
Chapter 5: How do I become a GIMP Wizard? 
To become a GIMP Wizard – indeed, to become a Digital Imaging Wizard, we strongly recommend 
that you purchase the complete User Manual, as well as download GIMP from the link, 
http://www.gimp.org/downloads! This is a sample Chapter – consisting of 5 Pages, out of the 16 
Chapters – and over 950 Pages – that the complete Manual contains! 

We wish you the Very Best in your endeavors! 

…the Team at WellOiledPC 

Getting Images into GIMP 
This chapter is about getting images into GIMP. It explains how to create new images, how to load 
images from files, how to scan them and how to make screenshots.  

But first we want to introduce you to the general structure of images in GIMP.  

1.  Image Types  
It is tempting to think of an image as something that corresponds with a single display window, or to 
a single file such as a JPEG file, but really a GIMP image is a rather complicated structure, containing 
a stack of layers plus several other types of objects: a selection mask, a set of channels, a set of 
paths, an "undo" history, etc. In this section we are going to take a detailed look at all of the 
components of an image, and the things you can do with them.  

The most basic property of an image is its mode. There are three possible modes: RGB, grayscale, 
and indexed. RGB stands for Red-Green-Blue, and indicates that each point in the image is 
represented by a “red” level, a “green” level, and a “blue” level. Because every humanly 
distinguishable color can be represented as a combination of red, green, and blue, RGB images are 
full-color. Each color channel has 256 possible intensity levels. More details in Color Models 

In a grayscale image, each point is represented by a brightness value, ranging from 0 (black) to 255 
(white), with intermediate values representing different levels of gray.  

Figure 5.1.  Components of the RGB and CMY Color Model 

  
 

In the RGB Color Model, mixing Red, Green and Blue gives White. That's what happens on your 
screen.  

In the CMY(K) color model, mixing Cyan, Magenta and Yellow gives Black. That's what happens when 
you print on a white paper. The printer will actually use the black cartridge for economical reasons 
and better color rendering.  

Essentially the difference between a grayscale image and an RGB image is the number of “color 
channels”: a grayscale image has one; an RGB image has three. An RGB image can be thought of as 
three superimposed grayscale images, one colored red, one green, and one blue.  

http://www.gimp.org/downloads
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/gimp-images-out.html#file-jpeg-load
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/glossary.html#glossary-colormodel


Actually, both RGB and grayscale images have one additional color channel, called the alpha 
channel, representing opacity. When the alpha value at a given location in a given layer is zero, the 
layer is completely transparent, and the color at that location is determined by what lies 
underneath. When alpha is maximal, the layer is opaque, and the color is determined by the color of 
the layer. Intermediate alpha values correspond to varying degrees of translucency: the color at the 
location is a proportional mixture of color from the layer and color from underneath.  

Figure 5.2.  Example of an image in RGB and Grayscale mode 

 
An image in RGB mode, with the channels 

corresponding to Red, Green and Blue. 

 
An image in Grayscale mode, with the channel 

corresponding to Luminosity. 

In GIMP, every color channel, including the alpha channel, has a range of possible values from 0 to 
255; in computing terminology, a depth of 8 bits. Some digital cameras can produce image files with 
a depth of 16 bits per color channel. GIMP cannot load such a file without losing resolution. In most 
cases the effects are too subtle to be detected by the human eye, but in some cases, mainly where 
there are large areas with slowly varying color gradients, the difference may be perceptible. 

Figure 5.3.  Example of an image with alpha channel  

 
Red channel 

 
Green channel 

 
Blue channel 

 
 

The Alpha channel shows the image area which is transparent.  

 

A color image in RGB mode with an Alpha channel.  

The third type, indexed images, is a bit more complicated to understand. In an indexed image, only a 
limited set of discrete colors are used, usually 256 or less. These colors form the “colormap” of the 
image, and each point in the image is assigned a color from the colormap. Indexed images have the 
advantage that they can be represented inside a computer in a way which consumes relatively little 
memory, and back in the dark ages (say, ten years ago), they were very commonly used. As time 
goes on, they are used less and less, but they are still important enough to be worth supporting in 
GIMP. (Also, there are a few important kinds of image manipulation that are easier to implement 
with indexed images than with continuous-color RGB images.)  

Some very commonly used types of files (including GIF and PNG) produce indexed images when they 
are opened in GIMP. Many of GIMP's tools don't work very well on indexed images–and many filters 
don't work at all–because of the limited number of colors available. Because of this, it is usually best 
to convert an image to RGB mode before working on it. If necessary, you can convert it back to 
indexed mode when you are ready to save it  

http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/gimp-images-out.html#file-gif-load
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/gimp-images-out.html#file-png-load


GIMP makes it easy to convert from one image type to another, using the Mode command in the 
Image menu. Some types of conversions, of course (RGB to grayscale or indexed, for example) lose 
information that cannot be regained by converting back in the other direction. 

 

Note 

If you are trying to use a filter on an image, and it appears grayed out in the menu, 
usually the cause is that the image (or, more specifically, the layer) you are working on is 
the wrong type. Many filters can't be used on indexed images. Some can be used only 
on RGB images, or only on grayscale images. Some also require the presence or absence 
of an alpha channel. Usually the fix is to convert the image to a different type, most 
commonly RGB.  

2.  Creating new Files  
You can create new files in GIMP by using the following menuitem: File → New. This opens the 
Create a new image dialog, where you can modify the initial width and height of the file or using the 
standard values. More information about this dialog can be found in Section 2.2, “ New ”. 

3. Opening Files 
There are several ways of opening an existing image in GIMP:  

3.1. Open File 
The most obvious is to open it using a menu, by choosing File → Open from an image menu. This 
brings up a File Browser dialog, allowing you to navigate to the file and click on its name. This 
method works well if you know the name of the file you want to open, and where it is located. It is 
not so convenient if you want to find the file on the basis of a thumbnail. 

 

Note 

When you open a file, using the File menu or any other method, GIMP needs to 
determine what type of file it is. Unless there is no alternative, GIMP does not simply 
rely on the extension (such as ".jpg") to determine the file type, because extensions are 
not reliable: they vary from system to system; any file can be renamed to have any 
extension; and there are many reasons why a file name might lack an extension. Instead, 
GIMP first tries to recognize a file by examining its contents: most of the commonly used 
graphics file formats have "magic headers" that permit them to be recognized. Only if 
the magic yields no result does GIMP resort to using the extension 

http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/gimp-image-mode.html
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/gimp-file-new.html


Figure 5.4. ¢ƘŜ άCƛƭŜ hǇŜƴέ ŘƛŀƭƻƎ  

 

GIMP 2.2 introduced a new File Chooser that provides several features to help you navigate quickly 
to the file you are looking for. Perhaps the most important is the ability to create “bookmarks” for 
folders that you use often. Your list of bookmarks appears on the left side of the dialog. The ones at 
the top ( “Home”, “Desktop”, etc) come automatically; the others you create using the “Add” button 
at the bottom of the list. Double-clicking on a bookmark takes you straight to that directory.  

At the center of the dialog appears a listing of the contents of the selected directory. Subdirectories 
are shown at the top of the list, files below them. By default all files in the directory are listed, but 
you can restrict the listing to image files of a specific type using the File Type selection menu that 
appears beneath the directory listing.  

When you click on a file entry in the listing, if it is an image file, a preview will appear on the right 
side of the dialog, along with some basic information about the properties of the image. Note that 
previews are cached when they are generated, and there are some things you can do that may cause 
a preview to be incorrect. If you suspect that this may be happening, you can force a new preview to 
be generated by holding down the Ctrl key and clicking in the Preview area.  

By default, a Location text box is present in the File Open dialog. It may be absent: the Ctrl+L key 
combination toggles this text box. 

 

Note 

In the great majority of cases, if you select a file name from the list, and click the “Open” 
button in the lower right corner or the dialog, GIMP will automatically determine the file 
type for you. On rare occasions, mainly if the file type is unusual and the name lacks a 
meaningful extension, this may fail. If this happens, you can tell GIMP specifically what 
type of file it is by expanding the “Select File Typ” option at the bottom of the dialog, 
and choosing an entry from the list that appears. More commonly, though, if GIMP fails 
to open an image file, it is either corrupt or not in a supported format. 



3.2. Open Location 
If instead of a file name, you have a URI (i.e., a web address) for the image, you can open it using the 
menu, by choosing File → Open Location… from an image menu. This brings up a small dialog that 
allows you to enter (or paste) the URI.  

Figure 5.5. The άhǇŜƴ [ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ŘƛŀƭƻƎ  

 

¢ƘŜ άhǇŜƴ [ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ŘƛŀƭƻƎΦ  

3.3. Open Recent 
If the image is one that you previously created using GIMP, perhaps the easiest way to open it is 
from the menu, using File → Open Recent. This gives you a scrollable list of the images you have 
most recently worked on in, with icons beside them. You need only select the one you want, and it 
will be opened.  

3.4. File Browser 
If you have associated the file type of the image with GIMP, either when you installed GIMP or later, 
then you can navigate to the file using a file manager (such as Nautilus or Konqueror in Linux, or 
Windows Explorer in Windows), and once you have found it, double-click on the icon. If things are 
set up properly, this will cause the image to open in GIMP.  

3.5. Drag and Drop 
Alternatively, once you have found the file, you can click on its icon and drag it into the GIMP 
Toolbox. (If instead you drag it into an existing GIMP image, it will be added to that image as a new 
layer or set of layers).  

For many applications, you can click on a displayed image (a full image, not just a thumbnail) and 
drag it into the GIMP toolbox.  

3.6. Copy and Paste 
For some applications, if the application gives you a way of copying the image to the clipboard (on 
some systems, the Print Screen key lets you copy the screen into the clipboard), you can then open 
the image in GIMP by choosing File → Create → From Clipboard from the image menu. Support for 
this is somewhat variable, however, so your best bet is to try it and see whether it works.  

3.7. Image Browser 
In Linux, you might want to take a look at a program called gThumb, an image-management 

application that in several ways nicely complements GIMP. In gThumb, you can cause an image to 

open in GIMP either by right-clicking on the icon and selecting GIMP from among the list of options, 

or by dragging the icon into the GIMP toolbox. See the gThumb home page [GTHUMB] for more 

information. Other similar applications are : GQview [GQVIEW], XnView [XNVIEW]. 

http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/bibliography.html#bibliography-online-gthumb
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/bibliography.html#bibliography-online-gqview
http://docs.gimp.org/2.6/en/bibliography.html#bibliography-online-xnview

