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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Referencing

chicago style figure referencing is a critical component of academic and scholarly writing,
ensuring clarity, consistency, and proper attribution for visual elements within a document. This
citation style, formally known as The Chicago Manual of Style, provides a detailed framework for
incorporating figures, tables, and other illustrations, offering two distinct systems for referencing:
notes and bibliography, and author-date. Whether you are a student, researcher, or professional
writer, mastering Chicago style figure referencing is essential for avoiding plagiarism and enhancing
the credibility of your work. This comprehensive guide will delve into the nuances of correctly citing
and formatting figures, from initial placement to the detailed requirements of both referencing
systems.
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Key Components of Chicago Style Figure Referencing

The foundation of effective Chicago style figure referencing lies in understanding its core
components. These elements work in tandem to ensure that every visual element is properly
acknowledged and can be easily located by the reader. The primary goal is to provide sufficient
information for the audience to understand the source and context of the figure, thereby upholding
academic integrity. This involves careful attention to numbering, captioning, and the actual
integration of the visual into the text.

Numbering Figures in Chicago Style

Consistent and logical numbering is paramount when incorporating multiple visual elements into a
document adhering to Chicago style. Figures are typically numbered sequentially throughout the
entire document, regardless of chapter or section breaks, unless a specific publication dictates
otherwise. This sequential numbering helps readers easily refer back to specific visuals. For
instance, the first figure encountered in the document will be Figure 1, the second Figure 2, and so
on. This systematic approach is crucial for maintaining clarity, especially in longer or more complex
works.

Captions for Figures in Chicago Style

A figure caption in Chicago style serves a dual purpose: it identifies the figure and provides essential
context and citation information. The caption typically begins with the figure number (e.g., "Figure



1."). Following the number, a descriptive title or brief explanation of the figure’s content should be
provided. Crucially, if the figure is not original to the author, it must be cited. The format for citing a
borrowed figure within the caption varies slightly depending on whether the author-date or notes
and bibliography system is employed, but it generally includes enough information to lead the
reader to the full bibliographic entry or in-text note.

The caption should be concise yet informative, allowing the reader to understand the figure's
relevance without extensive textual explanation. For original figures, a descriptive title may suffice.
However, for sourced figures, the caption becomes the primary site for attribution, often including a
brief credit line and page number if applicable, followed by a full citation in the bibliography or a
note.

Placement of Figures

The placement of figures in a Chicago style document is also subject to guidelines designed for
optimal reader experience and clarity. Generally, figures should be placed as close as possible to the
first mention or discussion of them in the text. This proximity ensures that readers can easily refer to
the visual while reading the accompanying narrative. If a figure is too large to fit on the same page
or is complex, it may be placed on a subsequent page, but the textual reference should immediately
precede it.

When embedding figures, authors must ensure they are legible and appropriately sized within the
page layout. Avoid placing figures in a way that disrupts the flow of the text or makes reading
difficult. Some guidelines suggest placing figures at the top or bottom of a page for better
integration.

Notes and Bibliography System for Figures

The notes and bibliography system is one of the two primary referencing methods allowed by The
Chicago Manual of Style. In this system, figures are referenced through numbered notes, typically
placed at the end of the document or at the bottom of the relevant page. When a figure is borrowed,
the first time it is referenced, a full note is typically provided, containing all necessary citation
details. Subsequent references to the same figure can be shortened.

Citing Figures in Footnotes or Endnotes

When using footnotes or endnotes for Chicago style figure referencing, the process involves
assigning a superscript number to the figure in the text that corresponds to a note at the bottom of
the page (footnote) or at the end of the chapter or document (endnote). The note itself will contain
the citation information. For a sourced figure, the note would typically include the author's name,
title of the work, publication details, and the page or figure number where the original image was
found.

For example, a footnote might read:

1. John Smith, The Art of Illustration (New York: Art Press, 2020), fig. 5, 120.

This note provides all the essential details for the reader to locate the original source of the figure.

The Bibliography Entry for Figures



In the notes and bibliography system, a corresponding bibliography entry is required for every
source cited in the notes, including figures. The bibliography entry for a sourced figure should be
more comprehensive than the note and will be alphabetized by the author’s last name. It serves as a
consolidated list of all sources consulted.

A typical bibliography entry for a sourced figure might look like this:

Smith, John. The Art of Illustration. New York: Art Press, 2020.

The note (or footnote) will then direct the reader to this entry, often with a shortened version of the
citation and the specific location of the figure.

Author-Date System for Figures

The author-date system, the second primary referencing method in Chicago style, relies on in-text
citations and a reference list at the end of the document. Instead of numbered notes, this system
uses parenthetical citations directly within the text, usually including the author’s last name, the
year of publication, and page numbers. This method is often favored in the social sciences and
natural sciences for its conciseness.

In-Text Citations for Figures

In the author-date system, when a figure is used that is not original, an in-text citation is placed
directly after the figure or its discussion in the text. This citation typically includes the author’s last
name and the year of publication. If specific page numbers are relevant for locating the figure, they
are also included.

For instance, an in-text citation might appear as:

(Smith 2020, 120).

This parenthetical reference alerts the reader that the information or image originates from a source
by Smith published in 2020, and if applicable, that the specific figure can be found on page 120.

The Reference List for Figures

Similar to the notes and bibliography system, the author-date system requires a reference list at the
end of the document. This list, often titled “References,” contains full bibliographic information for
all sources cited in the text, alphabetized by the author’s last name. The entry for a sourced figure in
the reference list would provide complete details necessary for retrieval.

An example of a reference list entry would be:

Smith, John. 2020. The Art of Illustration. New York: Art Press.

This entry offers the full publication details, allowing readers to locate the source independently.

Common Issues and Best Practices in Chicago Style Figure Referencing

Navigating Chicago style figure referencing can present challenges, but adhering to best practices
ensures accuracy and professionalism. One common pitfall is inconsistent numbering or captioning.



Another is failing to properly attribute borrowed figures, which can lead to accusations of
plagiarism. Understanding the subtle differences between the notes and bibliography and author-
date systems is also crucial.

Attribution for Borrowed Figures

Proper attribution is non-negotiable. Always clearly indicate when a figure is not your own creation.
This includes illustrations, photographs, charts, graphs, and any other visual material. The caption is
the primary place for this attribution, and the corresponding bibliography or reference list entry is
essential for providing complete source information.

Clarity and Conciseness in Captions

Captions should be descriptive enough for the reader to understand the figure's purpose and content
without extensive explanation within the main text. Avoid jargon where possible, and ensure that all
necessary identifying information, including the source for borrowed figures, is present.

Original Figures vs. Sourced Figures

Distinguishing between original and sourced figures is fundamental. Original figures, created by the
author, may only require a brief descriptive caption. Sourced figures, however, demand full citation
according to the chosen Chicago style system. This distinction is vital for maintaining academic
integrity.

Consistency in Formatting

Regardless of the chosen referencing system, consistency in formatting is key. Ensure that all figure
numbers, captions, and citations follow the same pattern throughout the document. This uniformity
enhances readability and demonstrates attention to detail.

Tips for Effective Figure Integration

To effectively integrate figures into your Chicago-style document, consider the following tips:

Plan Ahead: Decide on your figures early in the writing process to allow for proper placement
and citation.

Prioritize Readability: Ensure all figures are high-resolution and easy to understand.

Write Clear Captions: Captions should be informative and self-explanatory.

Be Meticulous with Citations: Double-check all citation details for accuracy.



Review Publisher Guidelines: If submitting to a journal or publisher, always check their
specific formatting requirements, as they may have slight variations on Chicago style.

Use a Style Guide: Keep a copy of The Chicago Manual of Style or a reliable online summary
accessible for reference.

Mastering Chicago style figure referencing is an ongoing process that requires diligence and
attention to detail. By understanding the core components, adhering to the chosen referencing
system, and applying best practices, writers can effectively incorporate and cite visual elements,
enhancing the overall quality and credibility of their work.

---

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing figures in the
notes and bibliography system versus the author-date system
in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in the format of the in-text citation and the location of full source
information. In the notes and bibliography system, figures are referenced through numbered
footnotes or endnotes, with full citation details provided there and in a corresponding bibliography.
In the author-date system, figures are referenced with brief parenthetical in-text citations (author,
year, page), and full source details are listed in a reference list at the end of the document.

Q: Do I need to cite a figure if I have created it myself but
used data from another source?
A: Yes, if you have created a figure (like a graph or chart) but the data or information used to
construct it comes from another source, you must cite that original source. The caption for your
figure should indicate that it is derived from a particular source, and the full citation should appear
in your notes or reference list.

Q: How do I cite a figure that appears on multiple pages in a
book?
A: When citing a figure that spans multiple pages or is found within a range of pages, you should
provide the most relevant page number or the starting page number in your citation. For instance, a
note might read "fig. 5, pp. 120–25" or a reference list entry might include "120–25." Always refer to
the specific location where the figure is most prominently displayed or can be best located.



Q: What is the correct way to number figures if my document
has multiple chapters?
A: In Chicago style, figures are typically numbered sequentially throughout the entire document,
regardless of chapter breaks. So, the first figure in chapter one is Figure 1, the second is Figure 2,
and if chapter two begins, the next figure will be Figure 3, and so on. However, always check
specific publisher or instructor guidelines, as some may prefer chapter-specific numbering (e.g.,
Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2, Figure 2.1).

Q: Can I place a figure on a page after it is first mentioned in
the text?
A: Yes, it is permissible to place a figure on a subsequent page if necessary due to space constraints
or layout considerations. However, the figure should be placed as close as practically possible to its
first textual reference. The text should refer to the figure before it appears, and ideally, the figure
should appear on the recto (right-hand) page if possible for better visibility.

Q: How should I handle figures that are public domain or
licensed for reuse without attribution?
A: Even if a figure is in the public domain or licensed for reuse without explicit attribution, it is still
good practice in academic writing to acknowledge its origin, especially if it is not your own original
creation. This shows diligence and provides context for your readers. You can note that the figure is
in the public domain or state the source from which you obtained it.

Q: What are the basic elements required in a Chicago style
figure caption for a sourced image?
A: A Chicago style figure caption for a sourced image typically includes the figure number (e.g.,
"Figure 1."), a descriptive title or explanation of the image, and then the citation information. For
the notes and bibliography system, this might be a shortened note within the caption or a reference
to a full note. For the author-date system, it would include the parenthetical in-text citation (Author
Year, page). A full bibliography or reference list entry is always required.

Q: Is there a specific font size or style to use for figure
captions in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style itself does not mandate a specific font size or style for figure
captions. However, captions are generally presented in a font size that is legible and distinct from
the main body text, often slightly smaller or in a different typeface. Consistency within the document
is key. Publishers often have their own style sheets that dictate these specifics.
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