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Captions are important compositional elements in media texts,
typically created by subeditors. Scholars in media studies often
overlook caption research both in America and Britain, providing
minimal guidance on the subject. A similar trend is evident in
Georgian media studies.

British journalism professor David Stephenson succinctly
summarises this perspective: “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
of his colleagues, Stephenson views captions as supporting elements
of journalistic texts.

In Western journalism, a caption is generally defined as a title
accompanying an illustration, photograph, cartoon, or poster.
However, I believe this understanding is somewhat misleading and
akin to the confusion between headers and footers. While a caption

can certainly be crafted to resemble a title, the lengthy, detailed
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captions often found in magazine and online journalism extend well
beyond mere titles—in both length and function. In these instances, a
caption no longer functions merely as a headline, defined as a title at
the top of a newspaper or magazine article. Instead, it can closely
resemble actual headlines, which denote the most important news
items in a newspaper or broadcast. If a headline were simply the title
of a news story, then the term “caption” would also have some
relevance to the term “heading.” The origin of the word “caption”
certainly warrants consideration by media researchers.

The term “caption” likely served as an early version of the
modern headline. Three key factors support this idea:

o Definition of Caption: A caption is defined as a title or brief
explanation that accompanies an illustration, cartoon, or
poster. It can also refer to text that appears on a cinema or
television screen as part of a film or broadcast. Additionally,
it describes the heading of a legal document. Essentially, a
caption serves to illustrate with a title or explanation.

e Synonyms: Captions have various synonyms, including title,
heading, wording, head, legend, subtitle, rubric, and slogan.
These terms, to varying extents, relate to different types of
headlines.

e History and Etymology: The word “caption” originated as a
shortened form of “certificate of the caption,” which referred
to a warrant for arrest. It comes from the Latin verb
“capere,” meaning “to take” or “to seize.” The term was first
used in the 1670s to describe a statement added to a legal
document that indicated when, where, and by whose
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authority a warrant was issued. By 1848, it was adopted by
the press as a journalistic term that remains in use today.

Exploring media traditions across different countries often
reveals both similarities and differences in content elements. For
example, the Georgian term for “caption,” which translates to ‘note
to the photograph,” and the English word ‘caption’ illustrate
significant variations, much like the differences found in surnames
across cultures. In some countries, first and last names are sufficient,
while others have traditions that involve multiple middle names
between the first and last names (as is common in England, Spain,
France, Canada, etc.). Additionally, some countries have legally
recognised the adoption of double surnames (for example, Spain and
Mexico). Many traditional names are patronymic, derived from a
father or paternal ancestor. They can be used as either middle names
(as in Russia) or surnames (as in Georgia, Iceland, England,
Scotland, and Ireland, among others). In Lithuania, local surnames
are distinguished not only by gender but also by a woman’s marital
status—whether she is married or unmarried. Just as names vary
from one culture to another, so do journalistic terms, which often
result in equivalents and synonyms that cannot be directly translated.
This leads to an unresolved issue in the global village, where key
terms and titles need generalisation but have not yet achieved it.

In American photojournalism, two terms are used
interchangeably: “caption” and “cutline.” A caption refers to a title
or brief information associated with an illustration, cartoon, or
poster, while a cutline specifically refers to the caption for a

photograph or other illustration. The definitions of these two terms
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do not clearly differentiate their meanings. They seem to function as
synonyms, differing only in particular situations. The term “caption”
is more commonly used in the UK, whereas “cutline” is rarely heard
outside the United States.

Dr Paul Martin Lester, a professor at California State
University, clarifies the meanings and functions of these two terms,
creating a harmonious relationship between caption and cutline. In
his examples, the first sentence of a caption resembles a
straightforward headline, which Lester refers to as the “headline,”
while the following sentences comprise a photo essay.

Lester’s reasoning helps dispel the ambiguity surrounding the
meaning and function of the cutline. He states that a good caption not
only provides essential information about the photograph but also
piques the reader’s curiosity about the subject. Consequently, Lester
believes captions should be crafted as concise news stories. He
advises journalists to use the five W’s (what, who, when, where,
why) as a guide for effectively structuring a caption. The answers to
these questions should be included in the cutline to align with the
content and purpose of the photograph. Typically, captions do not
address the sixth news question, “How?” Due to their unique
characteristics, captions should be recognised as independent
compositional elements within the structure of media texts.

Moreover, the functions of both captions and cutlines should
be clearly defined, as they can be considered brief supplementary
media texts, as noted by Paul Lester. According to his framework, a
caption can serve as an independent compositional element

comprising both a photo title and a description. Depending on the
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purpose of the photograph and the author’s intent—whether they are
a journalist or a subeditor—a caption may serve exclusively as a title,
exclusively as a description, or encompass both functions. In media
texts, captions can act as supporting or supplementary elements, or as
independent brief texts that enhance a photograph’s narrative.
Generally, it is reasonable to view the caption as a type of headline,
as its primary role is to title the image.

There are two main reasons for the lack of in-depth research
into the caption as a compositional element of media texts. First,
researchers often regard captions as unworthy of specialised
academic scrutiny since subeditors typically author them rather than
journalists. Second, even in the context of straightforward headlines,
media studies researchers rarely conduct comprehensive, systematic
reviews; consequently, there is a common tendency to overlook
captions, leading to one oversight after another.

When discussing photojournalism, particularly in the context
of capturing celebrities or charismatic politicians, the issue of
paparazzi often surfaces. “Here, the financial rewards can be great
and immediate. But if 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,” warns British professor David Stephenson, addressing
those who are new to the profession.

The modern British print media does not publish much
photojournalism, with only a few notable exceptions. According to

Professor Stephenson, “The biggest market for photo essays of this
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kind is on the Continent, particularly in France and Italy... So, 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.” The
irony in his words reflects the historical conflict between the French
royal House of Valois and the English royal House of Plantagenet.

Modern technology greatly enhances human creativity in
executing multilayered mass communication. Virtual reality, situated
at the intersection of the tangible and the imaginary, expands the
spectrum of new realities to unknown infinities for the virtual mind,
where many individuals seek refuge from traditional surroundings.
Multimedia is no longer just the journalism of the future; it is our
present. Perhaps tomorrow, entirely new terms with different
capabilities will emerge.

While journalism has evolved from mass media to multimedia,
agitation and propaganda have become forms of public relations,
indicating progress within the same field. If photojournalism ceases
to exist as we know it today, traditional photographs may be replaced
by something that allows us to forget their predecessors.
Nonetheless, a well-chosen word will always hold value, even if
communication shifts to telekinesis or other fantastical methods.
Thus, both visual and textual descriptions can indeed have their

‘happily ever after.’
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