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Understanding Chicago Style Citation Examples for Primary Sources

chicago style citation examples for primary sources are essential for scholars, researchers, and students
engaging with historical documents, personal accounts, and original materials. Accurately citing these unique
and foundational texts ensures academic integrity and allows readers to locate and verify your evidence. This
comprehensive guide will delve into the nuances of citing primary sources in Chicago style, covering various
formats such as manuscripts, letters, interviews, and published historical documents. We will explore the
differences between notes and bibliography entries, providing clear, actionable examples to simplify your
citation process. Mastering these examples will equip you to properly attribute your sources and strengthen
the credibility of your academic work.
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Understanding Primary Sources in Chicago Style

Primary sources are the raw materials of history and research. They offer direct, firsthand evidence about an
event, person, object, or work of art. In academic writing, particularly when using the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMS), correctly identifying and citing these sources is paramount. CMS distinguishes between notes-and-
bibliography and author-date systems, with the former being more common in humanities disciplines where primary
source material is frequently used. The goal is to provide enough information for a reader to find the exact
source you consulted, whether it's a handwritten diary entry or a government report from a bygone era.

The definition of a primary source can be broad. It includes documents created during the time period being
studied, such as letters, diaries, speeches, interviews, photographs, official records, newspaper articles from
the period, and original creative works. It can also encompass archaeological artifacts, oral histories, and
even some forms of visual art when analyzed as evidence. Understanding the nature of your primary source will
dictate the specific elements required in your Chicago style citation, ensuring precision and clarity.

Core Components of a Chicago Style Citation for Primary Sources

Whether you are creating a footnote/endnote or a bibliography entry, certain core components are generally
required for Chicago style citations of primary sources. These elements help readers distinguish the source from
secondary analyses and locate it. The specific order and inclusion of these components can vary slightly
depending on the type of primary source and whether it is published or unpublished.

Essential Information for Notes

In the notes system, the initial citation for a primary source provides more detail than subsequent citations.



Key pieces of information include the author or creator of the source, the title of the document or collection,
the date of creation, and specific location information such as archival collection names, box numbers, folder
names, and page numbers. For interviews, the interviewee and interviewer are crucial, along with the date and
location of the interview.

Essential Information for the Bibliography

The bibliography entry aims to be more concise but still complete. It typically includes the author or creator,
the title (often italicized or in quotation marks depending on the type of source), the date of creation, and
information about where the source is housed or how it was accessed. For unpublished materials, this often
means the repository name and collection details. For published materials, it will include publication
information.

Citing Unpublished Primary Sources

Unpublished primary sources, such as personal correspondence, diaries, manuscripts, and original research
notes, require careful attribution to the archive or collection where they are housed. The key is to guide the
reader directly to the physical or digital location of the document.

Letters and Personal Correspondence

When citing a letter, you need to identify the sender, recipient, date, and the collection where the letter is
preserved. For notes, you will be more specific about the archival location.

Note Example: Letter from Jane Addams to John Dewey, April 15, 1910, Jane Addams Papers, Box 12,
Folder 5, Special Collections, University Library, University of Chicago.

Bibliography Example: Addams, Jane. Letter to John Dewey, April 15, 1910. Jane Addams Papers, Box 12,
Folder 5. Special Collections, University Library, University of Chicago.

Diaries and Journals

Citing a diary entry requires identifying the diarist, the specific date of the entry, and the collection containing
the diary. Again, the note will be more granular in its description of the archival materials.

Note Example: Entry of July 4, 1863, Diary of Samuel Johnson, Manuscript Collection, American History
Archives, New York Public Library.

Bibliography Example: Johnson, Samuel. Diary, July 4, 1863. Manuscript Collection. American History
Archives, New York Public Library.

Manuscripts and Unpublished Documents



This category encompasses a wide range of materials, from original drafts of literary works to unpublished
research papers. The citation should include the author of the manuscript, its title (if any), the date of
creation, and the archival holding information.

Note Example: F. Scott Fitzgerald, "The Great Gatsby: Early Draft," n.d., F. Scott Fitzgerald Papers,
Box 3, Folder 7, Special Collections, Princeton University Library.

Bibliography Example: Fitzgerald, F. Scott. "The Great Gatsby: Early Draft." F. Scott Fitzgerald Papers,
Box 3, Folder 7. Special Collections, Princeton University Library.

Citing Published Primary Sources

Published primary sources include historical documents, collections of letters, speeches, or interviews that
have been compiled and made available in published form, such as books or edited volumes. The citation for these
often resembles that of other published works but with specific attention to the original creation date.

Published Collections of Historical Documents

When you are citing a document from a published collection, you cite the specific document and then provide
details about the collection it appears in. If you are citing the entire collection, you would cite the editor(s)
of the collection.

Note Example: "Declaration of Sentiments," July 19, 1848, in The Feminist Papers: From Adams to de
Beauvoir, ed. Alice Rossi (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 416.

Bibliography Example: "Declaration of Sentiments." In The Feminist Papers: From Adams to de Beauvoir,
edited by Alice Rossi, 416. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.

Published Speeches and Writings

If a speech or an individual writing has been published in a book or journal, you cite it as you would an article
or chapter, noting the original date of delivery or creation.

Note Example: Abraham Lincoln, "Gettysburg Address," November 19, 1863, in Speeches and Writings
(New York: Library of America, 1989), 216.

Bibliography Example: Lincoln, Abraham. "Gettysburg Address," November 19, 1863. In Speeches and
Writings, 216. New York: Library of America, 1989.

Published Interviews

When citing an interview that has been published, whether in a book, magazine, or online, you will include the
interviewee, interviewer (if specified), the title of the interview (if it has one), and the publication details.



Note Example: Maya Angelou, interviewed by Bill Moyers, "A Conversation with Maya Angelou," Bill
Moyers Journal, PBS, October 20, 1979.

Bibliography Example: Angelou, Maya. Interviewed by Bill Moyers. "A Conversation with Maya Angelou."
Bill Moyers Journal, PBS, October 20, 1979.

Special Cases and Variations

Chicago style, while detailed, is adaptable. Certain primary sources, like oral histories or visual materials,
may require slight adjustments to the standard citation format. The core principle remains to provide enough
information for retrieval and verification.

Oral Histories

Oral histories are recorded interviews. Citations should include the interviewee, the interviewer, the date and
location of the interview, and how it can be accessed (e.g., an archive, a transcript, a recording).

Note Example: Maria Garcia, oral history interview by Juan Perez, June 5, 2020, interview conducted in
Los Angeles, California, transcript available at the California Historical Society Archives.

Bibliography Example: Garcia, Maria. Oral history interview by Juan Perez. June 5, 2020. Interview
conducted in Los Angeles, California. Transcript available at the California Historical Society
Archives.

Photographs and Visual Materials

When citing photographs, paintings, or other visual primary sources, you'll need to identify the creator, the
title of the work, the date of creation, and its current location or source.

Note Example: Ansel Adams, Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico, 1941, gelatin silver print, The Ansel
Adams Trust, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.

Bibliography Example: Adams, Ansel. Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico. 1941. Gelatin silver print. The
Ansel Adams Trust, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.

Understanding these variations ensures that even the most unique primary source material can be cited
accurately, respecting its origin and allowing future researchers to trace your steps effectively. Consistent
application of these principles is key to producing credible scholarly work.

Frequently Asked Questions About Chicago Style Citation
Examples for Primary Sources



Q: What is the fundamental difference between citing an unpublished and a
published primary source in Chicago style?

A: The fundamental difference lies in the accessibility and the information provided. Unpublished sources require
detailed information about their physical location in an archive or collection, including specific box and folder
numbers. Published sources, on the other hand, include standard publication details like publisher, place of
publication, and page numbers, as they are readily available to the public.

Q: Do I always need to include the specific archive or repository for an
unpublished primary source in my bibliography?

A: Yes, it is crucial to include the name of the archive, library, or repository where the unpublished primary
source is housed in your bibliography. This allows other researchers to locate the material. The note entry
might be even more specific, detailing collection names, box numbers, and folder titles.

Q: How do I cite a primary source that I accessed online through a digital
archive?

A: When citing a primary source accessed online, include all the relevant information as if you were citing the
original physical document (author, title, date, etc.), followed by the name of the digital archive or database,
and then a stable URL or DOI if available. If a direct URL is not stable or easily retrievable, referencing the
database name and accession number might suffice.

Q: What if the primary source I am using has no author listed?

A: If a primary source has no discernible author, you typically begin the citation with the title of the
document. For example, if citing an anonymous letter or an unsigned historical pamphlet, the title would come
first, followed by the date and any other relevant information about its origin or location.

Q: How do I cite multiple documents from the same archival collection in
Chicago style?

A: For multiple documents from the same collection, you can provide the full archival details the first time
you cite a document from that collection. In subsequent notes, you can use a shortened form of the citation,
referring back to the collection name and providing only the specific details for that particular document (e.g.,
document title or date, box, folder).
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