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The Chicago Manual of Style for Art Papers: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for art papers is an essential resource for anyone producing scholarly
work in the visual arts. Adhering to its guidelines ensures clarity, consistency, and professional
presentation, which are paramount in academic and artistic discourse. This guide will delve into the
nuances of applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to art historical research, covering
everything from citation practices and formatting to the specific considerations for discussing visual
materials. Understanding these principles will not only enhance the credibility of your work but also
facilitate a deeper engagement with your subject matter. We will explore the intricacies of footnotes
and endnotes, bibliography construction, image captions, and the general rules that govern the
presentation of art papers. By mastering these elements, you can effectively communicate your
research and contribute meaningfully to the field of art history.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style in Art
Contexts

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely adopted style guide that provides comprehensive
instructions on grammar, punctuation, manuscript preparation, and citation. For art papers, CMOS
offers a robust framework that accommodates the unique demands of art historical research. It
balances the need for scholarly rigor with the visual and often complex nature of discussing art
objects, artists, and movements. Unlike some other disciplines that might favor different citation
systems, CMOS is particularly well-suited for the humanities, including art history, due to its
detailed approach to source citation and its flexibility in handling various types of evidence.

Navigating the complexities of art scholarship requires a style guide that can address the specific
needs of the discipline. CMOS excels in this regard by offering guidance on how to properly

attribute sources, describe visual works, and present arguments that are grounded in both textual
and visual evidence. Whether you are writing a research paper on Renaissance painting, a critique of
contemporary sculpture, or an analysis of architectural history, understanding the core principles of
CMOS is the first step toward producing a polished and credible academic work. This foundational
knowledge will serve you well throughout your academic journey in art history.



Citation and Referencing for Art Papers

Proper citation is the bedrock of academic integrity, and the Chicago Manual of Style provides two
primary systems for referencing sources: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system.
For most art history papers, the notes-bibliography system, which utilizes footnotes or endnotes and
a bibliography, is the preferred method. This system allows for detailed commentary and explanation
within the notes, which can be particularly useful when discussing complex visual details or
providing supplementary information about an artwork or artist without disrupting the flow of the
main text.

The author-date system, while less common in traditional art history, may be employed in certain
interdisciplinary contexts or by specific institutions. It involves parenthetical citations in the text
that refer to a full bibliographic entry at the end of the paper. Whichever system you choose,
consistency is key. Ensure that every source consulted and utilized in your paper is meticulously
documented, adhering strictly to the CMOS guidelines for the chosen system to avoid plagiarism and
give credit to the original creators of the information and ideas you incorporate.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system is the dominant style for art historical essays and dissertations. It
requires the use of superscript Arabic numerals within the text to indicate a citation. These numbers
correspond to either footnotes, which appear at the bottom of the page, or endnotes, which are
collected at the end of the document. Footnotes are often preferred for their immediate accessibility,
allowing the reader to view the source information without leaving the page. Endnotes, on the other
hand, can help to keep the main body of the text cleaner and less interrupted.

The initial citation of a source in a footnote or endnote typically includes more information than
subsequent citations. This includes the author's full name, the full title of the work (italicized for
books and articles), publication details (place, publisher, year), and specific page numbers.
Subsequent citations for the same source are abbreviated, usually by the author's last name, a
shortened title, and the relevant page number, maintaining clarity while reducing redundancy.

The Author-Date System

While less prevalent in art history, the author-date system is a valid alternative that provides a more
concise in-text citation. Here, a parenthetical note, such as (Gombrich 1995, 45), is placed within the
text immediately after the referenced material. This citation includes the author's last name, the
year of publication, and the page number. The full bibliographic details for all sources cited in this
manner are then listed alphabetically by author's last name in a reference list or bibliography at the
end of the paper.

This system can be efficient for longer works or for papers where the primary focus is on presenting
a large volume of information without frequent digressions into detailed source information.
However, for art historical arguments that might benefit from nuanced discussions or the inclusion
of extensive commentary on specific sources, the notes-bibliography system generally offers greater
utility and is the standard expected by most art history departments and journals.



Footnotes and Endnotes in Art Scholarship

Footnotes and endnotes are critical components of the notes-bibliography system and are especially
vital in art scholarship. They serve not only to identify the source of a claim but also to provide
opportunities for elaboration, clarification, and the inclusion of tangential but relevant information.
Within these notes, you can offer additional context about an artwork, discuss differing scholarly
interpretations, or point the reader to related works or primary sources. This practice enriches the
reader's understanding without disrupting the narrative flow of your main argument.

When constructing your footnotes or endnotes, meticulous attention to detail is paramount. The
format for citing different types of sources—books, journal articles, exhibition catalogs, websites,
and even personal interviews—adheres to specific CMOS rules. Incorrectly formatted citations can
detract from the professionalism of your work and, more importantly, can lead to accusations of
scholarly sloppiness or even unintentional plagiarism. Therefore, a thorough understanding of how
to format each type of source within your notes is indispensable for any art paper.

Formatting Book Citations in Notes

Citing a book in a footnote or endnote requires specific components. The first mention of a book
should include the author's full name, the full title in italics, followed by the publication information
in parentheses (city: publisher, year), and then the specific page number being referenced. For
example: 1. E.H. Gombrich, The Story of Art (London: Phaidon Press, 1995), 112.

Subsequent citations of the same book will be abbreviated. If only one work by an author is cited,
the format is typically Author Last Name, Shortened Title, Page Number. For example: 2. Gombrich,
Story of Art, 135. If you are citing multiple works by the same author, you will need to include a
shortened title for each to avoid ambiguity. The key is to make it easy for your reader to locate the
exact source you are referencing.

Formatting Journal Article Citations in Notes

Citing a journal article in a footnote or endnote also follows a structured format. For the first
citation, include the author's full name, the article title in quotation marks, the journal title in italics,
followed by the volume number, issue number (if applicable), the year of publication in parentheses,
and finally the page number(s) of the article and the specific page referenced. For example: 3.
Svetlana Alpers, "The Art of Describing: Dutch Landscape Painting," Daedalus 107, no. 3 (Summer
1978): 33, 38.

As with books, subsequent citations of the same journal article are abbreviated. This typically
involves the author's last name, the shortened article title (in quotation marks), and the specific
page number. For instance: 4. Alpers, "Art of Describing," 40. Maintaining this consistent and
precise approach ensures that your citations are both informative and adhere to the scholarly
standards expected in art history.

Bibliography for Art History Papers

The bibliography is a comprehensive list of all the sources you have cited in your art paper. It is
typically placed at the end of the document and is alphabetized by the author's last name. The



purpose of the bibliography is to provide readers with a complete overview of the research that
informed your work, allowing them to explore the sources further if they wish. For art papers, the
bibliography is crucial for demonstrating the breadth and depth of your research into artworks,
historical contexts, and critical analyses.

The format of bibliographic entries in CMOS is similar to that used in the initial citation in footnotes
or endnotes, but with a few key differences. The most significant distinction is that the author's last
name appears first, followed by their first name. Additionally, publication information for books is
presented differently, and the overall structure is designed for easy scanning and alphabetization. A
well-organized and accurately formatted bibliography is a testament to the thoroughness of your
scholarly investigation.

Structure of Bibliographic Entries

For books in the bibliography, the format typically is: Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of
Publication: Publisher, Year. For example: Gombrich, E.H. The Story of Art. London: Phaidon Press,

1995. This structure allows for alphabetical sorting by author's surname, making the bibliography a
functional tool for both the author and the reader.

For journal articles, the bibliographic entry follows this pattern: Last Name, First Name. "Title of
Article." Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Season/Month Year): Page numbers of article. For
instance: Alpers, Svetlana. "The Art of Describing: Dutch Landscape Painting." Daedalus 107, no. 3
(Summer 1978): 33-48. Ensuring all elements are present and correctly formatted is vital for
maintaining scholarly credibility.

Formatting and Presentation of Art Papers

Beyond citation, the Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed guidelines for the overall formatting
and presentation of your art paper. This includes considerations for margins, font choices, line
spacing, pagination, and the placement of various elements within the document. Adhering to these
formatting conventions creates a professional and visually appealing document that is easy for your
instructor or publisher to read and evaluate. Consistency in formatting reflects attention to detail, a
crucial trait for any scholar.

The way your art paper is structured and presented can significantly influence how effectively your
arguments are received. A clean, organized, and consistently formatted paper signals to the reader
that you have taken the time to present your research with care and professionalism. This extends to
the way you handle visual materials, which are central to any art paper, and ensuring that they are
integrated seamlessly and properly attributed.

Page Numbering and Margins

CMOS generally recommends standard margins, typically one inch on all sides of the page. This
provides ample space for notes and allows for comfortable reading. Page numbering is also
standardized; preliminary pages (table of contents, acknowledgments) are usually numbered with
lowercase Roman numerals, while the main body of the text and subsequent pages use Arabic
numerals, beginning with page 1 for the first page of the main content. This systematic approach to
pagination ensures clarity and organization throughout the document.



Font and Line Spacing

For readability, CMOS suggests using a standard, easily legible font such as Times New Roman or
Arial, typically in 12-point size. Double-spacing is the standard for the main body of the text, with
single-spacing often used for block quotations, footnotes/endnotes, and bibliographic entries. This
distinction in spacing helps to differentiate between the main text and supplementary or quoted
material, enhancing the overall clarity of the document.

Citing Visual Materials: Images and Artworks

One of the most distinctive aspects of writing art papers is the need to discuss and present visual
materials. The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidance on how to cite artworks and
include images within your paper. Proper attribution of artworks is crucial, as is clear and
informative captioning. Failing to correctly cite visual sources can undermine the credibility of your
research and may even be considered a form of academic misconduct.

When incorporating images, ensure that each image is clearly labeled and referenced in your text.
The captions serve as brief labels, often including the artist, title, date, medium, dimensions, and the
source of the image. The citation within the caption or in the accompanying notes/bibliography
provides the full bibliographic details of where the image was sourced, whether it be a museum
collection, an exhibition catalog, a book, or a website. Mastering this aspect is key to presenting a
visually rich and scholarly art paper.

Formatting Image Captions

A standard format for image captions in art papers often includes the artist's full name, the title of
the artwork (italicized), the date of creation, the medium used, the dimensions, and the collection or
owner. For example: Fig. 1. Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503-1506. Oil on poplar panel, 77 cm
x 53 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris. Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.

The figure number (Fig. 1, Fig. 2, etc.) should correspond to the order in which the images are
discussed in the text. Following the descriptive information, you must include the source of the
image, formatted according to CMOS guidelines for the specific type of source (book, website, etc.).
This ensures that the origin of the visual information is transparent to the reader.

Citing Artworks as Sources

When you are discussing an artwork itself as a source of information or analysis, you need to cite it
appropriately. If the artwork is in a public collection or was viewed in person, you might note that in
your text or in a footnote. If you are referencing an artwork that you have only seen reproduced in a
publication or online, you must cite that reproduction as your source, following the standard citation
formats for books, articles, or websites.

For example, if you are discussing a painting you saw in a museum, you might write in your text:
"The dynamic brushwork visible in Van Gogh's Starry Night (1889) conveys a sense of intense
emotion." If you saw it in a book, the footnote would cite the book: 5. Vincent van Gogh, Starry
Night, 1889, oil on canvas, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Reproduced in Meyer Schapiro,
Vincent van Gogh (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1950), fig. 68.



General Writing and Style Guidelines for Art Papers

Beyond the specific rules for citations and formatting, the Chicago Manual of Style offers broad
guidance on grammar, punctuation, and clear writing that is essential for any academic paper,
including those in art history. These principles are designed to enhance readability, ensure precision
in language, and uphold a professional tone. In art papers, precise language is particularly
important when describing visual qualities, historical contexts, and theoretical concepts.

A strong command of these general writing guidelines ensures that your arguments are not only
well-researched but also clearly articulated. This includes everything from the correct use of
punctuation to the principles of effective paragraph construction. By internalizing these general
stylistic tenets, you can elevate the overall quality of your scholarly output and communicate your
ideas with greater impact.

Clarity and Conciseness

CMOS emphasizes writing that is clear, direct, and concise. Avoid jargon where simpler terms
suffice, and ensure that your sentences are structured logically. In art history, it's easy to fall into
overly complex phrasing when discussing intricate visual elements or theoretical frameworks. Strive
for clarity, defining terms when necessary and ensuring that your prose flows smoothly and
logically, guiding the reader through your analysis.

Punctuation and Grammar

Correct punctuation and grammar are non-negotiable in scholarly writing. CMOS provides detailed
rules for everything from comma usage and semicolon placement to the proper use of apostrophes
and hyphens. Pay close attention to these details, as consistent errors can distract the reader and
diminish the perceived authority of your work. For instance, understanding when to use serial
commas (also known as the Oxford comma) can prevent ambiguity in lists of descriptive terms.

Common Pitfalls in Using CMOS for Art Papers

Despite the comprehensive nature of the Chicago Manual of Style, art students and scholars often
encounter common pitfalls when applying its guidelines. These mistakes can range from minor
formatting inconsistencies to more significant errors in citation practices. Being aware of these
potential traps can help you avoid them and ensure that your art paper adheres to the highest
scholarly standards.

These common errors can detract from the credibility of your research. By understanding where
mistakes are most likely to occur, you can proactively focus your editing efforts on these areas. A
meticulous approach to your paper's presentation and referencing is crucial for producing a
successful academic work in art history.

Inconsistent Citation Formats

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in citation formats. This can manifest as variations
in how the same type of source is cited throughout the footnotes/endnotes or bibliography. For



example, sometimes including the publisher and other times omitting it for books, or inconsistent
use of abbreviations for journal titles. Strict adherence to the CMOS template for each source type is
vital.

Incorrect Handling of Visual Materials

Another common pitfall involves the improper citation or captioning of images and artworks. This
might include missing essential information in captions, misattributing artworks, or failing to
provide complete source details for reproduced images. Remembering that images are primary
sources and require the same level of rigorous citation as textual sources is crucial.

Over-Reliance on Secondary Sources

While CMOS provides the framework, it's the quality of your research that truly matters. A common
mistake is to simply summarize secondary sources without engaging critically with them or
conducting original analysis. The Chicago Manual of Style is a tool to present your research
effectively; it doesn't replace the need for deep engagement with primary artworks and scholarly
literature.

Neglecting the Style Guide's Nuances

The Chicago Manual of Style is extensive and detailed. Many users only consult it for basic citation
formats and overlook its equally important sections on grammar, punctuation, and manuscript
preparation. A thorough understanding of the entire manual ensures a consistently polished and
professional document, reflecting a deep commitment to scholarly communication.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended by the
Chicago Manual of Style for art papers?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends the notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or
endnotes in conjunction with a bibliography, as the primary citation method for art history papers.

Q: How should I format an image caption for an artwork in a
Chicago-style art paper?

A: Image captions in Chicago style typically include the artist's name, the artwork's title (italicized),
the date of creation, medium, dimensions, and collection. A figure number (e.g., Fig. 1) should also
be included, followed by the source information for the image.



Q: What is the difference between citing an artwork viewed in
person versus one viewed in reproduction?

A: When citing an artwork viewed in person, you may simply note its location or mention it in the
text. When citing a reproduced artwork, you must cite the publication or website where the
reproduction appears, following standard CMOS citation rules for that source type.

Q: Can I use the author-date system for my art history paper if
my professor allows it?

A: While the notes-bibliography system is standard for art history, some professors or departments
may permit the author-date system. Always confirm the preferred citation style with your instructor
or institution.

Q: What are the essential elements for an initial footnote or
endnote citation of a book in Chicago style?

A: An initial footnote/endnote citation for a book includes the author's full name, the full title of the
book (italicized), the publication information (city: publisher, year), and the specific page number(s)
referenced.

Q: How do I abbreviate subsequent citations of the same
source in Chicago style?

A: For subsequent citations of a book, you typically use the author's last name, a shortened title of
the work (italicized), and the page number. For journal articles, it's the author's last name, a
shortened article title (in quotation marks), and the page number.

Q: Is it necessary to include image credits in Chicago-style art
papers?

A: Yes, it is essential to include image credits or source information for any images used in your
paper, typically within the caption or in the bibliography, to properly attribute the source of the
visual material.

Q: Where can I find the most up-to-date guidelines for the
Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The most current guidelines for the Chicago Manual of Style are found in the latest edition of the
manual itself, published by the University of Chicago Press, and through official resources and style
guides available online.
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