
Making Celestial Plate 
Photography Personal 

David Sliski  
March 21st 2014 

Astroplate Conference, Prague, Czech Republic   
 



 

The now ancient age of plates 



 

The now ancient age of plates 



 

The now ancient age of plates 



 

The now ancient age of plates 
•How can we get people interested? 
 



 

The now ancient age of plates 
•How can we get astronomers interested? 
 

•How can we make students aware of the data in plates? 
 



 

The now ancient age of plates 
•How can we get astronomers interested? 
 

•How can we make students aware of the data in plates? 
 

•How can we interest our society in its own history? 
•How can we get them interested in the investments 
made by their predecessors? 
 



 

The now ancient age of plates 
•How can we get astronomers interested? 
 

•How can we make students aware of the data in plates? 
 

•How can we interest our society in its own history? 
•How can we get them interested in the investments 
made by their predecessors? 
 

•Transcribe your metadata and 
publish it! 
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Exposure length, Date, Remarks 
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•At the end of the day, don’t we need money to carry on 

the mission of preserving and digitizing the plates? 
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Photographing Metadata 
  

•What you will need 
•A camera, a copy stand, some lights 
 

•It might look something like this 
 



Nikon Camera 
 

Old Enlarger Stand 
 

Lights 
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•What you will need 
•A camera, a copy stand, some lights 
 

•Resolution > 300 PPI  
 

•Camera should be white balanced 
 

•Best if there is only one light source (aka no 
sunlight, or mixing of different color lights) 



 

Making Celestial Plate 
Photography Personal  

•First, we need to take pictures of all of the logs. 
•Phew, we finished that part of the project  

•Second, we need to recruit people to transcribe them 
 

•Third, we need to correct those transcriptions 
 

•Fourth, we need to publish them.  
 

•Fifth, we need to get people excited and interested 
 



 

Recruitment 
  

•What you will need 
 
 
 



 

Recruitment 
  

•What you will need 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 
 
 
 



 

Recruitment 
  

•What you will need 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 
•... But David where do we find 10s of people if not 
hundreds of people to help us? 
 
 
 



 

Recruitment 
  

•What you will need 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 
•... But David where do we find 10s of people if not 
hundreds of people to help us? 
 

I’m glad you ask  
 
 
 



 

Recruitment  

•Where you will find them… 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 

•Amateur Astronomers love this work 
•Partnered with the Astronomy League 

  
 



 

Recruitment  

•Where you will find them… 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 

•Amateur Astronomers love this work 
•Partnered with the Astronomy League 

•Students at major universities 
•Partnered with AUC 

 



 

Recruitment  

•Where you will find them… 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 

•Amateur Astronomers love this work 
•Partnered with the Astronomy League 

•Students at major universities 
•Partnered with AUC 

•Major Museums 
•Partnered with American Museum of 
Natural History in NYC 



 

Recruitment  

•Where you will find them… 
•A whole lot of dedicated people 

•Amateur Astronomers love this work 
•Partnered with the Astronomy League 

•Students at major universities 
•Partnered with AUC 

•Major Museums 
•Partnered with American Museum of 
Natural History in NYC 

•Government institutions  
•Hoping to work with the Smithsonian  
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Transcription Corrections 
  

 
•I hear all of you saying, but what about this 
exception and what about that exception 
 

•There are no rules – so we will just have to do the 
best we can.  
 

•We must get start and stop time, or mid time and 
exp length and date for each plate 
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•All other information can be derived from 
digitization like RA and Dec 
 

•…. But David, why should we transcribe the RA, 
Dec, H.A. Obs. Dec and so many other columns? 
 

•We need to know where the plates are located 
and what objects they cover so astronomers will 
advocate for their digitization.  
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We must have enough data to describe the plates 
to our peers 

 
We must be accurate with what we publish 

 
We must convince them that we are not only 

opening a gateway to new science  
BUT  

Will preserve the history and heritage of our field 
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We do our best to find 
interesting stories and publish 
them on a blog (government 

funding anyone?) 
 

Three part series on Eros 
 

Multi part series about 
telescopes and their creators  

on deck next 
 
 

http://altbibl.io/gazette/
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Write a blog post, tweet about it, take pictures and post them to 
instagram, make a facebook page 

 
 

25 people “liked” this picture of 
a logbook in less than 24 

hours 
 

People even read the logbook 
to notice they did not observe 
on Christmas and asked why? 

 
General reaction – Cooooool! 
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•First, we need to take pictures of all of the logs. 

•Phew, we finished  photographing 80,000 pages of text 
•Second, we need to recruit people to transcribe them 

•We found hundreds of people to help us transcribe everything – yay  

•Third, we need to correct those transcriptions 
•the correlation of the corrects constructs a new creation to explore 

•Fourth, we need to publish them.  
•Ok, we wrote it up, we got it out there… almost there 

 
•Fifth, we need to get people excited and interested 
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 •There is a new science mission which needs to 
better accuracy on the position of a target. 
 

• That new female graduate student really seems 
keen study the stability of stars who harbor 
exoplanets 
 

•There is this amateur group who is really interested 
in a particular type of variable stars.  

Find someone, find anyone,  
Tell them about the plates 
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 •As Josh just explained – the plates are a tremendous 
resource to the field of astronomy.  
 

•We can’t just tell people how amazing they are  
 

•We have to show them 
 

•The best way to make the plates personal is to show 
them how much data they are missing out on. 

Conclusion 
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