Picasa Overview 11/15/05 – update 5/09/06

Picasa is a digital image management program. It will import, view, organize, edit, email, create photo projects and backup your images. Google now owns the program and offers it as a free download from picasa.google.com. Here you will also find tutorial support and a User Group. A Picasa book is available, written by Steve Schwartz. Search for it at Amazon, $10.00 new, $4.75 used ($3.49 postage). There is also a Picasa Google Group blog.

When you install Picasa it will take several minutes to create an index of all the image files on your hard drive. Picasa then resides in the notification area on the taskbar constantly keeping track of any changes you make to the image files on the hard drive: import, copy, move, rename and delete. 

There are two primary views of Picasa: Thumbnail (Library) and Edit. When you open Picasa it will be in Thumbnail view and look much like Windows Explorer, folders in the left pane and thumbnails of images in the right. If you double click or click-Enter a thumbnail you will enter Edit view. To return to thumbnail view click the enlarged image, press Enter or click Back To Library at the upper left.

Thumbnail View

Import – Click the large button named Import at the top left of the screen to import photos. In the Select Device drop-down box you will be able to import from your digital camera, a card reader or a scanner. You can preview each image as it’s thumbnail is read into Picasa and decide whether to import it or not based on the large preview on the right. Click the Exclude button to exclude the image – click again to include. When you are finished click Finish to import the selected images.
Slideshow - One of the first things you may want to do in Picasa is see a slideshow of your recent photos. Select a folder on the left and press the large Slideshow button at the top. The slideshow starts with the first thumbnail by default or with any selected thumbnail. As long as you don’t move the mouse a full-screen slideshow will proceed automatically. Moving the mouse will bring up a menu at the bottom of the screen from which you can view manually with the control buttons. You can set the Display Time, rotate the photos, etc, and start the automatic slideshow again. Set the slideshow options from the main menu: Tools/Options/Slideshow. The slideshow can be stopped by pressing the Esc key or clicking the Exit Slideshow button in manual slideshow mode.

Search – Coming from Google you just know that Picasa would have great search capability. The search box is at the top right, the box with the magnifying glass at the left end. You can search on literally anything: file names, folder names, captions, EXIF data, and keywords. Folders containing images matching your search term are then listed on the left. You can even search for folders which do not appear in the folder list since Picasa keeps track of your photos within the file structure on the hard drive. To start a new search click the red x on the right end of the box. For even more search options click the symbol to the right of the search box. The additional options are: Starred photos, Movies, and a Date Range search.

The folders in the left pane will look different than what you are used to in Explorer. Only the folders which contain images will be indexed, so some of your header folders may be missing. The default order is by date. This can be changed to alphabetical by folder name from View/Sort Folder List By/Name. Generally the default order is best since that will put your most recent images at the top. Note that there are dividers for each year. If you click the downward pointing triangles at the main folder dividers you can see the folder categories: Labels, Folders on Disk, Exported Pictures and Other Stuff (number of folders in parentheses). Note that the number of images in each folder is also in parentheses at the end of the folder name. If you need to find the location of a folder on the hard drive, select that folder in the left pane and from the main menu choose Folder/Locate on Disk (shortcut Ctrl + Enter).

Now, moving over to the thumbnail pane. Once you have selected a thumbnail a whole slate of options at the bottom of the screen become available. The first one to note is the slider off to the right with which you can change the thumbnail size – from 2 across to 10. You can also size the thumbnails by holding down the Ctrl key and using the left and right arrow keys. Also, a context menu is available by right clicking the thumbnail, from which you can choose many options.

Scrolling – The scrollbar on the right can be used to scroll through all your photos. For a smooth controlled scroll, click on either the top or bottom of the slider and drag. To jump forward or backward one folder at a time, click the buttons at the top or bottom of the scrollbar. Of course you can jump to any folder by clicking on a folder name in the left pane.

Actions – At the right hand end of the folder title bar is an control called Actions. Clicking this button will display a menu for many folder options. The same menu is obtained by right clicking the title bar.

Picture Tray - The Picture Tray is used to hold images you want to process in some way: print, email, create a collage, label, export, etc. When you select a thumbnail by clicking it, that image shows up in the Picture Tray at the lower left. If another thumbnail is clicked the first one will be replaced in the picture tray. Just to the right of the Picture Tray are three buttons which control the tray: Hold, Clear and Label. Clicking Hold will place a green radio button on the thumbnail and hold it in the tray while you select others. Clear will clear the tray of all selections and Label will be covered later. If you drag a thumbnail into the tray it is automatically held. Alternately, you can select several thumbnails at once by holding down the Ctrl key and then clicking Hold.

Print – Select one or more images you wish to print, hold them in the tray and click Print (right of the tray). In the next screen select the Print Layout you want. Default Print Layouts are selected from the main menu: Tools/Options/Printing. The Preview pane will show you what your print(s) will look like. You can even combine portrait and landscape images on the same page – and not waste paper. If you want to make more than one print click the Copies per Picture option after selecting the Print Layout. This will allow you to print multiple copies of the same picture on the same page.

Email – After selecting the images you wish to email click Email (next to Print). Set up email options from the main menu: Tools/Options/Email. A good size for emailed photos is 640 pixels. The email client you have on your computer will probably be your first choice. For Picasa you need to sign up for a Hello account; likewise for Gmail.

Collage – Select a few photos and click Collage (next to Email). There are four types to select from. Collage is also accessible from the main menu under Create.

Hello is an online photo sharing service. BlogThis! will let you blog your photos using Blogger. Once online you can add text and create a photo essay. Online Prints allows you to order prints from an online service of your choice. Export is covered below.

To view an image full-screen point to that image and press Ctrl–Alt (hold down Ctrl and press Alt).

Edit View

To edit a photo double-click or click-Enter a thumbnail to bring up the edit screen. In this view you can zoom the enlarged image with the slider bar – up to 400%. When zoomed the pointer becomes a hand which can be used to pan the image. A smaller image in the lower right corner can be used to position the part of the zoomed image you want to view by dragging the enclosed rectangle. There are also buttons to the right of the slider: fit picture inside viewing area; display picture at actual size; and Show/Hide Histogram & Camera Information. 

The small thumbnails on the top of the enlarged image can be used to scroll through the images in a folder without having to return to the Thumbnail View. The blue outline indicates the current image.

Captions – At the bottom of the enlarged image find the words ‘Make a Caption!’. Click here to enter your own caption. Captions are shown on your photos during a manual slideshow and also written to a Gift CD. Captions are also included above the image in web galleries. Captions are written into a metadata file called IPTC which is part of the image file. The captions are thus made available to all other programs which access your images.

Editing - On the left are three tabs for editing: Basic Fixes, Tuning and Effects. Basic Fixes are quite self-explanatory. I particularly like I’m feeling lucky which is a one-click fix for lighting and color. Even the Redeye option works fairly well and Straighten is handy. If you don’t like the changes you’ve made there is an undo button – and also a redo button. Under the Tuning tab I was able to markedly improve a photo which had the yellow cast of florescent lighting. I chose the Neutral Color Picker and then clicked on a white object in the picture. I then adjusted the Fill Light and Highlight sliders. Experiment with some of your photos – Picasa is quite a remarkable basic image editor. If you are feeling artistic try the options under the Effects tab.

Editing changes you make in Picasa are saved as instructions within Picasa and will always be there for viewing unless you undo them. If you want to save your edits outside of Picasa click on Export (bottom right). Export will copy photos in the picture tray to a folder on the hard disk. Your can select the folder or accept the default – the file name(s) are not changed – so don’t choose the original folder unless you want to overwrite the original file(s). You can select the original size or a different size. There is a slider to select the picture quality. 

Note: From the main menu File/Save a Copy can also be used to save edits. This option will append a ‘1’ to the original name, save in the original folder and at a lower quality.

Labels – One of the top features of Picasa. Labels gives you the ability to collect pictures into a Labels folder for a special purpose, usually a slideshow, web gallery, or writing to a CD. You are creating an Album. It’s the equivalent of a playlist for audio tracks. 

Start by placing your selected images in the Picture Tray. When you have assembled all or part of the collection, click on the Label button and select New and then type in a name. Immediately a new folder is created at the top of the folder list (category Labels) with the chosen name and the number of photos in the collection. Add to the collection by bringing new images to the tray, clicking Label and selecting the appropriate label. Photos can be rearranged by drag and drop. They can also be renamed: File/Rename. Be cautious of renaming though, since the files will be renamed on the hard drive, which may not be what you want. I think it is safer to order and/or rename outside of Picasa. That way there should be fewer surprises when Label folders are written to a CD. One other note: when you select photos from more than one folder, you must Hold photos before selecting from a different folder. Using a double label will allow more control over selection of photos.

Star - A favorite set of photos may be selected by using the star button. The star button is available when thumbnails are in the picture tray, in Edit View or during the manual slideshow. If you want more than a single favorite set use Labels folders: Favorites1, Favorites2, etc.

Gift CD – Create a slideshow for family and friends. Click the Gift CD button at the top of the screen. The folder that is currently selected will be checked for writing to a CD. If you want to include other folders click Add More… and then check any additional folders at the left. To make the CD autorun on your friends computer check Include Slideshow. Unless you are running out of room on the CD choose Original Size (a tally of the space being used on your CD or DVD is on the divider bar above the dialog boxes). Type in a name for the CD and check Include Picasa to include a Picasa loader program. Insert a blank CD in your drive and click Burn Disc. What could be easier?

Gift CD can also be used to simply send images to a friend or even a photo finisher since they are readily available from the CD. In this case you do not need to check Include Slideshow or Include Picasa.

Timeline – Since this is a major button at the top of the screen someone regards this as an important feature. Glitzy yes, useful? Let me know if I’m missing something.

Keywords – Keywords provide additional search terms for finding photos. Enter them from the main menu View/Keywords… – as many as you like. They will show up in the image IPTC metadata.

Backup – Found in the main menu Tools/Backup Pictures.. I haven’t tried this feature but it looks really easy. There is a preview of how many CDs or DVDs will be required. 

Create 

Under the main menu item Create there are several interesting options. 

Set as Desktop is an easy way to set new wallpaper. Select a photo, click Set as Desktop, and confirm. Viola! It is so easy you will change your wallpaper much more often than you ever did before.

Make a Poster lets you create a large print from normal sized paper. Suppose you want a large print and only have 4x6 paper. First select a picture, then click Make a Poster. Setting the poster size to 200% will create four files in the same folder which when printed and combined will produce an 8x12 poster of your selection.

Movie – Produce the Ken Burns effect – pan and zoom your photos.

Closing Comments

After some use I think you will agree that Picasa is an easy-to-use program with a well designed  interface. You should find several features that you use regularly and actually prefer over other competing programs. My favorites are Slideshow, Email, Set as Desktop, Gift CD and Print. And my all-time favorite is the web gallery. Main menu: Folder/Export as Web Page. I use 640 pixels, enter a title, select a folder to store the files generated and then select Template 1. You can play the gallery on your computer by clicking the index.html file but to make it available on the web you will need to upload all the files generated to a web site.

In order to keep the Picasa index of your constantly changing image collection up to date, click on Tools in the main menu, then on Folder Manager. Click the radio button which says Scan Always and then click My Pictures in the folder list on the left. Now all of the folders under My Pictures should show the Scan Always symbol and the image index will stay current.

Picasa will index any drive attached to your computer. For example, plug in your flash drive and Picasa will index the picture files on the drive.

Bob Guyan 11/15/05 rguyan@yahoo.com
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