
chicago manual of style illustration
numbering
The Chicago Manual of Style illustration numbering is a critical element for ensuring clarity,
consistency, and professionalism in academic, technical, and scholarly publications. Proper numbering
of illustrations—which encompass figures, tables, charts, maps, and photographs—is essential for
readers to easily locate and reference visual elements within a text. This guide will delve into the
comprehensive principles and practical applications of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) regarding
the systematic identification and referencing of visual aids. We will explore the fundamental rules,
best practices for labeling, and the nuances of managing complex numbering schemes.
Understanding these guidelines is paramount for authors, editors, and publishers aiming to produce
high-quality, well-organized documents that adhere to established academic standards.
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Understanding Illustration Types in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style distinguishes between various types of visual information that fall under
the umbrella of "illustrations." While the term "illustration" is often used broadly, CMOS specifically
categorizes elements like figures, tables, and plates. Each category may have slightly different
conventions for numbering and presentation, although the overarching principles of clarity and
consistency remain paramount. Understanding these distinctions is the first step in correctly applying
the CMOS numbering system.

Figures vs. Tables: A Key Distinction

Figures, in the CMOS context, typically refer to any visual material that is not a table. This broad
category includes graphs, charts, diagrams, line drawings, maps, photographs, and any other visual
representation intended to clarify or supplement the text. Tables, conversely, are specifically defined
as arrangements of data in rows and columns. The primary function of a table is to present numerical
or textual information in a structured, comparative format. While both are numbered sequentially,
their distinct purposes inform how they are presented and referenced.



Defining Plates and Other Visuals

Occasionally, the term "plate" might be used, especially in art history or certain humanities
disciplines, to refer to a full page of images or a single, large-format illustration. The numbering of
plates can sometimes follow a separate sequence or be integrated within the figure numbering,
depending on the specific publisher's guidelines or the nature of the work. It's crucial to clarify if
"plates" require a distinct numbering system or if they are to be treated as figures. Other visual
elements, such as equations or musical examples, may also require specific handling, though they are
not typically part of the standard illustration numbering discussed here.

Core Principles of Chicago Manual of Style Illustration
Numbering

The overarching goal of any numbering system, including that prescribed by the Chicago Manual of
Style, is to facilitate the reader's comprehension and navigation of the document. For illustrations,
this means ensuring that each visual element can be uniquely identified and easily located. The
principles are designed to be straightforward, yet their consistent application is what lends them
power and effectiveness.

Sequential and Continuous Numbering

The most fundamental principle for Chicago Manual of Style illustration numbering is sequential and
continuous numbering. Illustrations are numbered consecutively throughout the entire text of a book
or article. This means that if you have 20 illustrations in a book, they will be numbered 1 through 20,
regardless of where they appear or whether they are figures or tables (unless a separate numbering
scheme is employed for tables, which is less common in standard CMOS practice for figures and
tables). This unbroken sequence prevents confusion and makes referencing straightforward.

Clarity and Uniqueness

Each illustration must have a unique number. There should never be two illustrations with the same
number. This uniqueness is crucial for clear in-text citations. If an illustration were not uniquely
identified, a reader attempting to find it based on a citation would be unable to determine which
visual element was intended.

Consistency is Key

Perhaps the most vital principle is consistency. Once a decision is made regarding how illustrations
are numbered (e.g., whether tables are numbered separately or integrated), that decision must be
applied uniformly throughout the entire work. Inconsistency in numbering can lead to significant



editorial challenges and reader frustration. This applies not only to numbering but also to the style of
captions, labels, and in-text references.

Numbering Figures and Tables

The Chicago Manual of Style's approach to numbering figures and tables is designed for maximum
clarity and ease of use. While the terms "figure" and "table" denote different types of visual data,
their numbering often follows a unified system within a single publication to maintain continuity.

Integrating Figures and Tables into a Single Sequence

In most standard Chicago style publications, figures and tables are integrated into a single,
continuous numbering sequence. For example, the first visual element encountered in the text might
be a figure, labeled Figure 1. The next visual element, whether it's another figure or a table, would
then be labeled Figure 2, and so on. This integrated approach is generally preferred as it simplifies
the numbering process and presents all visual aids as a unified set of explanatory materials.

Separate Numbering for Tables (Optional but Less Common)

While less common for standard Chicago style, some publishers or specific academic fields might opt
for a separate numbering sequence for tables. In such cases, tables would be numbered
independently of figures (e.g., Table 1, Table 2, etc.), while figures would also have their own
sequence (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.). If separate numbering is used, it is imperative that this distinction
is clearly communicated and consistently applied. However, for general CMOS adherence, integrated
numbering is the default and recommended practice.

Numbering Based on Chapter or Section (Not Standard CMOS)

It is important to note that some style guides use chapter-based numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure
1.2 for chapter 1; Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2 for chapter 2). The Chicago Manual of Style, in its standard
form, does not advocate for this chapter-based illustration numbering for figures and tables within a
single monograph. Illustrations are typically numbered sequentially throughout the entire work.
Chapter-specific numbering is more common in certain technical documentation or online contexts
but deviates from core CMOS principles for print publications.

Placement of Illustration Numbers

The placement of illustration numbers is as crucial as the numbering itself, ensuring that the reader
can readily identify which visual element is being referenced. CMOS provides clear guidance on where



these numbers should appear for optimal legibility and integration with the visual content.

Above or Below the Illustration

The number for an illustration (whether a figure or a table) is typically placed either directly above or
directly below the visual element. The specific convention often depends on the type of illustration
and publisher preference. For figures, the number and caption are frequently placed together, usually
below the figure itself. For tables, the number and heading are conventionally placed above the table.
The key is to be consistent throughout the document.

Integration with Captions

The illustration number is almost always integrated into the caption or heading of the illustration. For
figures, this means the caption will begin with "Figure [number]:" followed by the descriptive text. For
tables, it would be "Table [number]:" followed by the table title or heading. This pairing ensures that
the number is directly associated with its descriptive text and the visual it represents.

Proximity to the Visual

The illustration number and its accompanying caption or heading should always be placed in close
proximity to the visual element they describe. This adjacency helps the reader quickly match the
descriptive text and number to the corresponding image, chart, or table, thereby enhancing the
overall readability and comprehension of the material.

Captions and Legends

Captions and legends serve as essential bridges between the visual elements and the textual content,
providing context, explanation, and necessary identification. The Chicago Manual of Style offers
precise guidance on their construction and formatting to ensure clarity and adherence to scholarly
standards.

The Role of the Caption

A caption for an illustration should be concise yet informative. It should clearly identify the illustration
and provide any necessary context that is not immediately evident from the visual itself or the
surrounding text. For figures, the caption typically begins with "Figure [number]," followed by a brief
description of the visual. For tables, it begins with "Table [number]," followed by the table title or a
brief explanatory note if the title is insufficient.



Legends within Figures

Some figures, particularly complex diagrams, maps, or graphs, may require a legend. A legend
explains the meaning of symbols, colors, line styles, or other visual elements used within the
illustration itself. The legend should be clear, legible, and integrated into the figure in a way that
doesn't obscure the primary visual information. It is not part of the main caption but rather an internal
component of the illustration.

Essential Information in Captions

Beyond mere identification, captions may need to include additional information such as the source of
the illustration (if it's not original to the work), copyright acknowledgments, or a brief statement of its
significance. The level of detail in a caption should be tailored to the needs of the audience and the
complexity of the illustration, always prioritizing clarity and accuracy.

Referencing Illustrations in Text

Accurate and consistent referencing of illustrations within the main body of the text is vital for guiding
the reader to the relevant visual aids and supporting the arguments being made. The Chicago Manual
of Style provides specific conventions for these in-text citations.

Parenthetical References

The most common method for referencing illustrations in Chicago style is through parenthetical
citations. This involves placing the illustration number in parentheses within the text, often
immediately following the mention of the illustration or the statement it supports. For example, one
might write: "The data clearly shows a significant upward trend (see Figure 3)."

Using "See" or "Compare"

The term "see" is often used when directing the reader to an illustration that directly supports or
exemplifies a point. For instance, "(see Figure 5)" is a standard construction. If the illustration offers a
contrasting or comparative perspective, "compare" might be used. Phrases like "as shown in Figure 1"
can also be integrated smoothly into sentence structure.

Ensuring Clarity of Reference

It is essential that the in-text reference clearly indicates which illustration is being referred to. If the



illustration is integral to the discussion, it might be introduced naturally within the sentence, such as
"Figure 2 illustrates the historical progression of the concept." The goal is to make it effortless for the
reader to locate the intended visual without ambiguity.

Handling Supplementary and Appendix Illustrations

Documents often contain illustrations that, while important, do not fit seamlessly into the main body's
sequential numbering. This is particularly true for supplementary materials or content housed in
appendices. The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on how to manage these cases to maintain
order and clarity.

Illustrations in Appendices

Illustrations placed in appendices are typically numbered separately from those in the main text. This
helps preserve the continuous numbering of the primary sequence. For example, illustrations within
an appendix might be labeled "Appendix Figure A1," "Appendix Figure A2," and so on, or if there are
multiple appendices, "Appendix A, Figure 1," "Appendix B, Figure 1," etc., depending on the specific
structure. The exact format might vary, but the principle of distinguishing them from the main
sequence is key.

Supplementary or Online Materials

For materials that are published online or as supplementary files to a print publication, numbering
conventions can be more flexible but should still strive for logical organization. Often, these are also
numbered distinctly, perhaps using a prefix like "Online Figure 1" or "Supplementary Figure S1." The
crucial aspect is to clearly indicate their status and ensure they can still be referenced effectively if
needed.

Maintaining Cross-Referencing Accuracy

When illustrations are placed in appendices or supplementary sections, it is vital to ensure that any
in-text references to them are accurate and clearly directed. If the main text refers to an illustration in
an appendix, the reference should explicitly state this, such as "(see Appendix Figure A3)." This
prevents confusion for readers trying to locate the visual.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Illustration
Numbering



Navigating the intricacies of illustration numbering can sometimes present challenges, even with
clear style guidelines. Understanding these common pitfalls and their solutions can save significant
time and prevent editorial headaches.

Reordering or Adding Illustrations

One of the most frequent challenges arises when illustrations are reordered, added, or deleted during
the editing process. This can disrupt the sequential numbering. The solution is to systematically
renumber all subsequent illustrations. Software can assist with this, but a careful manual review is
often necessary to ensure accuracy. It's often more efficient to update numbering as changes are
made rather than waiting until the end.

Handling Different Types of Visuals

Confusion can also arise when deciding whether a particular visual element should be classified as a
figure or a table, or if it needs a separate numbering scheme. When in doubt, consult the publisher's
style guide or err on the side of integrating all visual elements into a single figure numbering
sequence for simplicity, as is standard CMOS practice.

Internationalization and Translation

For works intended for international audiences, illustration numbering needs to be handled with care
during translation. While the numbers themselves (1, 2, 3) are universal, the labels "Figure" and
"Table" will change. It is important to ensure these translations are accurate and that the numbering
remains consistent in the translated text.

Maintaining Consistency Across a Document or Series

Consistency in illustration numbering is not just about a single document; for authors publishing
multiple works or contributing to a series, maintaining a unified approach across different publications
is crucial for brand recognition and reader familiarity.

Publisher Guidelines

The most authoritative source for consistency is often the publisher's own style guide. Many academic
publishers have specific addenda or preferences that build upon or slightly modify the general rules of
the Chicago Manual of Style. Always defer to the publisher's established conventions when they exist.



Style Sheets for Large Projects

For large projects, such as multi-volume encyclopedias, handbooks, or ongoing series, maintaining a
comprehensive style sheet is invaluable. This document should clearly outline all decisions regarding
illustration numbering, captioning, and referencing, ensuring that all contributors adhere to the same
standards, regardless of their individual contributions.

Authorial Practice

For independent authors or those working on projects without a strict publisher guide, establishing a
clear and logical system of illustration numbering and adhering to it rigorously is paramount. This
includes decisions on numbering figures and tables together or separately, caption style, and in-text
citation formats. Once established, this system should be applied consistently across all related works
to build a recognizable and professional standard.

FAQ

Q: How should I number illustrations if I have both figures and
tables in my document according to the Chicago Manual of
Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends integrating all visual elements—figures and
tables—into a single, continuous numbering sequence. This means the first visual element
encountered in the text would be Figure 1, the second Figure 2, and so on, regardless of whether it is
a figure or a table. However, some publishers may prefer separate numbering schemes; always check
publisher guidelines.

Q: Where should the number and caption for a figure be
placed according to CMOS?
A: For figures, the number and caption are typically placed directly below the illustration. The number
will appear first, followed by the descriptive caption. Consistency in placement throughout the
document is crucial.

Q: Is it acceptable to use chapter-based numbering for
illustrations, such as Figure 1.1, in Chicago style?
A: No, standard Chicago Manual of Style for monographs typically uses sequential numbering
throughout the entire work (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). Chapter-based numbering (e.g., Figure
1.1) is generally not recommended for core CMOS practice in books and articles, although it might be
used in specific technical contexts or by individual publishers.



Q: What information should be included in an illustration
caption according to Chicago style?
A: An illustration caption should clearly identify the illustration (e.g., "Figure 1: Title of the
illustration"). It should also provide any necessary context, source information, copyright
acknowledgments, or a brief statement of significance that isn't self-evident from the visual itself or
the surrounding text.

Q: How do I reference an illustration that appears in an
appendix in my text using Chicago Manual of Style?
A: When referencing illustrations from an appendix, you should clearly indicate that they are from the
appendix. This is typically done by preceding the illustration number with "Appendix" and the
appropriate appendix designation (e.g., "(see Appendix Figure A1)" or "(see Appendix B, Figure 1)").

Q: Can I number my tables separately from my figures in
Chicago style?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style's default recommendation is to integrate figures and tables into
a single numbering sequence, some publishers or specific academic disciplines may opt for separate
numbering for tables (e.g., Table 1, Table 2, etc.) distinct from figures. If you choose this approach,
ensure it is applied consistently and consult publisher guidelines.

Q: What are the best practices for maintaining consistency in
illustration numbering across a series of publications?
A: To maintain consistency across a series, create a detailed style sheet that outlines all decisions
regarding illustration numbering, captioning, and referencing. Adhering strictly to this style sheet for
every publication in the series, and always deferring to specific publisher guidelines when available,
will ensure uniformity.

Q: If I need to add or remove an illustration mid-way through
my manuscript, how should I adjust the numbering?
A: When illustrations are added, removed, or reordered, it is essential to renumber all subsequent
illustrations sequentially. While software can help, a thorough manual review is recommended to
catch any discrepancies and ensure the continuity and accuracy of the numbering throughout the
document.
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