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The Chicago Manual of Style for Historical Writers: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for historical writers serves as an indispensable
cornerstone for anyone venturing into the meticulous world of historical
research and narrative. This authoritative style guide provides the essential
framework for presenting historical scholarship with clarity, precision, and
academic rigor. From the nuances of citation and bibliographic entries to the
proper handling of dates, place names, and specialized terminology, adhering
to Chicago ensures consistency and credibility. This article will delve deep
into the key aspects of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as they
specifically apply to historical writing, offering practical guidance for
authors aiming to produce polished and authoritative works that resonate with
both academic audiences and general readers alike. We will explore best
practices for manuscript preparation, citation methods, and the often-
complexities of historical documentation, all through the lens of the latest
CMOS edition.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Historical Writers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive



guide to style, usage, and citation. For historical writers, its importance
cannot be overstated. It provides a standardized approach to presenting
research, ensuring that the narrative is not only engaging but also
academically sound and verifiable. The manual's extensive coverage equips
authors with the tools to navigate the unique challenges inherent in
historical writing, such as the interpretation of varied source materials and
the presentation of chronological information.

Historical writers often grapple with a vast array of primary and secondary
sources, many of which may not conform to modern conventions of publication.
The CMOS offers guidance on how to effectively describe, quote, and cite
these materials, thereby lending authority and credibility to the historical
account. By establishing a consistent and recognized format, CMOS helps
readers trust the presented information, allowing them to focus on the
historical narrative itself rather than being distracted by inconsistencies
in its presentation.

Citation Styles: Notes and Bibliography vs.
Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the Notes
and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Historical writers,
particularly those working in academic settings or producing scholarly
monographs, most frequently opt for the Notes and Bibliography system. This
system utilizes footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text and
concludes with a comprehensive bibliography that lists all works cited. This
approach is favored for its ability to provide detailed source information
directly alongside the relevant passage, which is crucial for complex
historical arguments that rely heavily on specific textual evidence from
various sources.

The Notes and Bibliography System

In the Notes and Bibliography system, each piece of information or direct
quotation taken from a source is accompanied by a superscript Arabic numeral
in the text. These numerals correspond to either footnotes (appearing at the
bottom of the page) or endnotes (appearing at the end of the chapter or the
entire work). The first time a source is cited in a note, a full citation is
provided. Subsequent citations of the same source in notes are typically
shortened to include the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page
number. The bibliography at the end of the work provides an alphabetical list
of all sources cited in the notes, offering full bibliographic details for
each entry.

This system is particularly beneficial for historical writing because it



allows for extensive engagement with primary source materials. Historians
often quote directly from archival documents, letters, diaries, or early
printed texts, and the Notes and Bibliography system allows for precise
referencing of these exact passages. Furthermore, it accommodates multiple
citations from the same source within a single paragraph or even a single
sentence, without disrupting the flow of the narrative as much as repeated
author-date citations might.

The Author-Date System

While less common in traditional historical scholarship, the Author-Date
system is also supported by CMOS. This system places the author's last name
and the year of publication in parentheses within the text, followed by the
page number if a direct quotation is used. A corresponding reference list,
arranged alphabetically by author, appears at the end of the work. This
system is more typical in social sciences and some scientific disciplines,
where the emphasis is often on the timeliness of research and the citation of
foundational studies.

For historical writers, the Author-Date system can sometimes feel less suited
to the nature of historical evidence. The chronological placement of sources
is inherently important in history, and the author-date format might not
always convey the historical context of a particular source as effectively as
the more descriptive notes. However, in interdisciplinary historical work or
in certain subfields, this system might be adopted if it is the prevailing
standard. It is always best to consult the requirements of the specific
publisher or academic department when deciding which system to employ.

Handling Dates and Time in Historical
Narratives

The accurate and consistent representation of dates and time is fundamental
to historical writing. The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines
to ensure that chronological information is presented unambiguously and in
accordance with established conventions. This includes how to format specific
dates, durations, centuries, and periods.

Formatting Specific Dates

When writing specific dates, the preferred CMOS format is month day, year
(e.g., July 4, 1776). This format is generally used in American English. If
the date appears at the end of a sentence, a comma is still placed between
the day and the year. For historical writers, consistency is key; once a



format is chosen, it should be applied throughout the work. When dealing with
older documents or referring to historical calendars, CMOS offers guidance on
how to clarify potential ambiguities, such as the use of 0ld Style (0.S.) and
New Style (N.S.) dates for the Gregorian calendar reform.

Referring to Centuries and Eras

When referring to centuries, CMOS prefers writing them out as words when used
as adjectives (e.g., the nineteenth-century novel) and using numerals when
used as nouns or in a series (e.g., the 17th and 18th centuries). For
historical eras and periods, such as the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, or
the Victorian era, CMOS generally advises capitalizing these proper nouns.
The manual also offers guidance on when to use italics for specific
historical periods or movements if they are treated as distinct entities.

Ranges of Dates and Durations

For ranges of dates, CMOS uses an en dash (—) to indicate a span. For
example, "the years 1861-1865" or "the period 1939-1945." This en dash
signifies "through" or "to." When referring to decades, the Chicago style
generally uses an apostrophe to indicate the omission of the first two digits
of the century, followed by an s (e.g., the 1960s). However, when referring
to specific decades within a broader historical context, it might be clearer
to write out the full range, such as "the 1860s" or "the 1930s."

Properly Citing Archival Materials and Primary
Sources

One of the most challenging aspects of historical writing is the proper
citation of archival materials and unique primary sources. These materials,
unlike published books or articles, often lack standardized bibliographic
information and may exist in various forms and collections. The Chicago
Manual of Style provides a flexible framework for describing and citing these
sources accurately and consistently.

Components of an Archival Citation

A comprehensive citation for archival material typically includes several key
components. These generally include the name of the collection or item, the
name of the repository (archive, library, or historical society), the
location of the repository (city and state/country), and the specific



reference within the collection, such as a box number, folder number, or
manuscript number. For individual documents like letters or diaries, the
creator of the document and the date it was created are also crucial
elements.

For example, a citation for a letter might look something like this: Letter
from Elizabeth Cady Stanton to Susan B. Anthony, October 15, 1888, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton Papers, Large Additions, Manuscript Division, Library of
Congress, Washington, D.C. The specific details and order can vary based on
the repository's organization and the nature of the material, but the goal is
to provide enough information for a researcher to locate the same item.

Describing Unpublished Materials

When describing unpublished materials, CMOS emphasizes clarity and
specificity. It is important to accurately identify the creator, the nature
of the item (letter, diary, manuscript, pamphlet), the date of creation, and
the repository where it is housed. If the material has been published or is
available in a published finding aid, this information should also be
included in the citation. For materials that may have been digitized or are
available online, providing a stable URL or DOI, if available, can also be
helpful.

Historical writers must often work with collections that are not fully
cataloged or inventoried. In such cases, CMOS encourages the writer to
provide the most complete description possible, acknowledging any
limitations. The goal is transparency; readers should understand what is
being referenced, even if the original source is difficult to pinpoint
precisely. The Notes and Bibliography system is particularly adept at
handling these detailed descriptions within notes.

Geographical Names and Historical Place-Names

The handling of geographical names and historical place-names presents unique
considerations for historical writers. As the political and physical
landscape changes over time, so too do the names of cities, regions, and
countries. CMOS offers guidelines to ensure clarity and accuracy when
referring to these locations across different historical periods.

Current vs. Historical Place-Names

Generally, CMOS advises using the current geographical name for a place
unless it is crucial to the historical context to use an older name. If an



older name is used, it should be clarified for the reader, often in a
footnote or parenthetically. For instance, when discussing the Ottoman
Empire, it might be necessary to refer to Constantinople, but its modern
name, Istanbul, should also be mentioned to avoid confusion for contemporary
readers. The manual emphasizes providing sufficient context so that the
reader can accurately place the historical event or subject geographically.

Standardization and Consistency

Consistency in the use of geographical names is paramount. Once a convention
is established for referring to a particular place that has undergone name
changes, that convention should be maintained throughout the work. CMOS also
recommends consulting authoritative geographical dictionaries or gazetteers
for the correct spellings and established conventions. For historical place-
names that may not have a standardized modern equivalent, careful description
and context are essential.

When citing sources that use older place-names, the citation itself should
reflect the name as it appears in the source, while the main text might use
the modern equivalent or provide clarification. This maintains the integrity
of the source material in citations while ensuring the narrative 1is
accessible to the reader.

Numbers, Units, and Measurements in Historical
Context

Historical writing often involves the presentation of numerical data, units
of measurement, and quantities that may differ from contemporary standards.
The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on how to render these elements
clearly and accurately, respecting the historical context while maintaining
readability for the modern audience.

Rendering Numbers

CMOS generally recommends spelling out numbers one through nine and using
numerals for 10 and above. However, this rule has many exceptions, especially
in contexts where consistency is more important than adherence to the rule.
For historical writers, this means that when dealing with specific quantities
of historical objects, people, or events, it is often clearer to use numerals
for larger numbers or when precision is critical. For example, referring to
"1,200 soldiers" is generally preferred over "twelve hundred soldiers."



When presenting statistics or data related to historical populations,
economic figures, or military strengths, using numerals is almost always the
best practice. CMOS also advises on the use of commas in large numbers to
improve readability and the handling of decimals and fractions.

Units of Measurement and Currency

Historical sources may use units of measurement (e.g., pounds, shillings,
pence; leagues; bushels) and currencies that are no longer in common use.
CMOS suggests that when these historical units are significant to the
narrative, they should be presented as they appear in the source, but
clarification or conversion to modern equivalents might be necessary for
reader comprehension. This can often be done in footnotes or parenthetically.
For instance, if discussing the cost of an item in pre-decimal British
currency, one might write "£5 (which would be equivalent to approximately $X
in today's currency)."

For conversions, it is crucial to be as accurate as possible and to
acknowledge any limitations or assumptions made in the conversion process.
The goal is to provide the reader with a meaningful understanding of the
historical quantities without distorting the original data.

Special Considerations for Historical
Terminology

Historical writing frequently necessitates the use of specialized
terminology, archaic terms, or words that have shifted in meaning over time.
The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on how to present such language
effectively, ensuring clarity, accuracy, and respect for the historical
context.

Defining Archaic or Obsolete Terms

When using terms that are likely unfamiliar to a contemporary audience, it is
essential to provide definitions or explanations. This can be achieved
through parenthetical definitions, footnotes, or by incorporating the meaning
contextually within the narrative. For instance, if referring to a
"scutcheon" in a historical architectural description, a brief explanation of
what it is (e.g., "a decorative shield or escutcheon") would be beneficial.

CMOS also advises on when to italicize or use quotation marks for archaic
terms, particularly if they are being introduced as a specific historical



concept. The key is to make the language accessible without sacrificing the
authenticity of the historical discourse.

Handling Words with Evolved Meanings

Many words used in historical texts have evolved in meaning. For example, the
word "gay" in earlier centuries referred to merriment or lightheartedness,
not sexual orientation. Historical writers must be mindful of anachronism and
ensure that they are using or interpreting terms in their historical sense.
When quoting historical texts, the original wording, including potentially
outdated or offensive language, should generally be preserved, but with
appropriate contextualization or disclaimer if necessary.

The manual also addresses the use of honorifics, titles, and forms of address
specific to different historical periods. Ensuring these are used correctly
and explained if necessary adds to the verisimilitude of the historical
account. Consulting dictionaries of historical terms or etymological
dictionaries can be invaluable in navigating these complexities.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting for
Historical Works

Beyond the specifics of citation and terminology, the Chicago Manual of Style
provides comprehensive guidance on the physical preparation and formatting of
a manuscript. For historical writers submitting their work to publishers or
academic journals, adhering to these standards is crucial for presenting a
professional and polished product.

Text and Typeface Recommendations

CMOS generally recommends using a standard, readable typeface such as Times
New Roman, Garamond, or Palatino, typically in 12-point size. Double-spacing
of the main text is a standard requirement, with single-spacing reserved for
block quotations, notes, and the bibliography. Margins should be generous,
typically one inch on all sides, to allow for editorial markings and reader
notes. The manual also discusses the appropriate use of italics for emphasis,
titles of works, and foreign words, as well as the use of boldface, which is
generally discouraged for stylistic purposes.



Structure of a Historical Manuscript

A historical manuscript typically follows a standard structure: a title page,
acknowledgments, a table of contents, the main body of the text (often
divided into chapters), a bibliography, and an index. CMOS provides detailed
advice on the content and formatting of each of these sections. For instance,
the table of contents should list chapter titles and their starting page
numbers. The bibliography should be formatted according to the chosen
citation style (Notes and Bibliography or Author-Date). The index is a
critical component for scholarly historical works, allowing readers to
quickly locate specific names, places, and concepts.

The manuscript should be clean, free of typographical errors, and formatted
consistently. This attention to detail signals professionalism and respect
for the editorial process, making it easier for editors and reviewers to
focus on the content of the historical argument.

The Role of CMOS in Ensuring Historical
Accuracy and Authority

Ultimately, the Chicago Manual of Style for historical writers is more than
just a set of rules; it is a framework that underpins the very credibility
and authority of historical scholarship. By demanding meticulous citation,
clear presentation of evidence, and consistent adherence to established
conventions, CMOS empowers historians to build robust arguments that are both
persuasive and verifiable.

When historical writers diligently apply the principles of CMOS, they not
only enhance the readability and professionalism of their work but also
contribute to the cumulative body of historical knowledge in a responsible
manner. The manual's emphasis on accuracy in quotation, clarity in
explanation, and transparency in sourcing allows readers to engage with the
past with confidence, knowing that the narrative is grounded in sound
research and presented with integrity.

FAQ

Q: Why is the Chicago Manual of Style particularly
important for historical writers?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style is crucial for historical writers because it
provides a standardized and authoritative framework for presenting complex
research. Its detailed guidance on citation, handling of primary sources,
dates, and historical terminology ensures academic rigor, credibility, and
clarity, which are paramount in historical scholarship.



Q: What are the two main citation systems offered by
CMOS, and which 1s more common in historical
writing?

A: CMOS offers the Notes and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system.
The Notes and Bibliography system, using footnotes or endnotes, is
significantly more common and generally preferred by historical writers due
to its ability to provide detailed source information alongside textual
evidence.

Q: How should historical writers handle dates that
fall under different calendar systems or require
clarification?

A: Historical writers should consult CMOS for guidance on clarifying dates.
This includes using notations like 0ld Style (0.S.) and New Style (N.S.) for
calendar reforms and providing context for dates that might otherwise be
ambiguous to a modern reader. Consistency in date formatting throughout the
work is also emphasized.

Q: What are the key elements to include when citing
archival materials or unpublished primary sources
according to CMOS?

A: A CMOS citation for archival materials should typically include the name
of the collection or item, the name and location of the repository, and the
specific reference within the collection (e.g., box and folder numbers).
Details about the creator and date of creation are also vital.

Q: How does CMOS advise historical writers to deal
with geographical names that have changed over time?

A: CMOS suggests using the current geographical name unless a historical name
is essential to the context. If an older name is used, it should be clarified
for the reader, often in a footnote or parenthetically, to ensure accuracy
and understanding.

Q: When should historical writers use numerals
versus spelling out numbers in their work, according
to CMOS?

A: CMOS generally recommends spelling out numbers one through nine and using
numerals for 10 and above. However, for historical writers, using numerals
for larger quantities, statistics, or when precision is critical is often



more appropriate and clearer.

Q: What is the recommended approach for defining or
explaining archaic or obsolete terms in historical
writing as per CMOS?

A: CMOS advises historical writers to define or explain unfamiliar or archaic
terms, either parenthetically, in footnotes, or contextually within the
narrative. This ensures that the historical language is accessible to the
reader without compromising accuracy.

Q: Are there specific formatting requirements for
manuscripts submitted for historical works, and what
does CMOS cover?

A: Yes, CMOS provides detailed guidelines on manuscript preparation,
including recommendations for typefaces, font sizes, margins, and spacing. It
also outlines the standard structure of a historical manuscript, from the
title page to the index, ensuring a professional presentation.
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