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Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Citation: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure citation style chicago is a fundamental aspect of academic and
professional writing, ensuring proper attribution and clarity for visual elements within a document.
This guide delves deep into the intricacies of citing figures according to the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS), providing a detailed roadmap for both footnote/bibliography and author-date systems.
Understanding how to correctly cite figures, including images, charts, graphs, and maps, is crucial
for maintaining academic integrity and allowing readers to easily locate the source material. We will
explore the essential components of a figure citation, common scenarios, and best practices to avoid
plagiarism and enhance the credibility of your work.
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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Citations

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography
system (often used in the humanities) and the author-date system (common in the social sciences
and sciences). Both systems require meticulous attention to detail when citing figures, which
encompass a broad range of visual data. Figures are invaluable tools for presenting complex
information concisely and effectively, but their use necessitates proper acknowledgment of their
origin. Failure to do so can lead to accusations of plagiarism.

This section will lay the groundwork for understanding why figure citations are so important within
the Chicago style framework. It will highlight the fundamental principles that govern how visual
information is credited, ensuring that readers can trace the origin of every image, diagram, or
graphic presented in your work. Adhering to these principles not only upholds academic honesty but
also strengthens the persuasive power of your arguments by demonstrating thorough research and
respect for intellectual property.



The Role of Figures in Academic Writing

Figures serve a critical purpose in academic and scholarly writing. They are not merely decorative
elements; rather, they are integral components that can convey information more effectively than
text alone. A well-chosen figure can simplify complex data, illustrate a theoretical concept, present
statistical findings, or provide historical context. For instance, a complex statistical trend might be
instantly understood through a well-designed graph, or a historical event could be brought to life
with a photograph. The Chicago Manual of Style recognizes the power of these visual aids and
therefore mandates clear and consistent citation practices for them.

The effective use of figures can significantly enhance the reader's comprehension and engagement
with your work. They break up large blocks of text, offering visual respite and reinforcing key points.
However, the visual impact of a figure comes with a responsibility. Each figure, regardless of its
complexity or origin, must be properly attributed to its creator or source to avoid copyright
infringement and give credit where credit is due. This is where a robust understanding of the
Chicago manual of style figure citation style chicago becomes indispensable for writers.

Core Components of a Chicago Style Figure Citation

Regardless of whether you are using the notes-bibliography or author-date system, certain core
components are generally required for a comprehensive figure citation in Chicago style. These
components help readers locate the original source and understand its context. The specific format
may vary slightly between the two systems and depending on the original source type, but the
underlying information remains consistent.

The essential elements typically include:

e The figure number (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2.1).
¢ A descriptive caption that briefly explains the content of the figure.
e Information about the source of the figure, which can include:
o Author(s) or creator(s)
o Title of the work (book, article, website, etc.)
o Publication details (publisher, journal volume and issue, website URL)
o Date of publication or access
o Page number(s) where the figure appears (if applicable)

o Specific permissions information, if required.



These elements work together to provide a complete bibliographic record for the visual information
presented, ensuring transparency and academic rigor in your writing.

Citing Figures in the Footnote and Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system, prevalent in many humanities disciplines, uses footnotes or endnotes
to cite sources, with a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. When citing figures in
this system, the primary focus is on providing immediate contextual information via the note and a
more detailed bibliographic entry.

When a figure is reproduced or adapted, the corresponding note should contain the necessary
information to identify the source. This note should be concise yet informative, allowing the reader
to understand where the figure came from without being overly burdensome. The bibliography then
provides a full, alphabetized list of all sources consulted, including those from which figures were
drawn.

Notes for Figures

In the notes-bibliography system, each figure will have a corresponding note. This note typically
appears immediately below the figure itself, or it can be referenced in the main text (e.g., "See
Figure 1"). The note should include the figure number, a brief descriptive caption, and the source
information. For example, a note might read:

Figure 1. Map of the Roman Empire at its greatest extent. From A History of the Ancient World, by
John Smith, 157. New York: Penguin Books, 2020.

If the figure is a direct reproduction, you would clearly state that. If it's an adaptation or
modification, you should indicate that as well. The level of detail in the note should be sufficient for a
reader to locate the source, especially if they are very interested in that specific visual. Subsequent
notes referring to the same source can be shortened using a shortened form of the citation.

Bibliography Entries for Figures

The bibliography entry for a figure provides the full bibliographic details of the source. This entry
should be consistent with the format of other entries in your bibliography. For a book, it would
typically include the author’s name, the title of the book in italics, publication information (city,
publisher, year), and the page number where the figure is located. For an article, it would include
the article title, journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers. The goal of the bibliography is to
provide a complete and standardized reference for all materials cited, making it easy for readers to
find and verify the information you have used.



For the example note above, the corresponding bibliography entry would look something like:
Smith, John. A History of the Ancient World. New York: Penguin Books, 2020.

Crucially, while the bibliography entry provides the full details of the work, the note directly
associated with the figure on the page is what guides the reader to that specific visual element's
origin.

Citing Figures in the Author-Date System

The author-date system, commonly used in scientific and social science fields, relies on in-text
citations that include the author's last name and the year of publication, with a corresponding
reference list at the end of the document. When citing figures, the principles are similar, focusing on
clear attribution within the text and a detailed list of sources.

The in-text citation for a figure in the author-date system will direct the reader to the reference list
for full publication details. This system prioritizes the currency of the information and the author's
authority. The figure itself will usually be accompanied by a caption that includes the necessary
citation information, often in a condensed format, directing the reader to the reference list for
complete details.

In-Text Citations for Figures

In the author-date system, figures are typically referenced in the main text, and the figure caption
itself will often contain the author-date citation. For example, a caption might read:

Figure 1. Geological strata of the Grand Canyon (Johnson 2022).
Or, if the figure is discussed at length in the text, the in-text citation might be more explicit, such as:

As illustrated in Figure 1 (Johnson 2022), the distinct geological strata of the Grand Canyon reveal
eons of depositional history.

The key is to provide the author and year of the source directly associated with the figure, allowing
the reader to quickly identify the origin without disrupting the flow of the main text.

Reference List Entries for Figures

The reference list in the author-date system provides full bibliographic information for all sources
cited in the text, including those from which figures are drawn. The format for a reference list entry
will depend on the type of source (book, journal article, website, etc.). For a book, it would include



the author's name, year of publication in parentheses, the title of the book, and publication
information. For a journal article, it would include the author(s), year, article title, journal title,
volume, issue, and page numbers.

For the example caption "Figure 1. Geological strata of the Grand Canyon (Johnson 2022)," a
corresponding reference list entry might be:

Johnson, Emily. 2022. The Geology of the American Southwest. Boulder: University Press of
Colorado.

The reference list is designed to be a comprehensive index of all sources, enabling readers to find
the original material with ease. The figure caption, in conjunction with the in-text citation, acts as
the immediate pointer to this information.

Common Figure Citation Scenarios

Navigating the Chicago manual of style figure citation style chicago involves encountering various
situations, each with its own specific requirements. Whether you are using an image from a
published book, a scholarly journal, or the vast expanse of the internet, understanding how to
attribute it correctly is paramount. This section will address some of the most frequent scenarios
writers encounter when incorporating figures into their work.

Each scenario requires a tailored approach to ensure that all necessary information is present in the
citation. This includes identifying the type of source, its author or creator, and its publication or
access details. By familiarizing yourself with these common examples, you can approach figure
citation with greater confidence and accuracy.

Figures from Books

When using a figure from a printed book, you will need to provide details that allow readers to locate
that specific figure within the book. This typically involves the author(s) of the book, the title of the
book, the publisher, the year of publication, and the page number(s) where the figure appears. If the
figure is from a collection of essays or an edited volume, you may also need to cite the editor or the
specific essay in which the figure is found.

For the notes-bibliography system, the note would include the figure number, caption, and source
details, including the page number. The bibliography entry would be a full bibliographic record of
the book. In the author-date system, the caption would include the author and year, and the
reference list entry would provide the full book details. It is always advisable to reproduce the figure
as faithfully as possible and to note any significant alterations you have made for your own purposes.



Figures from Journals

Figures found within scholarly journal articles are a common source for academic papers. When
citing a journal figure, you need to identify the author(s) of the article, the title of the article, the
journal title, the volume and issue number, the publication year, and the page number(s) where the
figure is located. For online journal articles that may not have consistent pagination, you might need
to include a DOI (Digital Object Identifier) if available.

In the notes-bibliography system, the note would detail the figure and its source, including the
article and journal information. The bibliography entry would be a complete citation for the journal
article. For the author-date system, the in-text citation would typically include the author and year of
the journal article, and the reference list would provide the full article details. Pay close attention to
the journal's specific formatting guidelines, as these can sometimes vary.

Figures from Websites and Online Sources

Citing figures from websites and other online sources presents unique challenges due to the
dynamic nature of the internet and the varying quality of attribution provided. When citing an online
figure, aim to include the author or organization responsible, the title of the specific page or image,
the name of the website, the date of publication or last update if available, and the URL. It is also
crucial to include the date you accessed the source, as web content can change or disappear.

For the notes-bibliography system, the note would list the figure, caption, and web source details.
The bibliography entry would be a full citation for the online source. In the author-date system, the
caption would include the author/organization and year, and the reference list would provide the full
web source details, including the URL and access date. Always strive to find the most authoritative
version of the source and, if possible, look for copyright information or clear attribution.

Figures Created by the Author

When you create a figure yourself - for instance, a chart or graph generated from your own data or a
diagram illustrating your own conceptual model - you still need to properly label and, in some
contexts, cite it. While you don't need to cite an external source, it is essential to label it clearly as
your own creation. This often involves a caption that indicates it is an original figure.

For example, a caption might read:
Figure 2. Conceptual model of user engagement (Author’s own design).

In this case, there is no external source to cite in a bibliography or reference list. However, clear

internal labeling is crucial for your own organizational purposes and for clarity to your readers. If
the figure is based on data from a cited source, you would cite that source in your caption or text,
but clearly state that the visual representation is your own design.



Best Practices for Chicago Manual of Style Figure
Citation

Adhering to the Chicago manual of style figure citation style chicago is not just about following
rules; it's about ensuring clarity, credibility, and respect for intellectual property. Implementing best
practices can significantly elevate the quality of your writing and prevent common errors. These
practices extend beyond simply formatting citations correctly to encompass how you select, present,
and attribute your figures.

Developing a consistent approach to figure citation will not only save you time and effort but also
contribute to a more professional and scholarly presentation of your work. By internalizing these
best practices, you can navigate the complexities of figure citation with greater ease and confidence,
ensuring your academic integrity is upheld.

Ensuring Accuracy and Consistency

Accuracy and consistency are paramount in any citation style, and Chicago is no exception. When
citing figures, double-check every detail: author names, titles, dates, page numbers, and URLs.
Inconsistencies in citation formatting can be distracting to readers and may suggest a lack of
diligence. Ensure that the format of your figure citations precisely matches the examples provided in
the Chicago Manual of Style for the specific type of source you are using.

Maintain a unified approach throughout your document. If you are using the notes-bibliography
system, ensure your notes and bibliography entries are formatted identically for similar source
types. For the author-date system, guarantee that every in-text citation corresponds directly to an
entry in your reference list, and vice versa. Consistency extends to the labeling of your figures
themselves, ensuring that numbering is sequential and captions are clear and informative.

The Importance of Clarity and Detail

Effective figure citations provide sufficient detail for a reader to locate the original source without
undue effort. This means including all essential bibliographic information. A caption should not only
identify the figure but also briefly explain its content and its relevance to your text. The citation
information appended to the caption or placed in a note should be complete and unambiguous.

For instance, if a figure is from a book, simply stating "Smith" is insufficient. You need "Smith, Book
Title, page number." Similarly, for online sources, a URL alone is often not enough; the website
name, author, and date are crucial. The goal is to make the reader's journey to the original source as
straightforward as possible, thereby supporting the validity of your claims and allowing for further
research by interested readers.



When in Doubt, Consult the Manual

The Chicago Manual of Style is an extensive and authoritative guide. When you encounter a novel
citation scenario or are unsure about the correct format for a specific type of figure or source, the
best course of action is to consult the latest edition of the manual. It offers detailed examples and
explanations for a wide array of citation situations.

Familiarize yourself with the sections pertaining to figures, illustrations, and visual materials. The
manual is designed to be a comprehensive resource, and it is common for writers to need to refer
back to it periodically. By making the manual your primary reference point, you can ensure that your
citations are not only correct according to Chicago style but also robust and academically sound.
This diligence protects your work against potential accusations of plagiarism and reinforces your
credibility as a scholar.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing figures in the
notes-bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago style?

A: The primary difference lies in how the citation information is presented. In the notes-bibliography
system, figures are typically cited in a footnote or endnote directly referencing the source, with a full
bibliographic entry at the end. In the author-date system, figures are often cited within the caption
or text with an in-text citation (Author Year), and full source details are provided in a reference list
at the end of the document.

Q: Do I need to cite figures that I have significantly modified
or adapted from their original source?

A: Yes, absolutely. Even if you have modified or adapted a figure, you must still cite the original
source. Your caption or note should indicate that the figure has been adapted or modified, and
provide the full citation for the original material. This ensures proper attribution and acknowledges
the origin of the core visual.

Q: What information is essential for citing a figure found on a
website?

A: For a figure from a website, you should aim to include the author or organization responsible, the
title of the specific page or image, the name of the website, the date of publication or last update (if
available), and the URL. Crucially, you must also include the date you accessed the source, as web
content can change or be removed.



Q: How should I cite a figure that I created myself?

A: If you create a figure yourself, such as a custom chart or diagram, you do not need to cite an
external source. However, it is important to label it clearly as your own creation. A caption such as
"Figure X. [Description of figure] (Author’s own design)" is appropriate to indicate that the visual is
original to your work.

Q: Do I need to obtain permission to use a figure, even if I cite
it correctly?

A: Yes, proper citation does not negate the need for copyright permission. While citation
acknowledges the source and prevents plagiarism, using copyrighted material often requires explicit
permission from the copyright holder, especially for commercial use or if the figure is not covered by
fair use principles in your jurisdiction. Always check copyright status and obtain necessary
permissions.

Q: What is the role of the figure caption in Chicago style
citations?

A: The figure caption is vital. It provides a brief description of the figure's content, assigns a figure
number (e.g., Figure 1), and often includes the necessary citation information (especially in the
author-date system) or directs the reader to the appropriate note. A good caption clarifies the visual
element and its relationship to the text.

Q: How do I cite a figure that is part of a larger work, like an
illustration in a collection?

A: When citing a figure from a collection or anthology, you need to attribute it to the specific work it
appears in. This means citing the author of the chapter or essay where the figure is found, the title
of that piece, the title of the collection, the editor(s) of the collection, and the publication details of
the collection itself, including page numbers.

Q: Can I use a shortened citation in subsequent notes for a
figure borrowed from a book?

A: Yes, in the notes-bibliography system, after the first full citation of a source in a note, subsequent
notes referring to the same source can use a shortened form. This typically includes the author's last
name, a shortened title of the work, and the page number where the figure appears.

Q: What if the source of a figure does not provide a clear
author or publication date?

A: If an author is not clearly identified, you can use the name of the organization or website that
published the figure. If no publication date is available, you can use "n.d." (no date) in its place. For



online sources without a date, the access date becomes even more critical to note. Always try to find
the most authoritative source available.
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