
chicago style for art history
publications
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a cornerstone for academic and
scholarly writing, particularly within the field of art history. For those
aiming to publish articles, essays, or books on artistic subjects, adhering
to the Chicago style for art history publications is not merely a matter of
stylistic preference but a crucial element for scholarly credibility and
clarity. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of applying
CMOS to art historical discourse, covering essential aspects such as citation
practices, formatting artwork, and maintaining consistency in terminology.
Understanding these guidelines will equip you to present your research with
precision and professionalism, ensuring your contributions to art history are
recognized for their rigor and adherence to established academic standards.
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Understanding the Importance of Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and adopted style
guide in academic publishing, and its application in art history is
paramount. Adherence to a standardized style ensures that scholarly work is
presented clearly, consistently, and credibly. For art history publications,
this means that readers can focus on the content and analysis of the artwork,
rather than being distracted by inconsistencies in formatting or citation. By
following Chicago style, authors demonstrate a commitment to the rigorous
standards of academic discourse, making their work accessible and
authoritative to a broad scholarly audience.

The rationale behind adopting a style manual like Chicago for art history
publications is rooted in the need for a common language and framework. Art
history often involves complex visual evidence, diverse theoretical
approaches, and interdisciplinary connections. A consistent style guide
simplifies the presentation of this intricate information, ensuring that
details such as image captions, artist names, dates, and provenance are
presented uniformly. This standardization is vital for research databases,
bibliographies, and footnotes, facilitating further scholarship and dialogue
within the field.



Core Principles of Chicago Style for Art
History

At its heart, Chicago style emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and consistency.
For art history, these principles translate into specific practices for
describing objects, citing sources, and presenting visual information. The
goal is to create a document that is easy for readers to navigate and
understand, regardless of their familiarity with a particular artist or
movement. This involves paying close attention to details that might seem
minor but collectively contribute to the overall professionalism and academic
integrity of the publication.

Key to Chicago style in art history is the meticulous handling of
bibliographic information and the precise description of artworks. This
includes consistent naming conventions for artists, accurate dating of works,
and clear attribution of ownership or collection details. Furthermore, the
guide provides specific instructions on how to format footnotes or endnotes,
which are crucial for art historians who often cite a wide array of primary
and secondary sources, including exhibition catalogs, museum records, and
archival materials.

Citation and Referencing in Art History
Publications

The cornerstone of any scholarly publication, including those in art history,
is proper citation. Chicago style offers two primary systems: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. For art history, the notes-
bibliography system is generally preferred because it allows for detailed
annotations in footnotes or endnotes, which can be particularly useful for
providing provenance, exhibition history, or alternative interpretations of
an artwork. This system allows for extensive commentary without disrupting
the flow of the main text.

The Notes-Bibliography System for Art History

When using the notes-bibliography system, every source that is directly
quoted, paraphrased, or heavily relied upon must be cited in a footnote or
endnote. The first citation of a source typically includes full bibliographic
details, while subsequent citations can be shortened. For art history, this
means accurately recording information about exhibition catalogs, journal
articles discussing specific works, auction records, and archival documents.
The bibliography at the end of the work then lists all cited sources



alphabetically.

Citing Visual Materials

A critical aspect of Chicago style for art history publications is the
correct citation of visual materials, such as photographs of artworks. This
often involves providing information about the photographer, the date of the
photograph, the source of the image (e.g., museum, private collection,
publication), and any relevant copyright information. For example, a footnote
might read: "Photograph by John Smith, 2022, courtesy of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York." This detailed attribution acknowledges the visual
source and respects intellectual property rights.

Common Source Types in Art History and Their
Citation

Art historians frequently cite a diverse range of sources. Chicago style
provides specific guidance for each.

Exhibition Catalogs: These are crucial and require listing the
exhibition title, venue, dates, editor, publisher, and year.

Museum Collection Databases: When referencing information from online
museum databases, note the institution, database name, and specific
object identifier if available.

Archival Documents: Detailed information about the archive, collection,
box and folder numbers, and the specific document title or description
is necessary.

Artist Interviews and Correspondence: These require careful dating,
identification of participants, and, if applicable, the location where
the interview took place or the repository holding the correspondence.

Reproductions of Artwork: As mentioned, citing the photographer and
source is essential, alongside standard art historical details about the
artwork itself.

Formatting Artwork and Visual Materials

The presentation of artwork within an art history publication is as important



as its textual description. Chicago style offers clear guidelines for how to
integrate images and their accompanying information seamlessly into the text.
This not only enhances the reader's understanding but also adheres to
academic conventions that lend authority to the work. Properly formatted
images and captions are crucial for visual analysis and scholarly discussion.

Image Captions

Image captions in art history publications following Chicago style should be
informative and concise. Typically, a caption will include the artist's name,
the title of the work (italicized), the date of creation, the medium, and the
dimensions. This is followed by information about the current location or
collection. For example: "Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–1506, oil on
poplar panel, 77 x 53 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris." If the image is a
reproduction, the source of the reproduction and copyright information should
also be noted, often in a caption note or the acknowledgments.

Placement and Referencing of Images

Images should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the
text. When referring to an image in the text, it is standard to use the
artwork's title. For example, a sentence might read: "The expressive power of
The Starry Night continues to captivate viewers." The caption then provides
all the necessary identifying details. The careful integration of images and
text allows for a cohesive and visually driven argument, which is fundamental
to art historical analysis.

Describing Artistic Mediums and Techniques

Consistency in describing artistic mediums and techniques is also vital.
Chicago style provides guidance on how to list these elements, ensuring that
terms are used precisely and uniformly throughout the publication. Whether
discussing oil on canvas, bronze casting, or digital media, clarity in
terminology is key to accurate scholarship.

General Formatting and Style Guidelines

Beyond citations and image formatting, Chicago style offers a comprehensive
set of rules for the overall presentation of an art history publication.
These guidelines cover everything from punctuation and capitalization to the
use of headings and the treatment of specific terminology. Maintaining



consistency in these elements contributes to the readability and professional
appearance of the manuscript.

Punctuation and Grammar

Chicago style has specific rules regarding punctuation, such as the use of
the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) in lists, which is
generally preferred. It also provides guidance on the proper use of hyphens
and en dashes, which can be important when discussing dates or compound
adjectives. Grammatical accuracy is assumed, but the style guide offers
specific advice on clarity and conciseness.

Terminology and Abbreviations

In art history, specialized terminology is often unavoidable. Chicago style
encourages clarity and consistency in the use of such terms. If abbreviations
are used, they should be defined upon first use, typically in a footnote or
parenthetically. This is especially relevant for art historical terms, museum
abbreviations, or national designations. For instance, when first mentioning
a museum, its full name and location should be provided, followed by an
abbreviation if it will be used repeatedly.

Numbers and Dates

Chicago style offers specific guidelines for when to spell out numbers and
when to use numerals. It also provides conventions for formatting dates,
including centuries, decades, and specific years. For art history, this is
crucial for dating artworks, exhibitions, and historical periods accurately
and consistently. For example, centuries are typically written out (e.g.,
"the nineteenth century"), while specific years are rendered as numerals.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating the complexities of Chicago style for art history publications can
present challenges. Being aware of common pitfalls and adopting best
practices can help authors produce polished and professional work. The most
significant challenge often lies in the sheer volume of detail required for
accurate citation and description, particularly when dealing with extensive
research.



Ensuring Accuracy and Consistency

One of the most critical best practices is to maintain meticulous accuracy
and unwavering consistency throughout the manuscript. This applies to artist
names, artwork titles, dates, measurements, and bibliographic details. A
thorough review process, ideally involving a peer or editor familiar with
Chicago style and art history conventions, is invaluable for catching errors.
Double-checking every detail against original sources is essential.

Leveraging Style Guides and Resources

For art history publications, consulting the latest edition of The Chicago
Manual of Style is non-negotiable. Additionally, many art history departments
and journals provide their own specific style guides or supplements that
offer further clarification or modifications tailored to the field.
Familiarizing yourself with these resources and using them consistently will
significantly improve the quality of your work.

Proofreading and Editing

Rigorous proofreading and editing are indispensable steps. Errors in grammar,
punctuation, spelling, or factual accuracy can detract from the scholarly
merit of an art history publication. Professional editing services can be
beneficial, especially for authors whose primary language is not English or
who are submitting to high-impact journals. This final review ensures that
the work meets the highest standards of academic presentation.

---

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended
for art history publications using Chicago style?
A: The notes-bibliography system is generally recommended for art history
publications using Chicago style. This system allows for detailed
explanations in footnotes or endnotes, which is particularly useful for art
historians who may need to provide extensive information about provenance,
exhibition history, or discuss complex visual details without disrupting the
main narrative.

Q: How should an artwork's title be formatted in
Chicago style for art history?
A: Artwork titles should be italicized in Chicago style, both within the main



text and in captions. For example, an artwork might be referred to as The
Persistence of Memory. This convention distinguishes artwork titles from
other forms of text, such as book titles or chapter titles.

Q: What essential information should be included in
an image caption for an art history publication
following Chicago style?
A: A standard art history image caption following Chicago style should
include the artist's name, the title of the work (italicized), the date of
creation, the medium, and the dimensions. This is typically followed by
information about the current collection or location of the artwork.

Q: Is there a specific way to cite photographs of
artworks in Chicago style for art history?
A: Yes, when citing photographs of artworks, it is important to include
details about the photographer, the date the photograph was taken, and the
source or owner of the photograph (e.g., the museum or collection that holds
the artwork or provided the image). Copyright information should also be
noted.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of
abbreviations in art history texts?
A: Chicago style advises defining abbreviations upon their first use in the
text. For art history publications, this means spelling out the full name of
a museum or institution upon its initial mention, followed by an abbreviation
in parentheses if it will be used repeatedly.

Q: What is the rule for numbering centuries in
Chicago style for art history?
A: In Chicago style, centuries are generally spelled out when written. For
example, one would refer to "the eighteenth century" rather than "the 18th
century." Specific dates within a century are, of course, rendered using
numerals.

Q: How should an author approach consistency in art
historical terminology when using Chicago style?
A: Authors should strive for consistency and precision in their use of art
historical terminology. If a specific term has multiple interpretations or
requires clarification, it is advisable to define it clearly upon its first



use, perhaps with a footnote, to ensure readers understand the author's
intended meaning.

Q: What is the significance of the serial comma
(Oxford comma) in Chicago style for art history?
A: Chicago style generally recommends the use of the serial comma (the comma
before the "and" or "or" in a list of three or more items). For art history,
this helps to avoid ambiguity in lists, especially when describing complex
artworks or cataloging multiple elements. For example, "oil on canvas, wood,
and gilt" is clearer than "oil on canvas, wood and gilt."
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