
chicago manual of style film
Navigating the Chicago Manual of Style for Film and Audiovisual Productions

chicago manual of style film, often abbreviated as CMS, provides a comprehensive guide for
academic and professional writing, and its principles extend significantly to the realm of film and
audiovisual productions. While not exclusively a film style guide, the Chicago Manual of Style offers
robust frameworks for citations, formatting, and clear communication that are invaluable for
screenwriters, producers, film scholars, and anyone involved in documenting or analyzing cinematic
works. Understanding how to apply CMS to film-related content ensures consistency, credibility, and
adherence to widely recognized academic and industry standards. This article delves into the specific
applications of the Chicago Manual of Style for film, exploring its impact on screenwriting, film
analysis, and the citation of audiovisual materials. We will examine how CMS principles can enhance
clarity in film scripts, provide a consistent method for referencing film sources, and aid in the creation
of scholarly works about cinema.
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The Chicago Manual of Style: A Foundational Text

The Chicago Manual of Style, first published in 1906, has evolved into an indispensable resource for
writers, editors, and publishers across a vast array of disciplines. Its enduring strength lies in its
detailed and adaptable guidelines, covering everything from grammar and punctuation to complex
matters of scholarly citation. While originally developed with the print and academic world in mind, its
principles are remarkably applicable to new media and the creative industries, including filmmaking.

The manual is divided into two main parts: "Part I: Bookmaking" and "Part II: An Author-User's Guide
to Citation." While "Bookmaking" might seem distant from the visual medium of film, its sections on
manuscript preparation, editing, and typography offer valuable insights into the organized
presentation of information, which directly translates to the structured nature of screenplays and film
documents. The "Author-User's Guide to Citation" is where the most direct and crucial applications for
film research and writing reside, providing clear instructions on how to attribute sources, a
fundamental aspect of any academic or professional endeavor.

Applying Chicago Style to Screenwriting Formatting

While the film industry has its own established conventions for screenplay formatting (such as using



Courier 12pt font, specific margins, and distinct elements for scene headings, action lines, and
dialogue), the underlying principles of clarity and organization championed by the Chicago Manual of
Style can still inform and enhance screenwriting practices. For instance, when preparing a screenplay
for academic study or as part of a grant application, adherence to certain formatting guidelines that
mirror CMS principles can lend an air of professionalism and academic rigor.

Scene Headings and Action Lines

The standard screenplay format dictates specific ways to write scene headings (INT./EXT. LOCATION -
DAY/NIGHT) and action lines. While CMS does not prescribe these specific industry formats, its
emphasis on conciseness and clarity in prose is paramount. Screenwriters are encouraged to write
action lines that are descriptive yet brief, painting a vivid picture without unnecessary embellishment.
This aligns with CMS's general guidance on precise and economical language.

Character and Dialogue Formatting

Similarly, the way character names are presented above dialogue and how dialogue itself is formatted
are industry standards. CMS, in its broader context, champions consistency in stylistic choices. For
screenwriters, maintaining this consistency throughout a script is vital. When referring to characters
or dialogue in analytical essays or academic papers about a film, understanding how to cite these
elements accurately is where CMS becomes indispensable.

Submitting Screenplays for Academic Purposes

When a screenplay is submitted as part of an academic project, such as a thesis or dissertation, or for
consideration in scholarly journals, the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for manuscript
preparation become highly relevant. This includes aspects like margins, font choices (though
screenwriting software often defaults to Courier, academic submissions might allow for other standard
fonts), and the overall presentation of the document to ensure readability and adherence to academic
expectations.

Citing Films and Audiovisual Materials Using Chicago
Style

One of the most significant contributions of the Chicago Manual of Style to film-related writing is its
comprehensive system for citing various forms of media, including films, television episodes, and
other audiovisual materials. This is crucial for film scholars, critics, students, and anyone conducting
research that involves referencing cinematic works. The goal is to provide readers with enough
information to locate the exact source being discussed.



Basic Film Citation

The fundamental citation for a film in CMS typically includes the title, director, distributor, release
year, and potentially other key production personnel or format information. The exact format can vary
slightly depending on whether it is a note citation or a bibliography entry.

Note Citation Example: 1. Citizen Kane, directed by Orson Welles (RKO Radio Pictures, 1941).

Bibliography Entry Example: Welles, Orson, director. Citizen Kane. RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

It is important to note that CMS provides flexibility for including additional relevant details. For
instance, if referencing a specific version or release, that information should be included. The
emphasis is on providing clear and actionable information for the reader.

Citing Specific Scenes or Segments

When analyzing a particular scene, sequence, or even a specific shot within a film, the citation needs
to be more precise. CMS offers guidance on how to achieve this level of detail, often through
referencing the timestamp or a descriptive label for the segment.

Note Citation Example (with timestamp): 5. The Godfather, directed by Francis Ford
Coppola, 00:45:10–00:47:30, Paramount Pictures, 1972.

Bibliography Entry Example (with timestamp): Coppola, Francis Ford, director. The
Godfather. Scene: Barzini meeting. Paramount Pictures, 1972. Timestamp: 00:45:10–00:47:30.

This level of specificity is vital for academic discourse, allowing other researchers to pinpoint the
exact moment in the film being discussed, ensuring the integrity of the analysis.

Citing Other Audiovisual Materials

Beyond feature films, CMS provides guidelines for citing other audiovisual formats encountered in film
studies, such as:

Television series and episodes

Documentaries



Short films

Web series or online video content

The core principle remains the same: provide enough identifying information for the audience to
locate the source. This often includes titles, creators, production companies, network or platform, and
release dates. For online content, URLs and access dates are frequently required.

Chicago Style for Film Analysis and Scholarly Writing

The academic study of film relies heavily on clear, well-supported arguments, and the Chicago Manual
of Style provides the essential framework for constructing such scholarly works. Whether it’s an essay
analyzing directorial techniques, a thesis on genre evolution, or a book exploring film theory, CMS
ensures that all claims are properly attributed and that the text is presented in a professional,
organized manner.

In-Text Citations and Notes

CMS offers two primary systems for in-text citations: the notes-bibliography system and the author-
date system. For film studies, the notes-bibliography system is often preferred, especially in
humanities disciplines. This system uses superscript numbers in the text that correspond to either
footnotes or endnotes, with a corresponding bibliography at the end of the work.

Footnotes or endnotes allow for more detailed commentary, supplementary information, or extensive
source attributions without interrupting the flow of the main text. This is particularly useful when
discussing complex theoretical concepts or when needing to cite multiple sources for a single point.
The bibliography then provides a comprehensive list of all sources consulted, alphabetized by author's
last name.

Establishing a Consistent Voice and Argument

Beyond citation, CMS provides guidance on grammar, punctuation, and stylistic consistency, all of
which are critical for developing a strong academic voice. A clear and consistent writing style
enhances the reader's ability to engage with the substance of the film analysis. By adhering to CMS,
writers can ensure that their arguments are presented with clarity and authority, free from distracting
stylistic inconsistencies.

When analyzing visual elements of a film, such as cinematography or editing, the precise language
used to describe these aspects is paramount. CMS encourages economy of language and precision in
terminology, which directly benefits the descriptive and analytical work undertaken in film studies.



Beyond the Script: Chicago Style in Film Production
Documents

The application of Chicago Manual of Style principles extends beyond the academic analysis of film
and into the practicalities of film production itself. While specific production documents like call
sheets or shooting schedules have their own established formats, the underlying principles of clarity,
organization, and detailed record-keeping championed by CMS can be highly beneficial.

Treatment and Synopsis Formatting

When developing a film project, writers and producers often create treatments or synopses to pitch
their ideas. While these documents are creative in nature, presenting them in a clear, well-organized,
and consistently formatted manner can significantly enhance their professional appeal. Adhering to
CMS principles regarding paragraph structure, headings, and overall readability can make these
pitches more effective.

Grant Proposals and Business Plans

Securing funding for film projects often involves submitting detailed grant proposals or business
plans. These documents are inherently academic or business-oriented and thus directly benefit from
adherence to the Chicago Manual of Style. Precise citation of market research, financial data, or legal
precedents is crucial, and CMS provides the standard for such attributions. Moreover, the manual’s
guidance on presenting complex information logically and clearly ensures that these proposals are
persuasive and professional.

Archival and Historical Research

Filmmakers and scholars undertaking archival research for documentaries or historical films must
meticulously document their sources. This includes not only film footage but also historical
documents, interviews, photographs, and other materials. The Chicago Manual of Style offers robust
frameworks for citing these diverse source types, ensuring that the research is verifiable and that the
historical record is accurately represented.

The Enduring Relevance of Chicago Style in the Film
Industry

In a rapidly evolving media landscape, the principles of clear, consistent, and verifiable
communication remain fundamental. The Chicago Manual of Style, with its deep roots in scholarly and
professional publishing, offers a time-tested methodology that continues to be highly relevant for film



and audiovisual professionals and scholars alike. Its adaptability allows it to encompass the nuances
of citing digital media, streaming content, and other contemporary forms of film distribution.

By embracing the Chicago Manual of Style, individuals working with film can elevate the quality and
credibility of their written work. Whether crafting a screenplay for academic submission, analyzing
cinematic masterpieces, or documenting the production process, the guidance provided by CMS
ensures that information is presented with precision and authority. The manual's commitment to
clarity and meticulous detail makes it an invaluable tool for anyone seeking to engage critically and
professionally with the world of cinema.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific formatting
rules for screenplays intended for production?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily focuses on academic and publication standards, not the
specific industry-standard formatting for production screenplays (e.g., Courier font, margins).
However, its principles of clarity and organization can still inform the writing of treatments, synopses,
and other pre-production documents.

Q: How do I cite a specific scene from a movie using the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: For citing a specific scene, you typically include the film title, director, production company, release
year, and importantly, the timestamp or a clear description of the scene. For example, in a note: 5.
The Godfather, directed by Francis Ford Coppola, 00:45:10–00:47:30, Paramount Pictures, 1972.

Q: Can the Chicago Manual of Style be used to cite films found
on streaming services like Netflix or Hulu?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines for citing online audiovisual materials. You
would typically include the title, director, streaming service name, and the URL, along with an access
date. The exact format may vary slightly, but the principle is to provide enough information for the
reader to locate the specific content.

Q: What is the difference between a note citation and a
bibliography entry for a film in Chicago style?
A: In the notes-bibliography system, a note citation (footnote or endnote) provides the citation details
for a specific reference within the text, while the bibliography entry is a more complete, alphabetized
list of all sources used in the work at the end of the document. Both will list similar film details but
with different stylistic conventions.



Q: Is it necessary to cite every film mentioned in an academic
paper about cinema?
A: Yes, any film that you directly quote from, analyze a specific scene of, or draw significant factual
information from should be cited according to Chicago style. This ensures academic integrity and
allows your readers to verify your sources.

Q: How does Chicago style handle citing television series and
individual episodes?
A: For television series, you would typically cite the series title, network, and original air dates. For
individual episodes, you would include the episode title, series title, season and episode numbers,
network, and original air date, similar to how you would cite a chapter in a book.

Q: Are there any specific CMS guidelines for citing
documentaries?
A: Documentaries are cited similarly to feature films, with the title, director, producer, distributor, and
release year being key elements. If the documentary is part of a series or includes interviews with
specific individuals being analyzed, those elements can also be included for greater specificity.
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