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​Introduction: Beyond the Grey Canvas – Why S-Log3 is Your Starting Point

​1.1 The Moment of Truth: Confronting the Grey

You’ve just finished a shoot. The locations were perfect, the lighting was moody, and your talent was on point. You rush back to the studio, offload your cards from your Sony A7S III or FX6, and eagerly double-click a clip to play it back on your computer. And then... your heart sinks, just a little.

The image on your screen is flat. Desaturated. The contrast is almost non-existent. Skin tones look pale and waxy. The deep, rich shadows you swore you were capturing look more like muddy grey. The vibrant blue sky you saw with your own eyes is now a washed-out, milky cerulean.

For a moment, panic might set in. Did I mess up the exposure? Is my camera broken? Is all this footage unusable?

Take a deep breath. You haven’t made a mistake. In fact, you’ve just done something brilliantly right. You are looking at your digital negative. You are looking at S-Log3.

This grey, lifeless image is not a problem to be fixed; it is an opportunity to be seized. It is the photographic equivalent of a blank canvas for a painter, a block of un-carved marble for a sculptor. It is the purest, most flexible form of your image data, waiting for you, the artist, to imbue it with mood, emotion, and style. This book is your chisel, your brush, and your palette knife. It is a guide to moving beyond simple "looks" and into the art of sculpting with light and color.

Think of it this way: a JPEG or a Rec.709 video file straight out of camera is like a fast-food meal. It's ready immediately, it's predictable, and it satisfies a basic hunger. But it lacks nuance, complexity, and the signature of a true chef. S-Log3, on the other hand, is your farmers' market haul of fresh ingredients. It requires effort, skill, and understanding to transform it into a Michelin-starred dish. But the result is infinitely more rewarding, more personal, and more beautiful. This chapter is about understanding the nature of those incredible raw ingredients you now have at your disposal.

​1.2 The Philosophy of Log: Why Throw Information Away?

To truly appreciate S-Log3, we must first understand the fundamental limitation of all digital cameras: their sensors have a limited dynamic range. Dynamic range is simply the ability to capture detail from the darkest shadows to the brightest highlights in a single scene. Your eye is a masterpiece of engineering, capable of perceiving an enormous dynamic range (something like 20+ stops). Your camera’s sensor... is not.

In the early days of digital video, and even today in many standard picture profiles, the camera tries to do you a favor. It takes the raw data from the sensor and instantly maps it to a standard video image (like Rec.709) that looks "normal" on a TV screen. To do this, it makes a thousand tiny decisions in an instant: "This shadow area is too dark, I'll just make it black and lose the detail." "This highlight is too bright, I'll clip it to pure white." It’s squeezing the beautiful, nuanced symphony of light captured by the sensor into a narrow, pre-defined box. It is, by its very nature, throwing away a massive amount of information to give you a quick, "pleasing" result.

This is where Log (short for logarithmic) picture profiles, like S-Log3, come in. Instead of squeezing the dynamic range, it does the opposite: it stretches it.

Imagine you have a long, valuable story written on a very long scroll of paper (your sensor's dynamic range). But you only have a small, square postcard (a Rec.709 video file) to send it on. The traditional method is to try and cram the entire story onto the postcard, resulting in impossibly tiny, unreadable text. You've preserved all the words, but they are useless because no one can read them. That's a clipped, low-contrast image. The other method is to give up and just write "The story was about a boy and a dog" on the postcard. You've kept the idea, but lost all the beautiful details. That's a standard, contrasty, crushed image.

S-Log3 is a brilliant third option. It's a special language, a code, that allows you to write the entire, long story on the postcard, but in a way that can later be perfectly decoded and expanded back into its full, readable form. It mathematically remaps the sensor's information, prioritizing the mid-tones where our eyes are most sensitive, and gently compressing the shadows and highlights into the limited digital space of your video file. When you look at that flat, grey image, you aren't seeing the final product; you're seeing the encoded information. It's all there – the detail in the actor's dark jacket, the texture in the bright clouds – it's just waiting to be decoded and revealed by you in the grading process.

​1.3 S-Log3 vs. The World: Why This Curve is Your Best Friend

Sony's journey with Log profiles has been evolutionary. You might have heard of S-Log2, a legendary profile in its own right, which was a massive leap forward for cameras like the FS7 and A7S series. So why does S-Log3 exist, and why is it particularly suited to your camera?

The primary difference lies in how it handles the shadows. S-Log2, while fantastic, allocates a significant amount of data to the mid-tones and highlights. This is great for well-exposed scenes, but it can leave the shadows a little noisy and difficult to manipulate if you underexpose.

S-Log3 was designed with a more sophisticated approach, often described as mimicking the way film negative responds to light. Its most significant improvement is a more gradual curve in the shadow and lower mid-tone regions. Think of it this way:


●  S-Log2: A steep staircase. Each step represents a tonal value. In the shadows, the steps are small and close together, meaning there are fewer distinct "steps" (less data) to define the subtle gradations from dark grey to black.

●  S-Log3: A long, gentle ramp. The transition from the deepest shadows to the mid-tones is smooth and gradual. This ramp has many more distinct points along its path, which translates directly to more data and smoother gradations in your shadows.


For modern, high-sensitivity sensors like the ones in your A7S III, FX3, and FX30, this is a game-changer. These sensors are incredibly clean in the shadows, even at high ISOs. S-Log3 is the perfect partner for this capability, allowing you to capture and later manipulate shadow detail with unprecedented flexibility. You can lift shadows to reveal detail without introducing ugly banding or posterization. You can create rich, complex, and moody looks without your shadows turning into a blocky, noisy mess. S-Log3 respects the shadows.

Furthermore, S-Log3 was engineered to be more linear in its response to light. This sounds counter-intuitive for a "log" profile, but it means that the relationship between the light hitting the sensor and the number value recorded in the file is more consistent across the entire tonal range. This predictability makes it far easier to perform complex color manipulations, create seamless matches between shots, and apply your own creative looks in a controlled and repeatable way. It's a profile built for the colorist, whether that's a professional in a suite or you, the independent filmmaker, at your laptop.

​1.4 The Great Container: S-Gamut3 and S-Gamut3.Cine

A "color space" or "gamut" is like a map of all the colors your camera can possibly see. Just as a painter has a palette of tubes of paint, your sensor has a palette of colors it can capture. S-Log3 is the method for recording the brightness, but it needs a container, a gamut, to define the actual colors.

Sony gives you two main choices for this container when shooting in S-Log3: S-Gamut3 and S-Gamut3.Cine. Understanding the difference is crucial for advanced grading.


●  S-Gamut3: This is the big one. It's an enormous color space, actually larger than any other standard in the industry, including the one used for most digital cinema cameras or for 4K Blu-rays (DCI-P3) and vastly larger than standard broadcast TV (Rec.709). Think of it as a massive warehouse filled with every possible tube of paint your sensor can theoretically create. When you record in S-Gamut3, you are preserving the maximum possible color information your camera captured. It is the ultimate choice for flexibility, especially if you are delivering for multiple platforms or want to future-proof your footage. The downside is that it's so big that you must transform it into a smaller, standard color space in your edit, or your colors will look strange and over-saturated in unexpected ways. It requires a deliberate, technical approach.

●  S-Gamut3.Cine: This gamut is like a slightly smaller, but still very well-stocked, professional art supply store. It was designed to be a close match to the film-scan color spaces used by the motion picture industry for decades (specifically, it roughly corresponds to the color space of intermediate film stock). It is still massive compared to Rec.709, but it's a more "curated" palette. Many colorists find it easier to work with because it translates more predictably into common cinematic looks. Skin tones tend to fall into a more natural place within this gamut from the start. It’s an excellent choice if you want a slightly more guided path to a filmic look, while still retaining immense grading flexibility.


Your Choice: For the purposes of this book and for maximum creative control, we will primarily focus on workflows using S-Gamut3.Cine. It offers the perfect balance of massive flexibility and predictable, filmic behavior. However, the principles we will learn apply to both. Think of S-Gamut3.Cine as your primary, high-quality canvas, and S-Gamut3 as an even larger, rougher canvas that requires a bit more preparation before you can paint your masterpiece.

​1.5 The Golden Rule: Exposing for S-Log3 (The "ETTR" Philosophy)

You've captured your grey, flat footage. Now it's time to decode it. The very first step in this process happens not in post-production, but on set. If you get exposure wrong with S-Log3, all the skill in the world won't be able to fully rescue your footage. You cannot create detail that wasn't captured.

The single most important piece of advice for shooting S-Log3 is this: Expose To The Right (ETTR). This is a concept borrowed from the world of still photography, and it is absolutely critical for getting clean, noise-free, flexible S-Log3 footage.

Look at a histogram of a typical S-Log3 image. You'll notice that the information is heavily weighted towards the left side, the shadows. This is a natural characteristic of the log curve. However, digital sensors are not perfect. They are much cleaner and have more color information in the brighter parts of the image (the right side of the histogram) than they do in the shadows. The shadows are where noise, banding, and ugly color artifacts live.

ETTR is the practice of intentionally overexposing your image just enough so that the histogram shifts to the right, without actually clipping your highlights (pushing them off the right edge to pure white). You are deliberately placing more of your scene's information into the cleaner, more detailed "real estate" of the sensor's dynamic range.

When you bring this footage into your editing software, the first thing you will do is bring the exposure down to a normal level. By doing this, you are effectively "pushing" the noise from the original shadow areas down even further, where it becomes less visible, while the well-exposed mid-tones and highlights retain their cleanliness and detail.

How to do it in practice with your Sony camera:

	Use Zebras: Set your zebras to 94% or 100% (or even 107% for S-Log3's "super-white" reference). As you adjust your exposure (with aperture, ISO, or ND filters), expose until you just start to see zebras appear on the most important highlight in your scene (like a reflection on skin or a bright cloud). Then, dial your exposure back just a tiny bit so the zebras disappear. You are now at the threshold of clipping, having extracted the maximum amount of light onto your sensor without losing your highlights. You are perfectly ETTR.

	Use the Histogram: If zebras aren't your style, keep a careful eye on your camera's live histogram. Expose so that the mountain of data is pushed as far to the right as possible, but ensure the mountain's slope doesn't crash into the right-hand wall. You want a small gap.

	Use the Cine EI Function: If you're using an FX6 or FX9, Cine EI (Exposure Index) is designed for this. You set your base sensitivity (like ISO 800 on the FX6 for S-Log3) and then use iris and ND to expose correctly, never changing the base ISO. The camera records at that base, protecting your highlights, while you can monitor with a preview LUT. This is the purest implementation of the ETTR philosophy.


A crucial note on ISO: Your Sony camera has "dual native ISO" or similar sensor architecture. For S-Log3 on the A7S III/FX3, the first base is around ISO 640-800, and the second base is around ISO 12,800. At these points, the sensor is in its cleanest state. Whenever possible, try to expose using the first base ISO (e.g., 800) and use aperture and ND filters to control your light. Only jump to the second base ISO (12,800) when you truly cannot get enough light otherwise. You will then be exposing to the right at 12,800, which will still yield incredibly clean results.

​1.6 The Mindset Shift: From Viewer to Creator

Mastering S-Log3 requires more than just technical knowledge; it requires a fundamental shift in how you perceive your footage. When you look at that initial flat image, you must train yourself to see not what is, but what could be.


●  That grey sky isn't dull; it's a canvas waiting for a rich cyan or a dramatic, stormy blue.

●  Those flat skin tones aren't waxy; they're a palette ready to be sculpted with warmth, coolness, and life.

●  Those muddy shadows aren't a mistake; they're a reservoir of detail that can be revealed for mystery, or pushed further into rich, cinematic black.


This book will give you the tools to make that transformation. But the tool is useless without the artist. Your vision, your emotional response to the scene, and your storytelling intent are the most important ingredients. S-Log3 doesn't give you a "look"; it gives you the power to create your look.

In the next chapter, we will begin the hands-on journey, starting with the most fundamental step: taking that grey canvas and performing a primary color correction to reveal the true, latent image hidden within the data. We will learn how to properly decode S-Log3 and S-Gamut3.Cine, establishing a neutral, balanced foundation upon which we can build our creative visions. But for now, sit with this new perspective. Appreciate the grey. See it not as a flaw, but as a promise. It is the starting point for your art. And now, let's begin.

​Chapter 1: The Digital Negative – Understanding S-Log3 & S-Gamut3
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​1.1 The Philosophy of Log: Preserving Dynamic Range
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​1.1.1 The Limits of Human Vision and Machine Vision

Before we dive into the technicalities of gamma curves and color spaces, we must first understand the fundamental problem that Log shooting solves. This problem is rooted in the difference between how you see the world and how your camera sees it.

Close your eyes for a moment and imagine you are standing in a dimly lit room, looking out through an open door onto a sun-drenched street. You can see the texture of the carpet at your feet in the dim light. You can also see the details of a car across the street—the logo on its grille, the license plate number—in the bright sunlight. Your eye, connected to your brain, performs a miracle of real-time processing. It adapts instantly, your pupils dilating and constricting in a microscopic dance, allowing you to perceive detail in both the deepest shadow and the brightest highlight of the same scene. This is your incredible, biological dynamic range at work.

Now, replace your eye with a camera sensor. A digital sensor is, in many ways, a dumb bucket. It collects photons (light particles) for a set amount of time (the shutter speed) and measures how many fell into each bucket (pixel). It has a hard limit. If not enough photons fall into a bucket, it registers nothing but noise—that's the shadow area. If too many photons fall into a bucket, it overflows and registers pure, featureless white—that's the clipped highlight area.

The space between "too few" and "too many" is the camera's dynamic range, measured in "stops." Each stop represents a doubling or halving of light. Your eye can handle something like 20 stops of dynamic range in a single view. A high-end cinema camera might handle 14 or 15 stops. Your Sony mirrorless camera, in a perfect world, can capture around 13 to 15 stops of dynamic range when shooting in a Log profile. This is remarkably good for a camera of its size, but it's still significantly less than your eye.

The challenge, then, is this: how do you take a scene that your eye perceives as having 20 stops of rich detail, and cram it into a video file that can only hold 13 or 14 stops, without losing the soul of the image? The answer, for decades, was simple: you didn't. You made choices. You exposed for the highlights and let the shadows go black. Or you exposed for the shadows and let the sky burn out to white. You accepted the loss.

Log shooting was developed to change this compromise.

​1.1.2 The Story of the Scroll and the Postcard

Let's build a better analogy. Imagine you are a scribe in ancient times, and you have witnessed a great historical event. You want to record every single detail for future generations. You have a long scroll of parchment, long enough to write down every observation, every nuance, every shadow and highlight of the event. This scroll represents the full dynamic range your sensor is physically capable of capturing.

Now, imagine you are told that you must send this story to the king, but you are only allowed to send a small postcard. The postcard has a very limited space for writing. This postcard is your video file—it has a limited data capacity, a limited number of brightness levels it can represent (this is called bit depth, typically 8-bit, 10-bit, or 12-bit, which we will discuss later).

The old way of shooting (standard picture profiles like Rec.709) would be like trying to rewrite the entire, detailed story onto the postcard using your normal handwriting. The result would be an illegible, tiny, cramped mess. You've preserved all the words, but they are useless because no one can read them. In camera terms, you've tried to cram 13 stops of dynamic range into a Rec.709 file that was designed for only 6 or 7 stops, and the result is a flat, low-contrast, ugly image.

Alternatively, you could summarize the story. You could write, "There was a battle. A king won. The end." This fits nicely on the postcard and is easy to read. But you've lost all the rich detail—the expressions on the soldiers' faces, the color of the sky at dawn, the glint of armor. This is what a standard, contrasty picture profile does. It makes a "pleasing" image by aggressively throwing away the shadow and highlight details to create a punchy, contrasty look.

Log shooting is a third, far more elegant solution. It is a special code, a secret language. Using this code, you can transcribe the entire long story onto the postcard, but in a way that is compressed. You use shorthand for common phrases. You write in tiny, precise script. The postcard now holds all the information, but it is encoded. When it arrives at its destination, the king needs a decoder ring to translate the code back into the full, readable story.

That decoder ring is your color grading software. The encoded writing on the postcard is your Log footage. It looks strange and compressed to the naked eye, but it contains the full richness of the original scene. Your job as a colorist is to apply the decoder ring—to perform the mathematical transformation that unpacks the Log image into a full-range, beautiful picture.

​1.1.3 The Logarithmic Curve: Mathematics Made Simple

So, what is this "secret code" mathematically? It's called a logarithmic curve, and it's actually simpler than it sounds.

Imagine a straight line. On a graph, you could put the amount of light hitting the sensor (the scene's brightness) on the bottom axis, and the brightness value recorded in the video file on the side axis. A linear, or "straight," recording would mean that if a pixel receives twice as much light, its recorded value doubles. This seems logical, but it's terribly inefficient for our limited postcard space. Our eyes are not linear; they are logarithmic. We are far more sensitive to small changes in dark areas than we are to large changes in bright areas. A linear recording would waste most of its precious data on the bright highlights, leaving the shadows, where we see the most detail, with very little data and prone to noise.

A logarithmic curve solves this by bending the line. It creates a curve where the recording priority is given to the shadows and mid-tones.


●  In the shadows, where our eyes are most sensitive, the curve is steep. A small increase in actual light results in a relatively large increase in the recorded value. This allocates more of your limited data to the subtle gradations in the dark parts of your image.

●  In the highlights, the curve flattens out. A large increase in actual light results in only a small increase in the recorded value. This compresses the highlight information, ensuring that the bright parts of the scene don't eat up all your data, but you still retain detail all the way up to the point of clipping.


Think of it like a wise accountant allocating a limited budget. The shadows are the most important investments; they get a larger share of the data budget. The highlights are less critical; they get a smaller share, but they are still funded. The result is a file where the entire dynamic range of the sensor is preserved, but it's been mathematically "remapped" to fit into the available data space. When you look at the flat Log image, you are seeing this remapped data. It looks flat because the highlights have been artificially dimmed and the shadows have been artificially brightened to squeeze them into the middle of the graph. Your job is to reverse this process.

​1.1.4 Why "Preserving" Matters More Than "Capturing"

The language we use matters. We often say a camera "captures" dynamic range. But a more accurate word is "preserves." Every camera sensor, regardless of picture profile, captures the same raw photon data. The difference lies in what happens to that data after it's captured.


●  In a standard picture profile, the camera immediately applies a destructive transformation. It looks at the data, makes a series of decisions about what to keep and what to throw away, and bakes those decisions into the video file. The discarded shadow and highlight information is gone forever. You cannot get it back.

●  In a Log profile, the camera applies a non-destructive transformation. It remaps the data using the logarithmic curve, but it does not discard it. It preserves the full range of captured light information within the constraints of the video file format. It is a preservation technique, not a creative decision.


This distinction is the entire foundation of advanced color grading. When you shoot in S-Log3, you are delaying every single creative decision about contrast, saturation, and brightness until you are in your editing suite, sitting in front of a calibrated monitor, with time and focus to make deliberate, artistic choices. You are no longer at the mercy of the camera's "best guess." You are the final decision-maker.

This is the philosophy of the digital negative. Just as a film negative is a neutral, untampered record of the light that passed through the lens, your S-Log3 footage is a neutral, flexible record of your scene. It is not "the look." It is the potential for the look. And in that potential lies your creative freedom.
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​1.2 S-Log3 vs. S-Log2: Why 3 is Key for Modern Sensors
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​1.2.1 A Brief History of Sony Log

To understand why S-Log3 is your ideal starting point, it helps to understand where it came from. Sony introduced its first Log profile, simply called S-Log, to meet the demands of high-end cinematographers who were transitioning from film to digital. They needed a profile that mimicked the exposure latitude and graceful highlight roll-off of film negative. S-Log was good, but it was a first attempt.

Then came S-Log2. This was a monumental leap forward and became the industry standard for Sony's line of cinema cameras and mirrorless cameras for years. It offered improved dynamic range and better highlight handling than its predecessor. Cameras like the legendary FS7 and the original A7S series became synonymous with S-Log2. It was, and still is, a fantastic profile. Many colorists have a deep fondness for S-Log2 because it was their first introduction to the power of Log shooting.

So, if S-Log2 is so good, why change it? The answer lies in the evolution of camera sensors themselves, particularly the sensors found in your A7S III, FX3, and FX30.

​1.2.2 The Shadow Problem: Why S-Log2 Could Be Noisy

Imagine you are a painter, and you are working on a very dark, moody scene. You want to paint the subtle textures of a black velvet cloth in a dimly lit room. To do this well, you need a wide range of very dark paints—different shades of deep grey, almost-black, and true black. You need nuance in the shadows.

S-Log2, for all its strengths, was a bit like a painter whose palette for


​1.2.3 The S-Log3 Solution: A Curve Built for Shadow Detail










​1.2.4 Highlight Roll-Off: The Film-Like Grace




​1.2.5 Practical Implications for Your Workflow


	More Forgiving Exposure: While ETTR is still the gold standard, S-Log3 gives you a slightly wider margin of error. If your exposure is a little off, the improved shadow handling will save you more often.

	Richer, Cleaner Low-Light Footage: This is the biggest win. When you push your camera to its limits at ISO 12,800, the S-Log3 curve ensures that the shadows you're trying to preserve remain as clean as possible. You can create moody, night-time scenes with deep, rich shadows that hold detail instead of disintegrating into noise.

	More Natural Grading Results: Because more data is allocated where it matters most (shadows and mid-tones), your color grading operations—especially secondary corrections like isolating and darkening shadows—will be smoother and more natural-looking, with fewer artifacts.

	Better Matching with Other Cameras: If you ever work with footage from other professional cinema cameras (like ARRI or RED), you'll find that S-Log3's more linear response and film-like curve makes it easier to match those looks. It was designed with interoperability in mind.
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