
 

One Tech Tip: How to use apps to track and
photograph the total solar eclipse

April 4 2024, by Kelvin Chan

  
 

  

Viewers use special glasses to watch from San Antonio, as the moon moves in
front of the sun during an annular solar eclipse, or ring of fire, Oct. 14, 2023.
The total solar eclipse on April 8, 2024 may be weeks away but businesses are
ready for the celestial event with oodles of special eclipse glasses for sale, along
with T-shirts and other souvenirs. Credit: AP Photo/Eric Gay, File
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Monday's total solar eclipse might become one of the most filmed and
photographed events of the year.

As the moon passes in front of the sun, plunging a swath of North
America into a few minutes of darkness, throngs will take pictures or
videos of the moment. But powerful solar rays and drastic changes in
lighting pose unique challenges in catching that perfect image.

Here are some pointers on how to get the best shot:

How can I find the best place to capture the eclipse?

First, get in the right position. You'll want to be as close as possible to
the path of totality, which passes over Mexico's Pacific coast and ends in
eastern Canada. Fifteen U.S. states get to see the full eclipse.

There are online maps to check if you'll be anywhere near the path.
NASA's map shows how many minutes of totality there will be if you're
inside the path depending on location, and how much of a partial eclipse
you'll see if you're outside of it.

For spectators in Mexico and Canada, eclipse expert Xavier Jubier's 
website overlays the eclipse's path on Google Maps, which allows
zooming into street level detail.

Be ready to adapt to changing weather conditions. Use weather forecast
and cloud coverage apps, including ones from the National Weather
Service and Astrospheric, on the morning or the day before to find
locations with clearer skies.

What can I use to plan a good shot?
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https://phys.org/news/2024-02-countdown-april-total-solar-eclipse.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6uGC9kOMa4&list=PLnwt1fUa-EViXobU4hL_foNyr38Cf27SU&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b1UwllVCzn0&list=PLnwt1fUa-EViXobU4hL_foNyr38Cf27SU&index=1&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q7rpUg8NkM0&list=PLnwt1fUa-EViXobU4hL_foNyr38Cf27SU&index=3
https://science.nasa.gov/eclipses/future-eclipses/eclipse-2024/where-when
http://xjubier.free.fr/en/site_pages/solar_eclipses/TSE_2024_GoogleMapFull.html
https://www.wpc.ncep.noaa.gov/key_messages/LatestKeyMessage_2.png
https://www.wpc.ncep.noaa.gov/key_messages/LatestKeyMessage_2.png


 

With so many factors in play including cloud cover and the sun's position
in the sky, planning is key to getting the best image.

There are a host of smartphone apps for eclipse chasers. The American
Astronomical Society has compiled a list of useful ones for both iOS and
Android devices, including its own Totality app that shows your location
on a map of the totality path.

The Solar Eclipse Timer uses your phone's GPS to play an audio
countdown to the moment of totality and highlights key moments. The
app's maker advises using a separate phone for taking photos.

Eclipse Calculator 2 for Android devices uses the phone's camera to
depict how the event will look in the sky from your position, using lines
overlaid on top of the camera image. For iPhone users, apps like Sky
Guide and SkySafari have eclipse simulators. There are other iOS apps
that use augmented reality to simulate the eclipse, but they're pricier and
not yet on the society's list.

How can I take a great photo of the eclipse?

Digital SLR cameras will produce the best photos. Their manual
exposure controls and ability to add zoom lenses and accessories like
remote shutter buttons will let you make great pictures.

Associated Press chief photographer Julio Cortez advises using a smaller
aperture—f11 or f17—to keep the focus "a little bit sharper." When he
shot the 2017 total solar eclipse, he used an ISO setting of 1250 and
1/500 shutter speed.
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https://eclipse.aas.org/resources/apps-software
https://eclipse.aas.org/resources/apps-software
https://www.solareclipsetimer.com/
https://serviastro.ub.edu/en/materials/apps/eclipsi-20


 

  

People watch a total solar eclipse in La Higuera, Chile, Tuesday, July 2, 2019.
Small towns and rural enclaves along the path of April’s 2024 total solar eclipse
are steeling for huge crowds of sun chasers who plan to catch a glimpse of day
turning into dusk in North America. Credit: AP Photo/Esteban Felix, File

The rest of us have our smartphones.

NASA published detailed guidelines for smartphone eclipse photography
in 2017 with the caveat that "smartphones were never designed to do sun
and moon photography." That's because the wide-angle lenses on most
devices won't let you capture close-up detail. But new phones released
since then come with sophisticated sensors, multiple lenses and image
stabilization software that give a better chance.
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https://eclipse2017.nasa.gov/static/img/smartphone-photography-eclipse/Photographing_the_Eclipse_with_your_Smartphone.pdf


 

Some experts suggest HDR, or High Dynamic Range, mode, which takes
a series of pictures at different light levels and then blends them into a
single shot—ideal for combining an eclipse's very dark and very bright
areas.

But don't use flash. You can spoil the moment by ruining the vision of
those around you whose eyes have adapted to darkness.

What will I need to protect against the sun?

The American Astronomical Society advises using a solar filter to
protect cameras against intense sunlight and heat.

You can buy a filter that screws onto DSLR lenses, but it will take time
to remove when totality happens. Cortez made his own with cardboard,
tinted film and fasteners that he can quickly rip off.

For smartphones, you can use a spare pair of eclipse glasses and hold it
over the lens, or buy a smartphone filter. There's no international
standard, but the society's website has a list of models it considers safe.
Make sure macro mode is not on.

If you plan to shoot for an extended time, use a tripod. To line up his
camera after mounting it on a tripod, Cortez uses a solar finder, which
helps locate the sun without damaging your eyes or equipment.

Cortez also advises bringing a white towel to cover up your gear after
setting up to keep it from overheating as you wait for the big moment.

Can I take a selfie with the eclipse?

It's very tempting to make a TikTok or Instagram-friendly eclipse video.
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Perhaps you want to selfie video, narrating into the camera while the
cosmic ballet between sun and moon plays out over your shoulder.

Be careful: While you might think your vision isn't at risk because you're
not looking at the sun, your phone's screen could reflect harmful
ultraviolet light, eye experts have warned.

And if you're using a solar filter on the selfie camera, it will turn the
picture dark and you won't show up.

© 2024 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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https://www.cuimc.columbia.edu/news/why-you-shouldnt-take-selfie-during-solar-eclipse
https://phys.org/news/2024-04-tech-apps-track-total-solar.html
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