
Split Star Process with Masked Stretch 

Here is a handy way to bring faint detail, near the background, out without greatly increasing the noise 

or bloating the stars excessively. The workflow uses Images Plus, but parts of it can be accomplished 

with any layer capable editor using the links at the end of this article. 

The idea is to use an iterative process to gradually increase the contrast of a mask that can then be 

applied to a masked stretch of the original image.  Let's start with Scott's great M81, M82 image and 

apply a normal arcsinh stretch to see the problem. 

 

Figure 1 - Simple Arcsinh Stretch 

In order to maintain any detail in the galaxies the Integrated Flux Nebula (IFN) is barely visible and the 

brighter stars have badly bloated. 

To solve this problem we need a mask to limit the stretch to the IFN and galaxies to bring out the faint 

detail.  The first step is to apply the same arcsinh stretch, but really push the stretch at the expense of 

bloated stars and noise. as shown below. 



 

Figure 2 - Initial Stretch 

Next use the feature mask tool to remove the stars and then smooth the image to remove much of the 

noise. 

 

Figure 3 - Feature Mask and Noise Reduction 



The stretch leaves some fine line noise in the image and it is important to remove it as any detail in this 

mask will be imprinted on the final image. Bothe the line and band suppression tools are used to clean 

up the image. First the line suppression was applied at 100% opacity and the band suppression was 

applied at 25%. Next the image is converted to a luminance mask. 

 

Figure 4 - Line and Band Suppression 

The mask is then applied to an arcsinh stretch of the original image to imprint the faint IFN detail on the 

image and the feature mask tool is again used to remove the stars and make a new version of the mask 

with a little more contrast on the IFN. 

 

Figure 5 - Masked Arcsinh Stretch 



 

Figure 6 - Feature Mask to Remove Stars Again 

The next step is to improve the contrast of the mask a bit. Use micro curves to lower the level of the 

dark areas slightly. Remember that the key to this whole technique is to take baby steps and not do too 

much in any one step or the noise will increase and make the background lumpy. 

 

Figure 7 - Contrast Boost using Micro Curves 


