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STAR TRAIL PHOTOGRAPHY BASICS HELP SHEET 

What are star trails are and how they are caused? 

In simple terms the star trail that you are capturing is caused by the rotation of the earth so in fact 

the stars are like a fixed point and the earth you are standing on is rotating and the trail is actually 

like an illuminated star pathway.  This rotation is captured in the form of star trails. 

A little trivia about the shape of your star trails.  Stars near the celestial poles produce the smallest 

circles while those near the celestial equator produce the largest circles.  All stars move at a rate of 

15 degrees westward every hour. 

What Type Star Trails Do I Want? 

Did you know you can take images of star trails as either lines or circles?  Generally speaking if you 

want your star trails to appear as straight lines you need to try shooting in a general Easterly or 

Westerly direction. For circular style star trails in Australia aim roughly towards the South Celestial 

Pole and you will be in the right location.  To help find the South Celestial Pole first locate the 

Southern Cross star constellation and then extend its axis downward approximately 4.5 times its 

length and you will be very close to what you are aiming for. 

Choose a suitable location.  

The better locations are generally away from cities and towns as there is less light pollution in these 

places.  Light pollution makes it harder to see the stars you want to shoot. Stay away from places 

where cars or people with torches or aircraft are likely to influence your shot.  You are looking for 

somewhere with open space in front of you, such as an open paddock, a cane field, a waterway.  

Ideally you want to be able to focus on the stars without having to tilt your camera too radically.  

Placing something in the bottom third of the image adds to the perspective.  A farm shed, house or 

jetty would be ideal. 

Ideal conditions: 

• The moon needs to be considered.  The ultimate is if the moon is in the New moon Phase. 

This phase actually means no moon. If you can’t get this timing then try for when the moon 

has set in other words it has dropped below the horizon.  If that is not possible, then make 

sure the moon is not within your range and that it isn’t likely to move into range during your 

work.  In other words, keep the moon behind you. 

• The best sky conditions are when it is clear with no clouds 

• A still night with very little wind.  You will be using a slow shutter speed, so don’t want the 

wind causing movement. 



 

 

 

 

P a g e  2 | 4 

 

• Sometimes especially in cool climates you can have condensation build up on your lens and 

some people try to stop this by wrapping some soft insulating material around the outside of 

their lens and holding this in place with a rubber band. 

What to take with you: 

• Camera 

• Fully charged battery 

• Plenty of space on your data card  

• Tripod  

• Cable Release with lock button 

• Torch 

• A jacket and some refreshments are a good idea too.  You will be there for a while. 

Lens selection: 

The best lens choice is a wide angle lens such as a 10-22 or similar.  If you do not have a wide angle 

lens, use a general purpose lens in the range of 17-70.  You will be photographing a broad scene, 

so choose the lens you would use for a broad scene in the daylight. 

Your camera settings:  

Change your camera settings before you leave home.  That is heaps easier than trying to do it in 

the dark. 

• Set camera to save images as jpeg files. 

• Select high speed continuous shooting mode. This is important! 

• Set shutter speed to 30 seconds 

• Set aperture to a wide setting f/4.5 is a good starting point or if your lens allows, you could 
go wider as this will let in more light 

• ISO1600 is a good starting point   

Procedure: 

• Find a suitable location (as discussed above) and get your camera set up on your tripod and 

attach your cable release. 

• Next step is to get your focus sorted. Using Auto Focus (AF) will only work if you select a star 

that is very bright to lock onto.  One thing to do to make this easier is to set your camera so that 

the focus point in the centre of your display is the one that is being referenced. After your 

camera lets you know it has focussed on your selected star take your finger off the shutter 

button and look for the manual focus switch which should be on the side of the lens you are 

using.  Switch this to manual focus (MF) and you have completed your focus arrangements. Do 

not make any further focus adjustments to your lens or camera.  
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• The method we are using is to take a series of images and then with the aid of software layer 

them together in post production. Go to http://www.startrails.de/html/software.html and 

download their free star trails software. In the following link you will see this software in action 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3mri2pbs_PM along with some further tips on star trail 

photography.  

• If you have followed all of the steps and settings now is the time to start shooting.  Press your 

cable release button down and lock it down.  Based on the settings I mentioned earlier your 

camera should fire off every thirty seconds.   

• Leave it to run for about 40 minutes so that you gather some good trails.  That means you will 

end up with around 80 images.  You can adjust this later yourself once you get the general 

concept of startrails.   

• Once the time is up, release the button on your cable release and allow your camera to finish its 

last image.   

• Once this is done you can pack up and head home as the rest of the process is done on your 

computer.   

Caution: Your camera can get hot.  Make sure it has cooled before putting it away and heading 

for home. 

 

Post Production: 

1. Download your star trail images into a folder on your computer. 

2. Open your Startrails software. (This is the one I referred you to earlier) and click on File and 

then select Open Images. 

3. Navigate to where the images are stored on your computer and select all of the files and 

once selected click open.  This will now import all of your images into Startrails. The files will 

appear in the top left side window titled files. 

4. Now click on each image and check it on screen for any problems such as a plane that flew 

into your shot that you don’t want there. 

5. Once you have reviewed your images make sure the ones you want to include have a cross 

marked next to them. 

6. Next from the top menu select Build and then select Startrail.  The software will now build 

your Startrail image and you can then save it under whatever name you like.  Be patient.  

This takes a few minutes to do. 

 

http://www.startrails.de/html/software.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3mri2pbs_PM


 

 

 

 

P a g e  4 | 4 

 

That is the end of the process and you have made your first Startrail image.  Like all photography 

related things practice is the key and you will soon get to know what works best and also your own 

personal influences will flow through your work. 

 

We hope you enjoy this introduction to Startrails. 

 

 


