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chicago style for art history researchers is more than just a set of rules;
it's the bedrock upon which credible and impactful scholarship in the visual
arts is built. This comprehensive guide aims to demystify the intricacies of
the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it applies specifically to the unique
demands of art history research. From understanding the nuances of citing
visual materials to crafting precise descriptions and arguments, mastering
Chicago style ensures your research is clear, consistent, and adheres to
academic rigor. This article will delve into the essential components,
including author-date versus notes-bibliography systems, the critical art of
image citation, formatting guidelines, and common pitfalls to avoid.
Ultimately, a solid grasp of Chicago style empowers art historians to present
their findings with authority and contribute meaningfully to the field.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), often referred to as the "bible" of
academic publishing, provides a comprehensive framework for scholarly writing
and citation. While its principles are broadly applicable, art history
presents specific challenges and demands that necessitate a specialized
approach to its application. Art historians deal with a unique body of
evidence: visual works, ephemeral performances, architectural sites, and
complex iconographies. Therefore, understanding how to articulate these
elements within the established conventions of Chicago style is paramount for
effective communication and scholarly integrity.

The core purpose of adhering to a style guide like Chicago is to ensure
clarity, consistency, and accuracy. In art history, where interpretations can
be subjective and visual evidence is primary, precise attribution and



detailed description are crucial. Chicago style offers the tools to achieve
this, providing standardized methods for presenting bibliographical
information, in-text citations, and footnotes or endnotes. This
standardization allows readers to readily locate sources, verify claims, and
understand the intellectual lineage of an argument. For art history
researchers, this means a particular focus on how to describe and cite
artworks, exhibitions, and related visual documentation.

Choosing Between Notes-Bibliography and Author-
Date Systems

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct citation systems: the Notes-
Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. The choice between these
often depends on the specific discipline, the journal or publisher's
requirements, and the researcher's personal preference, though certain fields
lean more heavily towards one over the other. For art history, the Notes-
Bibliography system is traditionally more prevalent and often preferred.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Art History

The Notes-Bibliography system utilizes footnotes or endnotes for in-text
citations and a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This
system is particularly well-suited for art history because it allows for
extensive commentary and supplementary information within the notes
themselves. Researchers can use footnotes to provide detailed provenance,
offer brief biographical sketches of artists, explain complex iconographical
elements, or discuss methodological nuances without disrupting the flow of
the main text.

In this system, the first citation of a source in a note provides full
bibliographical details. Subsequent citations of the same source can be
shortened, typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and
the page number. The bibliography then lists all sources cited in the notes
in a single alphabetical list. This structure facilitates a deep dive into
the sources and allows for a more narrative and explanatory approach to
citation, which can be beneficial when dealing with the multifaceted nature
of art historical evidence.

The Author-Date System for Art History

While less common in traditional art history scholarship, the Author-Date
system is also supported by Chicago style. This system uses in-text
parenthetical citations that include the author's last name and the year of
publication (e.g., (Gombrich 1995)). A reference list at the end of the paper
contains full details for each source cited, alphabetized by author's last
name. This method is often favored in sciences and social sciences for its
conciseness, allowing readers to quickly identify the source and date of
information.

For art historians, the Author-Date system can be advantageous when dealing



with a large volume of readily datable sources or when the emphasis is on the
chronology of ideas. However, it may prove less ideal for engaging with older
scholarship where the exact publication date might be less critical than the
author's authority or when extensive explanatory notes are beneficial. It is
crucial to consult the specific guidelines of your institution, publisher, or
journal to determine which system is expected.

Citing Visual Materials: Images, Photographs,
and Objects

One of the most distinctive challenges for art history researchers is the
accurate and comprehensive citation of visual materials. Unlike textual
sources, artworks, photographs, and objects have unique identifiers and
require specific descriptive elements to be properly credited and
contextualized. Chicago style provides guidelines for these specific needs,
ensuring that the visual evidence is treated with the same rigor as written
scholarship.

Citing Artworks and Objects

When citing an artwork or object, it is essential to include key information
that allows the reader to identify and locate it. This typically includes the
artist's name (or attribution if unknown), the title of the work
(italicized), the date of creation, the medium and dimensions, and
importantly, the current location or collection. For exhibitions, you would
also include the exhibition title, venue, and dates.

For example, a note might read:

Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–1506, oil on poplar panel, 77 × 53
cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

In the bibliography, this would be structured similarly but without the page
numbers or specific collection details if the work is a well-known standalone
piece. The key is to provide enough detail so that another scholar could find
the work or understand its presentation in a particular context.

Citing Photographs and Reproductions

When referring to a photograph or reproduction of an artwork, the citation
needs to acknowledge both the original artwork and the photograph itself.
This is particularly important if the photograph provides specific details or
a particular perspective that is relevant to the argument. Information about
the photographer, the source of the reproduction (e.g., a book, journal
article, museum website), and the access date (if online) are crucial.

A typical citation for a photograph might look like this:



Photograph by Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1932, for the exhibition "The
Decisive Moment," Museum of Modern Art, New York, accessed March 15,
2023, MoMA Archives.

If citing a reproduction within a book, you would cite the book itself and
indicate the figure number or page where the image appears. For example:
Henri Matisse, The Dance (I), 1909, oil on canvas, 257 × 390 cm, Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Artstor, accessed March 15, 2023, Image ID: 17298706.

Digital Image Databases and Online Resources

The increasing reliance on digital archives and online databases for art
historical research requires specific citation practices. When citing an
image accessed online, it is imperative to include the name of the database
or website, a stable URL if available, and the date of access. For images
from museum websites, cite the museum, the artwork details, and the URL for
the specific artwork page.

An example of citing a digital image:

Rembrandt van Rijn, The Night Watch, 1642, oil on canvas, 363 cm × 437
cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Rijksmuseum website, accessed March 15,
2023, https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/SK-A-2.

Remember that digital content can change or disappear, so providing the
access date is essential for reproducibility. Always strive to find the most
authoritative source for an image, such as the museum's official website or a
reputable academic database like Artstor or Getty Research Institute's
collections.

Formatting Art Historical Research Papers

Beyond citation, Chicago style also provides comprehensive guidelines for the
physical presentation of a research paper. Adhering to these formatting
conventions contributes to the overall professionalism and readability of
your work, making it easier for your audience to engage with your arguments
and evidence.

General Manuscript Preparation

Chicago style dictates standards for margins, line spacing, font choice, and
pagination. Typically, a research paper should have one-inch margins on all
sides. Double-spacing is standard for the main body text, notes, and
bibliography, although single-spacing might be used for block quotes or
tables. A legible, standard font such as Times New Roman or Arial, usually
12-point, is recommended. Page numbers should appear in the upper right-hand
corner, typically starting with the title page (though the title page itself
is not numbered).



Title Page and Abstract

A title page is usually required and should include the title of the paper,
the author's name, the course name or number, the instructor's name, and the
date. An abstract, a brief summary of the research (typically 150–250 words),
may also be required. The abstract should concisely outline the research
question, methodology, main arguments, and conclusions. It should be clear
and engaging, enticing the reader to delve into the full paper.

Headings and Subheadings

The effective use of headings and subheadings can significantly improve the
organization and clarity of an art history research paper. Chicago style
offers flexibility here, but consistency is key. Main headings should be
clearly distinguishable from subheadings, often through capitalization,
bolding, or placement on the page. These structural elements help guide the
reader through the different sections of your argument and highlight the
progression of your ideas.

Tables and Figures

When incorporating visual materials like photographs or charts into your
paper, they are typically referred to as "figures." Each figure should be
numbered consecutively (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.) and have a clear caption.
The caption should provide a brief description of the image and, crucially,
include a full citation for the artwork or photograph, following the
guidelines for citing visual materials. Placement of figures should be as
close as possible to their first mention in the text. Tables, which present
data in rows and columns, are formatted similarly with clear headings and
labels.

Common Challenges and Best Practices

Navigating the specific demands of Chicago style for art history research can
present unique challenges. Recognizing these common hurdles and adopting best
practices can streamline the writing process and enhance the quality of your
scholarship.

Dealing with Unattributed or Anonymous Works

In art history, many significant works remain unattributed or are cataloged
as anonymous. Chicago style provides guidance on how to handle these
situations. Typically, you would use the title of the work as the primary
entry in your citations and bibliography, often preceded by "Anonymous" or
"Attributed to." For example, instead of an artist's name, you might begin
with "Anonymous, The Unicorn Tapestries..."



Citing Exhibition Catalogs and Essays

Exhibition catalogs and their accompanying essays are vital resources in art
history. When citing a specific essay within a catalog, you need to attribute
it to the author of the essay, the title of the essay (in quotation marks),
the title of the catalog (italicized), the exhibition details (if
applicable), the publisher, year, and page numbers. If you are citing the
catalog as a whole, you would cite the editor(s) or the institution
responsible for the publication.

A typical citation for an essay in a catalog:

Meyer, Karl. "The Influence of Byzantine Iconography on Early Medieval
Manuscript Illumination." In Illuminated Manuscripts of the Early Middle
Ages, edited by Margaret Smith, 45–62. London: Thames & Hudson, 2018.

Ensuring Image Rights and Permissions

While not strictly a citation requirement within the text, art history
researchers must be mindful of image rights and permissions, especially when
preparing work for publication. Chicago style itself doesn't dictate
copyright law, but academic integrity demands that you acknowledge the source
of images and, where necessary, obtain permission for their use. This often
involves consulting with the institution holding the artwork or the copyright
holder. Your bibliography or a dedicated image acknowledgments section in a
published work would detail these permissions.

Consistency in Terminology and Description

Art history relies on precise descriptive language. Chicago style encourages
clarity and consistency in how terms are used. Ensure that you define key
terms, especially those related to artistic styles, techniques, or historical
periods. Maintain consistency in how you refer to artworks, artists, and
movements throughout your paper. For instance, if you choose to use the
vernacular title of a work, stick with it unless the original title is
crucial to your argument.

Ensuring Clarity and Credibility in Art
Historical Writing

Ultimately, the goal of mastering chicago style for art history researchers
is to produce scholarship that is not only academically sound but also
accessible and persuasive to its intended audience. The systematic
application of these citation and formatting rules builds trust and allows
the reader to focus on the content of your research rather than being
distracted by inconsistencies or ambiguities.



By diligently following the guidelines for citing visual materials,
understanding the differences between the notes-bibliography and author-date
systems, and adhering to formatting standards, art historians can present
their complex analyses of visual culture with the utmost professionalism. The
attention to detail that Chicago style demands directly translates into
enhanced credibility for your research. It signals to your peers, mentors,
and the broader academic community that your work has been prepared with
care, rigor, and a deep respect for the scholarly tradition.

The process of writing in Chicago style is an ongoing learning experience.
Continuously consulting the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style,
along with discipline-specific examples, will help refine your skills. As art
history continues to evolve with new methodologies and digital tools,
adapting these established styles to new forms of evidence will remain a
critical aspect of scholarly practice. A strong command of Chicago style
equips you to contribute meaningfully to the ongoing discourse in the visual
arts, ensuring your insights are clearly communicated and your contributions
are recognized.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary advantage of using the Notes-
Bibliography system for art history research?
A: The primary advantage of the Notes-Bibliography system for art history
research is its flexibility in accommodating extensive explanatory notes.
This allows researchers to provide detailed contextual information,
provenance, or methodological asides without disrupting the flow of the main
text, which is particularly useful when discussing complex visual evidence or
historical nuances.

Q: How should I cite a photograph of an artwork that
I found online?
A: When citing a photograph of an artwork found online, you should cite the
original artwork first, including artist, title, date, medium, dimensions,
and current location. Then, you need to include information about the
photograph itself, such as the photographer (if known), the source of the
image (website or database name), the URL, and the date you accessed it.

Q: Do I need to italicize artwork titles in Chicago
style for art history?
A: Yes, artwork titles are generally italicized in Chicago style for art
history, as are the titles of books, journals, and exhibition catalogs. This
convention helps distinguish them from other elements in the text and notes.

Q: What is the difference between citing an
exhibition and citing an artwork displayed in an



exhibition?
A: When citing an exhibition, you would focus on the exhibition itself,
including its title, venue, dates, and organizing institution. When citing an
artwork displayed in an exhibition, you cite the artwork first (artist,
title, date, medium, location) and then indicate the exhibition in which it
was displayed as part of its provenance or context, often in the notes or as
part of the artwork's citation within the bibliography.

Q: Can I use the Author-Date system for my art
history paper?
A: While the Notes-Bibliography system is more traditional and common in art
history, the Author-Date system is also permissible under the Chicago Manual
of Style. However, you should always confirm the preferred or required
citation style with your instructor, department, or the publication to which
you are submitting your work.

Q: How do I cite an artwork where the artist is
unknown or the work is considered anonymous?
A: For unattributed or anonymous works in Chicago style, you typically use
the title of the work as the primary identifier, often preceded by
"Anonymous" or "Attributed to." For example, "Anonymous, The Garden of
Earthly Delights, c. 1490–1510."

Q: What are the key elements to include when
describing the medium and dimensions of an artwork in
a citation?
A: When describing the medium and dimensions, you should be as specific as
possible. For medium, use common art historical terms (e.g., oil on canvas,
watercolor on paper, bronze sculpture). For dimensions, provide height,
width, and depth if applicable, using standard units of measurement (e.g., cm
or in) and indicating which dimension is which (e.g., 100 × 75 cm; 50 × 30 ×
20 cm).

Q: Should I include image permissions in my
bibliography?
A: Image permissions are typically not included directly in the bibliography.
Instead, they are usually acknowledged in a separate section titled "Image
Credits" or "Acknowledgments" at the beginning or end of the work,
particularly in published materials. The bibliography will still cite the
source from which the image was obtained.
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