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Introduction 
 
Depending on how you are processing an image, there may be a time when you 
wish to work exclusively on the background field of an image.  This may include 
curves adjustments, sharpening, noise reduction, as well as other techniques.  
Also, because the star field is now removed from the image, it allows one to 
process the stars separately without interfering with the background field.  This 
tutorial will show how to isolate the stars from an image, and effectively remove 
them leaving the background intact.   
 
Procedure 
 

 
The original image (portion of the Heart Nebula in Cassiopeia)  

 
We first begin by opening up the image we wish to work on.  For this example, I 
am using a cropped portion of the Heart Nebula in Cassiopeia. 
 
The first step is to use the Color Range selector tool.  Choose Selection > Color 
Range from the main menu.  Using the eyedropper tool, select the center of one 
of the brighter stars.  When you do this, photoshop will select areas of the image 
that are similar in color to the area that you selected with the eyedropper.  Now 
adjust the Fuzziness  slider until most of the brighter stars are selected.  You 
may wish to change the Selection Preview  to Black Mask.  This will show you 
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exactly which stars have been selected.  When satisfied with the selection, click 
on OK. 
 

 
Using the Color Range  tool to select the stars 

 
The next step will involve expanding the selection around each star.  Choose 
Selection > Modify > Expand  from the main menu and select a value between 1 
and 3 pixels to expand the selection.  For this example, I used a value of 2 pixels.  
This will ensure that the entire star will be selected as well as any halo that may 
be surrounding the bright portion of the star. 
 
Once this is completed, click OK and then choose Selection > Save  from the 
main menu and save the selection calling it a unique name.  For this example, I 
saved the selection using the name, starfield. 
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Expanding the selection by 2 pixels 

 

 
Save the selection 
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Now that the selection is saved, it is now time to move the selected star field to 
another layer.  To do this, simple press Ctrl-J on the keyboard and the selected 
star field will be moved to a new layer.  At this time, go to the layers palette and 
click on the eye next to the new layer.  This will turn off the star field layer for the 
time being.  You may wish to rename this layer also. 
 

 
Turning off the starfield layer 
 
 
Next, click on the Background  layer and you’ll discover that the selection no 
longer exists.  Choose Selection > Load  from the main menu and load the 
previously saved starfield selection. 
 
 
 

 
Loading the starfield selection 
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With the selection loaded, you may wish to turn off the flashing selection borders.  
You can do this by pressing Ctrl-H on the keyboard.  This will allow you to see 
the background field without the clutter of the selection borders.  To turn the 
selection border on again, simply press Ctrl-H again. 
 

 
Selection loaded 

 
The final step in removing the stars from the background image, is to use the 
Dust and Scratches filter.  Choose Filter > Noise > Dust and Scratches  from 
the main menu.  Keep Threshold  set at 0 levels and adjust Radius  until the 
desired effect is achieved.  Values between 4 and 12 pixels generally work here.  
Simply vary the Radius  value until the stars fade away.  Magic, eh? 
 
At this time, the star field is effectively removed from the background field and 
you are now able to work on both the background and star fields independently.  
To combine again, simply turn on both layers and combine as desired. 
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Using the Dust and Scratches filter to remove the stars 

 

 
Final image with star field removed 
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Image Processing with Photoshop 
http://starizona.com/acb/ccd/software/soft_proc_ps.aspx 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


