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Mastering Chicago Style for Art History Scholars: A
Comprehensive Guide

chicago style for art history scholars is more than just a set of rules; it's a crucial tool for clear, credible, and
consistent academic communication within the field. Understanding and meticulously applying the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) ensures that your research, whether it’s an undergraduate paper, a graduate thesis,
or a published article, is presented with the utmost professionalism. This guide will delve into the nuances
of Chicago style as it pertains specifically to art history, covering everything from citation formats for
artworks and exhibitions to the specific requirements for documenting visual sources. We will explore the
importance of accurate bibliographic entries, the intricacies of footnotes and endnotes, and best practices for
integrating images and their captions effectively, all while emphasizing clarity and adherence to scholarly
standards.
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Understanding the Importance of Chicago Style in Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) stands as a venerable tradition in academic publishing, and its
application within art history is particularly significant. For art history scholars, adhering to Chicago style is
not merely a bureaucratic requirement; it is fundamental to establishing the credibility and rigor of their
research. The style provides a standardized framework that allows readers to navigate complex arguments,
verify sources, and understand the provenance of visual and textual information with confidence.
Consistent application minimizes ambiguity, allowing the scholarship itself to remain at the forefront,
unhindered by variations in presentation.

In the discipline of art history, where visual evidence and textual interpretation are deeply intertwined,
the precision offered by Chicago style is indispensable. It guides scholars in presenting intricate details about
artworks, their creators, historical contexts, and the scholarly discourse surrounding them. Without a
common stylistic language, the task of comparative analysis or building upon previous research would
become substantially more challenging and prone to misinterpretation. Therefore, mastering Chicago style
is an essential step in becoming a proficient and respected voice in the field of art history.

Core Principles of Chicago Style for Academic Writing

At its heart, Chicago style emphasizes clarity, consistency, and precision. It offers two primary citation
systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. For art history, the notes-bibliography
system, utilizing footnotes and endnotes, is overwhelmingly preferred. This preference stems from the
need to provide detailed contextual information and source attribution for specific visual and textual
references directly within the flow of the argument. The system allows for rich annotation without
disrupting the reader's immersion in the narrative.

Key principles include meticulous attention to detail in formatting bibliographic entries and notes, ensuring
that every element—author, title, publication information, date, and page number—is presented uniformly.
The style guides on matters of grammar, punctuation, and even the spelling of art historical terms,
promoting a professional and scholarly tone. Understanding these foundational principles is the first step
toward correctly implementing the more specific rules for art history research.

Citation and Documentation in Art History

The complexities of art history necessitate a robust citation system that can accommodate a wide array of
source types. From individual artworks to exhibition catalogues and digital archives, accurate
documentation is paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for
navigating these diverse sources, ensuring that scholars can properly attribute all borrowed material and
clearly identify their evidence.



Citing Artworks: Paintings, Sculptures, and Other Objects

Citing an artwork requires specific information to uniquely identify it for the reader. This includes the
artist's name, the title of the work (italicized), the date of creation, the medium or materials used, the
dimensions, and crucially, the current location of the artwork, including the museum or collection. For
example, when referencing Vincent van Gogh's "Starry Night," a footnote might look like: Vincent van
Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 29 x 36 1/4 in., Museum of Modern Art, New York.

When an artwork is part of a private collection, this should be noted accordingly. If the artwork is
reproduced in a publication, the citation will also include details of that publication, often as part of a
subsequent footnote or within the bibliographic entry. The key is to provide enough information so that
another scholar could, in theory, locate the original object or its most authoritative reproduction.

Citing Exhibitions and Gallery Information

Exhibition catalogues are vital resources for art history research, and Chicago style provides specific formats
for citing them. A typical citation will include the exhibition title, the name of the organizing institution,
the dates of the exhibition, and publication details of the catalogue itself. For instance: Impressionism: Art,
Leisure, and Parisian Society, The Art Institute of Chicago, June 10–September 16, 2013. Catalogue by
Charles S. Moffett, et al. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013.

When citing information directly from an exhibition or gallery, such as the provenance of a work
displayed or specific curatorial notes, these should be attributed clearly, often within a footnote referencing
the exhibition or catalogue. If direct consultation of the exhibition space occurred, the date of visit might
also be relevant, particularly for temporary displays.

Documenting Digital and Online Visual Resources

The digital age has introduced new challenges and opportunities for art historians, with online archives,
museum websites, and digital databases becoming indispensable tools. Chicago style addresses this by
requiring citations that include the author or creator of the online content, the title of the specific page or
image, the name of the website, and the URL. Most importantly, the date of access is crucial, as online
content can change or disappear. For example: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, "The Starry Night,"
[Image], accessed October 26, 2023, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436532.

It is vital to distinguish between citing a digital reproduction of an artwork and citing a scholarly article or
essay found online. The former focuses on identifying the artwork and its digital surrogate, while the latter
follows the standard format for citing online articles, including journal title, volume, issue, and page
numbers if available, along with the URL and access date.



Referencing Art Historical Texts and Books

Citing books and articles is a cornerstone of academic writing, and Chicago style offers clear guidance. For
books, a full citation includes the author's full name, the full title of the book (italicized), and publication
information: city of publication, publisher, and year. For example: Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing:
Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). For journal articles,
citations include the author, article title, journal title, volume and issue numbers, year, and page range,
followed by the DOI or URL and access date if applicable.

When quoting or referencing a specific passage, the page number is essential in the footnote. For
paraphrased ideas or summaries, page numbers are still recommended to help the reader locate the relevant
section. Consistency in citing both primary and secondary texts is a hallmark of good scholarly practice,
ensuring that the author's engagement with the existing literature is transparent and verifiable.

Handling Archival Materials and Primary Sources

Art history often relies on archival materials and primary sources, such as letters, diaries, exhibition records,
and artist sketches. Citing these materials requires careful attention to detail, identifying the collection, the
specific folder or box, and the item itself. For instance: Papers of [Artist's Name], Box 7, Folder 3,
"Correspondence, 1920-1925," [Name of Archive], [Location of Archive].

When these materials are reproduced or discussed in secondary literature, the citation would then
reference that secondary source, while potentially acknowledging the original archival location in a
footnote for completeness, especially if the primary source's interpretation is central to the argument.

Footnotes and Endnotes: The Chicago Style Mechanism

The notes-bibliography system of Chicago style relies on footnotes (placed at the bottom of the page) or
endnotes (collected at the end of the document) to provide source attribution and supplementary
information. This system is favored in art history because it allows for detailed annotations without
disrupting the narrative flow of the main text. Footnotes are generally preferred for books and articles,
while endnotes might be used for dissertations or longer works where the sheer volume of notes could
become overwhelming at the bottom of each page.

When to Use Footnotes vs. Endnotes

The choice between footnotes and endnotes is largely a matter of publisher preference or personal



convenience for longer works. For most academic papers and articles submitted for publication, footnotes
are the standard. They offer immediate access to the source information for the reader, allowing them to
cross-reference the citation and the main text without having to flip to the back of the document. Endnotes,
however, can sometimes offer a cleaner presentation of the main body of text, especially if extensive
supplementary material is being included.

Regardless of the choice, the formatting and content of the notes remain consistent according to Chicago
style guidelines. The critical aspect is ensuring that every piece of borrowed information, whether a direct
quotation, a paraphrased idea, or a visual reference, is properly attributed in a corresponding note.

Formatting Footnotes and Endnotes for Art History

Footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style follow specific formatting rules. The first time a source is cited, the
note includes complete publication details. Subsequent citations of the same source use a shortened form,
typically the author's last name, a shortened version of the title, and the page number. For art history, it's
common to include specific details about the artwork or image being discussed within the note itself,
alongside the source information. For example, a first-time footnote might read: Linda Nochlin, "The Body
in Pieces: Representation and the Female Body in Nineteenth-Century Art," in Women's Studies in
Iconography (New York: Garland Publishing, 1996), 184, discussing Manet's Olympia.

The crucial element is consistency. Whether you choose footnotes or endnotes, the method of referencing
and the information included must be uniform throughout the document. Pay close attention to
punctuation, the use of italics for titles, and the order of elements in each note.

Subsequent Citations and Shortened Forms

Once a source has been fully cited in a footnote or endnote, subsequent references to that same source
employ a shortened format. This typically involves the author’s last name, a concise title of the work
(italicized if it’s a book or article title), and the specific page number being referenced. For example, if the
full citation for a book was "Linda Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power and Other Essays (New York: Harper
& Row, 1988)," a subsequent citation to page 45 would appear as: Nochlin, Women, Art, and Power, 45.

This practice avoids redundancy and keeps the notes concise while still providing enough information for
the reader to locate the source in the bibliography. If multiple works by the same author are cited, the
shortened title becomes even more critical to differentiate between them.

Bibliographic Entries: A Foundation of Scholarship

The bibliography, or "Works Cited" page, is an alphabetical list of all the sources consulted and cited in the



text. It serves as a comprehensive record of the scholarship that informed the author's work, allowing
readers to easily find and consult the original sources. For art history, the bibliography must accurately
reflect the diverse range of materials used, from exhibition catalogues and monographic studies to primary
source documents and online resources.

Structuring a Bibliography in Chicago Style

In Chicago style, the bibliography is organized alphabetically by the author’s last name. If there are
multiple authors, the first author is listed by last name, first name, and subsequent authors are listed by first
name, last name. If a source has no author, it is listed alphabetically by the title. Each entry is typically
formatted with a hanging indent, meaning the first line is flush left, and subsequent lines are indented.

The goal is to create a clear and easy-to-navigate reference list. The ordering and formatting must be
consistent across all entries, reflecting a meticulous approach to scholarship.

Key Elements of Bibliographic Entries for Art History

Essential elements for bibliographic entries in art history mirror those for general academic writing but
may include specific considerations for visual arts. For books, this includes the author(s), title, publication
city, publisher, and year. For articles in journals, it involves the author, article title, journal title, volume,
issue, year, and page range, often supplemented by a DOI or URL. Exhibition catalogues require specific
details such as exhibition title, host institution, dates, and catalogue publication information.

When citing artworks directly in the bibliography, though less common than in footnotes, it would include
the artist, title, date, medium, dimensions, and current location. The bibliography is the ultimate guarantor
of the integrity of the research, confirming the breadth and depth of the scholar's engagement with the
relevant literature and visual evidence.

Visual Materials: Captions and Image Credits

Integrating visual materials is fundamental to art history scholarship. Chicago style provides clear
guidelines for image captions and credits, ensuring that each image is properly identified and attributed.
Effective captions not only identify the artwork but also provide context and details that support the
scholarly argument being made in the text. Proper credit is essential for respecting copyright and
acknowledging the sources from which images are obtained.



Essential Components of an Image Caption

An image caption typically includes the artist's name, the title of the artwork (italicized), the date of
creation, the medium and dimensions of the artwork, and its current location or collection. For example: 1.
Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 29 x 36 1/4 in. (73.7 x 92.1 cm), Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Digital image courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art.

The caption number (e.g., "1.") corresponds to a list of figures, usually placed at the beginning or end of the
document, and should also be referenced in the text. The inclusion of metric measurements alongside
imperial is also often recommended for international scholarly communication.

Placement and Formatting of Image Credits

Image credits are usually placed directly below the caption, often preceded by "Image credit:" or "Courtesy
of:". This section acknowledges the source from which the image was obtained, which might be the
museum, gallery, archive, or publisher. For instance: Image credit: Digital image courtesy of the Museum
of Modern Art, New York.

It is crucial to ensure that the provided credits are accurate and complete. This detail is vital for copyright
clearance and for acknowledging the institutions and individuals who make these images accessible to
scholars. Failure to provide proper credits can lead to copyright infringement issues.

Best Practices for Image Resolution and Rights

When preparing images for publication, using high-resolution images is essential for clarity and detail,
especially for scholarly analysis. However, the specific resolution requirements may vary by publisher.
Equally important is understanding and respecting image rights. Most artworks are protected by copyright,
and using reproductions often requires obtaining permission and paying licensing fees.

Scholars should always inquire about the rights associated with an image before using it, especially for
works created by artists who are still protected by copyright law. For works in the public domain, the
source of the reproduction still needs to be credited appropriately. Thorough research into image rights is a
critical component of responsible art historical practice.

Writing Conventions Specific to Art History

Beyond general citation, art history has its own set of conventions that Chicago style helps to standardize.
These include how artist names are presented, how titles are italicized, and the use of specific terminology



to describe periods, styles, and artistic techniques. Adherence to these conventions ensures clarity and
avoids confusion within the specialized discourse of the field.

Dates, Periods, and Provenance

When discussing historical periods, such as the Renaissance or Impressionism, Chicago style generally
prefers consistent capitalization and clear demarcation. Provenance, the history of ownership of an artwork,
should be presented chronologically and clearly stated, often within footnotes or descriptive text, to
establish the artwork's lineage and authenticity.

Dates of artwork creation should be precise where possible, using "c." (circa) for approximate dates. For
periods, using established scholarly terminology is crucial. For example, referring to "Early Renaissance
Florence" provides a specific temporal and geographical context.

Artist Names and Titles

Artist names are typically presented as they are commonly known, often with full names in initial citations
and last names thereafter. Titles of artworks, as mentioned, are always italicized. If an artwork has a
common English title and a foreign-language title, both may be provided, with the original title often in
italics and the translation in parentheses. For example: Gustave Courbet, L'Origine du monde (The Origin
of the World), 1866.

Ensuring consistency in how artist names and artwork titles are presented throughout the document is
vital for clarity and professional presentation.

Descriptive Language and Terminology

Art historical discourse relies on a precise vocabulary to describe visual elements, techniques, and styles.
Chicago style encourages clarity and precision in the use of such terminology. When introducing
specialized terms, it is often beneficial to define them, especially if they are not universally understood by
the intended audience. Terms related to artistic movements, techniques (like impasto or chiaroscuro), and
iconography should be used accurately.

The goal is to communicate complex visual and theoretical ideas effectively. While art history can be
nuanced, the language used should strive for clarity, supported by accurate citations and well-structured
arguments, all within the framework of Chicago style.



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Despite the detailed guidelines, art history scholars can sometimes fall into common pitfalls when using
Chicago style. One frequent error is inconsistent formatting of citations, particularly between the first and
subsequent mentions of a source, or between footnotes and the bibliography. Another is the incorrect
italicization of artwork titles or the omission of crucial publication details.

To avoid these issues, meticulous proofreading is essential. Utilizing citation management software can help
maintain consistency, but it is not a substitute for careful review. Always consult the latest edition of the
Chicago Manual of Style and any specific departmental or publisher guidelines, as these can sometimes
include slight variations or additional requirements tailored to the field of art history. Double-checking
every footnote and bibliographic entry against the original source ensures accuracy and professionalism.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended for art history
papers in Chicago style?
A: The notes-bibliography system, using footnotes or endnotes, is the primary citation system
recommended for art history papers in Chicago style. This system allows for detailed attribution of sources
and contextual information directly within the text, which is crucial for discussing visual evidence and
complex interpretations.

Q: How should I cite a specific artwork that is part of a museum
collection?
A: When citing an artwork, include the artist's name, the title of the work (italicized), the year of creation,
the medium and dimensions, and the name of the museum or collection where it is housed. For example:
Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–1506, oil on poplar panel, 77 cm × 53 cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Q: What is the correct way to cite an exhibition catalogue in Chicago
style?
A: Cite exhibition catalogues by including the exhibition title, the name of the organizing institution and
location, the exhibition dates, and the publication details of the catalogue (editor, title, place of publication,
publisher, year). For example: Picasso and Modern Art, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, May
15–August 20, 1995. Edited by John Richardson. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1995.



Q: How do I cite an image of an artwork that I found online?
A: When citing an online image, include the artist, title of the artwork, creation date, medium, dimensions,
and the name of the institution that owns the artwork. Then, provide the website name, the URL, and the
date you accessed the image. For example: Claude Monet, Impression, Sunrise, 1872, oil on canvas, 48 cm ×
63 cm, Musée Marmottan Monet, Paris. Accessed October 26, 2023.
https://www.marmottan.fr/en/collections/impression-sunrise/.

Q: What is the difference between a footnote and an endnote in Chicago
style?
A: Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference is made, while endnotes are collected at
the end of the document. Both serve the same purpose of providing source citation and supplementary
information, and the formatting is largely the same, but their placement differs.

Q: Should I include page numbers in footnotes/endnotes for paraphrased
material in art history?
A: Yes, it is highly recommended to include page numbers even for paraphrased material in art history.
This allows readers to easily locate the specific section of the source that contains the idea being discussed,
contributing to the transparency and verifiability of your scholarship.

Q: How do I handle multiple works by the same author in my
bibliography?
A: When citing multiple works by the same author, list them alphabetically by title. For subsequent works
by the same author after the first entry, replace the author's name with an em dash (—) followed by the
titles, alphabetized and arranged chronologically within the author's entries.

Q: What are the essential components of an image caption for an artwork?
A: An essential image caption includes the artist's name, the artwork's title (italicized), the date of creation,
the medium and dimensions, and the current location or collection. A caption number is also crucial for
referencing the image in the text and a list of figures.
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