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When to use figures

1) The purpose of figures and tables usually is to show your key data 
and thus substantiate/support your statements in the text. 

2) Primarily in essays, in reviews, in introductions or discussions of 
experimental write-ups they can be used for other purposes, for 
example:

a) Diagrams that visually complement text information; 
consider that many of your readers might appreciate a visual 
summary of complex issues described in the text.

b) Diagrams or figures may add valuable information which is 
too complex to be mentioned in the text or would break the 
argumentative flow. Thus, you may restrict to a fundamental 
statement in the text and provide the detail through the figure 
(for details refer to Fig. XX). This leaves the reader with an 
individual choice as to whether or not to read into the detail.

3) A rule of thumb: a figure you refer to only once in your text should be 
reconsidered.



What is the purpose of a figure legend?

1) A figure legend needs to technically explain the figure: What is 
the key statement? What is seen? What do symbols and 
abbreviations indicate? 

2) A figure legend should be self-explanatory with respect to what 
is seen, but does not have to deliver an interpretation of the 
shown data (which usually occurs in the text). It might point out 
features or details that, when highlighted, help to convey 
important messages. 

How to compose a figure 

What features do you spot in this figure?



How to compose a figure 

1) Think of a statement and choose the images supporting this statement

2) Arrange images in a logical sequence and in right orientation (in your 
case: anterior left or up, dorsal up or right)

How to compose a figure 

3) Formulate a title 

• NEUTRAL: ‘Figure 1. Filopodial phenotypes in Drosophila primary 
neurons carrying loss-of-function mutations of different actin regulators‘

• better as STATEMENT: 'Figure 1. Mutations in different actin regulators 
affect filopodial numbers in Drosophila primary neurons'



How to compose a figure 

4) Label single images with capital letters, and refer to these letters when 
explaining your images 

5) Explain what is to be seen (e.g. what species, what tissue, what 
developmental stage, what staining) - you may indicate part of that 
information in the figure to enable a specialist reader to grasp the 
content of a figure at one glance (here: genotype is indicated bottom right, 
used staining is shown in colour code at the top right corner in A).

How to compose a figure 

6) Where possible, use group descriptions common to all or several 
images to save space and facilitate readability (e.g. 'Images of primary 
Drosophila neurons, all stained against actin (act; green) and tubulin (tub; 
magenta)')

7) Make brief statements about the specific aspects of images [e.g. 
‘genotypes of neurons are indicated bottom right, respectively: wildtype control 
(A), Sop21/Q25sd mutant (B), Arp66BEP3640 mutant (C), cpa69E mutant (D)']



How to compose a figure 

8) Make consistent use of symbols or abbreviations in the figure to guide 
the reader unequivocally and efficiently through your images (e.g. 
'white arrowheads point at examples of individual filopodia, open arrowheads 
at examples of bifurcating filopodia')

How to compose a figure 

9) All used abbreviations must be explained in the legend.

10) If biological material is shown, a figure must show a scale bar (top right 
corner in A). 



How to compose a figure 

Figure 1. Mutations in different actin regulators affect filopodial numbers in 
Drosophila primary neurons

Images of primary Drosophila neurons stained against actin (act; green) and tubulin
(tub; magenta): wildtype control (A), Sop21/Q25sd mutant (B), Arp66BEP3640 mutant 
(C), cpa69E mutant (D); white arrowheads point at examples of single filopodia, open 
arrowheads at examples of bifurcating filopodia; greyscale images show tubulin
staining in a cell body (inset in A). Scale bar (in A) represents 4 µm. 

Your task:

• Applying these rules (see manual section 6), build a figure 
consisting of at least 4 images that convey a statement

• Use your own images of L3 imaginal discs

• Applying the rules write a title and figure legend

• Hand in the figure and figure legend latest on the last course day.

Note: This is not a design competition. If you cut out photocopies of
your images and glue them on a piece of paper, this will give you 
the same marks as a digitally composed figure. Essential is that
you demonstrate that you understand the principles and apply the
rules correctly.


