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Organizing Photos 

Sharon Gayle (sfgayle@teachmegenealogy.com) 

 

Like most people, my photos cover a lifetime of “picture-taking” as well as a few images from by-gone 

eras. For a while, I thought of myself as an amateur photographer, capturing images of people, places 

and things that looked interesting. Only some were genealogical value in that they recorded family and 

family events. During that period, I used 35mm slides and the occasional 35mm film. Earlier photos were 

made of different types of film including the Polaroid variety. Some were in photo albums; most were 

not. About four years ago, I purchased my first digital camera, chiefly to take to cemeteries for recording 

headstones and to record images of family artifacts now in the possession of distant cousins.  In short, I 

had hundreds of photos of a nearly infinite range of subject matter and in a variety of formats. None 

were well organized to begin with. 

Organizing Prints 
Two central issues that we all face with photographs are (1) how can we preserve them against 

deterioration; and (2) who will inherit them after we are gone? These two issues became most painfully 

apparent when I made contact with a “lost” cousin recently. I asked her if she had any photos, once 

owned by her mother, my father’s sister. But my cousin replied that some of them were in such poor 

condition that she simply trashed them. Some, had no information as to who was in the photograph so 

they had no meaning to my cousin. I can only imagine what they might have meant to me, even in bad 

condition. I grieved. I contrast my cousin’s experience with that of my maternal grandmother. On the 

back of most photos, she named who was in the photo. So when I inherited those items, I had 

something to work from.   

All organizational systems are some form of “chunking.” Individual items are placed into a group. Small 

groups are collected into larger groups. The process continues until you have established a hierarchical 

organizational structure. So, when I decided to digitize all my photographs, I had a huge project before 

me. I began with the question: what do I want to do with the physical prints once they are digitized? My 

answer was to gift them to relatives. For each photo, I asked: Who will inherit this photo? Which is really 

asking: who would most enjoy this photograph? This decision process actually helped me to start the 

project of organizing the chaos that was my collection. Had I not established a goal at the outset, I would 

have descended into overwhelm. 

So if you are not already digitized, decide what will become of the prints, negatives, and slides. If you are 

fully digitized, skip to the short answer in the last section of this posting: Organizing Digital Images with 

Picasa. 

I went to a local store where I purchased cheap, plastic boxes, one for each person who would become a 

beneficiary of the prints and slides. I also purchased, on sale, a large archival quality album for each 
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recipient. As I examined each photo, I made a quick decision about who should receive it. The photo was 

placed in that person’s box. This divided the huge project into a series of smaller projects, one for each 

beneficiary. Box by box, I scanned the photos into my computer. I did not care when the photo was 

taken or what the content of the photo was. But I filed the photo in a directory labeled “To Aunt Jane” 

or “To Duane.” Once “Aunt Jane’s” photos were scanned, I began the process of placing the prints into 

the large archival quality album. The type of album that I purchased allowed me to write a note on the 

album page, thus giving a caption. Here,  I documented time, place and subject of the photo, naming the 

individuals if I knew them. This part of the project results in a very nice Christmas or birthday gift. More 

importantly, you are not dumping your chaos onto another. It also serves to improve the photos’ 

chances of surviving a few more generations. AND should I ever need to rescan an image, I know (from 

my pc organization) who now owns that photo.  

This process of scanning, archiving, and labeling photos took me several months, but I did not work on it 

every day. The final step was to index the digitized images. This is when I discovered Picasa ® by Google.  

Organizing Digital Images with Picasa 
I tried other software packages, which are designed to organize photos, but I was never fully satisfied 

with the results.  A friend told me about Picasa® by Google. It is freeware and has some nice features if 

you like to share your photos across the internet. I don’t use those features, so I am unable to comment 

upon them.  It also has some simple photo editing features that 

amazingly do not alter the original file. So you can make quick, 

simple fixes before emailing an image to a friend. 

It has been a while since I first installed Picasa. So I must describe 

the initial process from memory. The first time you bring up Picasa, 

it will ask you if you want to scan your system. CLICK on “yes.” 

Picasa will collect any of the fore-mentioned formats (including 

icons for programs). I allowed for this because I’d rather err on the 

side of too much than overlook a photo.  You can go back later and 

exclude folders from Picasa. You can specify a “scan once” on 

directories as well as “scan always.” The “scan always” is, in my 

opinion, the second best feature of the software. I will discuss the 

best feature later in this article. The “scan always” function somehow knows when a file (image) has 

been added or removed from an included directory, making the appropriate updates to its database.  

What I love about Picasa® is that it will automatically index files created in any format listed in the box 

to the right side of this page. I don’t have to remember to add it to an album, something that I had to do 

with other software. I only have to place new photos into or under one of the many directories that I 

specified that Picasa® automatically scan.  

I was told that Picasa® does not use the “file properties” feature of Windows® about which I wrote in 

“Organizing Documents on Your PC.” I have verified this. Picasa® maintains its own properties database.  

JPEG 

TIF, TIFF 

BMP 

GIF 

PSD (ADOBE ELEMENTS) 

PNG 

RAW (FORMATS) 

MOVIES (API, MPG…) 

QUICKTIME MOVIES (AVI, …) 
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WARNING:  If you want use Picasa for document images as well as people or landscape photographs, I 

advise against using the file properties tag within Windows®. Double entry is not only double work but 

exponential problems. I index my document images using the Windows® “file properties.  I use Picasa® 

solely for photographs. 

Now for the best feature of Picasa® (in my opinion).  

 

Figure 1 

The above image shows the Picasa® window. I have more than 4,000 photographs on my computer. 

They reside on two drives in 137 directories. On the left is the file structure, which is loosely organized 

to who owns the original photograph or, in the case of self-owned photos, is the general topic or date 

that I scanned the image into my computer. The computer’s directory structure is irrelevant because 

Picasa manages organization for me. Let me use an example. My grandson, Jacob, was photographed at 

Christmas, in the garden, with his oldest living relative, going to school, and just because his 

grandmother thinks he is a really cute subject.   

Picasa® allows you to attach keywords to any image. Using this keyword feature, I attach “Jacob” to all 

photographs wherein he appears. To the photo with the oldest living relative, I also attach a keyword 

“Betty.” To the photos where Jacob is riding the school bus, there are key words “school” and “bus.” So 

no matter where there is a photo of Jacob, I can locate it on my hard drives. I can specify “Jacob school” 

in the search box (see top right part of image) and display only those photos related to Jacob and school, 

which incidentally includes the bus ride.  

I have a photograph of my grandmother’s 75th birthday. I attach a “keyword” for each person (their 

name) who appeared in the photograph (42 in all). Think about it for your next family reunion.  If Cousin 
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Fred wants to see what photos you have of his children, you can collect them easily into a digital—albeit 

temporary—collection for him to view. 

This indexing project also took a little time, but it was greatly sped up because I had already done much 

of the work when I constructed the albums with the original prints. Once completed, the system has 

been very simple to maintain. New photos are added to a sub-directory.  I can enter keywords singly for 

each photograph, but Picasa® has a “batch update” capability. 

Picasa® has some simple photo editing capabilities, but it does not have the power of true photo editing 

software. But give it a try. I have been using it about a year now for organizing and finding photos. I’m 

really happy with its features.  At last, I am able to quickly find that particular photo of my grandmother 

that I want to include in her biographical sketch. 

You can test drive the software for yourself at: http://picasa.google.com/index.html. 
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