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chicago style referencing visual elements is a critical aspect of academic
and professional writing, ensuring proper attribution for images, charts,
graphs, and other visual aids. Accurately citing these components is not only
a matter of academic integrity but also crucial for the clarity and
credibility of your work. This guide will delve deep into the intricacies of
Chicago style, specifically addressing how to reference various types of
visual elements in both its Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems. We
will explore the essential components of a citation, common challenges, and
best practices for citing visual materials found in diverse sources, from
printed books to digital platforms. Understanding these nuances will empower
you to present your research with confidence and adhere to scholarly
standards.
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Understanding the Importance of Citing Visual
Elements

Properly citing visual elements within your academic or professional writing
is paramount for several reasons. Firstly, it upholds the principles of
academic honesty and intellectual property rights. When you include an image,
chart, or graph created by someone else, you are borrowing their work, and
attribution is a fundamental requirement. Failure to do so constitutes
plagiarism, a serious academic offense. Secondly, citing visual elements adds
credibility and authority to your own work. By indicating the source of your
visuals, you allow your readers to verify the information, explore the
original context, and gain a deeper understanding of your research. This
transparency builds trust and demonstrates your commitment to rigorous
scholarship.

Furthermore, well-cited visuals enhance the overall readability and



comprehension of your document. Instead of merely presenting data or an
illustration, you are providing context and provenance. Readers can easily
locate the original source if they wish to examine it further or understand
its historical or theoretical background. This practice is essential across
all disciplines, from art history and design to science and social sciences,
where visual data often plays a significant role in conveying complex ideas.
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides specific guidelines to help
writers navigate this often-complex terrain, ensuring consistency and
accuracy in their citations.

Chicago Style Basics for Visuals

Chicago style offers two primary systems for citations: the Notes-
Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Both systems require careful
attention to detail when referencing visual elements, though the format of
the citation will differ slightly. Regardless of the system employed, the
core principle remains the same: provide enough information for your audience
to locate the original source of the visual element. This typically includes
the creator’s name, the title of the work, the date of creation or
publication, and the location where it can be found.

The key difference lies in the presentation. In the Notes-Bibliography
system, visual elements are typically cited in footnotes or endnotes,
followed by a corresponding bibliography entry. The Author-Date system,
conversely, uses in-text parenthetical citations that correspond to a
reference list at the end of the work. Both methods demand precision in
identifying the type of visual element and its origin to ensure accurate and
complete referencing.

Components of a Visual Citation in Chicago Style

Regardless of the citation system used, several key components are generally
required when citing visual elements in Chicago style. These components help
readers trace the origin and context of the visual material. Understanding
these elements is the first step to creating accurate citations.

Creator: The name of the artist, photographer, designer, or entity
responsible for creating the visual.

Title: The title of the artwork, photograph, illustration, chart, or
graph. If no formal title exists, a descriptive phrase can be used.

Date: The year of creation, publication, or last revision.

Medium: The materials used or the format of the visual (e.g., oil on



canvas, digital photograph, line graph).

Dimensions: For physical artworks, the height and width are often
included.

Current Location: For artworks, the museum or collection where it is
housed.

Source Information: Details about where the visual was found, such as
the book title, journal name, website URL, or archival collection.

Page or Figure Number: The specific page number or figure number where
the visual appears in a publication.

Citing Images in Chicago Style

Images, including photographs, paintings, drawings, and digital graphics, are
prevalent in many types of writing. Chicago style provides clear guidelines
for referencing these visual assets, ensuring that their creators and
contexts are appropriately acknowledged. The specific details required will
vary depending on whether the image is from a print publication, a website,
or another source.

Images from Books and Journals

When an image is reproduced in a book or journal, the citation should
primarily focus on the publication in which you found it. The author and
title of the book or journal, along with publication details, are essential.
The image itself is usually identified by its caption or a figure number.

For example, in the Notes-Bibliography system, a footnote might appear as:

1. “The Starry Night,” by Vincent van Gogh, 1889, oil on canvas. Reproduced
in Art Through the Ages, by Helen Gardner, Fred S. Kleiner, and Christin J.
Mamiya, 12th ed. (Boston: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005), fig. 28-1.

The corresponding bibliography entry would be:

Van Gogh, Vincent. “The Starry Night.” 1889. Oil on canvas. Reproduced in Art
Through the Ages, by Helen Gardner, Fred S. Kleiner, and Christin J. Mamiya,
12th ed. (Boston: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005), fig. 28-1.

In the Author-Date system, an in-text citation would typically look something
like (Gardner, Kleiner, and Mamiya 2005, fig. 28-1), with the full reference
in the reference list following a similar format to the bibliography entry.



Images from Websites

Citing images from websites requires attention to the specific details
available online. This often includes the creator (if identified), the title
of the image or page it appears on, the website name, and the URL, along with
an access date.

A note entry in the Notes-Bibliography system might look like this:

2. “View of the Chicago Riverwalk,” photograph by John Smith, 2022. Chicago
Tourism Website. https://www.chicagotourism.com/riverwalk-photos/ (accessed
May 15, 2023).

The bibliography entry would be:

Smith, John. “View of the Chicago Riverwalk.” Photograph, 2022. Chicago
Tourism Website. https://www.chicagotourism.com/riverwalk-photos/ (accessed
May 15, 2023).

For the Author-Date system, an in-text citation might be (Smith 2022) or
similar, with the full details in the reference list.

Referencing Charts, Graphs, and Tables

Charts, graphs, and tables are crucial for presenting data and statistical
information. Chicago style mandates that these visual representations be
clearly attributed, just like any other visual element. The specific format
will depend on whether the data is original, from a published source, or from
an online database.

Charts and Graphs

When referencing charts and graphs, it is important to identify the data
source, the creator of the visualization, and any relevant publication
details. If you have created the chart or graph yourself based on data from
another source, you should cite the original data source.

For a chart generated from a report:

3. Graph showing average rainfall in Chicago, 2010-2020. Data from “Chicago
Climate Report,” by the National Weather Service, 2021. Reproduced in Urban
Climate Studies, by Jane Doe, 45.

The bibliography entry:

Doe, Jane. “Urban Climate Studies.” Chicago: City University Press, 2022.



Graph showing average rainfall in Chicago, 2010-2020. Data from “Chicago
Climate Report,” by the National Weather Service, 2021.

Tables

Tables often contain summarized data and require clear identification of
their origin. Similar to charts and graphs, the citation should point to the
source of the data and the publication where the table is found.

Example in Notes-Bibliography:

4. Table 3: Population Demographics of Chicago Neighborhoods, 2023. In
Chicago City Census Report (Chicago: City Planning Department, 2023), 18.

Bibliography entry:

Chicago City Planning Department. Chicago City Census Report. Chicago: City
Planning Department, 2023. Table 3: Population Demographics of Chicago
Neighborhoods, 2023.

Visual Elements from Different Sources

The sourcing of visual elements can vary widely, from historical archives to
contemporary digital media. Chicago style offers flexibility in adapting
citation principles to these diverse origins, always emphasizing the need for
clarity and traceability.

Archival Materials and Manuscripts

When citing visual elements found in archives or manuscript collections, the
citation needs to be specific to the archival description. This typically
includes the collection name, item or folder number, and the repository.

Example note:

5. Black and white photograph of early 20th-century Chicago street scene, ca.
1910. Chicago Historical Society Archives, Collection 123, Folder 5, Item 7.

Bibliography entry:

Chicago Historical Society Archives. Collection 123, Folder 5, Item 7. “Black
and white photograph of early 20th-century Chicago street scene, ca. 1910.”



Social Media and Online Platforms

Visuals shared on social media platforms or other online sharing sites
present unique citation challenges due to their ephemeral nature and the
potential for multiple creators. Chicago style generally advises citing them
as you would other online content, focusing on the platform, the user who
posted it, and the date.

Note entry:

6. “Chicago skyline at sunset,” Instagram post by @chicityviews, July 20,
2023. https://www.instagram.com/p/Cxyzt78k9a/

Bibliography entry:

@chicityviews. “Chicago skyline at sunset.” Instagram post, July 20, 2023.
https://www.instagram.com/p/Cxyzt78k9a/

Common Challenges and Solutions

Referencing visual elements can sometimes be challenging due to missing
information or the unique nature of the source. Chicago style’s emphasis on
providing sufficient detail allows for solutions to these common issues.

Missing Creator or Title

If the creator or a formal title is not available, a descriptive phrase can
be used. For example, instead of an artist's name, you might describe the
image’s subject. Similarly, if there is no title, a brief description will
suffice.

Problem: An old photograph lacks an identifiable photographer.

Solution: Use a descriptive phrase, e.g., “Unidentified photographer,
photograph of the original Wrigley Field, ca. 1914.”

Problem: An online infographic has no specific title.

Solution: Provide a descriptive title, e.g., “Infographic on Chicago
public transportation usage trends.”



Fair Use and Permissions

While Chicago style focuses on citation format, it's important to remember
that using visual elements often requires permission, especially in
commercial contexts or when not covered by fair use. Ensure you understand
copyright laws and obtain necessary permissions, independent of the citation
process.

Determining the Best Source to Cite

When a visual element appears in multiple places, cite the most direct or
authoritative source. If you encountered an image in a book that reproduces
it from an archive, it is often best to cite the book, but include
information that acknowledges the original source if possible. If you are
writing an art history paper, citing the original artwork and its location
might be more appropriate than citing its reproduction in a textbook.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Visual
Referencing

Adhering to Chicago style for visual elements involves more than just
following rules; it requires a mindful approach to how visuals contribute to
your work. Consistent application and clear attribution are key.

Always strive for accuracy and completeness in your citations. Double-check
names, dates, and source details against the original material. If you are
unsure about a particular element of the citation, consult the latest edition
of The Chicago Manual of Style or reliable academic resources that
specifically address visual referencing.

Consider the context in which you found the visual. A sculpture in a museum
will be cited differently than a photograph of that sculpture in a magazine.
Your citation should reflect the most direct and accessible source for your
reader. Furthermore, always ensure that your in-text references or notes
align perfectly with your bibliography or reference list. This consistency is
vital for a professional and easily navigable document.

When creating your own figures, charts, or graphs, ensure they are clearly
labeled with a number and a descriptive title. Below each figure, provide a
citation for the original data or source material, followed by a brief note
indicating that you are the creator of the visualization. This practice
combines proper attribution with clear presentation of your own graphical
work.



Finally, remember that the ultimate goal of citation is to provide
transparency and allow your readers to engage with your sources. By
meticulously referencing Chicago style visual elements, you enhance the
scholarly value and credibility of your writing, demonstrating respect for
intellectual property and contributing to a robust academic dialogue.

FAQ Section

Q: What is the primary difference between citing
images in Chicago Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date
systems?
A: In the Notes-Bibliography system, visual elements are cited in footnotes
or endnotes, followed by a full entry in the bibliography. In the Author-Date
system, brief in-text parenthetical citations are used, corresponding to a
detailed reference list at the end of the work.

Q: How should I cite an image I found on a museum's
website?
A: You should cite the artist (if known), the title of the artwork, the date
of creation, the medium, and the museum's name and location. Crucially, you
must also include the website's name, the specific URL, and the date you
accessed the image.

Q: What if I cannot find the creator of an image?
A: If the creator is unknown, you can omit their name and begin the citation
with the title of the visual element, or a descriptive phrase if no formal
title exists. Ensure you still provide all other available information, such
as the date and source.

Q: Do I need to cite a chart or graph I created
myself based on public data?
A: Yes, you must cite the source of the data. While you are the creator of
the visualization itself, the data originates from another source, which
needs to be attributed to maintain academic integrity.

Q: How do I reference a figure that is a
reproduction of a historical document?
A: Cite the figure as it appears in the publication you are using, but also
make an effort to acknowledge the original document and its location if that



information is provided in the publication's caption or notes.

Q: What is the importance of the "access date" for
online visuals?
A: The access date is crucial for online materials because web content can
change or disappear. It indicates when you viewed the material, allowing
others to understand the state of the source at the time of your access.

Q: Should I include dimensions for all visual
elements?
A: Dimensions are typically included for original artworks (paintings,
sculptures) where they are standard descriptive information. For
reproductions in books or online images, dimensions are usually not required
unless they are specifically relevant to your analysis.

Q: What if a visual element has multiple creators?
A: If there are multiple creators, list them in the order they appear on the
source. For more than two or three creators, Chicago style often suggests
listing the first creator followed by "et al." in the bibliography or
reference list, but typically listing all in the notes/in-text citation if
space allows or if it's a primary focus.

Q: How does Chicago style handle visual elements in
the public domain?
A: Even works in the public domain require citation. Attribution is still
necessary to acknowledge the original creator and the source where you
encountered the work, demonstrating diligence and allowing others to find the
original material.
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