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This article is taken from the book iText in Action, Second Edition. The author shows how to 
add a PdfPTable at absolute coordinates by wrapping the table inside a ColumnText object. 

 
Get 35% off any version of iText in Action, 2nd Ed., with the checkout code fcc35. 

Offer is only valid through www.manning.com. 
 

 
When you add content to a page whether with Document.add() or otherwise, iText writes PDF syntax to a 
ByteBuffer that is wrapped in a PdfContentByte object. When a page is full, these buffers are added to the 
PDF file in a specific order. Each buffer can be seen as a separate layer, and iText draws these layers in the order 
that is indicated with the bullets in figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Direct content layers 

When a page is initialized, two PdfContentByte objects are created for the basic building blocks: 

 (#2) A PdfContentByte for graphics—the background of a Chunk, Images, the borders of a PdfPCell, 
and so forth. 

 (#3) A PdfContentByte object for text—the content of Chunks, Phrases, Paragraphs, and so on.  

You can't access the PdfContentByte objects of layers #2 and #3 directly. These layers are managed by 
iText internally, but there are two extra PdfContentByte objects—layers #1 and #4: 

 (#1) A layer that goes under the text and graphics—you can get access to this lower layer with the method 
PdfWriter.getDirectContentUnder(). 

 (#4) A layer that goes on top of the text and graphics—you can get an instance of this upper layer with the 
method PdfWriter.getDirectContent(). 

In iText terminology, adding content to these extra layers is called writing to the direct content or low-level 
access because we're performing low-level operations on a PdfContentByte object. When added to the 
Document, iText writes the textual content of the cells to the text layer (#3 in figure 1). All the borders, 
background colors, and images are written to the layer just beneath #2. It's also possible to write a PdfPTable to 
one of the direct content layers #1 or #4. 

One of the ways to add a PdfPTable at an absolute position is to wrap a table object inside a ColumnText 
object. 

Wrapping tables in columns 
Figure 2 shows a table with a header and a footer that was added at absolute positions in two separate columns on 
the same page. 

 
Figure 2 A PdfPTable rendered in two columns 

In listing 1, we use a ColumnText mechanism in combination with the PdfPTable functionality that repeats 
headers and footers. 
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Listing 1 ColumnTable.java 
ColumnText column = new ColumnText(writer.getDirectContent()); 
List days = PojoFactory.getDays(connection); 
float[][] x = {                                                           A 
  { document.left(), document.left() + 380 },                             A 
  { document.right() - 380, document.right() }                            A 
};                                                                        A 
for (Date day : days) { 
  column.addElement(getTable(connection, day));                           B 
  int count = 0; 
  float height = 0; 
  int status = ColumnText.START_COLUMN; 
  while (ColumnText.hasMoreText(status)) { 
    if (count == 0) {                                                     C 
      height = addHeaderTable(document,                                   C 
        day, writer.getPageNumber());                                     C 
    }                                                                     C 
    column.setSimpleColumn( 
      x[count][0], document.bottom(), 
      x[count][1], document.top() - height - 10); 
    status = column.go(); 
    if (++count > 1) { 
      count = 0; 
      document.newPage(); 
    } 
  } 
  document.newPage(); 
} 

A Definition of column borders 
B Adds the table with the screenings 
C Adds extra header table with date and page number 

 
This article introduced some low-level functionality of the high-level table object.  

Summary 
In this article, you’ve learned how to add a PdfPTable at absolute coordinates by wrapping the table inside a 
ColumnText object.  

 
 
 


