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Intro to GiMP 

GiMP (short for GNU Image Manipulation Program), is a free 
image retouching and editing tool with capabilities for free-
form drawing, resizing, editing, and cropping photos, creating 
photomontages combining multiple images, and converting 
between different image formats.  While the maintainers state 
that GiMP does not attempt to replicate Photoshop (the 
expensive industry standard), the similarities are abundant.  As 
such, an understanding of GiMP translates very easy to an 
understanding of Photoshop (which can be very valuable on a 
resume!) as well as other advanced image editing programs. 
 
 
During this course we will look at: 

 Getting Started 

 Canvas 

 Layers 

 Tools 

 Colors 

 Color Effects 

 Filters 

 Exercise 

 Conclusion 
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Getting Started 

GiMP can be downloaded at no cost directly from its website at 

http://www.gimp.org/downloads.  Once downloaded, running 

the program will launch the installer, which will do everything 

needed to get the software ready to run on your computer. 

 

When  launched, GiMP will open a main window, as well as two smaller 

windows, the Toolbox and the Layers window. 

 

 
 

At this point, it is not possible to create or edit images as the workspace is 

blank.  It is first necessary to create a new project, or open an existing image or 

project.  Both are done by selecting “File” from the main window’s menu bar.  

To open an existing project, choose “Open” from the dropdown, and then 

navigate to the desired file.  Otherwise, choose “New”, and a small window will 

appear, asking for basic information about the project you wish to create. 

 

In the “Create a New Image” window, we define the size, resolution, and colors 

of the image we wish to create.  Templates exist for specific standard sizes (such 

as an 8.5” x 11” piece of paper, or a label for a CD or DVD), or we can define the 

size manually, in pixels (Dots on the computer screen), inches, millimeters, or 

other measurements.  To select additional options, click “Advanced Options” 

http://www.gimp.org/downloads
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near the bottom of the window.  Here, 

we can adjust resolution, which applies 

when we’re working in measurements 

other than pixels.  On a computer 

screen, one pixel is always one pixel, 

but other measurements are defined 

by how many pixels occupy them.  For 

example, at a resolution of 72 pixels 

per inch, an 8.5” x 11” sheet of paper 

would equal 612 x 792 pixels.  That’s 

not very many, and would probably 

result in a very pixelated printout.  But 

at a resolution of 300 pixels per inch, 

the same piece of paper would be 

2550 x 3300 pixels, resulting in a much clearer printout. 

 

With “Color space”, selecting RGB Color means that the image will have a full 

color palette, while grayscale means just that: the image will only be in shades 

of gray. 

 

“Fill with” selects what we want our blank canvas to look like.  It can be the 

foreground or background color defined in our Toolbox (see “Foreground & 

Background Color” in “Tools” section), white, or else transparent. 

 

A Note on Transparency 

Typically, with computer images, a blank background is white.  

But GiMP offers the ability to create images with blank spaces 

that are actually blank.  This can come in handy when trying to 

work with different images, and have one go over the other 

without a large white block surrounding it.  In GiMP, 

transparency is indicated by a checkerboard of gray boxes. 
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Finally, comments can be added to the file.  This step is not necessary, as the 

information is only visible when examining the file’s properties. 

 

 

Canvas 

The canvas will then appear on the workspace, its appearance dependent on 

the settings laid out in the “Create a New Image”.  Drawing, editing, etc… can 

only take place within the borders of the canvas.  Attempting to draw in the 

gray space will have no results. 

 

To resize a canvas after creating it, 

select “Image” in the file menu, then 

“Canvas Size”.  Notice the chain links to 

the right of the width and height fields.  

This chain appears a lot in GiMP and 

refers to the ratio of height and width.  

When the chain is connected, the 

ration is locked.  So if the width is 100 pixels and the height is 200 pixels, 

changing the width to 200 would automatically change the height to 400.  But if 

the chain was not connected, changing either height or width would not affect 

the other dimension.  To change whether the ratio is locked or not, click on the 

chain link. 

 

 

Layers 

One of the aspects of GiMP (as 

well as many other advanced 

photo-editing programs) that 

can cause confusion to 

beginners is the concept of 

layers.  Layers appear in the 

“Layers” window, toward the 

top.  When creating a new 

image, there will only be one 
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layer, labeled “Background” by default. 

 

If you started drawing on the canvas now, you would be drawing on the 

background layer, since it’s the only one there is.  So pretend that you were to 

draw an incredible picture.  A portrait of a man.  Then you decide to add a 

moustache.  Then you decide that the moustache looks awful.  If you erased it, 

you would be left with a hole in the middle of the face. 

 

 
 

But if we had layers, we could draw a face, then on a different layer, draw a 

moustache.  If we didn’t like it, we could remove it while leaving the original 

image of the face intact.  Working with layers is like working with the different 

elements of collage.  We can move them, turn them, or otherwise alter them in 

all sorts of different ways.  And if we don’t like them, we can throw them away 

with no effect on the canvas.  Until we glue them down (in GiMP, this is called 

“anchoring”, or “merging down”, or “flattening”.) 

 

To create a new layer, click “Layer” in the file menu, then select “New Layer” 

from the dropdown.  This will bring up options similar to when we first created 

an image, asking for the size of the layer, and the color of it.  Layers can be any 

size you want, regardless of the canvas.  They can even be larger than the 

canvas, though only the parts of it that appear within the borders of the canvas 

will be visible. 
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A selected layer will show its size with a dotted line, which will even appear 

when larger than the canvas.  Layers can be selected by clicking them in the 

layer toolbar.  It is important to remember that the layer you wish to work with 

must be selected!   With multiple layers, the layer on the top of the toolbar will 

appear on top of any other layers it is in the same area as.  To bring a different 

layer to the front, simply drag it to the top of the toolbar.  Layers can also be 

made invisible by clicking the eyeball icon beside them.  Click again to make it 

reappear.  Their opacity can also be changed with the slider near the top of the 

toolbar.  Making it less than 100% will cause layers below it to become visible. 

 

When pasting an image onto the 

canvas, it will appear as a “floating 

selection”.  The user must determine 

whether to “anchor” the image (attach 

it permanently to the layer below it), 

or make it a “New Layer”, which will 

do just that.  Be careful, as a stray click 

with a floating selection can 

automatically anchor the layer.  To 

make the floating selection a new 

layer, either right click on the layer in 

the toolbar and select “New Layer”, or 

choose that option from “Layers” in 

the file menu. 
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Tools 

The Toolbox window contains many 

different tools, each of which will allow 

for the mouse to perform a different 

action.  Some are very straightforward 

while others are more complicated and 

may require several steps.  To select a 

tool, click its icon.  If you aren’t sure 

what a tool is, hover over it to see a 

description.  Once selected, a tools icon 

will be surrounded by a black border 

and appear darker, as if pressed-in. 

 

NOTE: A tool will be active until another 

tool is selected! 

 

Below is a full list of the tools in the 

toolbox, with a brief description of what 

it does: 

 

The Rectangle Select 

Makes a rectangular selection of any 

part of a layer.  Used mostly to delete, 

cut, or copy a portion of an image. 

 

Ellipse Select Tool 

Same as Rectangle Select, except that it 

selects a circular area. 

 

Free Select Tool 

Selects a polygonal selection by clicking 

on points to form an outline. 

 

Fuzzy Select Tool 

Selects an area by color regions. 
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Select By Color Tool 

Selects all areas of a specified color with one click.  For “green screen” type use. 

 

Scissors Select Tool 

Similar to the Free Select Tool, but finds the edge of a shape automatically. 

 

Foreground Select Tool 

Also like the Free Select Tool, but with a couple of extra steps, helps find the 

edges of the foreground item.  

 

Paths Tool 

Used to draw lines or selections that can be altered and then traced or filled 

with color. 

 

Color Picker Tool 

Picks out the color of a selected pixel. 

 

Zoom Tool 

Control the zoom levels. 

 

Measure Tool 

Measures Distances and Angles. 

 

Move Tool 

Used to grab and move layers. 

 

Alignment Tool 

Aligns objects to the center, left, right, or relative to other objects. 

 

Crop Tool 

Used like the Rectangle Select but will cut off everything outside the selected 

edges, shrinking the canvas accordingly. 

 

Rotate Tool 

Rotates a layer. 
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Scale Tool 

Resizes layers, shrinking or growing the image. 

 

Shear Tool 

Skews the object left or right. 

 

Perspective Tool 

Allows for stretching the image at each of its corners, which can create the 

illusion of perspective. 

 

Flip Tool 

Flips an image, selection, or path. 

 

Text Tool 

Used to write text, which can then be manipulated. 

 

Bucket Fill 

Fills selections or layers with a color or pattern, using the same color field 

recognition as the Fuzzy Select Tool. 

 

Blend Tool 

Creates a gradient. 

 

Pencil Tool 

Draws a line with a hard edge. 

 

Paintbrush Tool 

Draws a smooth line with selected type of brush. 

 

Eraser Tool 

Erases objects the same way the brush and pencil tools draw. 

 

Airbrush Tool 

Works like a brush, but with the effect of an airbrush.  Leaving the mouse on a 

certain area longer will cause it to darken. 
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Ink Tool 

Similar to the paintbrush but allows different shapes, mimicking calligraphy. 

 

Clone Tool 

Selects part of the image and then can be used as a brush to copy that part 

elsewhere on the canvas. 

 

Healing Tool 

Works similarly to the Clone Tool, but uses a special blur to help repair. 

 

Perspective Clone Tool 

Allows cloning at a different angle. 

 

Blur/Sharpen Tool 

Used like a brush to blur or sharpen an image. 

 

Smudge Tool 

Smudges an image using a type of brush. 

 

Dodge/Burn Tool 

Dodging lightens an image while Burning darkens it. 

 

Foreground & Background color 

Selects the foreground and background colors in an image.  The foreground 

color is used by drawing tools such as the paintbrush or pencil, while the 

background color appears in an absent space, such as when a selection is 

deleted. 

 

When any tool is selected, the bottom half of the Toolbox will show options for 

that tool.  For example, when the Paintbrush tool is selected, options would be 

for the style and size of the brush.  When the Text tool is selected, options 

include changing the font, color, and alignment.   Different options for each tool 

are too numerous to list, but can usually be figured out by reading over their 

descriptions. 
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Colors 

When selecting a 

color by clicking on 

the foreground or 

background color, a 

window appears 

which gives the 

ability to pick and 

fine tune a color.  To 

choose a color, first 

click in the column 

that shows a 

gradient of colors 

from red to orange.  

Click in the vicinity that looks closest to the color you want.  Once you’ve done 

that, the main palette will change color, and give a huge variety of light and dark 

variations of the selected color.  Clicking anywhere on the main palette will 

choose a color.  Clicking “OK” will make it your foreground or background color 

(depending on which you selected). 

 

 

Color Effects 

GiMP offers a variety of ways to tweak the colors in an 

image.  Particularly with a photograph, adjusting colors 

can make a dull image really pop!  To adjust the colors, 

click “Colors” in the main window’s file menu.  Many 

options will appear in the dropdown, with those 

occupying the upper-half (that have icons beside them) 

being the most accessible in terms of ease of use.  

Most of the options, when selected, will bring up a 

window with options.  As you make adjustments in the 

window, you will see the image change accordingly.  

However, the changes will not be permanent until you 

hit “OK”.  Hitting cancel will cause the image to remain 

as it was. 
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Filters 

Filters can be accessed by clicking “Filters” in the file menu.  This offers a wide 

variety of different effects, from blurring an image, to creating shadows or 

making a photograph look like an oil painting.  They mostly work like the color 

effects, in terms of bringing up a window in which you can play with the effect 

and preview how it will look, but must click “OK” to apply the change. 

 

 

Exercise 

To try and bring some of the fundamentals together, let’s try creating an image. 

 

1. Open GiMP. 

2. Create a new image of 300x300 pixels with a transparent background. 

3. An internet browser should already be open on your computer.  Right-

click the image of George Washington and select “Copy Image”.  

4. Back in GiMP, select “Edit” from the file menu, then “Paste”. 

5. Be sure to make the floating selection a new layer before doing 

anything else! 

6. Enlarge the canvas so that all of the new layer is visible (crop or “Canvas 

Size” option from “Image” dropdown in File Menu). 

7. Delete George’s signature by using one of the select tools (rectangle 

Select or Free Select). 

8. Use the Fuzzy Select tool to remove the remaining white background.  

You might need to adjust the “Threshold” in the lower half of the 

toolbox to get it to select the right amount of white. 

9. Create a new, transparent layer. 

10. Now we’re going to dye George’s wig!  Pick the foreground color you 

want it to be. 

11. Now select the brush tool.  Move your mouse onto the canvas to see 

how big a brush you have selected.  To change its size, change the 

“Scale” option in the lower half of the toolbox. 

12. Make sure the proper layer is selected (you want to use the new, blank 

one!) 

13. Zoom in on the image so you can easily see the drawing area. 
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14. Color George’s hair.  If you make any mistakes, click “Edit” in the file 

menu, then choose “Undo”.  Or use the shortcut CTRL+Z.  Or touch it up 

with the Eraser tool. 

TIP:  Use small strokes!  If you spend ten minutes coloring the 

hair with one long, continuous stroke and make one tiny 

mistake, using “Undo” will remove all of your work!  But if you 

use small strokes, each undo will only undo the last one. 

15. Lower the opacity of the hair-color layer so that the artist’s lines are 

visible beneath the color. 

16. Select “Colors” from the file menu, then choose “Brightness-Contrast”.  

Change the brightness and contrast levels to fine-tune the hair color.  

Notice that the changes only affect the current layer.  George’s face 

remains the same.  Accept the changes by clicking “OK”.  Or keep it how 

it was before, if you prefer, by clicking “Cancel”. 

17. Hide George’s portrait layer, and his colored hair layer (by clicking the 

eyeball beside them).  Draw a nice background on the background layer. 

18. Make the other layers visible again. 

19. Flatten the image (select “Image” in the file menu, then “Flatten 

Image”).  This will join all of the layers together.  Our next step is to 

apply an artistic filter, and we want it to be done to the entire image, 

not just one layer. 

20. Select “Filters” from the file menu, then move your mouse over 

“Artistic”.  A sub-menu will pop up.  Choose “Oilify”. 

21. Move the two slider bars in the window that pops up, and see how it 

changes the preview of George.  When you get it where you like it, hit 

“OK”, then sit back and appreciate your masterpiece! 

22. If there’s time left, undo the filter and continue to play. 

 

 

Conclusion 

GiMP is a professional-level program that contains more features than even 

most expert users know, so don’t be intimidated by how much there is!  Just 

stick to what you’ve learned, practice, and when you find something additional 

you want to do, find out how to do it and learn by adding one new trick to your 

repertoire at a time. 


