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Navigating Chicago Manual of Style Grammar for Figures: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style grammar for figures provides a foundational framework for
presenting and referencing visual elements in academic and professional writing. This
guide delves into the intricacies of how to properly integrate figures, ensuring clarity,
consistency, and adherence to scholarly standards. From the initial placement of images
and charts to the precise language used in captions and cross-references, understanding
these rules is paramount for effective communication. We will explore the nuanced
aspects of figure numbering, labeling, and the often-overlooked details of grammatical
construction within figure text. This comprehensive resource aims to equip writers with
the knowledge to enhance the readability and credibility of their work, making complex
data and visuals accessible and comprehensible to any audience.
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Understanding the Purpose and Placement of
Figures

Figures, encompassing a wide range of visual representations such as graphs, charts,
diagrams, photographs, and illustrations, serve a critical function in scholarly writing.
They are not mere decorations but are integral components designed to elucidate complex
data, illustrate abstract concepts, and provide visual evidence that supports the textual
narrative. The primary purpose of a figure is to enhance reader comprehension by offering
a concise and impactful way to present information that might be cumbersome or
impossible to convey solely through words. Effective figures can simplify intricate
relationships, highlight trends, and make abstract ideas more tangible, thereby
strengthening the overall argument of the text.

The placement of figures within a document is a strategic decision that directly impacts
their effectiveness and the reader's experience. According to the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS), figures should generally be placed as close as possible to the text that discusses
them. This proximity minimizes reader disruption, allowing for immediate visual
confirmation of the points being made. Ideally, a figure should appear on the same page or
the facing page of its initial reference. If a figure is exceptionally large or spans multiple
pages, it should be placed at the beginning of the chapter or section where it is first
discussed, or at the end of the document if it is intended as an appendix. Poor placement



can lead to confusion, forcing readers to flip back and forth, which detracts from the flow
of the argument and can lead to misinterpretation of the visual data.

Numbering and Labeling Figures According to
CMOS

Consistent and logical numbering is fundamental to managing figures effectively within
any written work. The Chicago Manual of Style dictates a straightforward approach to
figure numbering to ensure clarity and ease of reference. Typically, figures are numbered
sequentially throughout the entire document, starting with "Figure 1." There is no need to
renumber figures at the beginning of each chapter unless the document is structured as a
collection of distinct articles or reports that will be published independently. For example,
if you have a table and a graph, they would both be labeled as "Figure 1," "Figure 2," and
so on, depending on their order of appearance. This continuous numbering system is
standard in most academic disciplines and publications that follow CMOS guidelines.

Beyond simple numerical order, the labeling of figures is equally important. Each figure
should be preceded by the word "Figure" followed by its corresponding Arabic numeral.
For instance, the first figure is "Figure 1," the second is "Figure 2," and so forth. This label
should be clearly displayed, often placed above the figure itself or within the caption.
CMOS also advises on consistency in the formatting of these labels. Whether you choose
to capitalize "Figure" or use lowercase, maintain that style throughout the entire
manuscript. The numerical designation serves as a unique identifier for each visual
element, facilitating precise cross-referencing within the text and ensuring that readers
can easily locate the intended visual aid.

Subnumbering of Figures

In certain complex documents, particularly those with a large number of figures or figures
composed of multiple distinct parts, subnumbering can be a useful organizational tool.
CMOS permits the use of subnumbering to break down a single figure into its constituent
components. For example, a figure illustrating different aspects of a scientific process
might be divided into "Figure 1a," "Figure 1b," "Figure 1c," and so on. This method is
particularly helpful when each part of the figure requires individual explanation or refers
to slightly different data points. When using subnumbering, ensure that the sub-labels are
clearly associated with their respective parts of the figure and that the main figure
number remains the primary identifier for the overall visual element.

Consistency in Formatting

Maintaining uniformity in the way figures are numbered and labeled is crucial for
professional presentation. This includes the font used for the label, its size, and its
placement relative to the figure and caption. If the document is part of a larger publication



or journal, it is essential to consult their specific style guidelines, as they may have
variations on the general CMOS rules. However, adhering to the core principles of clear,
sequential numbering and consistent labeling will significantly enhance the reader's
ability to navigate and understand the visual information presented. This attention to
detail distinguishes well-crafted documents from those that appear haphazard or
unprofessional.

Crafting Effective Figure Captions

A figure caption is more than just a label; it is a concise explanation that provides context
and essential information about the accompanying visual element. According to the
Chicago Manual of Style, a well-written caption should be self-explanatory, allowing the
reader to understand the figure without necessarily referring back to the main text. This
means that all key elements, variables, abbreviations, and symbols presented in the figure
should be defined within the caption. The goal is to make the figure as accessible and
informative as possible on its own, complementing, rather than duplicating, the narrative.

The content of a figure caption typically includes a brief description of what the figure
depicts, the source of the data if it is not original, and any necessary explanations of
specialized terminology or symbols. For example, a graph caption might state "Figure 1.
Average rainfall in the Amazon basin from 2010-2020. Data sourced from the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)." This provides immediate context about
the subject matter, the timeframe, and the origin of the information, empowering the
reader to interpret the visual accurately. Captions should be as brief as possible while still
conveying all essential information, avoiding unnecessary jargon or overly technical
language that might alienate readers.

Grammar and Style in Figure Captions

The grammatical construction and stylistic choices within figure captions are as important
as the information they convey. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity,
conciseness, and accuracy in all written elements, and figure captions are no exception.
Captions should generally be written in complete sentences, employing proper
punctuation and grammar. The tense used in captions often depends on the nature of the
content being described. For figures depicting static objects or established facts, the
present tense is usually appropriate (e.g., "Figure 2. The structure of a DNA molecule
illustrates..."). For figures showing processes or results of experiments, past tense might
be more suitable (e.g., "Figure 3. The observed changes in population size were
recorded...").

Abbreviations and acronyms used in figures and their captions must be defined on their
first appearance, either within the caption itself or in a note associated with the figure.
CMOS advises against using abbreviations that are not widely understood or that could
lead to ambiguity. For instance, if a graph uses the abbreviation "Std. Dev." for standard
deviation, the caption should clearly state "Standard Deviation" at least once, or a note



should define the abbreviation. Consistency in capitalization is also key; if "Figure" is
capitalized in the label, it should generally be treated as a proper noun in the caption as
well, unless it functions differently within a sentence structure. The objective is to ensure
that the caption enhances, rather than hinders, the reader's understanding of the visual
information.

Capitalization and Punctuation

Following CMOS guidelines for capitalization and punctuation in figure captions
contributes to a professional and polished presentation. Typically, the first word of a
caption is capitalized, followed by a lowercase letter unless it is a proper noun. Sentences
within captions should be punctuated as they would be in standard prose. For example, if
a caption includes multiple clauses or lists, standard comma usage, semicolons, and
periods should be employed. CMOS also suggests that if a caption is more than one
sentence long, the first sentence often serves as a brief title or summary, and subsequent
sentences provide more detailed explanation.

Defining Terms and Symbols

A critical aspect of figure caption grammar and style is the clear definition of any
specialized terms, symbols, or abbreviations that appear within the figure itself. Readers
should not be required to guess the meaning of elements presented visually. For example,
if a diagram uses specific symbols to represent different components, the caption should
list these symbols and their corresponding meanings. Similarly, if a graph axes are labeled
with abbreviations, the caption should provide the full term. This practice ensures that the
figure is interpretable by a broader audience, including those who may not be intimately
familiar with the specific subject matter.

Referencing Figures in Text: Best Practices

The way figures are referenced within the main body of the text is a crucial element of
scholarly writing, dictating how readers navigate and connect the textual information with
the visual aids. The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines to ensure that these
references are precise and unambiguous. When referring to a figure, you should always
use the word "Figure" followed by its corresponding Arabic numeral. For instance, if you
are discussing the data presented in the first figure, you would write, "As shown in Figure
1..." or "The results indicate (see Figure 2)." This direct and consistent referencing system
helps readers locate the intended visual element quickly and efficiently.

It is generally advised to refer to figures by their number rather than by their content or
location (e.g., avoid phrases like "the graph above" or "the chart on page 10"). This is
because figures might be moved or renumbered during the editing or layout process,
rendering such references inaccurate. Using the designated figure number ensures that



the reference remains valid regardless of the final arrangement of the document.
Furthermore, when referring to multiple figures, list them in numerical order within the
parentheses if necessary, such as "(see Figures 3 and 4)." This approach promotes clarity
and avoids any potential for confusion among readers.

Parenthetical vs. Integrated References

CMOS offers flexibility in how figures are integrated into the text. References can be made
parenthetically, as mentioned above, or they can be woven directly into the sentence
structure. The choice between these methods often depends on the emphasis you wish to
place on the figure. Parenthetical references are typically used when the figure serves as
supplementary evidence or confirmation of a point already made. Integrated references,
on the other hand, are more effective when the figure is central to the argument being
presented (e.g., "Figure 5 illustrates the significant trend observed in the data..."). Both
methods are grammatically correct when executed properly, but the integrated approach
can create a more dynamic flow when the figure's information is essential to
understanding the immediate sentence.

Cross-Referencing Between Figures

Occasionally, it may be necessary to cross-reference one figure with another to highlight
comparative data or relationships. When doing so, follow the same principles of clarity and
precision as with referencing figures in the main text. For example, you might write, "The
trends shown in Figure 7 are in stark contrast to those depicted in Figure 2." Ensure that
both figure numbers are clearly stated and that the relationship being highlighted is
evident. This practice can deepen the reader's understanding by allowing them to draw
connections between different visual representations of information within the document.

Handling Tables as Figures

While the Chicago Manual of Style distinguishes between tables and figures, it's important
to note that the principles of clear presentation and referencing apply similarly to both.
Tables, which present data in rows and columns, are often treated with the same rigor as
graphs or images. CMOS specifies that tables should also be numbered sequentially and
may be referred to in the text using their assigned number (e.g., "Table 1"). The content
within tables, including headings, column titles, and data entries, must be grammatically
sound and logically organized. If a table is particularly complex or contains extensive
explanatory notes, these should be presented clearly below the table, much like a figure
caption.

The decision to present information as a table or a figure often depends on the nature of
the data and the message you wish to convey. Tables are generally best suited for
presenting precise numerical data, comparisons, and detailed information that benefits



from structured organization. Figures, conversely, are ideal for illustrating trends,
relationships, patterns, or processes that are better understood visually. When designing
either a table or a figure, the ultimate goal remains the same: to present information in a
manner that is easily understood, accurately interpreted, and supportive of the overall
text. Adhering to CMOS guidelines for both ensures consistency and professionalism.

Common Pitfalls and Solutions in Figure Usage

Despite the clear guidelines provided by the Chicago Manual of Style, writers often
encounter challenges when incorporating figures into their work. One common pitfall is
the poor quality of the figure itself, whether it's a low-resolution image that is difficult to
discern or a poorly designed graph that is cluttered and confusing. To avoid this, always
ensure that figures are produced with high resolution and that their design is clean and
focused on the data being presented. Simplicity and clarity should be prioritized over
elaborate visual effects that can distract from the core message.

Another frequent error is the inconsistency in numbering and labeling. Writers may
sometimes forget to number a figure, number them incorrectly, or use different formats
for labels throughout the document. The solution is to maintain a meticulous checklist or
use software features that assist with automated figure numbering. Proofreading
specifically for figure consistency, checking that each figure has a label, that the labels are
sequential, and that all in-text references accurately point to the correct figure number, is
crucial. Attention to detail in these areas significantly enhances the professionalism and
readability of the document.

Overcrowding and Readability

A common problem encountered with figures, especially charts and graphs, is
overcrowding. This occurs when too much data or too many elements are crammed into a
single visual, making it difficult for the reader to extract meaningful information. For
example, a line graph with fifteen different lines can be overwhelmingly complex. The
solution, as per CMOS principles of clarity, is to break down complex information into
multiple, simpler figures. Each figure should focus on a specific aspect or comparison,
ensuring that the data remains comprehensible. Furthermore, ensure that fonts within
figures are legible and that there is sufficient white space to prevent a sense of visual
clutter.

Ambiguous Captions and References

Ambiguity in captions and figure references is another frequent issue. This can arise from
captions that are too brief, use undefined jargon, or in-text references that are vague. For
instance, a caption that simply states "Results" without further explanation is unhelpful.
Similarly, referring to a figure as "the diagram" instead of "Figure 3" can lead to



confusion. To mitigate this, always strive to make captions self-explanatory, defining all
necessary terms and symbols. Ensure that all in-text references use the precise figure
number and that the content of the caption directly supports and explains the visual
element it accompanies.

FAQ

Q: How should I number figures if my document is
divided into chapters?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, figures are generally numbered sequentially
throughout the entire document, starting with Figure 1. However, if your document is
structured as a collection of distinct articles or reports that might be published
independently, it is permissible to renumber figures at the beginning of each chapter or
section. Always verify specific journal or publisher guidelines, as they may have their own
conventions for chapter-specific numbering.

Q: Can I use Roman numerals for figure numbering?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends the use of Arabic numerals (1, 2,
3...) for numbering figures. Roman numerals are generally reserved for other elements
like prefatory material (e.g., Roman numerals for preliminary pages) or specific types of
lists. Sticking to Arabic numerals ensures consistency and ease of cross-referencing
throughout the document.

Q: What is the recommended placement for figures that
are too large to fit on a single page?

A: If a figure is exceptionally large or spans multiple pages, CMOS suggests placing it at
the beginning of the chapter or section where it is first discussed. Alternatively, very large
figures or supplementary visual materials can be placed in an appendix at the end of the
document. The key principle is to place it in a location that is easily accessible and
logically connected to the relevant text.

Q: Should figure captions be written in the present
tense or past tense?

A: The tense used in figure captions depends on the nature of the content. For figures that
depict static objects, established facts, or general concepts, the present tense is usually
appropriate (e.g., "Figure 1. The structure of the molecule illustrates..."). For figures that
report the results of experiments or describe processes that have occurred, the past tense
is typically used (e.g., "Figure 2. The observed changes in temperature indicated...").



Q: How do I define abbreviations used in a figure
caption if the caption is very short?

A: If a figure caption is very short and an abbreviation is used, you have a couple of
options. You can define the abbreviation in a footnote or a general note associated with
the figure. Alternatively, if there is space, you can include the full term in parentheses
immediately following the abbreviation on its first use within the caption. The primary
goal is to ensure the abbreviation is clearly understood by the reader.

Q: What is the difference between a "figure" and a
"table" in Chicago style, and how does it affect
formatting?

A: In Chicago style, both figures and tables are distinct types of visual aids. Figures
encompass a broader range of visuals like photographs, graphs, charts, and diagrams,
while tables specifically present data in rows and columns. Both should be sequentially
numbered and referenced in text. The formatting of captions and labels may differ slightly
based on the nature of the visual, but the principles of clarity, consistency, and ease of
reference remain paramount for both.

Q: Is it permissible to have an introduction and a
conclusion within a single figure caption?

A: A figure caption should be concise and informative, typically consisting of one or two
sentences that explain the visual. While a caption can provide a brief introductory
statement about what the figure depicts, it is not meant to serve as a full introduction or
conclusion for the visual itself. The main text of your document should contain the
introduction and conclusion. The caption's role is to clarify the figure's content.
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