
chicago style figure referencing style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) figure referencing style is a crucial element for academic and

professional writing, ensuring clarity, credibility, and adherence to scholarly conventions. This

comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of citing figures within the Chicago style, covering

everything from basic in-text notations to detailed bibliography entries. Understanding the Chicago

style figure referencing style is paramount for authors who aim to present visual data accurately and

ethically. We will explore the different methods of referencing figures, the specific components required

for each citation, and common pitfalls to avoid, thereby equipping you with the knowledge to navigate

this often-complex aspect of academic documentation.
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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Referencing

The Chicago Manual of Style provides two primary systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system

and the author-date system. Both systems have specific guidelines for referencing figures, which are



visual elements like charts, graphs, photographs, illustrations, and maps. Adhering to these guidelines

is not merely a matter of following rules; it is about giving proper credit to sources, enabling readers to

locate the original material, and contributing to the overall integrity of your work. Mastering the Chicago

style figure referencing style ensures that your visual data is presented professionally and ethically.

The core principle behind any referencing style, including Chicago, is to provide sufficient information

for your readers to identify and retrieve the source of the figure. This involves details such as the

creator, title, publication information, and potentially specific page numbers or URLs. The Chicago style

figure referencing style emphasizes clarity and consistency, making it easier for readers to follow your

arguments and verify your data.

Basic Principles of Chicago Style Figure Citation

Regardless of which Chicago system you employ, certain fundamental principles guide the citation of

figures. Primarily, every figure that is not your original creation must be cited. This includes figures that

have been reproduced, adapted, or even inspired your own visual representation. The goal is to

acknowledge the intellectual property of the original creator. Consistency is key; once you choose a

system (notes-bibliography or author-date) and a method for citing figures within that system, you

should apply it uniformly throughout your document.

The Chicago style figure referencing style often requires both an in-text citation (or a note) and a full

entry in the bibliography or reference list at the end of your work. This dual approach ensures that

readers can find the figure’s origin both at the point where it is discussed and in a consolidated list of

all sources consulted.

In-Text Referencing for Figures



In the Chicago style figure referencing style, in-text references serve to direct the reader to the figure

itself and, if necessary, to its source. When a figure is included directly within your text, it is typically

accompanied by a caption. The caption itself often contains a brief indication of the source, especially

if it’s from a commonly known publication or if the figure is integral to the immediate discussion.

However, when referring to a figure within the narrative of your text, you would use a phrase such as

“As shown in Figure 1…” or “The data presented in Figure 2 illustrates…”. If the figure is not your own

and you are using the notes-bibliography system, you would typically provide a note the first time you

refer to it. In the author-date system, the in-text citation would follow the standard author-date format,

but this is less common for direct figure references and more for the source of the data within the

figure.

Notes-Bibliography System for Figures

The notes-bibliography system is widely used in the humanities and offers flexibility in how figures are

referenced. When you reproduce or adapt a figure from another source, you are required to create a

footnote or endnote the first time you mention it in your text. This note will contain publication details

similar to those found in a bibliography entry, but it is presented at the point of use.

The format of the note for a figure typically includes the figure number, a descriptive title or brief

explanation, the original source information (author, title of the work, publication details), and often the

page number where the figure appears. For the Chicago style figure referencing style, clarity in the

note ensures readers can immediately grasp the origin of the visual information. Subsequent

references to the same figure can use a shortened note format.

Author-Date System for Figures



The author-date system, more common in the sciences and social sciences, uses parenthetical in-text

citations that include the author’s last name and the publication year. While this system is primarily for

textual sources, when referencing a figure, the citation usually points to the source of the data or the

original publication where the figure appeared. The figure itself, when reproduced in your text, will have

a caption that includes its own numbering and potentially a brief source note.

For example, if you are discussing data that is visually represented in a figure you have created, but

the data originates from Smith (2020), your text might read: “The trend in market prices has been

consistently upward (Smith 2020, Fig. 1).” The figure would then have its own caption, and the full

citation for Smith (2020) would appear in the reference list at the end of the document. The Chicago

style figure referencing style accommodates this by allowing for clear captioning and a comprehensive

reference list.

Creating a Bibliography or Reference List for Figures

A crucial component of the Chicago style figure referencing style is the bibliography (for the notes-

bibliography system) or reference list (for the author-date system). This list provides full bibliographic

details for all sources cited in your paper, including the sources of reproduced or adapted figures. The

entry for a figure-derived source will mirror the entry for any other source of that type (e.g., book,

journal article, website).

Key information typically included in a bibliography or reference list entry for a figure’s source

comprises:

Author(s) or editor(s)

Title of the work

Publication information (city, publisher, year)



For journal articles: journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers

For online sources: URL and access date

It is essential to present this information in a consistent format, adhering to the specific guidelines of

the Chicago Manual of Style. The Chicago style figure referencing style demands accuracy in these

bibliographic entries to ensure complete traceability.

Common Figure Types and Their Referencing

The referencing of figures can vary slightly depending on the type of visual material. Whether it’s a

photograph, a chart, a map, or an illustration, the fundamental principles remain the same: cite the

source. For photographs, you would typically cite the photographer and the collection or publication

where it appeared. For charts and graphs, you would cite the author of the report or publication where

the data was originally presented and analyzed.

Maps, often found in atlases or geographical journals, also require attribution to the cartographer or the

publishing institution. For the Chicago style figure referencing style, the aim is always to trace the

visual element back to its origin, providing enough information for a reader to find it, even if that means

specifying a particular edition of an atlas or a specific map within a larger work.

Tables as Figures in Chicago Style

In the Chicago Manual of Style, tables are often treated similarly to other figures, though they have

their own specific conventions for numbering and titling. A table is generally a structured arrangement

of data in rows and columns. When a table is reproduced or adapted, it requires a citation following

the Chicago style figure referencing style. Like figures, tables are assigned numbers (Table 1, Table 2,



etc.) and typically include a descriptive title.

The source of the table is usually indicated in a note accompanying the table or within the table’s title

or caption. This note will then correspond to a full entry in the bibliography or reference list. For the

Chicago style figure referencing style, the attribution for tables is as rigorous as for any other visual

element, ensuring data integrity.

Captions for Figures

Captions are essential for figures and tables, providing context and information for the reader.

According to the Chicago style figure referencing style, a caption should include the figure number

(e.g., “Figure 1.”), followed by a descriptive title that clearly explains what the figure depicts. If the

figure is not your own creation, the caption is the primary place to provide an abbreviated source note.

For a reproduced figure, the caption might look like: “Figure 1. World population growth, 1950–2020.

From The State of World Population, by United Nations Population Fund, 2021, p. 45.” This brief note

allows readers to quickly identify the origin. For the Chicago style figure referencing style, the caption

acts as the first layer of citation, with a full entry in the bibliography providing exhaustive details.

Placement of Figures

The placement of figures within the text is also guided by convention and can impact how they are

referenced. Ideally, figures should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. This

proximity helps readers to easily consult the visual while reading the accompanying discussion. The

Chicago style figure referencing style implies that the figure should be readily accessible to the reader

at the point of discussion.



If a figure is too large or complex to be placed inline, it may be relegated to an appendix. In such

cases, the in-text reference will direct the reader to the appendix (e.g., “See Appendix A for a detailed

demographic breakdown.”). Regardless of placement, the attribution through captions and

bibliographic entries remains a constant requirement within the Chicago style figure referencing style.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-bibliography and

author-date systems for Chicago style figure referencing?

A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The notes-bibliography system

uses footnotes or endnotes, while the author-date system uses parenthetical citations with author and

year. Both systems require a comprehensive list of sources at the end of the document, and both have

specific methods for referencing figures.

Q: Do I need to cite figures that I have adapted or modified from

another source?

A: Yes, absolutely. The Chicago style figure referencing style mandates that any figure that is not

entirely your original creation, including those that have been adapted, modified, or redrawn based on

another source, must be cited. This acknowledges the original creator’s work and allows readers to

find the source material.

Q: How should I cite a figure found online using Chicago style?

A: For online figures, you will typically include the author (if available), title of the image or page, name

of the website, the URL, and the date you accessed the information. In a note or caption, you would

provide a condensed version of this information, with the full details in your bibliography or reference

list, adhering to the Chicago style figure referencing style for digital sources.



Q: Can I create my own figures using data from multiple sources?

A: Yes, you can create your own figures using data from multiple sources, but you must cite each

source from which you obtained the data. The caption of your figure should indicate that it is “Adapted

from [Source 1] and [Source 2].” Full bibliographic details for each source will be required in your

bibliography or reference list.

Q: What if the original source of a figure is unclear?

A: If the original source of a figure is unclear, you should attempt to trace it as thoroughly as possible.

If you cannot definitively identify an author or publication, you may need to indicate this in your citation.

However, always strive to provide the most accurate and complete information available according to

the Chicago style figure referencing style.

Q: Are there specific rules for citing tables in Chicago style?

A: Yes, tables are treated as a distinct type of visual material in Chicago style. They are numbered

separately from figures (e.g., Table 1, Table 2) and have their own specific formatting for titles and

captions. The citation principles for tables are similar to those for figures, requiring attribution to the

original source in both the caption and the bibliography.

Q: How do I shorten a citation for a figure that I have already cited in

a previous note?

A: In the notes-bibliography system, after the first full citation of a figure’s source in a note, subsequent

references to the same source can use a shortened format. This typically includes the author’s last

name, a shortened title of the work, and the relevant page or figure number. The Chicago style figure

referencing style aims for efficiency in repeated citations.
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