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Excel Charts, Part 3: Background Images 

This guide will show how to add background images to Excel charts. Customizing with 
graphic images or textures in this way can add an attractive and effective element to your 
Excel spreadsheets and charts. However, some subtlety is called for, as the effect can be 
easily overdone. Your background graphics should always be appropriate to the subject 
matter of the chart, thereby serving to enhance your information, not detract from it. 
 
1.) I have a number of ways I can customize the background appearance of a chart — es-
pecially a “3-D” chart — depending on how much of it I want to deal with.  In the 3-D chart 
below, inside the red lines, various chart elements have been labeled and differently 
tinted, to show these options. 

Note that this chart appears on the same sheet of an Excel workbook as the data upon 
which it’s based.  The procedures we’ll cover apply equally to charts which are placed on 
their own worksheets. 
 
2.) One feature unique to 3-D chart formats can be seen in the illustration above.  The 
side and back walls of the chart, as well as the floor, have all been tinted with the identical 
color and shade; however, they display differently, due to their respective orientations. 



3.) My first step is to center the 
plot area within the chart area, 
thereby allowing the latter to 
serve as a frame.  I left-click on 
the border of the frame area and 
drag it to the center of the chart 
area.  I can resize it by the same 
process, through clicking on the 
corner sizing handles of the plot 
area. 
 
 
4.) Using the same method, I’ve 
moved and resized the legend. 
Now I’ll move the chart title be-
low the chart 
— since I plan to put a picture 
behind the chart, and don’t want 
to obscure it with the title. 
 
 
 

 
5.) I right-click on the chart title, 
so I can increase font size, and 
square it up with the chart & plot 
edges (it had been tilted to align  
with the vertical axis grid lines).   
The text can be restored to hori-
zontal by right-clicking on the 
chart title, selecting Alignment 
from the resulting dialog box, 
and then changing the Custom 
angle back to 0° 
 
6.) I further customize my chart 
“frame” by actually putting a bor-
der around it. I right-click on the 
chart area to get a format box, 
then select “Border Styles.” 
I can increase the line’s Width 
and choose a Compound type.. 

 



7.) I’ll also choose a color for the 
border I’ve just created. 
Then, before leaving the Format 
Chart Area dialog box, I’ll take 
the next step in customizing the 
background of my chart, and 
pick a Fill color for the chart 
area as a whole. 
 
 
 
 
8.) Now I’ll right-click in the plot 
area, to open a formatting dialog 
box.  By choosing a lighter Fill 
color for the plot area, 
the darker tint already given to 
the chart area creates a “matting 
frame” effect around it. 
 
 
 
 
 
9.) Now I can look at making my 
actual chart stand out, by tinting 
or texturing the floor and walls of 
the chart itself.  I’ll start with the 
floor of the chart, the surface 
that the bars “stand on.”  As be-
fore, the first step is to right-click 
on this section of the chart, to 
bring up a formatting dialog box.  
I’m going to use the “Picture or 
texture fill”, 
and I’ll pick a fairly light texture 
from the samples presented. 
(I’ve added a small cut from the 
complete sample set here.) 
I can lighten it even more by us-
ing a transparency percentage. 

 



10.) I also want to add some tex-
ture to the side wall of the chart. 
However, to get an appropriate 
formatting box, I need to double-
left-click on that wall first. 
Otherwise, Excel 2007 makes a 
default assumption that both 
walls are formatted alike.  So, be 
sure the choice which appears 
says “Format Side Wall...”, 
not simply “Format Walls...”. 

 
11.) I’ll choose a different texture 
to fill the side wall of the chart. 

I also choose a transparency 
factor to go with this texture. 
Note that the light grey color 
chosen for the plot area  
underlies this texture, and 
thereby changes the hue some-
what. This effect must be kept in 
mind whenever using transpar-
ent fill effects. 
 
 
12) Now it’s time for the back 
wall.  Since it’s the largest sur-
face in the chart, that makes it a 
great place to put a photo which 
can highlight the subject matter 
of the whole chart. 

After I select the “Picture  
or texture fill” button, I click on 
“File…” under “Insert from:”   
 
This opens up an Insert Picture 
box, where I can navigate to a 
picture I want to use. 
Then I click on Insert to put that 
picture on the chart’s back wall. 

 



13.) And here’s my chart with 
the image I selected installed on 
the wall.  However, it’s much too 
vivid an image, to the point of 
distracting from the rest of the 
information on the chart.  I can 
soften the effect by again using 
the Transparency: tool at the 
bottom of the Format Wall 
dialog box. 
 
 
14.) I’ll raise the transparency 
factor up to about 75%, 
which has the effect of substan-
tially fading the picture, in the 
direction of being more like a 
themed watermark. 
After setting the percentage I 
want, I simply close the box to 
put it into effect. 
 
 
 
 
15.) Here’s the final product, 
with my formatted graph mated 
up with the Excel spreadsheet
table containing the data upon
which it’s based. 
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