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placement advice
Navigating Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement Advice: A Comprehensive
Guide

chicago manual of style figure placement advice is a critical consideration
for authors and editors aiming for clarity, professionalism, and adherence to
scholarly conventions. Proper placement of figures, tables, and other visual
elements ensures that readers can easily follow the narrative, understand
complex data, and appreciate the visual aids presented. This guide delves
into the intricacies of figure placement according to the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS), covering everything from initial insertion to formatting and
cross-referencing. We will explore best practices for integrating visual
content seamlessly within your manuscript, ensuring it complements, rather
than disrupts, your text. Understanding these guidelines is paramount for
academic papers, professional reports, and any publication that values
precision and aesthetic coherence.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figures in Your
Manuscript

Figures, broadly defined in academic and scholarly writing, encompass a wide
range of visual aids designed to communicate information that is best
conveyed visually rather than through text alone. This includes graphs,
charts, diagrams, illustrations, maps, photographs, and even complex
equations presented graphically. The primary purpose of a figure is to
enhance the reader's understanding of the content. They can simplify complex
data, illustrate relationships, provide concrete examples, or present
evidence that supports an argument.

Effective figures are not merely decorative; they are integral components of
the argument or explanation being presented. When placed strategically, they
can break up dense text, making the material more accessible and engaging. A



well-chosen and correctly placed figure can illuminate a point that might
otherwise be tedious or difficult to grasp through prose alone. Therefore,
understanding the fundamental role of visual elements is the first step in
mastering their placement according to CMOS guidelines.

General Principles of Figure Placement in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes that figures should be placed as close
as possible to their first mention in the text. This proximity is crucial for
maintaining the flow of information and allowing readers to refer to the
visual aid immediately after encountering its reference. While “as close as
possible” is the guiding principle, it doesn’t necessarily mean figures must
be embedded directly within the paragraph where they are first cited.
However, they should appear on the same page or the immediately following
page whenever feasible.

CMOS also stresses the importance of consistency. Once a decision is made
regarding the placement of a particular type of figure or the general
proximity rule, this approach should be applied uniformly throughout the
document. Inconsistent placement can create confusion and detract from the
professional appearance of the work. Authors should consider the overall
layout and readability of their manuscript when deciding on the final
placement of each visual element.

Proximity to First Reference

The core tenet of CMOS figure placement is proximity to the first textual
reference. This means that when you introduce a figure in your writing, the
reader should not have to flip through many pages to find it. If a figure is
mentioned in a paragraph on page 10, it should ideally appear on page 10,
page 11, or at the very latest, the top of page 12. This principle ensures
that the reader can effortlessly cross-reference the text and the visual,
thereby reinforcing comprehension.

Sometimes, due to page breaks or layout constraints, placing a figure
immediately after its mention is impossible. In such cases, CMOS advises
placing it on the next available page. However, the further away the figure
is from its initial reference, the weaker the connection becomes. Therefore,
authors should strive to minimize this distance as much as practical.
Planning for figure placement early in the writing process can help mitigate
these issues.



Page Layout and Flow

Beyond mere proximity, the actual page layout and textual flow are
significant considerations. Figures should not be placed in a way that
creates awkward page breaks, leaving large gaps of white space or forcing
text to start and end abruptly. While CMOS prioritizes clarity and reader
experience, it also acknowledges the practicalities of typesetting and
layout. Editors often have the final say on how figures are integrated into
the overall design of a publication.

When submitting manuscripts, authors may provide indications of preferred
placement, but they should be flexible. The goal is to create a visually
balanced and easy-to-read document. If a figure is very large, it might
necessitate its own page or a spread, but smaller figures should be
integrated more subtly within the text flow. The visual weight and complexity
of a figure can also influence where it sits most comfortably on a page.

Specific Advice for Placing Figures within Text

When considering the placement of figures directly within the text, several
nuanced points come into play. It’s not simply about finding the nearest
available space. Authors must think about the context of the text surrounding
the figure and how the visual element contributes to the ongoing argument or
explanation.

Embedding Figures within Paragraphs

While not always feasible due to space constraints or figure size, embedding
a figure directly within the paragraph it relates to is often the most
effective placement strategy. This creates an immediate visual connection and
allows the reader to digest the information presented in both the text and
the figure concurrently. If a figure is small and simple, such as a small
diagram or a thumbnail image, it can often be placed inline or just after the
sentence or paragraph that refers to it.

For larger or more complex figures, embedding might mean placing them at the
top or bottom of a page shortly after their introduction. The key is to avoid
interrupting the flow of a sentence or a crucial point with a figure unless
it is immediately relevant to that specific piece of information. Authors
should consider the reader’s cognitive load and aim to present information in
digestible chunks, with figures serving as immediate reinforcements or
elaborations.



Figures at the Beginning or End of Sections

If a figure is central to understanding a particular section or a lengthy
explanation, it might be best placed at the beginning of that section. This
allows the reader to familiarize themselves with the visual information
before diving into the detailed textual analysis. Alternatively, a figure
might serve as a summary or a concluding illustration for a section, placed
at its end. This can reinforce the main points discussed in the preceding
text.

When a figure is placed at the beginning of a section, the introductory
sentences of that section should clearly guide the reader to look at the
figure. Conversely, if placed at the end, the concluding sentences of the
section should draw attention to how the figure illustrates or summarizes the
information presented. This mindful placement ensures the figure is perceived
as an intentional part of the section’s structure and argument.

Placement of Figures Relative to Citations and
Captions

The interplay between figures, their captions, and any associated citations
is a crucial aspect of CMOS compliance. Each element plays a distinct role in
guiding the reader and providing necessary context.

Caption Placement

According to CMOS, figure captions are typically placed directly below the
figure itself. This convention ensures that the descriptive text is
immediately associated with its corresponding visual. The caption should be
concise, informative, and provide a clear title or brief explanation of the
figure’s content. It should also include a figure number (e.g., Figure 1,
Figure 2) for easy reference.

In certain contexts, particularly in dissertations or theses, figures might
be grouped together at the end of a document or chapter. In these instances,
their placement relative to their first mention in the text becomes even more
critical, as the reader needs to know where to locate the accompanying
caption and figure. However, for most journal articles and books, inline
placement with captions directly beneath is standard.



Citations within or near Figures

If the data or image within a figure is derived from another source, proper
citation is essential. CMOS generally advises placing citations either within
the caption itself or in a note directly below the caption. The placement
should be consistent throughout the document. For example, if you cite
sources within captions, do so for all figures that require citation. Ensure
that the citation format adheres to the specific style guide (e.g., notes and
bibliography or author-date) being used in conjunction with CMOS.

It is also important to ensure that the citation clearly links the source to
the specific figure, not just the general topic of the text. This allows
readers to verify the information or explore the original source if they
wish. Proper attribution is a hallmark of academic integrity, and careful
placement of citations near figures is a key component of this.

Handling Different Types of Visual Elements

CMOS guidelines can apply to various types of visual elements, each with its
own considerations for placement and presentation.

Tables vs. Figures

While often grouped under the umbrella of “tables and figures,” tables and
figures have distinct presentation requirements. Tables are typically used to
present precise numerical data in rows and columns, while figures are broader
and encompass charts, graphs, and illustrations. CMOS dictates that tables
are usually placed near their first mention in the text, similar to figures,
but often appear before the text that discusses them, especially if they are
large. Figures, on the other hand, are more commonly placed after their first
mention.

The key distinction lies in how they convey information. Tables are for
direct data lookup, while figures are for visualizing trends, relationships,
or complex information. This difference in purpose influences their ideal
placement to maximize reader comprehension and engagement.

Illustrations and Photographs

For illustrations and photographs, the placement advice remains largely the
same: as close as possible to their first textual reference. However, the
impact of a photograph or a detailed illustration might warrant more careful



consideration of page layout. A striking image could be placed to break up a
long block of text or to visually punctuate a significant point. The
resolution and file size of digital images will also influence their
integration during the typesetting process.

Authors should also consider the bleed requirements and margins if the image
is intended to extend to the edge of the page. While CMOS provides the
textual guidelines, the final design and print production will involve
graphic designers who will ensure the visual elements are integrated
aesthetically and practically.

Best Practices for Figure Formatting and
Labeling

Beyond placement, the formatting and labeling of figures are integral to
their effectiveness and adherence to CMOS standards.

Consistent Labeling and Numbering

All figures and tables must be numbered sequentially and consistently
throughout the document. Typically, this begins with Figure 1, Figure 2, and
so on, for all figures, and Table 1, Table 2, etc., for all tables. Each
figure must have a clear and descriptive title or caption. The numbering and
labeling scheme should be applied uniformly across the entire manuscript to
avoid confusion for the reader and the publisher.

Ensure that all elements within the figure – axes, labels, legends, and any
annotations – are legible and clearly distinguishable. Font sizes and styles
should be consistent with the main text or chosen to provide optimal
readability for the visual element.

Resolution and File Types

For digital submissions, the resolution of figures is paramount. Low-
resolution images will appear pixelated and unprofessional when printed.
Publishers typically specify the required resolution (e.g., 300 dpi for
images, 600 dpi for line art). Common file types include TIFF, EPS, and high-
quality JPEGs. Vector graphics are often preferred for charts and diagrams as
they can be scaled without loss of quality.

Authors should consult the publisher's guidelines regarding acceptable file
formats and resolutions to ensure their figures are print-ready. Incorrect



file types or insufficient resolution can lead to delays and costly
revisions.

Addressing Common Challenges in Figure
Placement

Even with clear guidelines, authors often encounter challenges when
integrating figures into their work.

Managing Large or Complex Figures

Very large figures, such as panoramic maps or intricate diagrams, may not fit
neatly on a single page. In such cases, CMOS allows for figures to be
presented across two facing pages or as foldouts, though this is usually
determined by the publisher during the design phase. Alternatively, a complex
figure might need to be broken down into smaller, more manageable parts, each
clearly labeled and referenced.

If a figure is exceptionally large, it might be more appropriate to place it
in an appendix. However, this should only be done if the figure is
supplementary rather than essential to understanding the main text, and it
must still be clearly referenced within the body of the work.

Figures Requiring Special Permissions

Using copyrighted material, such as photographs or illustrations created by
someone else, often requires obtaining permission from the copyright holder.
This process can take time and may involve fees. It is the author's
responsibility to secure these permissions before submitting their
manuscript. The granted permission should be documented and provided to the
publisher.

When a figure requires permission, this fact should be noted in the caption,
often alongside the citation. Publishers will want to see proof of permission
before publication.

The Role of Figures in Enhancing Readability
and Comprehension



Ultimately, the strategic placement and thoughtful presentation of figures
are not merely about following rules; they are about enhancing the reader's
experience. Well-placed visuals can make complex information accessible,
reinforce key arguments, and make a document more engaging and memorable.

By adhering to the principles outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style
regarding figure placement, authors can ensure their visual content
effectively supports their written work, contributing to a publication that
is both informative and aesthetically pleasing. The effort invested in
mastering these details pays dividends in the clarity and impact of the final
work.

The goal is to create a cohesive and readable document where text and visuals
work in harmony. Proper figure placement, therefore, is not an afterthought
but a fundamental aspect of effective scholarly communication. By carefully
considering proximity, flow, and clarity, authors can leverage figures to
their fullest potential.

---

Q: What is the primary rule for figure placement
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary rule for figure placement according to the Chicago Manual of
Style is to place each figure as close as possible to its first mention in
the text. This ensures readers can easily refer to the visual aid without
having to search extensively through the document.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style require figures
to be embedded directly within paragraphs?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not strictly require figures to be
embedded directly within paragraphs. While this is often the most effective
placement if feasible, figures can also be placed on the following page or at
the beginning/end of a section, as long as they remain as close as
practically possible to their first textual reference.

Q: Where should figure captions be placed according
to CMOS guidelines?
A: Figure captions are typically placed directly below the figure they
describe. This placement ensures that the descriptive text is immediately
associated with its corresponding visual, aiding comprehension.



Q: How should citations be handled when they are
related to a figure?
A: Citations related to a figure should appear either within the figure’s
caption or in a note directly below the caption. Consistency in citation
placement throughout the document is crucial.

Q: What should an author do if a figure is too large
to fit on a single page?
A: If a figure is too large for a single page, CMOS allows for it to be
presented across two facing pages or as a foldout, though this is often
determined by the publisher. Alternatively, a complex figure might be broken
down into smaller, manageable parts, or if it is supplementary, it might be
moved to an appendix.

Q: Are there specific formatting requirements for
figures submitted to publishers under CMOS?
A: While CMOS focuses on editorial and stylistic aspects, publishers
operating under CMOS guidelines will have specific technical requirements for
figure formatting, including resolution (e.g., 300 dpi), file types (e.g.,
TIFF, EPS), and color modes. Authors should always consult the publisher's
specific submission guidelines.

Q: What is the difference in placement advice
between tables and figures in CMOS?
A: Generally, tables are often placed before the text that discusses them,
especially if they are large, as they are primarily for direct data lookup.
Figures, which are more visual representations of data or concepts, are
usually placed after their first mention in the text, though the principle of
proximity remains the same for both.
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