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Introduction

chicago manual of style figure citation format chicago is a critical aspect of academic and professional
writing, ensuring proper attribution and clarity for visual elements within your work. This guide delves
deep into the intricacies of citing figures according to the widely respected Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS), covering both Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems. We will explore the fundamental
principles of figure citation, examine the components of a complete figure note or caption, and provide
detailed examples for various source types. Understanding these guidelines is paramount for avoiding
plagiarism, enhancing the credibility of your research, and allowing your readers to easily locate and verify
the origins of your visual materials. Whether you are working on a thesis, a journal article, or a book,
mastering the Chicago style for figures will elevate the professionalism and scholarly rigor of your

presentation.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figure Citations in Chicago Style

The primary purpose of any citation, including those for figures, is to give credit to the original creator or



source of the material. In academic and professional writing, this is a cornerstone of ethical scholarship,
acknowledging intellectual property and preventing plagiarism. For figures specifically, proper citation
allows readers to trace the origin of an image, chart, graph, or illustration, providing context and enabling
them to find the original source if they wish to examine it further or understand its nuances. This
transparency builds trust and bolsters the credibility of your own work by demonstrating diligence in

research and adherence to scholarly standards.

Beyond ethical considerations, clear and consistent figure citation enhances the reader's experience. When a
figure is accompanied by a complete and accurate citation, the reader gains immediate insight into where
the information or visual representation originates. This is particularly important for complex data
visualizations or historical images where the context of creation is crucial for interpretation. The Chicago
Manual of Style recognizes the importance of visual elements in conveying information and provides a

structured approach to ensure these elements are properly integrated and attributed within the text.

Key Components of a Chicago Style Figure Citation

Regardless of whether you are using the Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date system, a Chicago style figure
citation typically requires several essential components to be complete and informative. These components

work together to provide a clear and unambiguous reference for your readers.

The core elements that form a figure citation include:

Figure Number: This is the sequential number assigned to the figure within your document (e.g.,

Figure 1, Figure 2). This number links the figure to its corresponding caption and citation.

e Title or Brief Description: A concise title or description of the figure's content. This should be
informative enough for the reader to understand what the figure represents without needing to

consult the original source immediately.

¢ Credit Line/Attribution: This is arguably the most crucial part of the citation, as it acknowledges the
original source or creator. It should include the author's name, the title of the work from which the

figure is taken, and publication details.

e Source Information: Details about where the figure can be found, such as the publication year, page

number, website URL, or archive information.

Copyright Information (if applicable): If you are using a copyrighted image and have obtained

permission, it is good practice to note this, often including the copyright holder.

The specific order and formatting of these components will vary slightly between the two main Chicago
style systems, but the underlying information remains the same. The goal is always to provide enough

detail for the reader to identify and locate the source of the figure.



Figure Citation Format in the Notes-Bibliography System

The Notes-Bibliography system, often preferred in humanities and some social sciences, utilizes footnotes or
endnotes for citations, with a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. For figures, this
translates into a detailed caption that often includes a full citation in a note, or a condensed citation directly

within the caption itself, depending on the complexity and frequency of figure use.

When citing a figure in the Notes-Bibliography system, the caption placed beneath the figure is key. It
typically includes the figure number, a descriptive title, and then the source information. The full citation
is usually provided in a corresponding footnote or endnote, or sometimes directly in the caption for simpler
sources. The caption should be clear and concise, guiding the reader to the more detailed bibliographic

entry if needed.

A typical structure for a figure caption in the Notes-Bibliography system looks something like this:

e Figure [Number]. [Descriptive Title of the Figure]. By [Original Creator's Name, if applicable]. In
[Title of the larger work], [page or figure number within the source], [publication details]. [Note

number for full citation].

For example, if you are referencing a photograph from a book, the caption might read:

Figure 1. Portrait of Jane Austen. By John Frederick Austen. In Jane Austen: A Life by Claire Tomalin, 45.
New York: Vintage Books, 1997. \[Note 1]

The corresponding note (or bibliography entry) would then provide the full bibliographic details for Jane
Austen: A Life.

Figure Citation Format in the Author-Date System

The Author-Date system, commonly used in the sciences and social sciences, relies on in-text parenthetical
citations and a reference list at the end of the document. When citing figures in this system, the caption is

still essential, but the citation information is handled differently.

In the Author-Date system, the figure caption beneath the illustration typically includes the figure
number, a descriptive title, and the source, often with the author and publication year immediately
following. A full reference list at the end of the document provides the complete publication details for all

sources cited, including figures.

A standard format for a figure caption in the Author-Date system would be:

o Figure [Number]. [Descriptive Title of the Figure]. Source: [Author Last Name, Year].

For instance, citing a graph from a journal article:

Figure 2. Global Temperature Trends. Source: Smith 2020.



The reference list entry for this figure would then appear as:
Smith, John. 2020. "Analysis of Climate Data." Journal of Environmental Science 15 (3): 112-30.

This system emphasizes brevity in the caption and direct referral to the comprehensive reference list for

full details, allowing for a more streamlined reading experience within the main text.

Citing Figures from Different Source Types

The specific details required for a figure citation can vary significantly depending on the original source of
the image or visual data. Chicago style provides guidelines for a wide array of source types, from books and

journals to online resources and personal communication.

Here are some common scenarios and their typical citation approaches:

¢ Books: Include the author of the book, title of the book, page number where the figure appears,
publisher, and publication year. If the figure is from a chapter written by a different author within

an edited book, you will need to cite both the chapter author and the book editor.

o Journal Articles: Cite the author(s) of the article, article title, journal title, volume and issue numbers,

page range of the article, and publication year.

e Websites: Provide the author or organization responsible for the content, title of the specific page or

image, website name, URL, and the date you accessed the page.

e Archival Materials: Include the name of the archive, collection name, box and folder numbers, and

any other identifying information specific to the repository.

¢ Personal Communications: While not a formal publication, if a figure is derived from personal
correspondence or an interview, it should be clearly attributed to the individual, along with the date

of communication.

It is essential to consult the Chicago Manual of Style for the precise formatting of each specific source type,
as minor variations can impact the completeness and accuracy of your citations. The general principle is to

provide enough information for your reader to locate the original source with reasonable ease.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Figure Citation

Figuring out how to cite images can present unique challenges, especially with the proliferation of digital
content and the complexities of copyright. One common issue is identifying the original source of a figure
that has been widely shared online without clear attribution. In such cases, diligent searching, reverse

image searches, and consulting with librarians or subject matter experts can help uncover the original



creator and publication.

Another frequent difficulty arises with figures that are public domain or Creative Commons licensed.
While these figures do not always require explicit permission to use, proper attribution is still expected.
The solution is to identify the terms of the license or the creator's preferred attribution and follow those

guidelines in your caption, clearly stating the source and the license under which it is available.

When a figure is modified from its original form (e.g., data is re-plotted from a table), it is crucial to indicate
this in the caption. Phrases like "Adapted from" or "Data from" followed by the original source are essential.
This ensures transparency about any alterations made to the original visual material, maintaining the

integrity of your research and avoiding misrepresentation.

Finally, inconsistent formatting across various sources can be a hurdle. The best solution is to maintain a
consistent approach throughout your document, referring back to the Chicago Manual of Style for each new
source type encountered. Keeping a dedicated record of your figure sources and their citation details as you

gather them can also prevent last-minute confusion and errors.

Best Practices for Effective Figure Integration and Citation

Integrating figures effectively into your writing goes beyond mere placement; it involves thoughtful
consideration of how the visual element supports your narrative and how it is properly credited. One of
the most important best practices is to ensure that every figure serves a clear purpose and directly
contributes to the argument or information being presented in your text. Avoid using figures simply for

decoration; they should illuminate, illustrate, or provide evidence.

Another key practice is to ensure that your figures are legible and well-labeled. Captions should be concise
yet comprehensive, providing enough context for the reader to understand the figure’s content and its
relevance. Importantly, the figure number in the caption must correspond exactly to the number used

when referring to the figure in the text.

When citing figures, always prioritize accuracy and completeness. Double-check all details against the
original source, including names, dates, titles, and page numbers. If you are unsure about a specific detail,
err on the side of providing more information rather than less. Furthermore, consistency in your citation
style throughout the entire document is paramount. Adhering to either the Notes-Bibliography or Author-

Date system uniformly will enhance the professionalism and readability of your work.

Finally, always remember to secure necessary permissions if you are using copyrighted material that falls
outside the scope of fair use. Proper attribution, whether it involves a detailed note, a parenthetical citation,
or a specific credit line, is a non-negotiable aspect of academic integrity. By following these best practices,

you can ensure your figures are not only visually impactful but also ethically and scholarly sound.












Frequently Asked Questions

Q What is the difference between a figure caption and a figure citation in
Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, a figure caption is the text placed directly beneath or beside a figure, typically
including a figure number and a brief description. A figure citation, on the other hand, provides the
detailed source information for that figure, which can appear in a note (Notes-Bibliography system) or a

reference list (Author-Date system), often referenced from the caption.

Q: Do I need to cite figures that are in the public domain?

A: Even if a figure is in the public domain, proper attribution is still considered good scholarly practice. You

should still provide a citation that indicates the source of the figure to acknowledge its origin.

Q How do I cite a figure I found on a website?

A: When citing a figure from a website in Chicago style, you typically need to include the author or
organization, the title of the specific page or image, the website name, the URL, and the date you accessed
the page. The exact format will depend on whether you are using the Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date

system.

Q What should I do if I cannot find the original source of a figure?

A: If you cannot locate the original source of a figure, it is best not to use it. If you must use it, you should
clearly state that the source is unknown or unverified in your caption and seek guidance from your

instructor or editor. Using unattributed material can lead to accusations of plagiarism.

Q How do I cite a figure that I modified from its original source?

A: If you have altered a figure from its original source, such as by reformatting data or combining elements,
you must indicate this clearly in the caption. Use phrases like "Adapted from" or "Data from," followed by

the citation of the original source.

Q: Does Chicago style require a separate list of figures?

A: While Chicago style does not mandate a separate list of figures, it is often a good practice, especially in

longer works, to include a "List of Figures" after the Table of Contents. This list would include the figure



number, title, and page number where it appears in the text.

Q Can I put the full citation directly in the figure caption?

A: In the Notes-Bibliography system, you can sometimes include a condensed citation directly in the
caption, with a full citation in a corresponding note. In the Author-Date system, the caption usually contains
a brief author-date reference, directing readers to the full citation in the reference list. The Chicago Manual

of Style advises keeping captions concise.

Q What information is essential for citing a figure from a book?

A: To cite a figure from a book in Chicago style, you need the author of the book, the title of the book, the
page number where the figure is located, the publisher, and the year of publication. If the figure is from a

chapter in an edited book, you'll also need to cite the chapter author.
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