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A cinematic night isn’t shot dark

In films, night scenes are almost never shot dark: they’re shot with light, and the darkness is built later, in

the color grade. When a night scene arrives full of noise, it’s almost always because the opposite happened:

it was shot dark so it would “look like night”, and then the image had to be lifted.

A real night: skin at its level, darkness made with light and color. The same image shot 3.5 stops darker and lifted in the grade: noise

in the shadows and on the skin.

Why noise lives in the shadows

Every sensor has a noise floor: a dirty signal that is always there. With plenty of light, the image sits far

above that floor and the noise doesn’t show. Every stop you underexpose is half the light, but the floor

doesn’t drop: the skin moves closer to the noise. When the colorist lifts that area, the noise comes up with

it, especially color noise.

HOW IT WAS SHOT SIGNAL IN THE GRADE RESULT

With light, skin at its

level

Far above the noise The colorist brings it down Clean: bringing down creates no noise

Dark, “so it looks like

night”

Right on the noise

floor

The colorist lifts to see the

face

Color noise, green and purple blotches, no

detail

The rule

Bringing a clean image down in the grade doesn’t create noise. Lifting a dark image does. That’s why in film the

important information is exposed well up, and the feeling of night is created with contrast and color.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras.
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Night is built with shape

The darkness the audience feels isn’t a lack of light: it’s the shape of the light. The eye reads “night” when

the light falls from one side, when there’s much more black than light in the frame, and when small sources

appear switched on, even if the actor’s face is well exposed.

DARK BACKGROUND, AWAY FROM ACTOR

DIMMED PRACTICALBACKLIGHT (MOON)

KEY: ONE SIDE MINIMAL FILL

ACTOR

CAMERA

One key light coming from one side of the

face.

Little fill on the other side: the shadow is

what makes it night.

A backlight that separates the actor from

the background.

Practicals in frame (lamps, signs) dimmed,

so they read as on without clipping.

Pools of light in the background, never an

evenly lit background.

Key from one side, little fill. + backlight: the actor separates. + dimmed practical in frame.

Lighting ratio: how much shadow

KEY : FILL DIFFERENCE HOW IT FEELS

2 : 1 1 stop Soft, almost daytime. Too little for night.

4 : 1 2 stops Interior night with lamps: moderate drama.

8 : 1 3 stops Hard night, suspense: shadow side almost black, but with detail.

16 : 1 4 stops Very contrasty: decide what goes to black.

Each stop is twice the light. These are references: the final call is made on the monitor and the meter.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras. Illustrations from the video’s animation. Educational simulations made

on real frames, marked as such.
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The color of night

The night the audience believes in is usually a cool ambience, like moonlight, plus warm practicals, like

household bulbs. That split between cool and warm creates depth and makes the skin read against the

background.

The same scene with no color separation: flat. Cool ambience and a warm practical: depth.

Fun fact: the moon isn’t blue

Moonlight is reflected sunlight and has been measured at around 4100K, even slightly warmer than the sun. We see

it as bluish because in low light the eye loses sensitivity to reds (the Purkinje effect). The blue of night is a film

convention the audience already accepts as real.

How it’s done on set

Camera at tungsten (≈3200K) and the “moon” light at daylight (≈5600K): the ambience goes blue while

tungsten practicals stay warm or neutral.

Practicals with warm bulbs on dimmers, so they read as on without clipping.

Clean light on the skin: the cool and the warm live in the background and on the edges.

Decide it with the colorist: how much blue and how much warmth the film carries.

REAL FILMS · NIGHT BUILT WITH LIGHT

Cool backlight, skin with detail. Warm practicals in a cool room. Warm lamp, cool walls.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras. Illustrations from the video’s animation. Educational simulations made

on real frames, marked as such.

ILLUSTRATION · NEUTRAL ILLUSTRATION · COOL + WARM
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The camera for night

Many cinema cameras have two base sensitivities (dual native ISO). For low light you work at the high base:

the sensor switches circuits and gives a cleaner image than an in-between ISO pushed up by hand.

CAMERA BASES NOTE

Sony VENICE 2 (8.6K) 800 · 3200 Two true base ISOs: the high one is almost as clean as the low one. The 6K sensor

uses 500 · 2500.

Sony FX6 · FX3 800 · 12 800 In S-Log3. At the high base noise rises a bit more and a little range is lost.

Panasonic S1H 640 · 4000 In V-Log, according to Panasonic.

Blackmagic Pocket 4K ·

6K

400 · 3200 RAW has no in-camera noise reduction: good exposure is key.

ARRI ALEXA one base No dual ISO: it reads every pixel through two paths at once (dual gain).

Canon EOS C70 DGO sensor Dual gain on the sensor, according to Canon, for less shadow noise.

Manufacturer data. Check your camera’s manual: the base changes with the profile (log, RAW, HLG…).

Recording for night

RAW, or 10-bit at the very least, with the heaviest codec you have: compression destroys the shadows first.

In-camera sharpening off: camera sharpening hardens the noise, and it can’t be removed later.

A fast lens before pushing ISO above the base.

180° shutter: don’t slow the shutter to gain light if it changes the motion.

Shoot a night test with the real camera and give it to the colorist before the shoot.

Shot dark and lifted: full of noise. Shot with light and brought down in the grade.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras. Illustrations from the video’s animation. Educational simulations made

on real frames, marked as such.
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Measure, don’t guess

At night the monitor lies: a bright screen on a dark set makes everything look well exposed. Use false color

or a waveform and check that the skin is at its level, and that the only thing falling to black is what you

decided shouldn’t be seen.

REFERENCE VALUE SOURCE

18% gray in S-Log3 41 % Sony

90% white in S-Log3 61 % Sony

Skin in S-Log3 (FX6 / FX9) 48–52 % Sony Cine (exposure guide)

18% gray in LogC4 (ALEXA 35) 28 % ARRI

18% gray in V-Log 42 % Panasonic

These are correct-exposure levels on the log signal, not the final look. At night the skin is exposed at its level and the colorist brings

it down later if the scene needs it.

What goes in today with no information, nobody can rescue tomorrow

A black with no detail or a clipped lamp can’t be recovered in the grade, not even in RAW. Decide on set what gets

lost and what gets kept.

Noise isn’t grain

Digital noise is random, colored and grows in the shadows. Grain is a texture you choose. The professional

way is to deliver a clean image and, in the grade, add the grain the story needs, under control.

Digital noise: green and purple blotches, no detail. Clean image, sculpted darkness and controlled grain.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras. Illustrations from the video’s animation. Educational simulations made

on real frames, marked as such.
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Before you shoot: quick checklist

Expose the skin at its level, even if it’s a night scene. The darkness is made in the grade.

Light with shape: key from one side, little fill, a backlight and dimmed practicals.

Separate with color: cool ambience, warm practicals, clean skin.

Use the high base if your camera has dual native ISO, not an in-between ISO.

RAW or 10-bit, heavy codec, in-camera sharpening off.

Measure with false color or a waveform: no exposing by eye on a dark set.

Decide what falls to black and what keeps detail.

Shoot clean: grain is added in the grade.

What your project gains

When the night arrives already built on set, the colorist isn’t removing noise: they’re sculpting the darkness, deciding

how far the blacks go down and where the eye rests.

REAL FILMS

Cool ambience: the figures read through the light. Skin with detail against a dark background.

Warm interior: practicals in frame. Cool sci-fi night.

Frames from Madre and La Fábrica de Bodas, color graded by Luis Taveras. Sintel (2010) and Tears of Steel (2012) © Blender Foundation ·

durian.blender.org · mango.blender.org · CC BY 3.0 license.
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C O L O R I S T

Luis Taveras is a colorist, member of the Colorist Society

International, with five feature films and more than 500 music

videos. His credits include Madre: a dos centímetros de ti, winner

of five awards at the 2025 New York Dominican Film Festival, and

La Fábrica de Bodas, which premiered at the United Palace in

New York. For him, color is the last place where a film can still

change its emotion, and the skin always has to feel true.

5
feature films

500+
music videos

10
years in the craft

What I do

Color grading for film

Music videos

Commercials and brands

Cinema mastering and delivery (DCP)

Member, Colorist Society International · ID
98523302

DGCINE Film Agent · SIRECINE AC-PTA 18224

Planning your next shoot?
I'd love to collaborate with you on the color of your next project. Write to me and watch my demo

reel.

DEMO REEL vimeo.com/1224666204 WEBSITE luistaverascolorist.com

EMAIL contact@luistaverascolorist.com INSTAGRAM @luistaveras.colorist

YOUTUBE @LuisTaverasColorista LINKEDIN luistaveras-colorist

IMDB nm18370016

#nightscenes #lighting #colorist #colorgrading #cinematography #luistaverascolorist
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