
chicago manual of style figure caption
according to cmos
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for academic and
professional writing, and its advice on crafting effective figure captions is no exception. A
well-constructed Chicago Manual of Style figure caption according to CMOS not only
clarifies the visual content for the reader but also enhances the overall integrity and
professionalism of the document. This article delves deep into the intricacies of creating
these captions, covering essential elements, stylistic considerations, and common pitfalls to
avoid, ensuring your visuals are understood and respected within the framework of CMOS.
We will explore the purpose of captions, their placement, necessary components, and
specific formatting requirements as dictated by this authoritative style guide, aiming to
equip you with the knowledge to produce clear, concise, and compliant figure captions.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figure Captions
The primary function of a figure caption, as outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style, is to
provide context and explanation for any visual element, whether it be a photograph,
illustration, chart, graph, or table. A figure caption acts as a bridge between the visual
information and the reader's understanding, ensuring that the significance and meaning of
the visual are readily apparent. Without a clear and informative caption, a figure, no matter
how compelling, can be easily misunderstood or overlooked, diminishing its contribution to
the overall text.

Beyond mere identification, a robust figure caption should enable the reader to grasp the
essence of the visual even when reading the text out of sequence. It should summarize the
key takeaway, highlighting the most crucial data points or observations presented in the
image. This is particularly important in academic papers, technical reports, and scholarly
books, where precise communication of complex information is paramount. The Chicago
Manual of Style emphasizes that captions should be self-contained, meaning they provide
sufficient information so the reader doesn't necessarily have to refer back to the main text
for basic comprehension of the figure.

Placement and Numbering of Figures and



Captions
The Chicago Manual of Style specifies a consistent approach to the placement and
numbering of figures and their accompanying captions. Figures are typically placed as close
as possible to the first reference to them in the text. This proximity ensures that the reader
can easily locate the visual element being discussed without having to search extensively
through the document. If a figure cannot be placed immediately after its first mention, it
should appear on the following page or as soon as is practically possible.

Numbering is sequential and cumulative throughout the entire document. For instance, the
first figure encountered will be Figure 1, the second Figure 2, and so on. This applies even if
figures are separated by chapters or major sections. In multi-author works or collections,
the numbering might reset for each chapter or section, but within a single, continuous
work, the numbering should be continuous. The term "Figure" is always capitalized when
referring to numbered visuals in the text, such as "as shown in Figure 3."

Positioning the Caption
According to CMOS, figure captions are positioned below the figure itself. This is a widely
adopted convention across many disciplines and publishing houses, as it logically connects
the descriptive text directly to the visual it explains. The figure number and title (if any) are
typically placed first, followed by any explanatory text. The alignment of the caption text
relative to the figure can vary based on the publisher's design specifications, but
consistency is key within a single document. Whether it's centered, left-aligned, or justified,
the chosen style should be applied uniformly.

Essential Components of a Chicago Manual of
Style Figure Caption
A well-formed Chicago Manual of Style figure caption, according to CMOS, typically
comprises several key elements that work together to provide a complete and
understandable description. These components ensure clarity, accuracy, and adherence to
scholarly standards, making the visual asset a valuable part of the communicative effort.

Figure Number
The figure number is the initial element of a caption and serves as the primary identifier for
the visual. As previously mentioned, this number should be Arabic and sequential, starting
with "Figure 1," "Figure 2," and so forth. This numbering system allows for easy referencing
within the text and in other scholarly works. The word "Figure" is usually capitalized and
followed by the numeral. For example, a caption might begin with "Figure 1."

Figure Title (Optional but Recommended)
While not always mandatory, including a concise title for each figure is highly



recommended by the Chicago Manual of Style. This title should briefly and accurately
describe the content of the visual. It acts as a quick summary, allowing readers to ascertain
the figure's subject matter at a glance. The title typically follows the figure number, often
separated by a period and a space. For instance, "Figure 1. Growth Rate of Bacterial
Colonies." This title should be informative enough to stand alone but brief enough to avoid
overwhelming the reader.

Descriptive Text
The body of the caption provides the detailed explanation of the figure. This descriptive
text elaborates on the title, explains any symbols or abbreviations used within the visual,
defines variables, and highlights the most important findings or observations. It should be
written in clear, concise language, avoiding jargon where possible or defining it if
necessary. The level of detail required will depend on the complexity of the figure and the
intended audience. CMOS advises that this text should be sufficient to make the figure
understandable without extensive reference to the main body of the text.

Source Information (When Applicable)
If the figure is not original and has been adapted or reproduced from another source,
proper attribution is crucial. The Chicago Manual of Style mandates that the source of
borrowed material must be cited within the caption. This typically includes the author(s),
publication year, and relevant page number or figure number from the original source. A
common format is to include a phrase like "Reprinted with permission from [Source]" or
"Adapted from [Source]." This ensures academic integrity and avoids copyright
infringement. The specific citation format should align with the style guide used for the rest
of the document's references.

Stylistic Considerations for CMOS Figure Captions
Beyond the fundamental components, the Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on
stylistic nuances that contribute to the overall clarity and professionalism of figure captions.
These considerations ensure consistency and readability across different types of
publications and academic fields.

Conciseness and Clarity
CMOS strongly advocates for conciseness in all forms of academic writing, and this extends
to figure captions. Every word should serve a purpose, contributing to the reader's
understanding without unnecessary verbosity. Avoid redundant phrases or information that
is already obvious from the visual itself. Aim for directness and precision in your language.



Tense and Voice
Generally, figure captions are written in the present tense, describing what the figure
shows. For example, "Figure 1 shows the increase in temperature" rather than "Figure 1
showed the increase in temperature." Similarly, passive voice is often acceptable and can
be useful in captions to maintain objectivity and focus on the visual content rather than the
researcher. However, active voice can be employed if it enhances clarity or conciseness.

Abbreviations and Symbols
Any abbreviations or symbols used within the figure that are not universally understood
should be defined in the caption. This ensures that readers, especially those unfamiliar with
the specific field, can interpret the visual accurately. If a symbol is used consistently
throughout a document, it can be defined once in a list of abbreviations or in the first
caption where it appears, and subsequent captions can assume familiarity.

Consistency in Formatting
One of the most critical stylistic considerations is maintaining consistency in formatting.
This includes the capitalization of figure numbers and titles, the use of punctuation, the
spacing between elements, and the alignment of the caption text. If a specific style is
dictated by a publisher or institution, adhere to it strictly. If not, establish a clear and
consistent style within your document and apply it to all figure captions.

Specific Examples and Common Scenarios
Illustrating the principles of Chicago Manual of Style figure captions with concrete examples
can greatly enhance understanding. These scenarios cover common types of visuals
encountered in academic and professional writing.

Example 1: A Photograph
Imagine a photograph of a historical building. The caption might look like this:

Figure 1. The historic Bradbury Building in Los Angeles. This exterior view
showcases the ornate Victorian architecture and wrought-iron detailing characteristic of the
late 19th century. The building, completed in 1893, is a prominent landmark in the city's
architectural heritage. Photo by John Smith, 2022.

Here, the figure number and title are clear, followed by descriptive text about the building's
features and historical significance. Source information for the photograph is also included.

Example 2: A Graph
Consider a line graph showing population growth over time. The caption would need to
explain the data presented:



Figure 2. Annual population growth in select European countries (2000–2020).
The graph illustrates a steady upward trend in population for Germany (solid blue line) and
France (dashed red line), while Italy (dotted green line) shows a more modest increase.
Data sourced from Eurostat.

This caption identifies the type of visual, its subject, and the specific data it represents. It
also clarifies the meaning of different lines and indicates the data source.

Example 3: A Table
For a table presenting experimental results:

Table 1. Comparison of drug efficacy in treating bacterial infections. The table
presents mean reduction in bacterial count (log₁₀ CFU/mL) after 24 hours of treatment with
Drug A (n=50), Drug B (n=52), and placebo (n=48). A statistically significant reduction was
observed for both Drug A (p < 0.001) and Drug B (p < 0.01) compared to the placebo
group. Values represent mean ± standard deviation.

Note: Although the keyword is "figure caption," CMOS also addresses tables similarly
regarding numbering and caption placement. Tables are typically numbered separately
from figures (e.g., Table 1, Table 2).

When to Deviate (and When Not To)
While the Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework, there are instances where
specific field conventions or publisher requirements might necessitate slight deviations.
Understanding these nuances is crucial for effective adaptation.

Publisher and Field-Specific Guidelines
In some academic disciplines, particular journals or publishers may have their own
established style guides that supersede or supplement CMOS. For example, in certain
scientific fields, tables might be treated as figures, or the placement of captions might
differ. Always consult the specific guidelines provided by your intended publication venue. If
these guidelines are absent, CMOS remains the default authority.

Practical Constraints
Occasionally, practical limitations in layout or design might force a minor departure from
the ideal placement of a figure or its caption. For instance, if a complex infographic is too
wide to fit on a standard page, it might need to be rotated or placed on a separate, larger
page. In such cases, ensure the reader can easily connect the caption to its corresponding
visual, perhaps by placing a note in the text referring to the figure's location.



Maintaining Core Principles
Despite potential minor variations, the core principles of clarity, accuracy, and providing
sufficient context should never be compromised. The goal of a figure caption, regardless of
minor stylistic adjustments, is to enhance the reader's understanding of the visual
information. Always prioritize making your figures and their accompanying explanations as
accessible and informative as possible.

Mastering the art of crafting Chicago Manual of Style figure captions according to CMOS is a
fundamental skill for any writer aiming for clear and impactful communication. By adhering
to these guidelines, you ensure that your visual aids not only support your narrative but
also stand as self-explanatory components of your work, contributing significantly to its
overall credibility and effectiveness. The detailed instructions provided by CMOS serve as
an indispensable resource for navigating the complexities of academic and professional
documentation, ensuring that your figures are presented in a manner that is both compliant
and conducive to thorough comprehension.

Q: What is the primary difference between a figure
caption and a table caption according to CMOS?
A: While both serve to explain accompanying visuals, CMOS typically numbers figures
sequentially as "Figure 1," "Figure 2," etc., and places their captions below the visual.
Tables are numbered separately as "Table 1," "Table 2," and their captions (often called
titles) are generally placed above the table. However, the core principle of clear, descriptive
information remains the same for both.

Q: Should I include a title in my Chicago Manual of Style
figure caption?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends, but does not always strictly require, a title for
figures. However, including a concise and descriptive title after the figure number is highly
advisable. It provides readers with a quick summary of the visual's content, enhancing
immediate understanding.

Q: What is the recommended tense for a Chicago
Manual of Style figure caption?
A: Generally, figure captions are written in the present tense, describing what the figure
illustrates. For example, "Figure 3 depicts the experimental setup" is preferred over "Figure
3 depicted the experimental setup." This present tense usage emphasizes the enduring
nature of the visual information.

Q: How should I cite the source of a figure if it's not



original, according to CMOS?
A: If a figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, CMOS requires proper
attribution within the caption. This typically involves including a phrase like "Reprinted from
[Source]" or "Adapted from [Source]," followed by a citation that includes author, year, and
page or figure number from the original work, consistent with the document's overall
citation style.

Q: Can abbreviations be used in a CMOS figure caption?
A: Abbreviations can be used in figure captions, but CMOS advises that any abbreviation
not commonly known or specifically defined within the text or a list of abbreviations should
be explained within the caption itself. This ensures clarity for all readers, regardless of their
familiarity with the subject matter.

Q: Where should the caption for a figure be placed
according to CMOS?
A: The standard placement for a figure caption according to the Chicago Manual of Style is
directly below the figure itself. This positioning creates a clear visual and textual
association, making it easy for the reader to understand what the figure represents.

Q: What is the importance of self-containment for a
Chicago Manual of Style figure caption?
A: The principle of self-containment means that a figure caption should provide enough
information for the reader to understand the visual without having to refer back to the main
text. This is crucial for readers who may skim the document, consult figures out of order, or
encounter the work in a context where the main text is not readily available.

Q: What if my figures are in different chapters? How
should they be numbered in a CMOS document?
A: In a continuous work, figures are numbered sequentially throughout the entire
document, regardless of chapter divisions. So, the first figure in chapter 1 is Figure 1, the
second figure in chapter 2 is Figure 5 (if chapter 1 had four figures), and so on. However,
some specific publication styles might dictate chapter-specific numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1,
Figure 1.2), so always check publisher guidelines if applicable.
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