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Astronomy with IRAF 
Introduction 
IRAF is an Image Reduction and Analysis 
Facility for astronomy. It is available to all users 
with an ITS UNIX account.  

This document provides information on how to 
access IRAF on the ITS UNIX system. It gives 
brief information about running IRAF and 
printing from it. If you want more help with how 
to work within IRAF, please consult the sources 
listed at the end of this document. 

Note: The installation of IRAF on the ITS UNIX 
system is not identical to the Starlink installation 
in the Department of Physics. The ITS 
installation includes the IRAF core plus X11iraf, 
STSDAS, TABLES and DS9.   

How to access IRAF 
In order to use the ITS installation of IRAF, you 
need to be logged onto the ITS UNIX service 
and able to display images from there on your 
screen. 

If you work in CDE at an ITS UNIX workstation 
or via the cde-cdehost menu item on a 
networked PC, your display should be set up 
automatically.  (However, note that you must 
work at a Unix workstation to use ximtool: it may 
not display images on a PC.) To prepare to run 
IRAF, simply type: 

iraf.init 

This command will do two things: 
• It creates a directory called iraf in your 

home space and puts some files in it.  IRAF 
needs these files so, if you ever delete any 
of them by accident, exit from IRAF, re-run 
the iraf.init command, and re-start IRAF. 

• It creates a new, iconised terminal window, 
entitled IRAF, in which your current 
directory is ~/iraf and you can run the IRAF 
commands. All your work with IRAF should 
be done from this window. 

If you work at a UNIX workstation that is not part 
of the ITS UNIX service, you will need to take an 
extra step: 

1 Login to the time-sharing computer using 
secure connections, e.g.: 
slogin deneb 

2 To prepare to run IRAF, type 

iraf.init 

A quick test session 
Initialise IRAF and open the iconised IRAF 
window. Use it to have a look at the files in your 
iraf directory: 

1 Type 
pwd 

to check that you are in your iraf directory 
and then 
ls 

to view the files in that directory.   
2 If there is no login.cl file, you need to run 

mkiraf. Type: 
mkiraf 

3 At the prompt, select terminal type 
xgterm. 

You are now ready to work with IRAF.  Before 
you start IRAF itself, 

4 Type: 
ds9 & 

to run the recommended image display 
program, DS9.   

5 Leave the DS9 window open and run 
IRAF with the command: 
cl 

6 To display a test image in DS9, type 
display dev$pix 

7 and select frame 1. 

The test file is an image of the spiral galaxy 
M51. 

8 To exit from IRAF, type  
logout 

9 To exit from DS9, select Exit from the 
DS9 File menu. 

Printing 
If you want to print from IRAF, you will find it 
useful to set a default printer. You should do 
this before you run DS9 or IRAF, either by 



typing the commands below in your IRAF 
window or by adding the commands to your 
.login file as described in the ITS document 
Guide 2: Further Unix. 

The UNIX command to set a default printer is: 
setenv LPDEST pppppp 

where pppppp is the name of a printer, e.g. 
liblev2. 

Note: DS9 uses a default paper size of Letter.  
You will need to change this to A4 before 
printing. Do this from File | Page Setup. 

Printing from the IRAF task splot 

The :.snap command in splot will send a copy 
of the splot screen to the default printer.  (You 
can also use the = key instead of :.snap).  You 
will need to set a default printer as described 
above; if you have not set a default, splot 
produces no error message to warn you. 

Printing from SAOimage and ximtool 

SAOimage and ximtool have been superseded 
by DS9 but are still available.  

Printing from SAOimage 

SAOimage is set up so that the print button 
generates a PostScript file called saoim.ps in 
your current directory.   

Printing from ximtool 

The ITS installation of ximtool is configured to 
use two printers: your default printer (if you 
have one) and the printer in the Physics PC 
classroom (Ph140). You can also enter the 
name of another printer by hand or you can 
print to a file. 

Note: ximtool sets the default paper size to 
Letter.  You will need to change this to A4 
before printing. The paper size and other print 
options are controlled from the Print Setup 
window: 

1 Select Print Setup from the ximtool File 
menu. 

2 Select a printer from the list. 

3 Change the paper size to A4. 

4 Click on Done. 

5 Select Print from the ximtool File menu to 
print your image.  The print job number 
will be shown in your IRAF terminal 
window. 

Where to find more help 
The IRAF home page contains all the IRAF documentation, the help pages and the FAQ (frequently 
asked questions). The UK mirror of the IRAF home page can be found at: 

http://star-www.rl.ac.uk/iraf/web/iraf-homepage.html

Cookbooks are an excellent way to learn IRAF.  Look in: 

http://star-www.rl.ac.uk/iraf/web/docs/ 

Further documentation and help can be found in the Department of Physics. 
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