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osterization, also technically called a “Tone Separation: is an interesting photo manipulation has been around for a long time and used in design and advertising and some fine art applications.  In the film world it was accomplished by creating litho film masks of varying densities, sandwiching them together, and then printing them as a single negative.  It wasn’t difficult but it did involve a lot of testing and trial and error to get the precise degree of tonality rendering visualized by the artist.  The problem was that while it was relatively easy to do in black and white, to accomplish it in color was very difficult and time consuming and required a high degree of skill working with color and color printing techniques.
In the modern digital arena however it is not difficult at all and creating a color posterization is only a few more steps than doing it in black and white (grayscale).  Following are the steps involved in creating a digital posterization.
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First we’ll settle on a photograph that will work using this approach.  In an ideal aesthetic world, you would have this outcome already in mind when the shot is made.  That would allow you to capture it with the maximum amount of tonal gradation so the final tone separations would be smooth and give you a shot that is very different from normal but still quickly readable to the viewer.
You also don’t want to use an image that depends for its “story” on rendering fine detail or on a wide range of colors but rather one that is a clean design, graphic, and with a simple color scheme.    
For this handout I’ve selected a portrait (right) shot during a class demonstration of lighting in the desert.  I selected it because of the smooth tones in the model’s skin and the simple composition and color scheme.
A posterized image is one where the normal continuous tones of the photograph are reduced to a smaller number of specific tones.  Usually 3 to 6 works well.  More tones than that and they start to blend and simply look like a badly banded image from an out of adjustment inkjet printer.  So, here we go…

	Step
	Action
	Result/Notes

	1
	Make the very best ‘normal’ image you can using all of the basic image-editing workflow steps.  
	The better the base image is, in terms of quality, the better the resulting posterization will be.

	2
	Create a duplicate layer
	We are going to be working on the top layer, the one automatically named “Background Copy.”

	3
	Using the Channel mixer, create a monochrome/grayscale on the top image. (Image(Adjustments( Channel Mixer; check “monochrome” box)
	Because the sample image is a portrait I used a lot of red “filtration” to smooth out skin tones even more than already existed in the shot.  This also lightened the red top slightly and darkened the blue parts such as in the background.
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	4
	Posterize this top layer.
  (Image(Adjustments(Posterize) 

I used a setting of 4 tones for this example.
	You can play with this to get the number of tones you want.  However, the more tones selected to more it will start approaching a continuous tone image.  

More than about 6 or 8 and it will simply look banded like it was done on a faulty inkjet printer.

Two is simply black and white so 3 is a practical minimum number.
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	5
	You can do some cleanup at this stage if necessary.  Use the eye dropper to select a tone to smooth or add and then simply paint it where necessary.
	This step allows you to do some very fine area adjustments to the image.


	6
	Now comes the magic step.  In the layers pallet or from the layers menu, set blending options to “Luminosity” and opacity to 100.
	Et viola, here is a tone-separated, posterization of the original image.  Flatten the image if you are through with it and print away.  You can also erase through an area to recover an original full toned area,
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	7
	OK, I can hear it now, “Why not simply posterize the original with the same tool we used on the black and white duplicate layer?”  The answer is, you can, but the result seems to create some unexpected and all new tones that are not all that flattering to the image.  On the right is this image where that was done using the same 4-tone setting we used in the above steps.

I don’t know where that green color on her neck shadow came from and this looks to me more like one of those old paint-by-numbers kits.  

However, try both and then you can judge for yourself what seems to work best for your image and your vision.
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The fun thing is that YOU get to be the artist and decide.
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