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One of the puzzles of visual astronomy that many beginning amateur astronomers get caught
up in is the use of filters. Which ones to purchase, and which ones are useful for what types of
observing are the most frequently asked questions. Here, then, is a summary of most of the
filters in current production and their uses, with a few hints thrown in from my own personal
observations.

First of all, let's start with the question of why one uses a filter at all. Simply put, a filter can
greatly enhance the human eye's perception of small details on solar system and deep sky
objects. There are those amateur observers who maintain that they never use filters and that
one doesn't need them. To this argument, | have only this to say; no pair of human eyes is
perfect. If a filter helps you get better use out of yours, then use them. Judicious use of
photo-visual filters can greatly enhance an observing session.

Filters work by blocking a specific part of the color spectrum, thus significantly enhancing the
remaining wavelengths. Colored filters work by absorption/transmission, and instantly tell you
which part of the spectrum they are reflecting, and therefore transmitting. The so-called
light-pollution reduction and nebulae filters are very selective in the wavelengths they transmit.
For these it is best to refer to the manufacturer's specifications on a given filter.

Colored filters are referred to by their Wratten numbers. The Wratten system was developed by
Kodak in 1909 and has been the standard ever since. Filters used for photography,
astronomy, and other applications all use this same standard. So here, then, is a summary of
the filters most commonly used in astronomy.

#8 Light Yellow
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#11 Yellow-Green

#12 Yellow

#15 Deep Yellow

#21 Orange

#23A Light Red
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#25A Red

Grins and Giggles:

#38A Dark Blue

#47 Violet

Grins and Giggles:

#56 Light Green

#58 Green
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#80A Blue

Grins and Giggles:

#82A Light Blue

Grins and Giggles:

ND96 Neutral Density

SPECIALTY FILTERS

BROADBAND, OR LIGHT POLLUTION REDUCTION FILTERS

Orion SkyGlow

Meade Broadband
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Lumicon H Beta

Solar Filters

Hydrogen Alpha

Polarizing Filters

There are probably other types of filters out there that are in use by some astronomers, but this
list covers those that are most commonly used. You can obtain a set of 100 colored filters from
companies like Edmund Scientific; these filters are acrylic, and very inexpensive. They come
in two sizes and can be held in front of the eyepiece to see the effects. The smaller size, 1.5"
by 3.25" is extremely convenient for eyepiece cases. The larger size, 3" x 5", can be cut into
four pieces and mounted in cardboard slide mounts, thus making four sets of very inexpensive
filters. The slides can then be held over the eyepiece for observing. Each of these sets comes
with the transmission wavelength graph for each filter.

Filters can also be stacked on top of each other to obtain the characteristics of each at the
same time. Keep in mind that the more filters you stack, the more you reduce light
transmission. Most people, when stacking filters, will stick to the lighter colors. Also, keep in
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mind that if you stack a red, green, and blue filter together, you have essentially created a
neutral density filter which will block all wavelengths. For some objects this would be a total
disaster.

So, which ones should you buy? You may wish to order an inexpensive acrylic set and try
them out before you purchase the more expensive glass filters, at least for the colored filter
categories. As for other LPR and nebulae filters, it is best to try them out with your own
telescope, your viewing conditions, and your own eyes, if possible, before making a decision.
It is also a good idea to educate yourself on the use of filters in general. Filters improperly
used can make for less than optimal observing; but they can greatly enhance an observing
session if the observer knows in advance what they can, and cannot, do.

As of April, 2003, Parks Optical purchased what was left of Lumicon. They have promised to
produce the same filters with the same quality as Lumicon did when it was in business. Parks
has also announced that they will produce a line of colored planetary filters that will be of far
better quality than those that are already on the market.

With much thanks to Robert Haler, David Knisely, and Chuck Hards for pointing out errors
contained in my assessments.

Copyright 1998 Pulcherrima Productions. No part of this article may be reproduced without
the consent of Pulcherrima Productions or the author.
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