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Chicago Style Visual Material Citation: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style visual material citation is a crucial aspect of academic and professional writing,
ensuring proper attribution for images, artwork, charts, and other non-textual elements. Accurately
citing visual materials prevents plagiarism, acknowledges the creators' intellectual property, and
allows readers to locate the original sources for further study. This guide will delve into the intricacies
of citing various types of visual media according to the Chicago Manual of Style, covering everything
from basic principles to specific examples for photographs, illustrations, artwork, and digital visuals.
We will explore the essential components of a Chicago style citation for visual materials, including
author or creator, title, date, and source information, and discuss the nuances of in-text citations
versus full bibliographic entries. Mastering these citation practices is vital for maintaining academic
integrity and enhancing the credibility of your work.
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Understanding the Importance of Visual Material
Citation in Chicago Style
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) emphasizes meticulous attention to detail, and this extends
significantly to the citation of visual materials. When incorporating any visual element into your
research paper, presentation, or publication, proper citation is not merely a stylistic choice; it is an
ethical imperative. Failing to cite visual materials correctly can lead to accusations of plagiarism,
undermining your credibility and potentially resulting in academic or professional repercussions. By
adhering to Chicago style guidelines for visual citation, you demonstrate respect for intellectual
property rights and contribute to a scholarly environment built on transparency and integrity.



Visual materials, whether they are historical photographs, contemporary artwork, informative charts,
or illustrative diagrams, add depth and clarity to written arguments. However, their power comes with
a responsibility to acknowledge their origins. Chicago style provides a clear framework for this
acknowledgment, allowing readers to verify information and explore the visual evidence you have
presented. Understanding these principles ensures your work is both compelling and ethically sound.

Key Components of a Chicago Style Visual Material
Citation
Regardless of the specific type of visual material, a Chicago style citation generally requires several
core pieces of information to be complete and effective. These components allow readers to identify
the work precisely and locate its source. The exact order and formatting may vary slightly depending
on the medium and the source of the visual, but the underlying information remains consistent.

Essential Information for Visual Citations
The following elements are typically included in a Chicago style citation for visual material:

Creator/Artist/Photographer: The individual or entity responsible for creating the visual
work.

Title of the Work: The specific name of the image, artwork, photograph, or chart. If no formal
title exists, a descriptive title may be created.

Date of Creation: The year or period when the visual material was produced.

Medium: The materials used (e.g., oil on canvas, digital illustration, gelatin silver print). This is
often included in artwork citations.

Dimensions: The size of the artwork or photograph, particularly important for art historical
contexts.

Access Information: Details about where the visual material can be found. This might include
the name of the collection, museum, archive, website, or publication where it appears.

Location/Date of Access: For online sources, this includes the URL and the date you accessed
the material.

Identifier: A unique number or code associated with the work, such as a catalog number or
accession number.

Citing Photographs: From Personal Archives to



Published Sources
Photographs are ubiquitous in modern communication, and Chicago style offers specific guidelines for
their citation, whether you are referencing a historical image from an archive or a photograph found
within a published book or website. The primary goal is to clearly identify the photographer, the
subject, and the location where the photograph can be viewed.

Photographs from Books or Journals
When a photograph is reproduced in a book or journal article, you will cite it as part of the larger
work. The citation will typically include the photographer's name, the title of the photograph (if
available), the publication details of the book or journal, and the page number where the photograph
appears.

Example: Adams, Ansel. Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico. 1941. Gelatin silver print. In Ansel
Adams: 400 Photographs, edited by Lincoln Kirstein, 112. Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
1988.

Photographs from Online Repositories or Archives
Citing photographs from online archives or databases requires providing as much descriptive
information as possible, including the photographer, the title or description of the image, the name of
the archive or repository, and the URL or direct link. Crucially, include the date of access.

Example: Hine, Lewis. Child in Mines. 1911. Photograph. National Child Labor Committee
Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2018677388/. Accessed March 15, 2023.

Personal or Unpublished Photographs
If you are using a photograph from a personal collection or an unpublished source, you will need to
describe it clearly and indicate its location (e.g., in your possession, in a private collection). Include
the date the photograph was taken and any known information about the photographer.

Example: Smith, Jane. Photograph of family reunion. July 10, 2022. Personal collection of the
author.

Citing Artwork: Paintings, Sculptures, and Digital Art
Citing artwork in Chicago style involves identifying the artist, the title of the artwork, the date of
creation, the medium, the dimensions, and its current location or source of reproduction. This detailed



approach is essential for art historical research and academic analysis.

Artwork in Museums or Galleries
When referencing artwork that is housed in a museum or gallery, your citation should include all the
standard elements, culminating in the name of the institution and its location.

Example: Picasso, Pablo. Guernica. 1937. Oil on canvas. 3.5 meters × 7.8 meters. Museo Reina
Sofía, Madrid.

Reproductions of Artwork in Publications
If you are referencing an artwork as it appears in a book, journal, or exhibition catalog, you will cite
the publication details. The artwork itself is often treated as the primary subject of the entry, followed
by the details of its reproduction.

Example: Van Gogh, Vincent. The Starry Night. 1889. Oil on canvas. Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York. In Vincent van Gogh: The Complete Paintings, edited by Ingo F. Walther, 356.
Cologne: Taschen, 1997.

Digital or Online Artworks
For digital art or artworks found online, the citation will resemble that of other online visual materials,
emphasizing the artist, title, year, and the specific URL and date of access. If the artwork is part of a
digital collection or exhibition, include that information.

Example: Banksy. Girl with Balloon. 2002. Stencil graffiti on pavement. Tate Modern, London.
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/banksy-girl-with-balloon-t11561. Accessed April 20, 2023.

Citing Illustrations, Diagrams, and Charts
Illustrations, diagrams, charts, and graphs are frequently used to convey complex information
visually. Chicago style dictates that these elements also require clear attribution to avoid
misrepresentation and to acknowledge their origin.

Illustrations and Diagrams in Books or Articles
When an illustration or diagram is part of a published work, cite it within the context of that
publication. Include the name of the illustrator (if known), the title or descriptive label of the



illustration/diagram, and the publication details.

Example: Gray, Henry. Anatomical diagram of the human heart. In Gray's Anatomy, 39th ed.,
450. New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 2005.

Charts and Graphs
For charts and graphs, whether created by you or sourced from elsewhere, it is important to indicate
the source of the data and the creator of the visualization. If the chart is from a publication, cite that
publication.

Example: Unemployment Rate in the United States, 2020-2022. Graph. Bureau of Labor
Statistics. https://www.bls.gov/charts/. Accessed October 10, 2023.

If you create a chart based on data from another source, you should cite the original data source and
indicate that the chart is your own visualization of that data.

Example: Projected Global Population Growth, 2025-2050. Chart. Data from United Nations,
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. Created by the author.

Citing Online and Digital Visual Materials
The digital realm presents unique challenges for citation due to the ease of reproduction and the
potential for content to change or disappear. Chicago style provides guidelines for citing a wide array
of online visual materials, from images on social media to elements within digital publications.

General Principles for Online Visuals
The core principle remains the same: provide enough information for your reader to find the material.
This typically includes the creator, the title or description, the website or platform name, the date of
publication (if available), and the full URL. Critically, always include the date you accessed the
material, as online content is subject to change or removal.

Images from Websites
When citing an image found on a general website, you will identify the creator (if known), the title of
the image, the name of the website, and the URL. If the image is part of a specific article or page,
include that context.

Example: National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). "Earth from Space." Photo.
October 20, 2021. https://www.nasa.gov/image-article/earth-space/. Accessed November 5,



2023.

Social Media Posts
Citing visual materials from social media platforms requires careful consideration of privacy settings
and the ephemeral nature of such content. Include the username of the poster, a description of the
visual, the platform name, the date of the post, and the URL (if publicly accessible).

Example: @ArtHistoryDaily. "Masterpiece Monday: Johannes Vermeer's Girl with a Pearl
Earring." Image. February 14, 2022. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/p/CZ-fjkqI_Zg/.
Accessed December 1, 2023.

In-Text Citations for Visual Materials
In-text citations in Chicago style are typically handled through notes (footnotes or endnotes), but brief
references may also be made within the text itself, particularly for commonly understood or
frequently referenced visuals. The most common method is to refer to the note number associated
with the full citation in your bibliography.

Referencing Visuals within the Text
When you introduce a visual element into your text, you might briefly refer to it. For instance, you
might write, "As depicted in Figure 1, the ancient city…" or "The striking photograph of the industrial
landscape (see Note 5) highlights..." The note number then points to the complete citation in the
footnotes or endnotes.

Shortened Notes for Repeated Citations
If you cite the same visual material multiple times, subsequent references in your notes can be
shortened, containing the creator's last name, a shortened title, and the relevant page or note
number.

Footnotes and Endnotes for Visual Material Citations
Chicago style offers two primary systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-
date system. For visual materials, the notes-bibliography system, using footnotes or endnotes, is most
common and allows for detailed explanations and immediate access to source information.



Constructing Footnotes and Endnotes
When a visual material is first introduced or cited, a full note is generated. This note contains all the
necessary information for the citation, similar to the bibliography entry but formatted for note style.
Subsequent references to the same source are shortened.

First Note Example: 1. Ansel Adams, Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico, 1941, gelatin silver
print, in Ansel Adams: 400 Photographs, ed. Lincoln Kirstein (Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1988), 112.

Subsequent Note Example: 5. Adams, Moonrise, 115.

The content of these notes mirrors the information required for the full bibliographic entry, ensuring
thoroughness and clarity for the reader.

Placing Visuals within the Document
When including a visual directly within your document, it should be accompanied by a figure number
and caption. The caption should provide a brief description and the source of the visual, often
referencing the corresponding footnote or endnote number for the full citation. For example, "Figure
1. The Persistence of Memory. Salvador Dalí. 1931. Oil on canvas. The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. (See Note 3)."

Common Challenges and Solutions in Chicago Style
Visual Citation
Citing visual materials can present unique challenges, particularly when dealing with less formal
sources or materials where attribution is not immediately obvious. Understanding these common
issues and their Chicago style solutions is key to accurate citation.

Missing Attribution Information
One of the most frequent problems is the absence of a known creator or title. In such cases, Chicago
style advises providing the most descriptive information available. If the creator is unknown, you
might use the name of the institution or organization that holds or published the work. If a formal title
is absent, create a descriptive title in plain text (not italics) and indicate that it is a description.

Example: Unidentified artist. Untitled photograph of a bustling city street. Circa 1950s. Private
collection.



Copyright and Permissions
While Chicago style focuses on attribution for citation purposes, it is crucial to remember that using
visual materials often requires obtaining copyright permissions. The citation does not grant
permission to use the image; it only acknowledges its source. Authors are responsible for
understanding and adhering to copyright laws.

Navigating the complexities of Chicago style visual material citation requires attention to detail and a
systematic approach. By diligently applying these guidelines, you ensure the integrity of your work
and provide readers with the necessary tools to explore the visual evidence you present.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing a
photograph in a book versus a photograph found online in
Chicago style?
A: When citing a photograph in a book, you treat it as part of the larger publication, including the
book's title, editor, publisher, and page number. For an online photograph, you focus on the website
name, the specific URL, and the date of access, in addition to the photographer and image title.

Q: Do I need to cite every image I use in my presentation if
I'm not publishing it?
A: Yes, even in presentations, proper citation is essential to avoid plagiarism and acknowledge the
creators of the visual material. The format might be slightly simplified for oral presentations, but the
core information should still be present, often in footnotes on slides or in a separate reference list.

Q: What if I can't find the exact date a photograph was taken?
A: If the exact date of creation for a photograph is unknown, use the closest approximation available,
such as "circa 1950" or the year the collection it belongs to was accessioned. Indicate that the date is
approximate.

Q: How do I cite a painting if I only saw it in a digital
reproduction online, not in person?
A: You would cite the digital reproduction as you would any online visual material, including the artist,
title, year, the website where you found it, and the URL and date of access. You might also note the
original location of the artwork if that information is readily available.

Q: Is it necessary to include dimensions for all visual material



citations?
A: Dimensions are particularly important for artwork citations, especially in art history contexts, as
they are considered a defining characteristic of the piece. For photographs, illustrations, or charts,
dimensions are generally not required unless they are particularly relevant to the analysis.

Q: What is the best practice for citing images found on
platforms like Pinterest or Tumblr?
A: When citing images from platforms like Pinterest or Tumblr, it's important to trace the image back
to its original source if possible. If the original source cannot be identified, cite the platform, the
username of the poster, a description of the image, and the URL, along with the date of access.

Q: How do I handle citations for infographics?
A: Infographics are typically cited similarly to charts or diagrams. Identify the creator (often an
organization or individual), the title of the infographic, the source website, and the URL and date of
access. If it's part of a specific article, include that context.
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