chicago style formatting for archives

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected authority on style, grammar, and citation,
and its application to archival materials requires specific attention to detail. This article will delve
deeply into the nuances of chicago style formatting for archives, providing a comprehensive guide for
researchers, archivists, and anyone working with historical documents. We will explore how to cite
various archival sources, including manuscripts, correspondence, photographs, and digital records,
adhering to Chicago's author-date and notes-bibliography systems. Understanding these principles is
crucial for accurately representing the provenance and context of archival information, ensuring that
your scholarly work is both credible and accessible. This guide aims to demystify the process, offering
clear examples and practical advice for navigating the complexities of archival citation within the
Chicago style framework.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for



Archives

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive framework for academic writing and
publishing. When applied to archival materials, its principles ensure clarity, consistency, and proper
attribution of sources. The manual recognizes that archival citation differs from that of published
books or articles due to the unique nature of primary source materials. These sources are often
unpublished, exist in unique copies, and may have complex provenance. Therefore, specific
conventions are necessary to accurately identify and locate these items within repositories.

The primary goal of citing archival materials is to allow another researcher to locate the exact same
item with a reasonable degree of certainty. This involves providing sufficient detail about the
collection, the specific item within that collection, and the repository where it is housed. CMOS offers
guidelines for both its popular notes-bibliography system and its author-date system, making it
adaptable to various scholarly disciplines and publication needs. For those working extensively with
primary sources, a thorough understanding of these guidelines is paramount.

Core Principles of Archival Citation in Chicago Style

Several core principles underpin the effective citation of archival materials in Chicago style. Foremost
is the concept of provenance, which refers to the origin or ownership of a document or collection.
Archival citations must reflect this origin clearly. Another key principle is the need for precision; vague
citations can render a source unlocatable. This precision extends to identifying not just the collection
but the specific box, folder, or even item number, if applicable. Accessibility is also a consideration;
citations should ideally lead a researcher to the material, whether physically or digitally.

The structure of an archival citation generally follows a pattern: the creator of the material, the title of
the collection or series, the date of the item, and the repository. For unpublished materials,
identifying the creator is often paramount, especially if the collection is named after them or a
specific individual's papers. The repository's name and location are the final essential components,
ensuring the item can be found. CMOS emphasizes consistency in how these elements are presented,
whether in footnotes, endnotes, or a bibliography.

The Notes-Bibliography System for Archival Materials

The notes-bibliography system, often favored in humanities and history, uses footnotes or endnotes
for citations and a bibliography at the end of the work. This system is particularly well-suited for
archival materials due to its flexibility in providing detailed information for each source.

Citing Manuscripts and Unpublished Materials

Citing manuscripts and other unpublished materials requires careful attention to detail, as these items
may not have standardized publication information. The citation should identify the creator of the



papers, the title of the collection (if it has one), the specific item being cited, the date of the item, and
the holding repository.

For example, a typical footnote for a letter within a collection might look like this:

e Letter from Jane Doe to John Smith, March 15, 1920, John Smith Papers, Box 3, Folder 5,
University Archives, Anytown University.

In the bibliography, the entry would be condensed but still contain essential identifying information.
The key is to ensure that each element clearly points to the unique source. When citing an entire
collection, the format would be similar, omitting the specific item details unless a particular aspect of
the collection is being referenced throughout the text.

Citing Correspondence

Correspondence is a common type of archival material and requires clear identification of both the
sender and the recipient, as well as the date and the location where the correspondence is held. If the
correspondence is part of a larger collection, that collection's information must be included.

A note for a letter sent might appear as:

e Jane Doe to John Smith, March 15, 1920, Jane Doe Papers, Box 12, Folder 4, Historical Society of
Our Town.

If citing a letter received, the recipient's collection would be cited, or if it is part of the sender's
collection, that is noted. The structure remains consistent: author, recipient, date, collection title, box,
folder, and repository.

Citing Photographs and Visual Materials

Photographs, illustrations, and other visual materials in archives also need specific citation methods.
These citations should include information about the creator of the image (if known), the title or
description of the image, the date, and the repository. For photographs, information about the
photographer is often crucial.

A citation for a photograph could be:

e Photograph of Main Street, circa 1935, unknown photographer, City Planning Department
Records, Box 7, Visual Materials Series, City Archives.

When the photographer is known, their name should be included. Descriptions should be as detailed
as possible to help identify the specific visual record. The repository and collection name are, as



always, essential.

Citing Digital Archives and Online Resources

With the increasing digitization of archival materials, citing digital archives requires a hybrid
approach. Citations should include identifying information for the original source, the digital version's
title or description, a stable URL if available, and the date accessed. It's also important to note the
repository that created the digital archive.

An example for a digitized manuscript:

e Abraham Lincoln, Letter to Mary Todd Lincoln, February 10, 1863, Abraham Lincoln Papers,
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/collections/lincoln-papers/articles-and-essays/lincoln-correspondence/.

It is important to note that URLs can change, so citing the repository and collection name remains
critical for retrieval, even with a link. CMOS provides guidance on citing "resources accessed online"
that can be adapted for digital archival content.

The Author-Date System for Archival Materials

The author-date system, common in the sciences and social sciences, uses parenthetical in-text
citations keyed to a reference list at the end of the paper. Adapting this system for archival materials
requires a slightly different approach to identifying the source concisely within the text.

Adapting Author-Date for Archival Sources

In the author-date system, the in-text citation typically includes the author's last name and the year
of publication. For archival materials, the "author" is often the creator of the document or collection.
Since archival materials are often undated or the date refers to their creation rather than publication,
the date element in the citation will refer to the creation date of the archival item.

The reference list will provide the full details, similar to the bibliography in the notes-bibliography
system, but organized by author and date. The key is to establish a consistent method for
representing archival sources within this system.

In-Text Citations for Archival Holdings

In-text citations for archival holdings in the author-date system will typically reference the creator of
the documents and the date of the specific item. For instance, if citing a letter from Jane Doe dated



March 15, 1920, within the John Smith Papers, the in-text citation might appear as (Doe 1920).

The corresponding entry in the reference list would then provide the full details:

e Doe, Jane. 1920. Letter to John Smith, March 15. John Smith Papers, Box 3, Folder 5. University
Archives, Anytown University.

If citing multiple items from the same author in the same year, additional identifiers might be
necessary, such as a short title or item number, to distinguish them in both the in-text citation and
the reference list. The principle remains to enable a reader to find the exact source cited.

Formatting Archival Descriptions and Finding Aids

While this article focuses on citing archival materials in academic works, it's worth noting that the
principles of clarity and precision also apply to the creation of archival descriptions and finding aids.
These documents are the tools archivists use to make their collections accessible.

A well-formatted finding aid follows a hierarchical structure, detailing the collection's scope, contents,
and arrangement. This mirrors the detailed citation required for individual items within a collection.
Consistency in terminology, dating conventions, and repository information is essential for the
usability of both finding aids and the citations derived from them.

Common Challenges and Best Practices

One of the primary challenges in citing archival materials is the sheer variety of formats and the
potential for incomplete or inconsistent metadata. Researchers may encounter undated documents,
collections with ambiguous titles, or materials housed in multiple institutions.

Best practices include:

e Always consulting the repository's specific citation guidelines, as some may have local
preferences or requirements.

¢ Being as specific as possible; vague citations are unhelpful.

« Verifying all information, including dates, names, and collection titles, through the finding aid or
direct inquiry.

e For undated items, use approximations like "circa" (ca.) or "undated" and explain the reasoning
in a note if necessary.

e Maintaining meticulous records of your research visits and the materials you consult.



e When in doubt, err on the side of providing more information rather than less.

By adhering to Chicago style principles and employing these best practices, researchers can ensure
their citations are accurate, informative, and contribute to the scholarly integrity of their work when
engaging with archival collections.

Q: What is the most crucial element when citing archival
materials in Chicago style?

A: The most crucial element is providing enough specific detail to allow another researcher to locate
the exact same item. This typically includes the creator of the material, the title of the collection, the
specific item within the collection, its date, and the repository where it is housed.

Q: How does Chicago style handle undated archival
documents?

A: For undated archival documents, Chicago style advises using "ca." (circa) followed by the closest
possible date if an approximation can be made. If no approximation is possible, "undated" can be
used, often with a note explaining the lack of a date and any contextual information available.

Q: What is the difference between citing a letter and citing a
collection in Chicago style?

A: Citing a letter involves specifying the sender, recipient, date, and its location within a collection.
Citing a collection, on the other hand, typically identifies the collection's creator, its title, and the
repository, without necessarily delving into specific items unless a particular aspect of the collection is
being discussed extensively.

Q: Should | use hyperlinks when citing digital archival
materials in Chicago style?

A: While providing a stable URL for digital archival materials is recommended, Chicago style
emphasizes that it should not replace the traditional citation elements like repository name and
collection title, as URLs can change. The primary goal is still locatability.

Q: How does the notes-bibliography system differ from the
author-date system for archival citations?

A: In the notes-bibliography system, detailed citations are provided in footnotes or endnotes, with a
condensed version in the bibliography. The author-date system uses brief in-text parenthetical
citations keyed to a reference list that contains the full source details, including creation date and
repository.



Q: Are there specific requirements for citing photographs or
visual materials in Chicago style?

A: Yes, when citing photographs or visual materials, Chicago style requires identifying the creator (if
known), the title or description of the image, its date, and the repository. Information about the
photographer is particularly important for photographic sources.

Q: What role does the repository play in Chicago style archival
citation?

A: The repository, which is the institution holding the archival materials (e.g., a university archive,
historical society, or national library), is a critical component of any Chicago style archival citation. It
tells the researcher where to find the material and is essential for its accurate identification.
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