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Understanding the Chicago Style Bibliography for
a Documentary Film

chicago style bibliography for a documentary film is a critical component of scholarly
and professional filmmaking, ensuring proper attribution and academic integrity. This
guide delves into the nuances of creating a comprehensive and accurate bibliography
adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), specifically tailored for the unique
demands of documentary projects. We will explore the fundamental principles of CMOS
citation, differentiate between notes-bibliography and author-date systems, and provide
detailed instructions for citing various media sources commonly found in documentaries,
including interviews, archival footage, music, and other films. Understanding these
elements is paramount for filmmakers seeking to uphold academic rigor, avoid plagiarism,
and provide viewers with valuable contextual information. The following sections will
break down the process, from initial setup to specific source types.
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Key Principles of Chicago Style Citation for
Documentaries

Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for a documentary film bibliography
requires a foundational understanding of its core principles. The primary goal is to provide
clear, consistent, and accurate attribution for all sources consulted and utilized in the
documentary. This involves meticulously recording bibliographic information for every



element, from spoken words to visual content. Accuracy is paramount; even minor errors
can detract from the professionalism and credibility of the film. Consistency across the
entire bibliography is equally important, ensuring that all entries follow the same
formatting rules. CMOS emphasizes providing enough detail so that a reader or viewer
can easily locate the original source if desired. This meticulous approach demonstrates
respect for the creators of the source material and strengthens the film's scholarly value.

Choosing the Right CMOS System: Notes-
Bibliography vs. Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography
system and the Author-Date system. For documentary films, the Notes-Bibliography
system is generally preferred and more commonly used. This system utilizes footnotes or
endnotes within the film's credits or accompanying materials to cite specific sources at the
point of their appearance, while a comprehensive bibliography appears at the end. The
Author-Date system, on the other hand, uses parenthetical citations within the text (or on-
screen text, in this context) followed by a reference list. While both systems are valid, the
Notes-Bibliography approach often proves more practical for the diverse and fragmented
nature of documentary sources, allowing for detailed annotation without disrupting the
visual flow of the film itself.

The Notes-Bibliography System Explained
The Notes-Bibliography system is the more traditional and widely adopted method for
academic and scholarly works, including documentaries. In this system, each piece of
information or quotation directly taken from a source is accompanied by a superscript
numeral. These numerals correspond to detailed notes (either footnotes at the bottom of
the page or endnotes at the end of the document or film's credits). These notes provide the
full bibliographic information for the source, including author, title, publication details,
and page numbers where applicable. Following the notes, a separate bibliography lists all
sources cited in the notes, arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. This system
allows for a more fluid narrative in the film while maintaining rigorous citation practices.

The Author-Date System and Its Applicability
The Author-Date system relies on in-text citations consisting of the author's last name and
the year of publication (e.g., Smith, 2020). These parenthetical citations point to a
corresponding entry in a reference list at the end of the work. While effective for books
and articles where direct textual borrowing is common, it can become cumbersome for
documentary films. Implementing this system directly on-screen might interrupt the
viewing experience, and a simple name-date citation often lacks the specificity needed for
audiovisual materials. Therefore, while it is a valid CMOS system, filmmakers often find
the Notes-Bibliography system more adaptable to the unique demands of documentary
citation.



Citing Primary Sources in Documentary
Bibliographies

Primary sources form the backbone of most documentaries, offering direct evidence and
firsthand accounts. The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidelines for citing
these materials, ensuring their authenticity and the filmmaker's responsible use. This
includes interviews, personal correspondence, diaries, photographs, and historical
documents. The key is to provide enough information for the audience to understand the
nature and origin of the source material.

Documentary Interviews
Interview transcripts and recordings are crucial primary sources. When citing an
interview in a documentary bibliography, the entry should include the interviewee's name,
the interviewer's name (if different), the date of the interview, and the location or context
where the interview was conducted or recorded. If the interview is part of a larger
collection or archive, that information should also be included. For example: "Smith, Jane.
Interview by John Doe. October 15, 2022. Private collection, Chicago, IL." If the interview
was broadcast or published, it would be cited differently, akin to other published media.

Archival Footage and Photographs
Archival materials, whether moving images or still photographs, require detailed
attribution. The citation should identify the creator of the footage or photograph (if
known), the title of the work (if it has one), the date it was created or captured, and the
repository or archive where it is housed. Include any relevant collection numbers or
accession details. For example: "Brown, Robert. 'Street Scene.' Photograph, 1955. Chicago
Historical Society, Photo Collection A123." For archival film footage, specify the title of
the film or clip, the production company or entity, and the archive.

Personal Documents and Ephemera
Letters, diaries, manuscripts, and other personal documents also fall under primary
sources. When citing these, identify the author of the document, the title (if any), the date
of creation, and the collection and repository where it is preserved. If the document is
unpublished, this should be noted. For instance: "Jones, Emily. Letter to Thomas Green.
March 2, 1930. Emily Jones Papers, Special Collections, University of Chicago Library."
Providing the physical or digital location is essential for verification.

Citing Secondary Sources and Audiovisual
Materials

Beyond primary sources, documentaries often draw upon existing scholarly works, other



films, music, and various forms of published media. Correctly citing these secondary
sources is vital for demonstrating research and acknowledging the work of others. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed guidance for each type of media.

Books and Articles
When a documentary references information from a book or journal article, these sources
are cited in the bibliography much like they would be for a traditional academic paper.
The entry includes the author's name, the title of the book or article, publication
information (publisher, year for books; journal title, volume, issue, year, and page
numbers for articles). If a specific quote or passage is used, the corresponding page
number must be included in the note, and the full details in the bibliography. For example:
"Davis, Michael. The History of Chicago Architecture. Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
2018."

Other Films and Documentaries
Citing other films or documentaries used as source material requires attention to detail.
The entry should include the title of the film, the director, the production company or
distributor, and the year of release. If a specific scene or segment is referenced, it can be
helpful to note the approximate timestamp or a descriptive identifier in the accompanying
note, with the full film citation in the bibliography. For example: "Citizen Kane. Directed
by Orson Welles. Produced by Mercury Theatre. 1941. RKO Radio Pictures."

Music and Sound Recordings
Music used in a documentary must be properly credited. For musical compositions, cite
the composer and the title of the work. For sound recordings, include the performer(s),
the title of the song or album, the record label, and the year of release. If a specific
recording is crucial, like an archival audio clip, more detailed information about its
original context might be necessary. For instance: "Armstrong, Louis. 'What a Wonderful
World.' On What a Wonderful World. ABC Records, 1967."

Websites and Online Resources
In the digital age, many documentaries incorporate content from websites. When citing
online sources, include the author (if known), the title of the specific page or document,
the name of the website, the date of publication or last update, and the URL. Crucially,
include the date you accessed the material, as web content can change. For example:
"National Archives. 'World War II Home Front Propaganda Posters.' National Archives
Website. Accessed March 10, 2023. https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/powers/wwii.html."



Special Considerations for Documentary
Bibliographies

Documentary filmmaking presents unique challenges and considerations for bibliography
creation that go beyond standard academic writing. The visual and temporal nature of film
requires careful thought about how to best present source information without disrupting
the narrative flow.

On-Screen Citations vs. End Credits
A common debate in documentary filmmaking is whether to include citations on-screen as
they appear or to reserve them for the end credits. While on-screen citations can offer
immediate context, they can also be distracting. Most filmmakers opt for a comprehensive
bibliography and detailed notes within the end credits, often supplemented by a separate
document or website for viewers who wish to explore the sources in greater depth. CMOS
guidelines accommodate this by allowing for the bibliography to be placed in the most
logical and accessible location.

Length and Detail of Entries
The level of detail in each bibliography entry for a documentary can vary based on the
film's scope and intended audience. For scholarly documentaries, more exhaustive entries
are expected. For more general audiences, clarity and conciseness are key, while still
providing sufficient information for potential follow-up. The goal is always to be
transparent and informative, ensuring that the audience can appreciate the depth of
research involved.

Works Consulted vs. Works Cited
It's important to distinguish between a "Works Cited" list and a "Works Consulted" list. A
"Works Cited" list includes only those sources directly quoted or heavily referenced in the
film. A "Works Consulted" list is broader, including all sources that informed the research
and development of the documentary, even if not explicitly mentioned or shown. For
documentaries, a comprehensive "Works Consulted" list is often more appropriate,
reflecting the extensive research that typically goes into such projects.

Crafting a Comprehensive and Readable
Bibliography

The final presentation of your Chicago style bibliography for a documentary film is crucial
for its effectiveness and readability. A well-organized and clearly formatted bibliography
enhances the film's credibility and provides a valuable resource for viewers.



Alphabetical Arrangement
As with any Chicago style bibliography, entries must be arranged alphabetically by the
author's last name. If a source has no author, it is alphabetized by the first significant
word of the title. This standard organizational method makes it easy for viewers to locate
specific entries. Consistency in alphabetization is key to maintaining a professional
appearance.

Formatting and Punctuation
Strict adherence to CMOS formatting and punctuation rules is essential. This includes the
correct use of italics for titles of books and films, quotation marks for articles and
chapters, and specific order for author names, publication details, and dates. Pay close
attention to commas, periods, and other punctuation marks as prescribed by the manual.
For example, the author's last name is followed by a comma, then their first name, then a
period. Titles of books are italicized.

Consistency Across All Entries
The most critical aspect of a professional bibliography is absolute consistency. Every entry
should follow the same formatting, capitalization, and punctuation rules. Inconsistent
formatting can undermine the credibility of the entire bibliography and the film itself.
Reviewing the bibliography multiple times to ensure uniformity is a necessary step in the
production process.

Online Resources for CMOS Guidance
When in doubt about specific formatting or citation rules, consulting the official Chicago
Manual of Style Online or reputable academic writing guides that specifically address
CMOS is highly recommended. These resources offer detailed examples and explanations
for a vast array of source types, ensuring accuracy and adherence to current standards.
Many universities also provide style guides for Chicago style.

Creating a Chicago style bibliography for a documentary film is a detailed but rewarding
process. By understanding the principles of CMOS, choosing the appropriate system,
meticulously citing all sources, and paying attention to formatting and organization,
filmmakers can produce a bibliography that enhances their film's integrity and provides
valuable context for their audience. This commitment to academic rigor elevates the
documentary and acknowledges the contributions of all those whose work has been
utilized.

Q: What is the most common Chicago style system used
for documentary films?
A: The most common Chicago style system used for documentary films is the Notes-



Bibliography system. This system utilizes footnotes or endnotes for immediate source
attribution within the film's credits or accompanying materials, followed by a
comprehensive bibliography at the end.

Q: How should I cite an interview conducted specifically
for my documentary?
A: For an interview conducted specifically for your documentary, cite it by including the
interviewee's name, the interviewer's name, the date of the interview, and the location or
context of the interview. If it's an unpublished interview, indicate that.

Q: What is the best way to cite archival footage that
doesn't have a clear title?
A: If archival footage lacks a specific title, describe its content briefly and clearly, followed
by the date of the footage, the name of the creator or producer (if known), and the
repository or archive where it is housed. Include any relevant collection or item numbers.

Q: Do I need to cite music that plays softly in the
background of my documentary?
A: Yes, even music playing softly in the background should be cited. Include the composer,
the title of the musical work, and the performer(s) and album details if it's a specific
recording. Proper attribution respects copyright and acknowledges artistic contributions.

Q: How do I handle sources that are not published but
were crucial to my documentary's research?
A: For unpublished sources, such as personal correspondence or unpublished manuscripts,
provide as much detail as possible about the author, title (if any), date, and the collection
and repository where the material is located. Note that it is unpublished.

Q: Should I include all the research materials I
consulted, even if not directly used in the final film?
A: For a documentary, it is generally best practice to create a "Works Consulted"
bibliography. This list includes all sources that informed your research and the film's
development, not just those directly quoted or shown, demonstrating the depth of your
investigation.

Q: What is the difference between a bibliography and a



works cited list in Chicago style for documentaries?
A: In Chicago style, a "Works Cited" list typically includes only sources directly quoted or
cited. A "Bibliography" is more comprehensive and may include works consulted that
informed the project but were not directly excerpted. Documentaries often benefit from a
broader "Works Consulted" approach.

Q: How detailed should the entry be for a website used
as a source?
A: For a website, include the author (if known), the title of the specific page or article, the
name of the website, the publication or last update date, and the full URL. Crucially,
always include the date you accessed the material, as web content can change.
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