We will also meet and photograph rural villagers. 
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-guilin-china-photo-tour/

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/photo-tours-workshops/

WAITING LIST ONLY

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-guilin-china-photo-tour/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-guilin-china-photo-tour/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/photo-tours-workshops/
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NEW ZEALAND w/ RENEE DOYLE
April 18-28, 2017 (Optional 3-Night Milford Sound extension available)
Join Renee and I to photograph this amazingly beautiful country during the best time of year... Autumn. In 
addition to the iconic Church of the Good Shepherd, the lone Wanaka Lake tree and Nugget Point Light-
house, we will photograph turquoise lakes, rolling hills, hidden waterfalls and New Zealand’s iconic moun-
tainous regions. Also, join us for the optional extension to Milford Sound to round out an amazing visit to 
the South Island of New Zealand!

2017 PHOTOGRAPHY TOURS
& WORKSHOPS

CLICK HERE FOR INFO!

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-new-zealand-photo-tour/

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-new-zealand-photo-tour/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/2017-new-zealand-photo-tour/
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Little things mean a lot in photography.  Sometimes 
a minor modification to a photo can make a real dif-
ference. 

In the image below, I don’t really like the back-
ground wall. It is smooth and brighter than the rest 
of the background, so a nice combination of boring 
and distracting.

In order to make the wall a little more interesting 
and blend in better, I added some texture to it in 
post-production. The result is what you see above 
which, in my opinion, looks a lot better. I don’t real-
ly add textures often, but this technique is good to 
have in your post-production arsenal.

Step by Step

Here are the steps I took to add the texture to the 
wall using Photoshop, as well as some of the adjust-
ments I made to the layer:

First, you’ll need a picture of a wall with nice tex-
ture. The one I used was from Venice, which is full 
of cool walls. You can also buy texture images, but 
what’s the fun in that? 

When you take the picture, be sure to have the cam-
era facing perfectly straight at the textured surface. 

Processing Tip of the Month
Creating a Texture Layer in Photoshop
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You can shoot wide open since the surface is com-
pletely flat and no depth-of-field is needed. 

Second, I brought the textured image into the Pho-
toshop file as a separate layer, placing it on top of 
the layer stack. I then added a mask to the texture 
layer and painted black on it to mask out everything 
except the white wall. You can see in the mask be-
low how I have allowed the texture to show through 
on the blank wall but not on the rest of the image.

Although I could have used a selection tool, in this 
case I just temporarily reduced the opacity of the 
texture layer so that I could also see the image be-
neath it and know precisely where to paint.

Third, I changed the blending mode to “overlay”.  
You can also try different blending modes for a vari-
ety of effects, but “soft light” and “overlay” are good 
options.

Fourth (optional), I added a hue / saturation adjust-
ment and clipped it to the texture layer so that the 
adjustment would only be applied to the texture.  
Using the adjustment layer, I then de-saturated the 
texture layer. 

I did this because the wall image I used had some 
unwanted blue color in it, as you can see to the left.

Fifth (also optional), I added a brightness / contrast 
adjustment layer and, in this case, reduced bright-
ness and increased contrast a bit. This adjustment 
was to darken the overall tone of the wall and give 
it a grittier look.

Sixth, and last, I adjusted the opacity of the texture 
layer down to around 50%. Use your own judgment 
on the opacity setting here. Adjust the opacity until 
you get the effect you want.

As I mentioned earlier, I don’t use these texture 
layers all that much. But, it is a fairly common tech-
nique and a good one to know. If you think you may 
use this at some point, then start keeping an eye 
out for nice textured surfaces and take pictures of 
them for future use.

I can teach you my processing techniques through 
one-on-one, on-line instruction via Skype and 
screen share. I can help you with:

• Basic Lightroom and/or Photoshop
• Intermediate and Advanced Environmental 

Portrait Processing Techniques
• Intermediate and Advanced Landscape Pro-

cessing Techniques

CLICK HERE 
FOR MORE 

INFO!

http://www.kenkoskela.com/product/private-instruction/
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Improve Your Photos by Getting Soaking 
Wet, Muddy, Tired and Frustrated

Based on the title, you are probably getting ready 
for some kind of pep talk. Kind of, but not really. This 
article is to help give newer photographers some 
ideas on the types of things they can be doing in 
order to get better outdoor pictures. 

The point here is that allowing yourself to experi-
ence discomfort and inconvenience can result in 
much better picture taking opportunities. This is 
not an exhaustive list, but a few ideas that have led 
to better pictures for me:

Stand in the Water

If you are doing seascape or creek shots, the bet-
ter vantage points are often in the water, not on the 
shore. This isn’t always fun. 

The above creek shot was taken from the water and 

looks much better than what I could have gotten 
from the shore. The symmetry and leading lines 
created by positioning myself in front of the water 
bubbles really worked well here.

Do remember that salt water kills cameras and also 
waves and undercurrents can be extremely danger-
ous.  So, put your safety first. 

Shoot in Bad Weather

Continuing on the theme of water, don’t put your 
camera away in bad weather. The picture of the 
Portland Headlight in Maine on the next page was 
taken during heavy wind and rain. I was sitting in 
my car waiting for the rain to die down and then 
realized I was basically being a wimp. 

So, I got out of the car and got my best shots during 
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the rain storm. I was soaking wet and cold, but still 
had fun and it was worth it. When the weather 
cleared out, the sky got boring.

Lay on the Ground

Clothes can be washed. For some shots, laying on 
the ground, even in the mud, is the best option. 
That was the case with the cheetah image at the 
top of the next column. Laying on the ground gave 
me a much better perspective and brought the cat 
in for an up-close and personal feel to the picture.

Lose Sleep

If you are reading this, then I don’t even need to 
mention to you that some of the best conditions 
happen when you really should be sleeping. 

The image below of Gordes, France is a perfect illus-
tration of the payday you can get by losing a little 
sleep. Although I don’t enjoy when the alarm goes 
off, the experience of being in a beautiful location 
at sunrise or of seeing the Milky Way in the pitch 
blackness is what makes photography so much fun.
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Walk Long Distances

For those of you developing your landscape portfo-
lios, some of the most stunning locations take some 
hiking to get to. 

Zion National Park’s “The Subway” (above) is a great 
example. To get to it, the easiest route is about 9 
miles round trip, mostly spent scrambling over large 
rocks, walking through streams and climbing up 
and down small hills. It is tiring (and hazardous) get-
ting there, but an incredible place to photograph. 

Defy the Odds

If I am on the coast and there is a thick marine lay-
er over everything, then I head to the coffee shop. 
Setting aside that scenario, try ignoring the weath-
er reports at times with the hope that something 
great will happen with the sky. You can get some in-
credible conditions for photography just as a storm 
is moving in or out. 

I’ve gotten several portfolio images by going 
against the odds and being in the location when 
things looked rather hopeless. For every time it has 
worked, there are 9 times it hasn’t. But, keep trying 
and you’ll defy the odds once in awhile.

Try, Try, Try Again

Many times, you have to try repeatedly for the same 
shot, only to be disappointed and frustrated. The 
sunrise image of Chicago below was taken on my 
8th attempt. Moreover, each attempt was in the 
middle of Winter. The efforts eventually paid off and 
made all of the failed attempts worthwhile.
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Click the link below to sign up to receive 
this magazine for free each month!
http://www.kenkoskela.com/page/inspira-
tional-photography-magazine/

Website:
http://www.kenkoskela.com

Click here for my Facebook page

Click here for my 500px page

Instagram: @kenkoskela

Questions? You can reach me at:
kenkoskela@hotmail.com

http://www.kenkoskela.com/page/inspirational-photography-magazine/
http://www.kenkoskela.com/page/inspirational-photography-magazine/
http://www.kenkoskela.com
https://www.facebook.com/Ken-Koskela-Photography-296170743776015/?ref=hl
https://500px.com/kenkoskela
https://www.instagram.com/kenkoskela/

