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The Chicago Manual of Style Image Placement Guidelines: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style image placement guidelines are crucial for authors, editors, and
designers aiming for clarity, professionalism, and adherence to established academic and publishing
standards. This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of integrating visual elements
effectively within scholarly and trade publications, ensuring they complement the text without
causing distraction or confusion. Understanding these guidelines is not merely about aesthetics; it's
about enhancing reader comprehension, maintaining logical flow, and presenting information in a
polished, authoritative manner. This article will explore the core principles, detailed specifications,
and best practices for placing images, figures, tables, and other visual aids according to the esteemed
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). We will cover everything from initial placement considerations and
captioning to the technical aspects of image resolution and file formatting, providing a definitive
resource for anyone navigating the complexities of visual content in their writing.
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Understanding the Purpose of Visuals
Visual elements, whether they are photographs, illustrations, charts, or graphs, serve a vital purpose
in written communication. They are not simply decorative additions but are intended to clarify
complex information, illustrate abstract concepts, evoke emotion, or provide evidence that words
alone cannot convey. Effective use of visuals can significantly enhance reader engagement and
comprehension, making dense material more accessible and memorable. The Chicago Manual of Style
recognizes this power and provides clear directives on how to integrate these elements seamlessly.

The primary goal of any visual aid is to support and elucidate the surrounding text. This means that
placement is paramount. An image that is out of context or poorly positioned can disrupt the reader's
flow of thought and undermine the intended message. Therefore, a deep understanding of how
visuals interact with narrative is essential for anyone working with CMOS guidelines.

General Principles of Image Placement
The fundamental principle guiding image placement in CMOS is proximity to the text it illustrates.
Ideally, a visual element should appear as close as possible to its first mention or reference in the



manuscript. This immediate connection helps the reader to easily cross-reference the visual with the
descriptive or analytical text discussing it, preventing confusion and maintaining the logical
progression of ideas.

Furthermore, visuals should be placed in a manner that does not interrupt the reading experience.
This often means considering the layout of the page, ensuring that images do not create awkward
breaks in paragraphs or excessively large white spaces. The overall design should aim for a
harmonious balance between text and visuals, where each enhances the other.

Considerations for Text Flow
When placing an image, it is crucial to consider how it will affect the flow of the text. Ideally, an image
should not be placed such that it forces a reader to turn a page to see it immediately after it is
mentioned. If an image is too large to fit comfortably on the same page as its initial reference without
disrupting paragraph structure, it may need to be moved to the next available page where it can be
positioned logically.

The placement should also avoid "widows" and "orphans" – single lines of text at the top or bottom of
a page that are separated from the rest of their paragraph. While this is a general typesetting
concern, image placement can exacerbate these issues if not handled carefully. The goal is a smooth,
uninterrupted reading experience.

Visual Hierarchy and Importance
The placement of visuals can also contribute to the visual hierarchy of a document. More important or
impactful images might be given a more prominent position, perhaps centered or with more
surrounding white space. Conversely, smaller, less critical illustrations might be integrated more
subtly into the text block. CMOS offers guidance on how to balance these considerations to create a
visually appealing and easily navigable document.

Specific Placement Rules
Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed rules for where to place different types of visual elements.
The overarching rule is that a figure, table, or other illustration should appear as close as possible to
its first mention in the text. This principle ensures that the reader has immediate access to the visual
information that supports the narrative.

When referring to a visual element, it is customary to introduce it in the text before the visual itself
appears. This anticipation primes the reader for the information they are about to receive. The
reference in the text should be clear and direct, indicating the number of the figure or table.

Placement Relative to First Reference
The ideal scenario is for the visual to appear on the same page as its first textual reference. If this is
not possible due to space constraints or layout issues, the visual should be placed on the very next
page. It should not be placed pages away from its reference, as this can lead to reader frustration and
a disconnect between the text and the supporting visual.



Placement of Figures and Tables
Figures, which encompass a broad range of visuals including photographs, charts, graphs, and maps,
generally follow the same placement rules. Tables, however, may sometimes be placed differently
depending on the context and the complexity of the data they present. For very large or complex
tables that might dominate a page, it might be acceptable to place them at the beginning of a
chapter or section if that improves readability and design.

Numbering and Referencing Visuals
Consistent and clear numbering of visual elements is a cornerstone of the Chicago Manual of Style
guidelines for image placement. Every figure, table, and other distinct visual element that is
reproduced or created for the publication must be assigned a unique number. This numbering system
allows for precise referencing within the text and in the list of figures or tables that often precedes the
main body of a work.

The standard convention is to number figures and tables separately. Figures are typically numbered
sequentially as they appear in the document (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.). Tables are also numbered
sequentially (Table 1, Table 2, etc.). In some cases, particularly in multi-part documents or when
breaking down content by chapter, numbering may be sequential within each chapter (e.g., Figure
1.1, Figure 1.2 for chapter 1; Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2 for chapter 2).

In-Text Referencing
When a visual element is mentioned in the text, it must be referenced by its number. For example,
one would write "as shown in Figure 3" or "see Table 5 for detailed results." If the visual is being
discussed extensively, it is common to introduce it first and then place the visual itself shortly
thereafter, as discussed in the placement rules. This ensures that the reader can easily locate the
referenced element.

Lists of Figures and Tables
For longer works, such as books or dissertations, it is customary to include a separate list of figures
and a list of tables at the beginning of the document, usually after the table of contents. These lists
typically include the number of the visual, its title or a brief description, and the page number on
which it appears. This provides readers with an overview of all visual content and a quick way to
locate specific items.

Captions and Credit Lines
Captions are essential components that accompany all visual elements, providing necessary context
and information to the reader. According to the Chicago Manual of Style, each figure and table should
have a clear and concise caption that identifies its content. For figures, the caption typically begins
with the word "Figure" followed by its number, and then a descriptive title or explanation.

For tables, the caption usually starts with "Table" and its number, followed by a descriptive title. The



caption should be informative enough for the reader to understand the general nature of the visual
without having to read the surrounding text. However, it should not be so lengthy as to become
cumbersome.

Content of Captions
A good caption should explain what the visual depicts, highlight key data points if it’s a chart or
graph, or identify the subject if it’s a photograph or illustration. It should be self-explanatory to a
reasonable degree. For scholarly works, captions might also include methodological details or sources
of data if not already covered in the main text.

Credit Lines and Permissions
When an image is not original to the author or publication, a credit line must be included to
acknowledge the source. This is a crucial aspect of copyright and academic integrity. The credit line
typically appears below the caption or image itself. It should clearly state the name of the
photographer, artist, or source of the image. For published works, especially those requiring
permission, details about permission granted may also be included in the credit line or a separate
permissions statement.

Image Resolution and Formatting
Technical specifications for image resolution and formatting are critical for ensuring that visuals
appear clearly and crisply in print and digital formats. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes the
importance of high-quality reproduction, which begins with the source files. Low-resolution images will
appear pixelated and unprofessional, detracting from the overall quality of the publication.

For print publications, a minimum resolution of 300 dots per inch (dpi) at the intended reproduction
size is generally recommended. This ensures that the fine details of an image are captured
accurately. For digital publications, the requirements can vary, but aiming for clarity and appropriate
file sizes is still paramount. Understanding these technical aspects is vital for anyone submitting
images for publication.

File Formats
The preferred file format for images in most publications is TIFF (Tagged Image File Format) for
continuous-tone images like photographs, and EPS (Encapsulated PostScript) or AI (Adobe Illustrator)
for vector graphics like line art, charts, and graphs. JPEGs can be acceptable for web use or when file
size is a major concern, but they are a lossy format and may not be suitable for high-quality print
reproductions if not generated at a sufficient resolution.

Color Modes
Color images for print should typically be in CMYK (Cyan, Magenta, Yellow, Key/Black) color mode, as
this is the standard for commercial printing. Images intended for web or screen display should be in



RGB (Red, Green, Blue) color mode. Ensuring the correct color mode is used prevents unexpected
color shifts during the printing or display process.

Integrating Visuals with Text
The seamless integration of visuals with text is an art that CMOS guidelines help to standardize. It’s
not just about placing an image; it’s about ensuring that the image actively contributes to the
reader’s understanding and engagement with the material. This means that the surrounding text
should prepare the reader for the visual, explain its significance, and then ideally, draw conclusions or
further points from it.

The text should "lead into" the visual. For instance, instead of just dropping an image into the text,
the author should introduce it with a sentence like, "The following diagram illustrates the proposed
workflow." After the visual, the text can then elaborate on specific aspects of the diagram, pointing
out particular elements and explaining their implications. This conversational approach between text
and image enhances comprehension.

Cross-Referencing Within the Text
Beyond direct references to figure or table numbers, it is also good practice to cross-reference
elements within the visuals themselves if they are complex. For example, the text might state, "Note
the significant increase in sales indicated by the upward trend in the graph (Figure 4, section B)." This
level of detail helps readers navigate complex visuals more effectively.

Managing Whitespace and Layout
Effective integration also involves managing whitespace around images. Too little whitespace can
make a page look cluttered, while too much can feel disjointed. CMOS generally advises for consistent
margins and spacing around all elements. The goal is to create a visually balanced page where text
and images coexist harmoniously, guiding the reader’s eye without obstruction.

Special Considerations for Different Document Types
While the core principles of image placement remain consistent, certain document types may
necessitate slight variations or additional considerations. For example, academic journals,
dissertations, and books often have more stringent requirements regarding the placement and
formatting of figures and tables compared to less formal documents like reports or articles intended
for online publication.

In scholarly publishing, the emphasis is often on rigorous accuracy and clarity. This might mean that
complex diagrams or extensive data tables are positioned in appendices if they are not central to the
immediate narrative flow but are crucial for supporting evidence. The goal is always to serve the
academic argument effectively.



Journals and Periodicals
Many academic journals provide specific author guidelines that often align with CMOS but may also
include unique requirements for image submission, numbering, and placement. It is always advisable
for authors to consult the specific guidelines of the journal they are submitting to, as these can
supersede general CMOS recommendations.

Books and Monographs
In book publishing, the publisher’s production team will often work closely with authors to ensure that
all visual elements are placed correctly and meet the required technical specifications. However,
authors should still adhere to CMOS principles in their manuscript preparation, ensuring that their
intended placement and referencing are clear.

The Role of the Index in Visual Navigation
While the primary function of an index is to help readers locate specific terms and concepts within the
text, it can also play a secondary role in navigating visual content. If a visual element is particularly
important or complex, its inclusion in the index can provide an additional point of access for readers
who are seeking that specific information.

When creating an index, an indexer might consider including entries for key figures or tables,
especially if they are referenced extensively or are central to a particular argument. This allows a
reader to quickly find a visual by looking for its topic in the index, rather than relying solely on textual
references or the list of figures/tables. While not a primary placement guideline, this indexing practice
enhances the usability of a publication that makes extensive use of visuals.

FAQ

Q: Where should I place a figure according to the Chicago
Manual of Style image placement guidelines?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style image placement guidelines, a figure should ideally be
placed on the same page as its first mention in the text. If space constraints prevent this, it should
appear on the very next page.

Q: Do I need to number all images, and how should I do it?
A: Yes, all figures and tables should be numbered sequentially. Figures are typically numbered as
Figure 1, Figure 2, etc., and tables as Table 1, Table 2, etc. Numbering may also be chapter-specific
(e.g., Figure 1.1).



Q: What is the difference between a caption and a credit line?
A: A caption identifies and explains the content of a visual element. A credit line acknowledges the
source or creator of the image, especially if it is not original to the author or publication.

Q: What is the recommended resolution for images intended
for print using Chicago Manual of Style guidelines?
A: For print publications, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends a minimum resolution of 300 dots
per inch (dpi) at the intended reproduction size to ensure clarity and quality.

Q: Can I place a table on a different page if it's very long?
A: Generally, tables should follow the same placement rules as figures, appearing as close as possible
to their first mention. However, for exceptionally long or complex tables that might disrupt page
layout, placement at the beginning of a chapter or section might be considered if it improves
readability, but this is a less common exception.

Q: How should I reference an image in my text?
A: You should reference an image in your text using its assigned number. For example, "as shown in
Figure 3" or "refer to Table 5 for details."

Q: What file formats does Chicago Manual of Style prefer for
images?
A: While CMOS doesn't strictly dictate formats, TIFF is generally preferred for photographic images,
and EPS or AI for vector graphics. JPEG may be acceptable for certain uses but is less ideal for high-
quality print.

Q: Should I include a list of figures and tables in my
document?
A: For longer works such as books or dissertations, it is customary and recommended to include
separate lists of figures and tables at the beginning of the document, detailing their titles and page
numbers.
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