chicago manual of style art history writing

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is an indispensable guide for scholars and writers across
numerous disciplines, and its application to art history writing is particularly crucial. This
comprehensive manual dictates not only the mechanics of grammar and punctuation but also the
nuanced requirements for citations, formatting, and stylistic conventions that are paramount in art
historical discourse. Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style for art history writing ensures clarity,
credibility, and adherence to academic standards, allowing your research and analysis to be
presented with precision and authority. This article will delve into the core principles of using CMOS in
art history, covering everything from in-text citations and bibliographies to the specific formatting
considerations for images and object descriptions.
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Understanding the Importance of Chicago Manual of
Style in Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style serves as the bedrock for academic integrity and scholarly
communication within the field of art history. Its detailed guidelines ensure that research is presented
in a clear, consistent, and unambiguous manner, allowing readers to easily follow arguments, verify
sources, and engage with the material. For art historians, whose work often involves complex visual
analysis, theoretical frameworks, and extensive archival research, adhering to a standardized citation
and formatting system like CMOS is not merely a matter of style but of intellectual rigor.

The visual nature of art history presents unique challenges. Unlike disciplines that rely primarily on
textual evidence, art history necessitates the discussion and analysis of visual objects, often requiring
specific methods for their description and citation. The Chicago Manual of Style, particularly in its
Notes and Bibliography system, provides the framework for acknowledging the provenance, creation,
and scholarship surrounding these objects. This meticulous attention to detail builds trust and allows
for the reproduction and attribution of images, a fundamental aspect of art historical practice.

Key Components of Chicago Manual of Style for Art
History Writing

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the Notes and Bibliography system
and the Author-Date system. For art history, the Notes and Bibliography system is overwhelmingly
preferred. This system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text and a
comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This method is particularly well-suited for art
history due to its flexibility in incorporating extensive explanatory notes, which can be vital for
discussing iconographic details, historical context, or methodological nuances that might disrupt the



flow of the main text.

Beyond citations, CMOS provides guidance on a multitude of stylistic elements crucial for art historical
writing. This includes rules for capitalization, punctuation, hyphenation, and the proper use of italics.
For instance, the consistent italicization of titles of artworks, exhibition titles, and publication titles
lends a professional polish and clarity to the writing. Understanding these granular details ensures
that your manuscript adheres to the highest academic standards, making your arguments more
persuasive and your scholarship more accessible to your peers.

In-Text Citations (Notes System)

When employing the Notes and Bibliography system in art history writing, in-text citations are
handled through superscript numerals that correspond to footnotes or endnotes. These notes provide
the complete citation information for the source being referenced. For art historical sources, this often
includes the artist, title of the work, date of creation, medium, dimensions, current location, and the
specific publication or archive from which the information is derived.

For example, a footnote might cite a painting as follows: “Michelangelo, David, 1501-4, marble,
Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence.” This is followed by the specific book or article where this
information was found, including author, title, publication details, and page numbers. The crucial
element here is the thoroughness with which the artwork itself is identified, alongside the scholarly
source discussing it.

Bibliography Formatting

The bibliography serves as a consolidated list of all sources cited in the footnotes or endnotes,
presented in alphabetical order by the author’s last name. For art history, the bibliography should
include not only books and articles but also exhibition catalogs, museum collection records, auction
house catalogs, and relevant archival materials. Each entry must be meticulously formatted according
to CMOS guidelines, ensuring consistency in author names, titles, publication dates, and publisher
information.

A typical bibliography entry for a book in art history might look like this: Gombrich, E. H. The Story of
Art. 16th ed. London: Phaidon Press, 1995. For an exhibition catalog: Harrison, Jennifer R., and John
Smith, eds. Innovations in Modernism: Parisian Art and the Avant-Garde. New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2010. The precise arrangement of these elements is dictated by CMOS, and strict
adherence is vital for academic credibility.

Citations and Bibliographies in Art History

The accurate and consistent citation of sources is the cornerstone of responsible scholarship in art
history. The Chicago Manual of Style’s Notes and Bibliography system excels in providing the
necessary detail to properly attribute the creation of artworks and the scholarship that analyzes them.
This is particularly important when dealing with primary source materials, such as artist letters, studio
records, or contemporary reviews, which may be housed in various archives and require precise
identification.

When citing artworks directly, the emphasis is on providing enough information for the reader to
locate and identify the object. This includes the artist, title, date of creation, medium, dimensions,



signature and date (if applicable), and its current repository or collection. This level of detail helps to
distinguish between different versions or copies of a work and establishes its authenticity and
provenance. The subsequent citation of the source that provided this information must then follow
CMOS formatting meticulously.

Citing Artworks in Notes

Citing an artwork in a footnote or endnote requires a specific format that balances the object’s
identification with the scholarly context. Initially, the full details of the artwork should be presented.
For instance: “Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa (La Gioconda), c. 1503-19, oil on poplar panel, 77 x 53
cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris.” Following this, the source of this information would be provided,
including the author, title of the work where the information is discussed, publisher, year, and page
number.

Subsequent citations of the same artwork in the same note can be shortened, and if it's the same
source as the previous note, it can be further abbreviated. The key is to guide the reader efficiently to
the source while ensuring the artwork itself is clearly identified. For art historians, this process is
fundamental to building a cohesive argument based on visual evidence and existing scholarship.

Citing Secondary Sources

Secondary sources, such as scholarly books, journal articles, and exhibition reviews, are cited in a
manner consistent with other academic disciplines, but with particular attention to the specificity
required in art history. When citing a book that discusses an artwork, the footnote will typically
include the author of the book, its title, publication details, and the specific page numbers where the
relevant information or analysis appears. For example: “Meyer Schapiro, Style, Artist, and Society:
Selected Essays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 135.”

Journal articles require a similar format, including the author, article title, journal title, volume and
issue numbers, publication year, and page range. Exhibition catalogs are treated as books edited by
specific individuals or institutions. The careful citation of these sources is crucial for demonstrating
the intellectual lineage of an argument and for crediting the work of other scholars in the field.

Formatting and Presenting Art Historical Research

Beyond the mechanics of citation, the Chicago Manual of Style provides essential guidance on the
overall presentation of art historical research. This includes formatting for manuscript submission, the
use of headings and subheadings, and the appropriate treatment of visual materials, which are
integral to any art historical analysis. Adhering to these guidelines enhances the readability and
professionalism of your work, making it easier for publishers and readers to engage with your
scholarship.

The inclusion of images is a fundamental aspect of art historical writing. CMOS offers
recommendations on how to caption images, provide clear attribution, and indicate copyright
information. Proper formatting of these elements ensures that images are not only illustrative but also
properly credited, respecting intellectual property rights and scholarly conventions. This detailed
approach to presentation underscores the importance of accuracy and integrity in academic
publishing.



Formatting of Artworks and Visuals

When incorporating images into an art history paper or book, CMOS provides guidelines for captions
and credit lines. Each image should be accompanied by a caption that clearly identifies the artwork,
including the artist, title, date, medium, dimensions, and current location. For example: “Fig. 1. Frida
Kahlo, The Two Fridas, 1939. Oil on canvas, 173.5 x 173 cm. Museo de Arte Moderno, Mexico City.”

Following the caption, a credit line (or acknowledgment) is necessary, which typically includes the
source of the image and copyright information. This might look like: “Photograph courtesy of the
Museo de Arte Moderno, Mexico City.” The specific wording and placement of these elements are
detailed in CMOS, ensuring that all visual materials are properly contextualized and attributed, a
critical step in art historical practice.

Manuscript Preparation

For authors preparing a manuscript for publication, CMOS offers detailed instructions on formatting.
This includes guidelines for margins, font types and sizes, spacing, page numbering, and the
preparation of the table of contents, preface, acknowledgments, and index. For art history books,
specific attention is paid to the integration of text and images, ensuring that figures are placed
logically within the narrative and are clearly referenced.

The consistent application of these formatting rules creates a professional and polished document
that meets the expectations of academic publishers. This attention to detail reflects a thoroughness
and seriousness of purpose that is highly valued in scholarly circles. Whether preparing a dissertation,
an article for a journal, or a book manuscript, understanding these manuscript preparation guidelines
is crucial for a successful submission and publication process.

Best Practices for Using CMOS in Art History

Applying the Chicago Manual of Style effectively in art history writing involves more than simply
following rules; it requires an understanding of the underlying principles and how they support clear,
rigorous scholarship. Developing a consistent approach to citation and formatting from the outset of a
research project will save considerable time and effort later in the writing process. Furthermore,
familiarizing oneself with common exceptions and specific art historical conventions within CMOS can
prevent errors and ensure a higher quality of academic output.

Regularly consulting the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style is essential, as guidelines and
recommendations can evolve. For art historians, paying particular attention to sections concerning
the citation of visual materials, archival sources, and foreign language terms will be especially
beneficial. Building good habits in these areas not only ensures compliance but also contributes to the
overall clarity and impact of your art historical research.

Consistency in Citations

One of the most critical aspects of using CMOS in art history is maintaining absolute consistency in
your citations. This means that the way you format a particular type of source—be it a book, journal
article, exhibition catalog, or artwork—must be uniform throughout your entire text. Inconsistencies
can confuse readers, undermine your credibility, and lead to rejection by publishers.



For example, if you choose to abbreviate publishers’ names in your bibliography for one entry, you
must do so for all entries. Similarly, the format for citing artist biographies should be identical across
all instances. Developing a personal style sheet based on CMOS for your specific project can be an
invaluable tool for ensuring this uniformity and for streamlining the editing process.

Navigating Art Historical Terminology

Art history often involves specialized terminology, including foreign language terms, artist names,
titles of artworks, and names of movements or styles. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance
on how to handle these elements correctly. For instance, foreign language titles of artworks are
generally italicized, and foreign terms not commonly anglicized may require italics and a definition
upon first use.

Properly capitalizing titles of artworks and exhibition titles, as well as correctly transliterating names
and titles from non-Latin scripts, are all areas where CMOS offers detailed advice. Diligent attention to
these details demonstrates a command of the subject matter and adherence to scholarly standards,
ensuring that your writing is precise and respectful of the cultural contexts of the art you discuss.

Integrating Visual Analysis with Textual Evidence

While CMOS primarily addresses the mechanics of writing and citation, its principles indirectly support
the integration of visual analysis with textual evidence, which is central to art historical scholarship.
By providing a robust framework for citing sources and presenting information, CMOS allows art
historians to focus on developing their arguments and interpreting visual material. The clear
presentation of footnotes and bibliographies enables readers to follow the threads of evidence and
engage critically with the author’s interpretations of artworks and historical contexts.

The structured approach to footnotes, for instance, can be used to insert supplementary visual details
or contextual information without disrupting the main narrative. This allows for a more nuanced
discussion, where the visual evidence is presented and analyzed alongside the scholarly and historical
background. Ultimately, the adherence to CMOS fosters a scholarly environment where the complex
interplay between form, content, context, and interpretation can be effectively communicated.

FAQ

Q: Why is the Chicago Manual of Style so important for art
history writing specifically?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is crucial for art history writing because it provides a
standardized system for acknowledging sources, describing artworks, and formatting visual materials.
Art history relies heavily on detailed visual analysis and often involves referencing specific objects,
images, and scholarly interpretations, making a rigorous citation and formatting guide essential for
clarity, credibility, and academic integrity.



Q: Which citation system within CMOS is most commonly used
in art history?

A: The Notes and Bibliography system is the predominant citation system used in art history when
adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style. This system utilizes footnotes or endnotes for in-text
citations and a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work, offering flexibility for detailed
annotations and source acknowledgments common in art historical research.

Q: How should I cite an artwork in a footnote using the
Chicago Manual of Style for art history?

A: When citing an artwork in a footnote, you should provide a detailed description of the artwork
itself, including the artist, title, date of creation, medium, dimensions, and current location. This is
followed by the citation of the specific publication or source where you found this information,
including author, title, publisher, year, and page number.

Q: What are the key elements to include in a bibliography
entry for a book in art history according to CMOS?

A: A bibliography entry for a book in art history following CMOS typically includes the author’s full
name, the title of the book (italicized), the edition (if not the first), the place of publication, the
publisher, and the year of publication. For example: Author, Title of Book, edition (Place of Publication:
Publisher, Year).

Q: How should exhibition catalogs be cited in art history using
the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Exhibition catalogs in art history are generally treated as edited books. The citation should include
the editors’ names (if any), the title of the catalog (italicized), the name of the exhibiting institution or
gallery, the place of publication, the publisher, and the year. For example: Editor(s) Name(s), ed(s).,
Title of Exhibition Catalog (Exhibition Venue, Year).

Q: What is the rule for italicizing in art history writing
according to CMOS?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, titles of artworks, exhibition titles, and titles of
publications (books, journals, articles) are typically italicized. Foreign language terms that are not
commonly anglicized may also be italicized, often with a definition provided on first use.

Q: How does CMOS guide the presentation of images and their
captions in art historical texts?

A: CMOS provides guidelines for image captions that should clearly identify the artwork, including
artist, title, date, medium, dimensions, and location. Following the caption, a credit line or



acknowledgment is required, indicating the source of the image and copyright information, ensuring
proper attribution and respecting intellectual property.

Q: Can | use abbreviations for publishers in my bibliography
according to CMOS for art history?

A: While CMOS allows for some abbreviations of publishers in bibliographies, it is generally
recommended to spell out the full publisher name for clarity and consistency, especially in art history
where specific institutional publishers are common. Consistency is key; if you choose to abbreviate,
do so uniformly.
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