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If you in the market for a good graphics and photo editing program or would like to get away from Adobe Photoshop with its unending 
subscription fees, then you should take a look at Akvis’ new AliveColors.  

AliveColors is a full-featured graphics and photo editing program. It has been designed to support the needs and user levels from the beginner to 
the pro user.

AliveColors comes in three versions: A limited Free version, A Home version that has most, but not all of the tools and effects, and the Pro version 
that has full functionality. You can buy a Perpetual (lifetime) license or a subscription license - your choice. FYI: This review will be based on the Pro 
version.

The Interface
If you have used Photoshop in the past, 

you will feel right at home with AliveColors. 
The user interface and tools are very similar. 
But don’t get me wrong, AliveColors has a 
lot of its own bells & whistles. More about 
that later. AliveColors’ user interface/window 
defaults to a light grey look, but there are 
options to change it to medium or dark 
looks. 

AliveColors has a preference that you can 
turn on that shows (in the AliveColors 
window) the images/photos that you have 
previously opened (Figure 2). They can be 
displayed as thumbnails or as text that lists 
the path to the image. 

At first I didn’t like these thumbnails being 
there, but after having to reopen my test 
images multiple times for this review - I 
learned to appreciate the convenience of 
having them right in the AliveColors window 
for quick access. You simply click on a 
thumbnail and it opens. You can also turn on 
the “Enable Learn Panel” option and around 
10 thumbnails will line the bottom of the 
widow (bottom of Figure 2). These are links 
to AliveColors’ video tutorials.

Panels
Along the right side of the AliveColors 

window are the familiar: Layers, History, 
Navigator, Color, Actions, Channels, etc.  
panels/tabs. Here is a in-depth explanation 
for a couple of the Panels:

Figure 1. This is the AliveColor user interface sporting the gray “Interface Theme”. This image 
was a test to see if AliveColors could open Photoshop documents along with its layers. So I 
created the black line-work in Photoshop and then opened and colored it in AliveColors 
(using my Wacom tablet and stylus). All of the Photoshop layers were present and still 
modifiable, so it passed my first test.



Layer Panel 
The Layers Panel can be used to 

organize your work into grouped items, 
re-order your objects, etc. For example, in 
my drawing shown in Figure 1 - I used a 
layer for the black line drawing and 
different layers for each shade of purple 
that I used. This way, if I made a mistake 
and wanted to erase it, it wouldn’t erase 
the other underlying line-work or colors.

There are five different layer types that 
you can choose from when you are 
working on your document: 
• Raster: A Raster Layer is a basic 

layer type which allows applying 
standard brushes and effects. 
Other layers can be rasterized by 
u s ing th e Ra s t e r i z e Laye r 
command.

• Artistic: The Artistic Layer is 
designed for drawing and painting 
using the Artistic Brushes (Figure 
6). More about these brushes later.

• Shape: The Shape Layer is used to 
create and edit vector shapes. This 
layer is created automatically when 
using the Shape tool.
The available shapes are: Pie,  

Rectangle, Rounded Rectangle, 
Ellipse, Polygon, Star, Freeform 
(this allows you to create a variety 
of shapes by adding anchor points 
with a mouse click), and Freehand.

• Adjustment Layer: You can correct and enhance 
your images using nondestructive Adjustment Layers - 
meaning you can turn them on or off at any time. 
There are Adjustment Layers for Curves, Levels, Black 
and White, Brightness/Contrast, Hue/Saturation, 
Invert, Threshold, and Posterize.

• Text: The Text Layer is created automatically when 
you use the Text tool.

Actions
AliveColors includes an Actions feature. For those that 

aren’t familiar with Actions - they are like a script where 
you tell AliveColors to do one thing to your photo, e.g. 
Reduce its size, then tell it to do another step - like 
change the image from RGB to black & white, etc. 
Actions are a timesaver if you are constantly doing the 
same adjustments to your photos. On top of this, you 
can select a folder with multiple images and use the 
Batch Processing feature to run the same Action on all of 
the images at once (Figure 4).

Figure 2. AliveColors remembers the images and photos that you have previously opened. They 
can be displayed as thumbnails or as text that lists the path to the image. At first I didn’t like them 
being there, but after having to reopen my test images multiple times for this review - I learned to 
appreciate the convenience of having them right in the AliveColors window for quick access (so I 
decided not to turn that feature off in the preferences). You simply click on a thumbnail and it 
opens. You can also turn on the “Enable Learn Panel” option and around 10 thumbnails will 
appear at the bottom of the widow. These are links to AliveColors’ video tutorials.

Figure 4. You can use AliveColor’s 
Batch Processing option to run an 
Action on a folder full of  images.

Figure 3. You can create your own 
multi-colored gradient or use one of the 
predefined Gradients.



Tools
Along the left side of the Image Window are the tools which include the typical Selection, Crop, 

Brush, Pencil, Spray Tool, Eraser, Bucket, Clone, Blur, Sharpen, Smudge, Text, and Eyedropper tools.

Here are a few of AliveColors’ other tools:
Chameleon Brush: This is similar to the Clone Stamp, but instead of making an exact replica of the 

area that is cloned from, this preserves the characteristics of the underlying image that you are cloning 
to/over. 

In a test, I picked an area from the middle of a pink and white Dahlia and then cloned it to the green 
grassy area next to the flower. The duplicate/cloned flower turned to shades of green - matching the 
grass’ colors.

Artistic Brushes: The Artistic brushes and filters allow you to stylize photos and create images from 
scratch.  Here is a short explanation of each Artistic Brush:
• Oil Brush: This brush was designed to imitate painting with an oil brush by painting strokes with a 

relief. The density of the stroke varies across the entire line (Figure 6).
• Roller: This brush leaves flat, porous strokes and its paint's density varies along the line's length.
• Felt-tip Marker: This brush leaves constantly flowing paint and it draws smooth, elegant, translucent 

lines.
• Chalk: The Chalk brush draws soft, textured lines with porous edges.
• Artistic Pencil: This brush draws flat smooth lines with sharp boundaries.
• Artistic Spray: This brush simulates spray painting on an image. It applies paint in raised drops, 

scattered along the stroke.
• Artistic Smudge: This tool is designed for mixing different colors on artistic layers and changing the 

relief of painted strokes.
• Artistic Eraser: This brush changes the transparency of pixels and removes the relief of 

paint.

AutoSave
There is a background AutoSave that will 

protect against loss due to unexpected 
shutdowns. The user can set the 
frequency/interval of the auto saves.

Gradient fills: 
I really like that the Gradient tool not 

only lets you specify the start and finish 
colors, but you can also add additional 
colors (points) to the gradient. So you can 
make a slow transition between two colors 
or make a multicolored gradient resembling 
a rainbow (as seen at the top of Figure 3). 
The Gradient’s colors can be set manually 

Figure 6. The “Artistic” Oil Brush imitates painting with an actual paint brush, e.g. it leaves raised strokes (reliefs) verses leaving a 
flat color. The image on the right was taken from the AliveColors web site. It is a good example of using the Artistic Oil brush.

Figure 5. AliveColors supports Raw 
Photo Processing.

http://alivecolors.com/en/about-alivecolors.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/about-alivecolors.php


or you can choose from a wide variety of preset gradients (as seen in the lower ⅔ of Figure 3). You can choose from: linear, elliptical, radial, and 
conical gradient fills. 

Channels
You can view and edit image color channels or work with the image alpha channels.

Effects
AliveColors comes with a wide variety of Effects which are fully modifiable, plus you can see a real-time preview of the results before applying 

them.  
• Noise: The Noise menu allows to add or remove graininess in your image.
• Shadows & Highlights: The Shadow & Highlight effect allows the user to reveal details in bright and dark areas of an image and reduce contrast.
• Sharpen: The Sharpen menu lets you increase the sharpness and enhance the image detail.
• Glamour: The Glamour effect helps you process your portrait photos. It allows you to brighten and even the skin tone, get rid of wrinkles, conceal 

minor flaws, etc
• Two Keys : The Two Keys effect lets you use two key 

colors to change the color tints, replace colors, adjust 
contrast and brightness etc.

• Page Curl: The Page Curl effect creates a page curl on 
an image.

• Drop Shadow: The Drop Shadow effect adds a 
perspective shadow to the selected area.

• Blur: You can use the Blur menu commands to blur 
the entire image or just a selected area, reduce its 
sharpness, reduce the amount of noise, as well as create 
a variety of effects.

• Distortion: The Distortion effects are used for creating 
geometric distortions of the selected layer or area, e.g 
you can increase/decrease an object’s width or height, 
Twirl the image, Ripple it, Extrude it, etc.

• Channel Mixer: This effect lets you change the image’s 
color tones, saturation, contrast, lightness, etc. using 
the: Red, Green and Blue channels.

• Pixelate: The Pixelate effects merge neighboring pixels 
of the image into small monochrome cells. There are 
two styles: Mosaic - which groups the neighboring 
pixels into square blocks and Crystalize, which changes 
them into various polygon shapes.

Built-in Plug-ins
Quite a few Akvis plug-ins (that can be bought 

Figure  7. The built-in Coloriage plug-in can colorize black & white photos or change the existing color of  objects, like this house's exterior.

Figure 8. You can use the built-in AirBrush plug-in to make stunning airbrushed 
color or black & white images from your photos FYI: the top two images were 
taken from the Akvis web site and all of these screenshots look a lot more 
impressive when seen at full size.



separately) are included in the Home and Pro versions.

Akvis AliveColors Home license’s included plugins:
• Enhancer: AKVIS Enhancer is image enhancement software that offers a fast method to fix a dark picture, improve detail on an image, increase 

contrast and brightness, and adjust tones.
• HDRFactory: You can use the HDRFactory plug-in to create High Dynamic Range images from single or multiple photos, plus 

it can be used for photo correction, e.g. it will make the details more pronounced in the light and dark areas, and exaggerate the 
colors from photos taken with different camera exposures, to make a more detailed and vibrant image than the original (Figure 
12).

• MakeUp: Have you noticed that models or actresses in magazine photographs seem to look a lot better in print versus seeing them in person? 
This is usually attributed to airbrush touch up done on their photos before printing them. The average person can now do the same thing with 
his/her photographs using the MakeUp 
plug-in. Gone are the wrinkles, acne, 
pock-marks etc. after only a few minutes of 
tweaking (Figure 16).

• Noise Buster: The Noise Buster is  a 
Digital Noise Reduction plug-in that 
reduces noise and grain in your 
images.

• SmartMask: Have you ever tried to 
remove a person/animal/item from one 
photo so that you can superimpose it over 
another photo - to make it look like you 
were someplace that you never were, or to 
create a collage? What a pain! Trying to 

Figure 10. Using the built-in SmartMask plugin and with only a few strokes, (one red for 
delete and a blue stroke - for keep), I was able to quickly remove the background and then 
replace it with another background.

Figure 9. The NatureArt built-in plug-in lets you add a variety of natural effects to your photos, e.g. Rain & lightening, 
Bodies of water (like my simulating a downtown area being flooded), Auroras, Frost, and Clouds. Effects not shown are 
Fire, Sun, Ice, and Rainbows.



select all of those uneven edges. Well that’s where the 
SmartMask plug-in becomes an invaluable tool. It simplifies 
the selection and masking process for both simple or complex 
images (Figure 15).

Akvis AliveColors Pro license. In addition to the above 
mentioned plug-ins, the following plug-ins are  also available:
• AirBrush: The AirBrush plug-in lets you transform your 

photos into works of airbrushed art (Figure 8).
• Coloriage: The Coloriage plug-in is designed to convert black 

and white photographs into color. Why would we need this 
since now-a-days with the advent of inexpensive color digital 
cameras, it is very seldom that people are taking black and 
white photos? This is true, but I bet you have a shoebox of old 
family photos collecting dust in the attic. Wouldn't it be nice 
to colorize them as keepsakes (left side of Figure 7).

• LightShop: AKVIS LightShop helps you create amazing light 
effects: flares on the sun, lights from distant planets and stars, a 
colorful rainbow over a city, reflections in raindrops, fireworks, 
etc.

• MakeUp: The AliveColors Pro version also includes the Mask Editing tools.
• NatureArt: In a perfect world you would be able to get that “perfect” shot/photo every time. 

But this isn’t a perfect world, so sometimes your photo needs a little tweaking to get the look 
that you want. That’s where the NatureArt plug-in comes in handy. Need a rainy sky with 
magnificent lightning bolts - no problem. Need a burning field or fire for your camp fire pit - 
again no problem. NatureArt can add these plus many other nature effects to your photos: 
Sun, Auroras, Fire, Rain, various Cloud shapes, Lightning, Rainbows,Water, Frost, and Ice.

• Neon: The Neon plug-in lets you create amazing glowing line effects. The software 
transforms a photo into a neon image that looks like it was drawn with luminescent ink 
(Figure 13).

• Points: The Points plug-in lets you transform your photos into paintings using the technique 
called pointillism. Pointillism is characterized by applying separate brush strokes in the form of 
dots or spots. A complex hue is decomposed into individual colors, which are displayed on the 
canvas as dotted strokes, small dabs of paint of pure color. The 
optical mixing of these dots gives us the visual perception of an 
entire painting (Figure 14).

• Retoucher: The Retoucher plugin can be used to remove a few 
scratches & wrinkles from a photo, or restore a badly damaged photo  
(Figure 11) 

• SmartMask: The AliveColors Pro version includes additional 
SmartMask features:
- Chroma Key: The Chroma Key mode allows you to quickly and 

accurately remove a monochrome background so you can 
combine multiple images into a single composition.

- Refine Edges: The Refine Edges feature is extremely helpful for 
quickly editing the edges of selections or cutout objects.

- History Palette: The History palette shows the list of every change 
made to a file. You can revert the file to a previous state by 
clicking on an item in the list.

External plugins
AliveColors supports “.8bf” formatted plug-ins, e.g. 

plug-ins that work in Photoshop. So you can add any of the 

Figure 13. The Neon plug-in lets you create amazing glowing line 
effects. The software transforms a photo into a neon image that looks 
like it was drawn with luminescent ink.

Figure  11. The Akvis Retoucher plugin can be used to remove a few scratches 
& wrinkles from a photo (top image), or restore a badly damaged photo 
(bottom image).

Figure 12. The built-in HDRFactory plug-in 
can create High Dynamic Range images from 
a single or multiple photos.



AKVIS plugins (that are not 
already included in the 
AliveColors software package) 
or other “.8bf” formatted 
third-party plugin-ins. BTW: 
You can also add external 
plugins in the Free version of 
AliveColors - I didn’t expect 
that. 

Testing: I was able to 
successfully add a couple of 
Akvis plugins that I own, but 
which aren’t included in 
AliveColors - they worked 
perfectly. I was also able to get two out of four of my 3rd party Photoshop plugins to 
work in AliveColors (Since their installers don’t currently recognize/install directly in 
AliveColors I had to point AliveColors to the Photoshop Plug-ins folder to get them to 
load). The third & fourth plug-ins didn’t work because it obviously needed the 
installer to place files in places other than the plugin folder. Hopefully these and other 
vendors will start making installers for AliveColors in the near future.

Color Modes:
When you create a new document, you are able to choose the color format. The 

choices are: RGB, Grey, CMYK, and LAB. You can also choose from 8, 16, or 32 
bits/channels.

Languages and Ultra HD Resolution
AliveColors supports several interface languages: English, German, French, Italian, 

and Russian. You can change the language at any time in the Preferences. AliveColors 
also supports 4k & 5k displays.

Compatibility
AliveColors has its own Akvis file format which works just fine. But for those who 

need it, AliveColors also supports the following file formats:
• Import formats: PNG, JPG, TIFF, PSB, RWA, High Dynamic Range Image 

files, Windows Bitmap. AliveColor can also open Photoshop’s PSD files. Camera 
specific formats for Canon, Panasonic, Olympus, Nikon, Sony, Samsung, Pentax, 
Fujifilm, Kodak, and Mamiya are also supported.  

• Export formats: Documents can also be saved/exported as: Akvis file format, 
PNG, JPG, TIFF, PSB, .HDR (High Dynamic Range image) and Photoshop’s 
PSD formats.

Graphics Tablet Support
You can use a Graphics Tablet for creating or editing your images. You can 

dynamically change the appearance of your strokes based on how much pressure you 
apply to your stylus when drawing as well as how you tilt and rotate your stylus. You 
can also use a stylus to perform mouse functions such as tool selection, color selection, 
and parameter changes.

Testing: I like being able to vary the width of my strokes. So I took out my Wacom 
tablet and started drawing strokes with differing pressures and tilts. I am happy to say 
that my line’s width did vary throughout the strokes. 

 

Figure 14. The Points plug-in lets you transform your photos into paintings using the technique of 
pointillism, e.g. small, distinct dots of color are applied in patterns to form an image.

Figure 15. This is an example from the Akvis web site. It 
shows how thorough SmartMask was at removing the 
background from all of the nooks and crannies of this 
ladies' flowing hair. 

Figure 16. I was able to use the MakeUp plugin to 
smooth out this girl’s face by: 1. I used the smoothing 
tool to remove most of the bumps (you can’t see it at this 
image size - but her face is full of bumps), 2. I used the 
Spot Remover to remove several of the remaining 
(larger) bumps, and 3. I slightly increased the color 
saturation to give her a more pleasing facial tone.



Collage Creating - coming soon
Akvis is planning on adding their Chameleon plug-in to AliveColors. This 

will offer several exclusive collage creating algorithms that will let you combine 
your photos into amazing collages (according to them) in just a few minutes 
(Figure 17). 

Since I don’t already own it, I can’t review it. But you can get more 
information about the Chameleon plug-in from the Akvis web site.

Illustrated Tutorials
Akvis offers a comprehensive online Manual for AliveColors that guides you 

through the entire workflow. In addition to the manual, you can also watch 
their video tutorials.

The Skinny
Evaluation: I like that AliveColors has many similar tools and a somewhat similar look to Photoshop. It makes transitioning to AliveColors very 
easy. All-in-all I think for a brand new piece of software, AliveColors is off to a good start. I look forward to its updates and improvements as it 
matures over the months and years to come. 

I like that twelve of Akvis’ External plugins are built into the AliveColors program. I already owned seven of these plug-ins and I was pleased to see 
that the built-in ones were not crippled versions. They were 99.9% the same as the ones that I owned. I attribute the few differences to the fact that 
some of my versions were older than the current versions. So I took this as an opportunity to not only get AliveColors, but to also get the latest 
versions of my seven plugins. The only difference between the built-in plug-ins compared to the separately bought plug-ins is that the separately 
bought plug-ins can be immediately updated whereas the built-in plug-ins will have to wait until AliveColors is updated for the plug-ins to be 
updated at the same time. But I can live with this limitation.

The Actions feature is good, but it isn’t quite as robust as Photoshop’s - yet. But when I asked if a particular set of actions (that I created in 
Photoshop) were possible in AliveColors, I was told that my request was sent to the techs and they would work on getting those Action steps to work 
in AliveColors. - I was pleased. BTW: The tech support people were very helpful when I had a question or problem.

If you are in the market for getting a graphics/photo editor or if you are interested in cutting the cord to Photoshop - I suggest that you take 
AliveColors for a test run to see if all of the features that you need are included in the program. If they are, it’s a no-brainer -- dump your Photoshop 
subscription and get AliveColors!

Requires: 64-bit Mac OS X 10.9 - 10.12; Minimum: Intel, 4 Gb RAM: Recommended: Intel, 16 Gb RAM, NVIDIA CUDA AMD [ATI] - 
Stream/App

FYI: I installed and tested AliveColors on my 2013 (cylinder) Mac Pro running OS X 10.12.6. But since I have the AliveColors Pro version that 
allows me to install it on two computers - I also installed AliveColors on my old 2009 Mac Pro running OS X 10.11.6 - AliveColors work perfectly 
on both Macs.

Company: Akvis

Prices: Free (with limited functionality)
AliveColors Home: $49 (this Perpetual license that never expires, it is good for only one computer; some filters and effects are not available; it is only          

for non-commercial use)
AliveColors Pro: $160 (this Perpetual license that never expires, it is good for two computers; includes all of the filters and effects; commercial use is 

allowed)
Senior & Academic Discount: 30% off
Subscription Option: AliveColors Home: $2 month / $18 year

                                      AliveColors Pro: $5 month / $45 year
                    (A subscription license allows software updates at no additional charge.)

BTW: If you bought all 12 of the built-in plugins separately, they would cost around $738. So you can see that buying the AliveColors Pro version 
(that includes all 12 plug-ins) at $160 is quite a savings.

Available 10 day trial  

Figure  17. According to Akvis, their Chameleon plug-in will 
be incorporated into AliveColors in the near future (these 
images were taken from the Akvis web site).

http://akvis.com/en/chameleon/index.php
http://akvis.com/en/chameleon/index.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/tutorial.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/tutorial.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/tutorial/video/how-to-install.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/tutorial/video/how-to-install.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/index.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/index.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/download.php
http://alivecolors.com/en/download.php

