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Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement in Manuscripts

chicago manual of style figure placement in manuscripts is a critical consideration for any
author aiming for clarity, professionalism, and adherence to academic or publishing standards. Proper
placement ensures that visual aids seamlessly integrate with the textual narrative, enhancing reader
comprehension and contributing to the overall impact of the work. This comprehensive guide delves
into the nuances of figure placement according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), exploring
essential guidelines for incorporating illustrations, charts, graphs, and photographs effectively. We will
cover everything from general principles and proximity to text, to specific considerations for different
types of figures and the distinction between figures and tables. Understanding these rules is
paramount for producing a polished manuscript that meets editorial expectations.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figures

Figures serve a vital function in academic and professional writing: they provide visual
representations of data, concepts, or imagery that would be cumbersome or impossible to convey
adequately through text alone. In the context of the Chicago Manual of Style, the primary goal of any
figure is to illuminate and clarify the surrounding text. Whether it's a complex statistical graph, a
historical photograph, a detailed schematic, or a simple diagram, a well-placed figure should
immediately draw the reader's attention to a key point and offer a deeper understanding of the
subject matter. The effectiveness of a figure is intrinsically linked to its accessibility and its logical
placement within the manuscript.

The decision to include a figure should always be driven by pedagogical or explanatory need. Avoid
using figures purely for decorative purposes; each visual element must contribute meaningfully to the
reader's comprehension. CMOS emphasizes that figures should be introduced, discussed, and
interpreted within the text. Simply dropping an image into a manuscript without sufficient textual
context can confuse readers and diminish the figure's intended impact. Therefore, authors must
carefully consider not only where to place a figure but also how to reference and explain it.

General Principles of Figure Placement

The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for a logical and user-friendly approach to figure placement.
The overarching principle is that figures should appear as close as possible to the text that discusses



them. This minimizes reader disruption, allowing for a smooth transition between textual explanation
and visual evidence. Avoid placing figures at the very beginning or end of a chapter or section unless
there is a compelling narrative reason to do so. The ideal scenario involves the figure appearing
shortly after its first mention in the text.

Furthermore, CMOS suggests that figures should generally be presented in order of their appearance
in the text. This sequential arrangement helps readers follow the progression of ideas and evidence
presented throughout the manuscript. Consistency in placement is also key. Once you establish a
pattern for where figures generally appear in relation to their discussion, maintain that pattern
throughout the document. This predictability aids readers in locating and understanding the visual
elements within your work.

Proximity of Figures to Related Text

The concept of proximity is perhaps the most crucial guideline for Chicago Manual of Style figure
placement. A figure should ideally appear on the same page as the text that first references it. If this
is not feasible due to page layout constraints or the size of the figure, it should be placed on the
facing page or the next available page. The further a figure is displaced from its textual reference, the
more likely readers are to become disoriented or to miss the connection between the text and the
visual information.

When discussing a figure, ensure that the text explicitly refers to it, often using phrases such as "as
shown in Figure 1" or "Figure 2 illustrates...". This explicit link reinforces the relationship between the
visual and the written word. If a figure requires extensive explanation, that explanation should
precede or immediately follow the figure itself. Avoid lengthy digressions or discussions of unrelated
topics between the text's first mention of a figure and the figure's appearance in the manuscript.

Inline Versus Display Figures

CMOS differentiates between figures that can be placed inline with text and those that are too large
or complex and must be displayed separately. Inline figures are typically smaller graphics or diagrams
that can be comfortably integrated within the flow of a paragraph or on a page without significantly
disrupting the text. These are the ideal for demonstrating immediate connection between text and
image.

Display figures, on the other hand, are larger or more complex visuals that are best presented on
their own lines, often spanning the full width of the page. These are typically placed after the first
textual reference that calls for their consideration. Even with display figures, the principle of proximity
still applies; they should be positioned as close as possible to the relevant discussion, following the
initial mention in the text.

Placement of Figures within Chapters

The placement of figures within the structure of a chapter requires careful consideration to maintain
narrative flow and reader engagement. Generally, figures should be integrated into the chapter in the



order they are first mentioned. This chronological or logical sequencing ensures that readers
encounter visual aids as they are introduced and explained by the text.

Avoid clustering all figures at the end of a chapter or section unless they represent a collective
appendix of sorts, which is usually reserved for supplementary material. Each figure should be
introduced and discussed in the main body of the text before it appears. The chapter's narrative
should guide the reader to the figure when it is most relevant for understanding a particular point or
piece of data. This makes the learning process more organic and less jarring for the reader.

End-of-Chapter or End-of-Book Placement

While the primary rule is proximity, there are exceptions. For very large, complex, or numerous
figures that would disrupt the flow of the main text, an editor or author might decide to place them at
the end of a chapter or even at the end of the book as an appendix. This is typically a stylistic choice
made to preserve the readability of the core narrative.

However, even when figures are moved to an appendix, they must still be clearly referenced in the
main text. The text should instruct the reader to refer to the appendix for the visual information. For
instance, a sentence might read: "The detailed breakdown of these results can be found in Appendix
C, Figure C.1." This ensures that the connection is maintained, even though the physical placement
differs from the ideal proximity.

Specific Considerations for Different Figure Types

The type of figure being used can influence its optimal placement and formatting. CMOS offers
guidance that, while general, allows for nuanced application. The goal remains consistent: to enhance
understanding and integration with the text.

Photographs: Photographs often require a certain amount of white space to be appreciated
fully. If a photograph is essential to illustrating a point being made in the text, it should be
placed as close as possible to that discussion. If it's a high-resolution image, it might need to be
a display figure.

Graphs and Charts: These are frequently used to present data. Their placement should align
with the textual analysis of that data. If a graph supports a specific paragraph, it should ideally
appear shortly after or even within that paragraph if space allows and the graph is not too
large.

Diagrams and Illustrations: Technical diagrams or conceptual illustrations are meant to
clarify processes or structures. Their placement is critical, appearing immediately after or very
near the text that explains what the diagram represents.

Maps: Maps are often used for geographical context. They should be placed when the text
begins discussing the relevant locations or regions.



Embedding vs. Referencing

In digital formats, there's a greater possibility of embedding figures directly within the text flow. This
is often the preferred method for online publications or e-books. For print manuscripts, especially
those undergoing traditional typesetting, figures might be placed separately but referenced clearly.
The key is always that the reader should not have to search extensively for a figure once it has been
mentioned.

When preparing a manuscript for submission, follow the specific guidelines provided by the publisher
or institution. Some may prefer figures submitted as separate files, while others might require them
embedded. Regardless of the submission format, the intended placement within the final published
work should be considered during the manuscript preparation phase.

Figures Versus Tables: A Critical Distinction

It is essential to distinguish between figures and tables, as their formatting and placement guidelines,
while sharing the principle of clarity, can differ. Tables are used to present data in rows and columns,
offering a structured overview of information. Figures encompass a broader range of visual
representations, including graphs, charts, diagrams, and images.

CMOS generally recommends that tables be placed as close as possible to the text that refers to
them, often directly following the first textual reference. However, tables are typically designed to be
read on their own and are less integrated into the narrative flow than figures, which are intended to
complement and illustrate specific textual points. The distinction is not merely semantic; it affects
how the information is presented and how readers are expected to engage with it.

Formatting and Numbering Conventions

Both figures and tables require clear labeling and numbering. Figures are typically labeled as "Figure
1," "Figure 2," and so on, with captions that succinctly describe their content. Tables are labeled as
"Table 1," "Table 2," etc., also accompanied by descriptive titles. This consistent numbering scheme is
crucial for cross-referencing within the text and for referencing in the table of contents or lists of
figures/tables.

The formatting of figures often allows for more artistic or illustrative elements, whereas tables adhere
to a more rigid, data-focused layout. This difference in presentation influences how they are best
placed for optimal reader comprehension. For example, a complex graph (a figure) might need more
visual space than a straightforward data table.



Handling Supplementary Figures and Digital Art

In today's academic publishing landscape, authors may also have supplementary figures or digital art
that cannot be easily integrated into the main print manuscript. This can include high-resolution
images, interactive graphics, or datasets that are best presented online.

CMOS acknowledges the increasing use of digital media. Supplementary figures are typically made
available online alongside the published article or book. The print version should clearly indicate that
supplementary material is available and direct readers to where they can access it. This ensures that
the main publication remains clean and readable while still providing access to all relevant supporting
information.

Resolution and File Formats

When preparing figures for publication, consider the required resolution and file formats. High-
resolution images are essential for print to ensure clarity and detail. For digital art, ensure that files
are optimized for web viewing while maintaining quality. Publishers will usually provide specific
technical specifications for image files.

The placement of these supplementary materials is determined by the publication platform. The key
for the author is to ensure that the connection between the main text and any supplementary visual
content is clearly established. This might involve a direct URL, a QR code, or a clear reference in the
published work directing readers to the online repository.

Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement in Manuscripts: A Synthesis

In conclusion, mastering Chicago Manual of Style figure placement in manuscripts is an art that
balances aesthetic considerations with the paramount goal of reader comprehension. The core
principles revolve around proximity to related text, logical sequencing, and clear referencing. By
understanding the purpose of each figure, adhering to general placement guidelines, and considering
the unique characteristics of different visual media, authors can significantly enhance the
effectiveness and professionalism of their work. Whether dealing with simple diagrams or complex
data visualizations, the consistent application of these principles will lead to a manuscript that is not
only compliant with CMOS but also a pleasure for readers to engage with. Always remember to
consult specific publisher guidelines in addition to CMOS for the most accurate and tailored approach
to figure placement in your manuscript.

FAQ

Q: What is the most important rule for Chicago Manual of
Style figure placement?
A: The most important rule for Chicago Manual of Style figure placement is proximity: figures should



be placed as close as possible to the text that discusses them, ideally on the same page or the facing
page.

Q: Should figures be numbered sequentially?
A: Yes, figures in a Chicago Manual of Style manuscript should be numbered sequentially (e.g., Figure
1, Figure 2, Figure 3) in the order they are first mentioned in the text.

Q: Can I place all my figures at the end of a chapter?
A: While the primary recommendation is proximity, you may place figures at the end of a chapter (or
in an appendix) if they are very large, complex, or numerous and would disrupt the flow of the main
text. However, they must still be clearly referenced in the body of the text.

Q: How do I reference a figure in the text?
A: You should reference figures in the text explicitly, for example, by stating "as shown in Figure 1" or
"Figure 2 illustrates this point."

Q: What is the difference between a figure and a table in
CMOS?
A: Figures encompass a wide range of visuals like graphs, charts, illustrations, and photographs,
intended to illustrate or clarify textual points. Tables are specifically for presenting data in rows and
columns. While both need clear labeling, their placement and formatting conventions can differ, with
tables often being more structured and figures more illustrative.

Q: What if a figure is too large to fit on the same page as the
text referencing it?
A: If a figure is too large to fit on the same page as its first textual reference, place it on the next
available page or the facing page. The key is to keep it as close as possible and ensure it's clearly
referenced.

Q: How should I handle photographs in my manuscript
according to CMOS?
A: Photographs should be placed as close as possible to the text discussing them. They often require
careful consideration of size and placement to ensure they are clearly visible and their impact is not
diminished by surrounding text.



Q: Does CMOS allow for inline figures?
A: Yes, CMOS allows for inline figures (smaller graphics integrated within the text flow) and display
figures (larger visuals presented on their own lines), with the guiding principle of proximity always in
mind.

Q: Should I include a list of figures in my manuscript?
A: Yes, for longer works, it is standard practice to include a List of Figures (and a List of Tables) after
the Table of Contents, detailing the title and page number for each figure.

Q: What are the best practices for captions and labels for
figures?
A: Figures should have a clear, concise caption placed below the figure, typically starting with "Figure
X." and a descriptive title. All elements within the figure (axes, legends, labels) should be legible and
clearly identified.
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