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Captions are significant compositional elements in media texts,
typically produced by subeditors. Despite their ubiquity, caption
studies receive scant attention in media scholarship in the United
Kingdom and the United States; a similar neglect is evident in
Georgian media research.

David Stephenson, a British professor of journalism,
encapsulates a commonly held view: “For captions, the same
technique and approach apply [as with a headline]. Think of a line
that best explains the picture, and do not forget to mention all the
people in the photograph, unless it happens to be a football
crowd.” Like many practitioners and commentators, Stephenson
treats captions primarily as supporting elements of journalistic
copy.

In Western journalism, a caption is typically defined as a
title or brief explanation that accompanies an illustration,
photograph, cartoon or poster. That definition, however, risks
being misleading. The distinction between caption and headline
can be blurry: while a caption can be crafted to resemble a title,
the longer, more detailed captions common in magazines and
online journalism serve well beyond mere labelling. In such cases,
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a caption performs duties that approach those of headlines, which
denote the principal news items in a paper or broadcast. Were a
headline merely the title of a news story, the relation between
“caption” and “heading” would merit reappraisal. The etymology
and historical usage of the word “caption” therefore deserve
closer scrutiny by media scholars.

Three considerations support the idea that “caption” once
operated as an antecedent of the modern headline:

o Definition of Caption: The conventional definition of a
caption encompasses a title or brief explanation for an
illustration, cartoon or poster; it also denotes on-screen
text in film and television and refers to the heading of a
legal document. In all these uses, a caption performs an
illustrative or explanatory function.

o Synonyms: Captions possess a range of synonyms — title,
heading, wording, head, legend, subtitle, rubric, slogan —
terms which overlap with the semantic field of headlines.

e History and Etymology: The history of the term is
instructive; “caption” derives from the Latin capere, “to
take” or “to seize,” and was used from the 1670s in legal
contexts (a “certificate of the caption”) to indicate the
authority, place and time of a warrant. By 1848, the
press had adopted the term for journalistic use, and that
usage persists.

Cross-cultural comparison highlights how journalistic terms
diverge. The Georgian expression for caption translates literally
as ‘note to the photograph,” signalling a different conceptual
emphasis. Just as naming practices vary between cultures — first
and last names, multiple middle names, patronymics or double
surnames — so too do the lexical conventions of journalism. These
differences produce synonyms and near-equivalents that resist
direct translation and complicate efforts at terminological
standardisation in the global media environment.
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In American photojournalism, the vocabulary reflects a
similar ambiguity: “caption” and “cutline” are often used
interchangeably. A caption denotes a title or brief explanatory text
for an illustration, while a cutline more specifically identifies the
explanatory text that accompanies a photograph. In practice, the
two terms function as synonyms, with “caption” more prevalent in
the United Kingdom and “cutline” largely confined to the United
States.

Paul Martin Lester, professor at California State University,
clarifies this relationship by distinguishing the headline-like
opening sentence of a caption from the subsequent explanatory
material. In his formulation, the first line functions as a compact
“headline,” while the following sentences constitute a short
photo-essay. Lester contends that an effective caption should do
more than identify a subject: it should provide essential
information and provoke reader interest. He therefore
recommends that caption writers employ the five W’s — who,
what, when, where, why — to structure their text, reserving “how”
for more detailed reportage. On this account, captions operate as
independent compositional elements: they may be purely titular,
purely descriptive, or combine both functions to supplement and
enrich the photograph’s narrative.

Two principal reasons account for the paucity of specialised
research on captions. First, scholars often regard captions as
peripheral because subeditors — not reporters — typically author
them. Second, even headline research is relatively limited;
without a systematic study of headline practice, subtler elements
such as captions are liable to be overlooked, producing a cascade
of omissions across the literature.

When the discussion turns to photojournalism of the
celebrity or political kind, the figure of the paparazzo frequently
appears. David Stephenson offers a decisive warning to novices:
“Here, the financial rewards can be great and immediate. But if
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you become a member of the paparazzi, your life will not be your
own... Do not be fooled into thinking that this has anything to do
with photojournalism, as most paparazzi pictures don’t even
attempt to tell you a story. This is the world of the opportunist.”
Stephenson’s critique distinguishes commercial opportunism from
the narrative ambition that traditionally underpins documentary
photography.

Contemporary British print media publish relatively little
long-form photojournalism; by contrast, the continental market —
especially France and Italy — has remained more receptive to
extended photo-essays. “If you’re aiming to sell a captivating
photo essay, your first port of call should be Paris Match rather
than a British national newspaper,” Stephenson observes, noting a
commercial and cultural divergence that has historical roots.

Technological developments have greatly expanded the
expressive potential of visual journalism. Virtual reality, situated
between the tangible and the imagined, multiplies the spaces in
which mediated realities are produced and consumed. Multimedia
is no longer the journalism of the future; it is the journalism of the
present. New platforms and formats will surely create novel terms
and practices in time.

As journalism evolves from mass media into multimedia
practice, the rhetorical forms of persuasion — agitation,
propaganda and public relations — have also transformed. If
traditional photojournalism were to disappear in its present form,
new visual and textual modalities might supplant it. Nevertheless,
a well-chosen word retains value even as modes of
communication change: whether images are accompanied by a
caption, a dynamic overlay, or some future telepathic medium, the
function of description and framing will endure. Visual and
textual descriptions, suitably adapted, can find a new kind of
continuity in changing media ecologies.
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