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Navigating the Chicago Manual of Style Figure Submission: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure submission is a critical step for authors aiming for
professional and polished academic or scholarly works. Properly formatted figures, tables,
and other illustrative elements are not merely decorative; they are integral to conveying
complex information clearly and effectively, adhering to established academic conventions.
This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of preparing and submitting figures
according to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering everything
from initial design considerations to final placement and captioning. We will explore the
essential requirements for visual aids, the role of figures in academic discourse, and the
common pitfalls to avoid. By mastering the principles of CMOS figure submission, authors
can significantly enhance the clarity, credibility, and overall impact of their publications.
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Understanding the Importance of Figures in
Scholarly Work

Figures, broadly defined in academic publishing, encompass a wide array of visual elements
designed to supplement and clarify textual content. This includes photographs, charts,
graphs, diagrams, maps, drawings, and even complex mathematical equations when
presented visually. Their primary purpose is to distill complex data, illustrate abstract
concepts, and provide evidence that might be cumbersome or impossible to convey solely
through prose. In fields ranging from the sciences and engineering to the humanities and
social sciences, well-executed figures can dramatically improve reader comprehension and
engagement.

The inclusion of appropriate visual aids is often a hallmark of high-quality scholarship. They
allow readers to quickly grasp key findings, identify trends, and understand relationships
that might otherwise be missed. Moreover, figures can serve as powerful rhetorical devices,
making arguments more persuasive and memorable. When preparing a manuscript for
publication, authors must recognize that the clarity and accuracy of their figures directly
reflect the rigor and professionalism of their research. Therefore, a meticulous approach to
figure preparation is not just about meeting stylistic requirements but about ensuring the



effective communication of their scholarly contributions.

General Guidelines for Figure Submission
According to CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for the preparation and
submission of figures, emphasizing clarity, consistency, and adherence to publication
standards. A fundamental principle is that figures should be treated as integral components
of the text, not as afterthoughts. This means they must be integrated thoughtfully into the
narrative, with clear references guiding the reader to them. Authors are generally expected
to supply figures in a digital format that is suitable for professional printing or digital
display, depending on the publication venue.

A crucial aspect of CMOS figure submission is the distinction between different types of
publications. While the core principles remain consistent, specific requirements might vary
slightly between a book and a journal article, or between different publishing houses. It is
always advisable to consult the specific submission guidelines of the publisher or journal in
question. However, the overarching goal is to ensure that each figure is easily
understandable, reproducible, and contributes meaningfully to the overall work.

File Formats and Resolution

When submitting figures, authors are typically required to provide them as high-resolution
digital files. Common acceptable file formats include TIFF, EPS, PDF, and sometimes high-
resolution JPEG. The resolution is paramount; for print publications, figures usually need to
be at least 300 dpi (dots per inch) at their intended final size. Lower resolutions can result
in blurry or pixelated images when printed, significantly detracting from the professional
appearance of the work. For figures intended for online-only publication, slightly lower
resolutions might be acceptable, but it is still best practice to provide the highest quality
possible.

Color vs. Black and White

The decision to use color in figures often depends on the publication's policies and the
nature of the visual information being conveyed. While color can be highly effective in
distinguishing data points or highlighting specific features, it can also increase printing
costs, especially for books. Many journals and publishers offer color printing as an option,
sometimes at the author's expense, or provide color figures exclusively for the online
version. Authors should carefully consider whether color is essential for the figure's clarity
and consult the publisher's guidelines regarding color submissions and potential associated
fees.



Specific Requirements for Figure Formatting

Beyond file formats and resolution, CMOS also dictates specific formatting requirements to
ensure uniformity and professionalism across published works. These requirements extend
to the design of the graphic itself, including the style of text, lines, and symbols used within
the figure.

Typefaces and Font Sizes

The choice of typeface and font size within a figure is critical for readability. CMOS
generally recommends using clear, legible sans-serif fonts such as Arial, Helvetica, or
Futura for labels and text within figures. Serif fonts are typically discouraged due to their
potential to become cluttered at small sizes or during reproduction. Font sizes should be
chosen carefully to ensure legibility both in the digital preview and in the final printed
product. Generally, text within figures should be readable at the intended publication size
without needing to strain. While there isn't a single prescribed font size, a common range
for labels is between 8 and 12 points.

Line Weights and Symbols

The thickness of lines and the style of symbols used in graphs and diagrams are also
important considerations. Lines should be distinct enough to be easily discernible, but not
so thick that they obscure details or become overly dominant. Similarly, symbols used to
mark data points should be clear and easily distinguishable from one another, especially if
multiple data series are presented. Consistency in line weights and symbol usage
throughout a document is key. Authors should avoid overly complex or tiny symbols that
might not reproduce well.

Graphs and Charts

For graphs and charts, CMOS emphasizes clarity and accuracy in data representation. Axes
should be clearly labeled with units of measurement. The origin (zero point) should be
clearly indicated where appropriate, and any breaks in an axis should be explicitly shown to
avoid misleading interpretations of data. The use of legends should be straightforward,
clearly associating each graphical element with its corresponding data series or category.
Data visualization principles should be followed to ensure that the graph effectively
communicates the intended message without distortion.

Captioning and Labeling Figures in CMOS



Effective captioning is an indispensable aspect of submitting figures according to the
Chicago Manual of Style. Captions serve to provide context, explain the visual content, and
guide the reader's interpretation. A well-written caption makes a figure understandable
even when viewed in isolation from the main text, though it should always be read in
conjunction with the accompanying narrative.

Structure of a Figure Caption

A typical figure caption in CMOS format begins with the figure number (e.g., Figure 1,
Figure 2) followed by a colon. The main body of the caption then provides a concise yet
descriptive explanation of the figure's content. This explanation should include any
necessary context, definitions of abbreviations or symbols not immediately obvious, and a
summary of the key information or data presented. If the figure is derived from another
source, proper attribution and citation are also required within or immediately following the
caption.

In-Text References to Figures

Figures must be referenced within the main body of the text. This is typically done by using
the figure number, such as "As shown in Figure 3," or "(see Figure 5)." The first mention of
a figure in the text should ideally precede its appearance or placement in the manuscript to
provide the reader with context before encountering the visual. The reference serves to
direct the reader's attention to the figure and to link the visual information back to the
arguments or explanations being made in the text.

Labels within the Figure

In addition to the caption, individual elements within the figure itself should be clearly
labeled. This includes axis labels, data series identifiers (often via a legend), and any
specific points of interest being highlighted. These labels should be consistent with the
terminology used in the caption and the main text. Clarity here prevents ambiguity and
ensures that the reader can accurately interpret the visual data being presented.

Placement and Referencing of Figures

The placement and referencing of figures within a manuscript are governed by specific
stylistic conventions in CMOS to ensure a seamless reading experience. Figures should be
integrated into the document in a logical flow, typically appearing soon after their first
mention in the text.



Proximity to Text

Ideally, figures should be placed as close as possible to the text that discusses them. If a
figure is particularly large or complex, it might be placed on a separate page, but it should
still be positioned to minimize the reader's disruption. In digital formats, figures are often
embedded directly within the text flow. For print submissions, publishers often specify
whether figures should be collected at the end of chapters, at the end of the manuscript, or
interspersed within the text. Authors should consult their publisher's specific instructions for
placement preferences.

Referencing Conventions

When referencing a figure within the text, the standard CMOS convention is to use the word
"Figure" followed by its number. For example: "Figure 1 illustrates the experimental setup."
If you are referring to a specific part of a figure, you can use parenthetical references like
"(Figure 2a)." The first mention of a figure in the text is often the most critical for
introducing the visual element to the reader.

Handling Different Types of Visual Content

CMOS provides guidance for various types of visual content, each with its own nuances for
submission. Understanding these distinctions ensures that each element is presented in the
most appropriate and effective manner.

Tables

While this guide focuses on figures, it's worth noting that tables are a related form of visual
data presentation. Tables in CMOS are typically numbered sequentially (Table 1, Table 2)
and have titles above them. The content within tables should be presented in a clear,
organized manner, with appropriate column and row headings. Like figures, tables are also
referenced in the text. Formatting differences exist, such as the absence of vertical rules in
many published tables, but the principle of clear data presentation remains paramount.

Photographs and Illustrations

For photographs and original artwork, the quality of the source image is paramount. High-
resolution scans or digital photographs are essential. Authors may need to provide clear
instructions regarding any cropping, rotation, or manipulation required. If photographs are
sourced from external publications or archives, copyright permissions must be secured and
acknowledged. The caption should describe the image accurately and provide any
necessary context, such as the date, location, or individuals depicted.



Graphs and Diagrams

As previously mentioned, graphs and diagrams require meticulous attention to detail in
labeling, scaling, and clarity. Vector-based formats like EPS or AI are often preferred for
diagrams and complex graphics, as they can be scaled without loss of quality. For charts
and graphs generated from data, ensuring the accuracy of the data represented and the
clarity of the visual encoding is crucial. All elements, including axes, labels, legends, and
data points, should be rendered with sufficient contrast and readability.

Common Errors in CMOS Figure Submission

Authors often make mistakes during the figure submission process that can lead to delays
or rejection. Awareness of these common pitfalls can help prevent such issues.

Low-resolution images that become pixelated upon printing.

Inconsistent formatting of figures across the manuscript (e.g., different font styles or
sizes).

Missing or unclear captions that do not adequately explain the figure's content.

Failure to reference figures in the text, or referencing them incorrectly.

Inaccurate labeling of axes, data points, or other elements within the figure.

Incorrect file formats or sizes that are not compatible with the publisher's workflow.

Lack of copyright permissions for images or graphics not created by the author.

Overly complex designs that hinder readability or reproduction.

Misleading data representation through incorrect scaling or omission of crucial
information.

Addressing these common errors proactively by carefully reviewing the manuscript and
figures against CMOS guidelines and publisher requirements is a vital step towards a
smooth publication process. Attention to detail in figure submission reflects a commitment
to scholarly rigor and enhances the overall quality of the published work.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Figure Submission



Q: What is the primary goal of figure submission
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary goal of figure submission according to the Chicago Manual of Style is to
ensure that all visual elements accompanying a text are clear, accurate, well-labeled, and
integrated logically to enhance reader comprehension and the overall professional
presentation of the work.

Q: What are the recommended file formats for figures
when submitting according to CMOS?
A: Recommended file formats for figures typically include high-resolution TIFF, EPS, PDF,
and sometimes high-resolution JPEG. The exact preferred format may vary by publisher, so
consulting their specific guidelines is essential.

Q: How should figures be referenced within the text
according to CMOS?
A: Figures are referenced in the text using the word "Figure" followed by its number, such
as "Figure 1 shows..." or "(see Figure 3)." The first mention of a figure in the text should
ideally precede its appearance.

Q: What are the key components of a figure caption in
CMOS?
A: A figure caption in CMOS typically includes the figure number, followed by a colon, and
then a concise explanation of the figure's content. It should provide context, define any
unclear terms, and summarize key information. Proper attribution for sourced figures is also
required.

Q: Is it necessary to obtain copyright permissions for
figures?
A: Yes, if a figure, photograph, or illustration is not original work created by the author, it is
essential to obtain the necessary copyright permissions from the original creator or rights
holder before submission, and this must be acknowledged.

Q: What resolution is generally required for figures
intended for print publication under CMOS guidelines?
A: For print publications, figures generally need to be at a resolution of at least 300 dots per
inch (dpi) at their intended final size to ensure clarity and prevent pixelation.



Q: Can I use color in my figures for a CMOS submission?
A: The use of color in figures often depends on the publisher's policies and whether the
publication is print or digital. Many publishers offer color printing as an option, sometimes
at an additional cost, or reserve color for online versions. Always check the specific
publisher's guidelines.

Q: What are common errors to avoid when preparing
figures for CMOS submission?
A: Common errors include using low-resolution images, inconsistent formatting, unclear
captions, failure to reference figures in the text, inaccurate labeling, using incorrect file
formats, and not securing copyright permissions for sourced material.

Q: Should text within figures be in serif or sans-serif
fonts?
A: CMOS generally recommends using clear, legible sans-serif fonts (like Arial or Helvetica)
for text within figures to ensure readability, especially at smaller sizes or during
reproduction.
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