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Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style for Art History Professors: A
Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for art history professors is not merely a set of
rules; it's the bedrock of scholarly communication within the discipline,
ensuring clarity, consistency, and academic rigor. For art history
professors, navigating its intricacies is paramount for producing impeccable
research papers, exhibition catalogs, dissertations, and scholarly articles.
This guide delves into the essential components of the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) as applied to art historical scholarship, covering everything
from citation formats for diverse visual materials to the nuances of art
historical terminology and presentation. We will explore how to effectively
manage footnotes, bibliographies, and in-text citations, while also
addressing specific stylistic considerations unique to the field, such as the
description and analysis of artworks. Understanding these guidelines will not
only enhance the quality of your written work but also establish your
credibility within the academic community, fostering clearer and more
impactful discourse on art history.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's
Relevance to Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a universal standard for
academic writing in many humanities disciplines, and its application in art
history is particularly crucial. Art history, by its nature, involves
detailed descriptions, analyses of visual elements, and the contextualization
of artworks within broader historical and cultural frameworks. The CMOS
provides a structured approach to presenting this complex information
coherently and consistently, ensuring that scholars can effectively
communicate their research to a global audience.

For art history professors, adherence to CMOS is not just about following
arbitrary rules; it's about contributing to a shared academic language that
facilitates critical dialogue and the advancement of knowledge. This manual



offers guidance on everything from the precise formatting of bibliographical
entries to the appropriate use of specialized terminology, all of which are
vital for maintaining the integrity and clarity of scholarly discourse in the
visual arts.

Core Principles of CMOS for Scholarly Writing
in Art History

At its heart, the Chicago Manual of Style prioritizes clarity, accuracy, and
consistency. These principles are especially important in art history, where
precise descriptions and unambiguous citations are essential for discussing
visual evidence. Professors are expected to employ these core tenets to build
trust with their readers and ensure that their arguments are well-supported
and easily verifiable.

Consistency in applying stylistic rules, from punctuation to the formatting
of dates and titles, prevents distractions and allows the reader to focus on
the substance of the scholarship. The CMOS provides a framework for achieving
this consistency across all forms of written work, from student essays to
faculty publications.

The Dual Citation Systems: Notes and Bibliography
vs. Author-Date

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 and is the de facto
standard. This system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources directly
within the text, accompanied by a comprehensive bibliography at the end of
the work.

The notes-and-bibliography system is particularly well-suited for art history
because it allows for detailed commentary and supplementary information to be
presented in the notes without disrupting the flow of the main text. This is
invaluable when discussing the provenance of an artwork, offering brief
biographical details of an artist, or providing additional context for a
visual analysis.

Understanding Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes (appearing at the bottom of the page) and endnotes (appearing at
the end of the chapter or document) serve the same purpose in the notes-and-
bibliography system: to cite sources and provide additional commentary. In
art history, notes are frequently used to:

e Attribute specific artworks and their creators.



e Cite exhibition catalogs, museum publications, and archival materials.
e Provide the first full citation of a source.

e Offer supplementary information or tangents that do not fit within the
main narrative.

e Clarify complex iconographical details or historical references.

The first full citation of a source in a note should be complete, including
all necessary bibliographical information. Subsequent citations of the same
source can be shortened, often using a shortened title and page number.

Constructing a Comprehensive Bibliography

The bibliography, a list of all sources consulted and cited in the work, is
an indispensable component of CMOS-compliant art history scholarship. It
provides readers with a roadmap to the research that underpins the
professor's arguments and allows them to explore further the materials that
informed the study. The bibliography should be alphabetized by the author's
last name and include all relevant details for each source, presented in a
consistent format.

The bibliography acts as a testament to the thoroughness of the research and
offers a valuable resource for students and fellow scholars. It should be
organized meticulously, ensuring that every cited work is present and
correctly formatted according to CMOS guidelines.

Citing Artworks: Paintings, Sculptures, and
Installations

One of the most distinctive challenges in art history citation is the
accurate and consistent documentation of artworks themselves. CMOS provides
specific guidelines for citing visual art, treating it as a primary source.
This involves meticulously recording essential information to allow readers
to locate and identify the artwork unambiguously.

When citing an artwork, the goal is to provide enough detail so that a reader
could find it, whether in a museum, gallery, or private collection. This
includes the artist's name, the title of the work, the date of creation, the
medium and dimensions, and crucially, its current location or collection.

Essential Elements for Citing Visual Art

According to CMOS, when citing an artwork, the following elements are
typically included in a note and/or bibliography entry:



e Artist's full name (or known pseudonym/attribution).

e Title of the artwork (italicized if it's a standalone piece, like a
painting or sculpture).

Date of creation (as precise as the information allows).

Medium of the artwork (e.g., oil on canvas, bronze, mixed media).

Dimensions of the artwork (height x width x depth, in that order, with
units clearly stated).

Current location of the artwork (e.g., museum name, city, collection).

For example, a note might read: "Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, ca. 1503-1506,
oil on poplar panel, 77 x 53 cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris."

Handling Reproductions and Exhibition References

When an artwork is discussed through a reproduction in a book or exhibition
catalog, CMOS requires that both the artwork and its reproduction be cited.
This acknowledges the artist's original creation while also crediting the
source of the visual information used by the scholar.

For example, if you are discussing a painting as seen in a specific book,
your note would cite the painting itself and then the publication where you
encountered it. This dual citation ensures that the original artist is
credited and that the reader can access the specific reproduction that
informed your analysis.

Citing Digital Art and Multimedia

The evolving landscape of art production necessitates clear guidelines for
citing digital art, video art, performance art documentation, and other forms
of multimedia. CMOS has adapted to these changes, providing frameworks for
citing ephemeral and digital works that may not have a traditional physical
presence.

When dealing with digital art, it's crucial to identify the creator, the
title of the work, the date of creation or publication, the medium or format,
and the means of access or location, which can be particularly complex for
online or interactive pieces.

Documenting Online Artworks and Digital Media

Citing online artworks requires attention to the URL and the date of access,
as digital content can be altered or removed. For video art or performance



documentation, details about the recording, its duration, and its creators
are essential.

The core principle remains the same: provide enough information for the
reader to find and verify the source. This includes specifying the platform
where the work was accessed (e.g., a museum website, a digital archive, a
Vimeo channel) and any relevant accession numbers or identifiers.

Citing Interactive and Software-Based Art

Interactive art and software-based artworks present unique citation
challenges. CMOS suggests detailing the software used, the platform it runs
on, and any specific instructions for interaction if relevant to the
scholarly analysis. The method of access, whether through a specific
installation or a downloadable application, must also be clearly indicated.

The aim is to provide a reproducible method for understanding and, if
possible, experiencing the artwork as the scholar did. This often involves
descriptive notes about the user interface or interactive elements that are
critical to the artwork's meaning.

Handling Images and Visual Documentation

The inclusion of images is fundamental to art historical discourse. CMOS
provides guidance on how to properly caption images and cite their sources,
ensuring that all visual material is attributed correctly and that copyright
considerations are respected.

Properly captioned images enhance the reader's understanding and engagement
with the text. They serve as direct evidence for the arguments being made and
must be treated with the same scholarly rigor as written sources.

Image Captions and Referencing

Image captions in CMOS typically include a figure number (e.g., Fig. 1), a
descriptive title, the artist, the title of the artwork, the date of
creation, the medium, dimensions, and the current location. Crucially, the
caption must also state the source of the reproduction, including copyright
information if applicable.

For example, a caption might read: "Fig. 1. Vincent van Gogh, The Starry
Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. © 2023 The Museum of Modern Art/Scala, Florence. Photograph by John
Smith."

Copyright and Permissions for Images

Art history professors must be acutely aware of copyright law and the



necessity of obtaining permissions for reproducing images. While CMOS
provides the stylistic guidance for citing sources, it does not supersede
legal requirements for image usage. Professors are responsible for ensuring
they have the right to use any image included in their publications or
presentations.

Many institutions have specific procedures for image requests and copyright
clearance. It is always advisable to consult with the relevant departments of
museums, galleries, or archives regarding image use and reproduction rights,
and to clearly state the copyright holder in image captions.

Art Historical Terminology and Style

The precise use of art historical terminology is paramount for clear and
sophisticated scholarship. CMOS offers guidance on general stylistic
conventions, but art history professors must also adhere to the established
lexicon and descriptive practices of their field.

This includes understanding the nuances of descriptive language, the correct
capitalization of art historical movements and periods, and the consistent
application of terms related to medium, technique, and style.

Describing and Analyzing Artworks

When describing and analyzing artworks, art historians use specific
vocabulary to convey visual information accurately. CMOS emphasizes that this
language should be precise and unambiguous. Terms related to composition,
color, line, form, texture, and space must be used consistently and with a
clear understanding of their art historical connotations.

Professors are encouraged to develop a sophisticated descriptive practice
that moves beyond mere cataloging to analytical interpretation, all while
maintaining the clarity and rigor demanded by CMOS.

Capitalization and Naming Conventions

CMOS provides detailed rules for capitalization, which are particularly
relevant to art history when naming art movements, styles, periods, and
specific artworks. Generally, distinct historical periods and movements are
capitalized (e.g., Renaissance, Baroque, Impressionism), while generic
stylistic descriptors are not (e.g., a renaissance-style chair).

Titles of artworks should be italicized, and major works of art are often
referred to by their common titles. Careful attention to these conventions
ensures consistency and avoids ambiguity in scholarly writing.



Formatting and Presentation Best Practices

Beyond citation and terminology, CMOS offers extensive guidance on the
overall formatting and presentation of scholarly works. Adhering to these
standards enhances readability and professionalism, demonstrating attention
to detail.

This includes rules for manuscript preparation, such as margins, pagination,
and the placement of headings and subheadings. These elements contribute to
the overall organization and accessibility of the research.

Manuscript Preparation and Typography

While CMOS is a comprehensive style guide, professors should also be aware of
specific formatting requirements for different publishing venues, such as
academic journals or university presses. These may include preferences for
font type, font size, line spacing, and the structure of the manuscript.

Generally, clarity and legibility are the primary goals of manuscript
formatting. Consistent use of typographic elements, such as italics for
titles and bolding for emphasis (used sparingly), contributes to a
professional presentation.

Table of Contents and Indexing

For longer works like dissertations or books, a detailed table of contents is
essential for navigation. CMOS provides guidelines on how to structure these

elements to provide a clear overview of the work's organization and content.

Similarly, a well-constructed index greatly aids readers in locating specific
topics or terms within the text.

While the creation of an index is often a separate editorial task,
understanding its structure and the principles of subject indexing can help
professors organize their material in a way that facilitates indexing later
on.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Despite the thoroughness of CMOS, art history professors can sometimes fall
into common traps that detract from the quality of their scholarship. Being
aware of these potential issues can help prevent them.

These pitfalls often relate to inconsistencies in citation, imprecise
language, or misapplication of stylistic rules. Proactive attention to detail
can safeguard against these common errors.



Inconsistent Citation Practices

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in applying citation rules,
particularly with artworks and reproductions. Forgetting to italicize titles,
omitting essential descriptive details, or varying the format of notes and
bibliographies across a single document can undermine credibility.

The best way to avoid this is to establish a clear citation template for each
type of source encountered and to meticulously follow it throughout the
writing process. Regular proofreading focused on citation accuracy is also
critical.

Ambiguous Language and Terminology Misuse

The specialized nature of art history means that imprecise language or the
misuse of specific terminology can lead to confusion. This can range from

vague descriptions of visual elements to the incorrect application of art

historical terms or concepts.

Professors should strive for clarity and precision in their language,
defining terms where necessary and ensuring that their descriptions are
objective and analytical. Consulting glossaries of art historical terms and
adhering strictly to established usage within the field is recommended.

Over-reliance on Secondary Sources without Critical
Engagement

While secondary sources are vital, art history scholarship often requires
direct engagement with primary visual evidence. An over-reliance on
synthesizing existing scholarship without original analysis of artworks can
lead to work that lacks depth and critical insight.

CMOS encourages thorough research, but the art historian's contribution lies

in their unique interpretation and analysis of visual material. Always ensure
that your arguments are grounded in your own observations and interpretations
of the artworks themselves, supported by judicious use of scholarship.

Conclusion: Elevating Art Historical Scholarship
with CMOS

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style is an ongoing process, but its rigorous
application is fundamental to producing exemplary art historical scholarship.
By internalizing its principles and adapting them to the unique demands of
the discipline, art history professors can ensure their work is clear,
accurate, and authoritative. The meticulous attention to detail required by
CMOS not only enhances the presentation of research but also contributes to
the broader academic conversation, fostering a deeper and more nuanced
understanding of the visual world.



FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style for Art History
Professors

Q: What 1is the primary citation system recommended
by CMOS for art history?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends the notes-and-
bibliography system for art history. This system uses footnotes or endnotes
for citations and is generally preferred over the author-date system because
it allows for more detailed explanatory notes and commentary without
disrupting the main text, which is particularly useful for art historical
analysis.

Q: How should I cite an artwork in a footnote
according to CMOS?

A: When citing an artwork in a footnote, you should include the artist's full
name, the title of the artwork (italicized), the date of creation, the
medium, dimensions, and the current location or collection. For example:
Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, ca. 1503-1506, oil on poplar panel, 77 x 53 cm,
Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Q: What information is necessary when citing a
reproduction of an artwork from a book?

A: When citing a reproduction of an artwork from a book, you should cite the
artwork itself as the primary source and then cite the book that contains the
reproduction. Your note will typically include details about the artwork
followed by information about the publication, such as the author and title
of the book, publication details, and the page number where the reproduction
appears.

Q: How do I handle citing digital art or online
artworks?

A: Citing digital art requires noting the artist, title, date, medium or
format, and importantly, the URL and date of access, as online content can
change or disappear. For interactive or software-based art, you may also need
to describe the software used and the platform it runs on.

Q: Are there specific guidelines in CMOS for image
captions in art history articles?

A: Yes, CMOS specifies that image captions should include a figure number, a



descriptive title, the artist, the artwork's title, date, medium, dimensions,
current location, and the source of the reproduction, including copyright
information if applicable. For example: Fig. 1. Vincent van Gogh, The Starry
Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. © 2023 The Museum of Modern Art/Scala, Florence. Photograph by John
Smith.

Q: What is the general rule for capitalizing art
historical terms in CMO0S?

A: CMOS generally advises capitalizing specific historical periods and
movements (e.g., Renaissance, Baroque, Impressionism) but not generic
stylistic descriptors (e.g., a gothic-style arch). Always consult the CMOS
index for specific capitalization rules on art historical terms.

Q: How does CMOS address the citation of exhibition
catalogs?

A: Exhibition catalogs are treated as books. When citing an exhibition
catalog, you'll include the author (if any), the title of the catalog
(italicized), the exhibition venue and dates, the city of publication, the
publisher, and the year. If you are citing a specific essay within the
catalog, you will cite the author of the essay, the essay title, and then the
catalog details.

Q: Is there a difference between citing a painting
and citing a sculpture in CM0S?

A: The core elements are similar: artist, title, date, medium, dimensions,
and location. However, the description of dimensions will vary, with
sculptures requiring height, width, depth, and sometimes diameter or other
relevant measurements, while paintings primarily use height x width.

Q: What is the importance of the bibliography in
CMOS for art historians?

A: The bibliography is a comprehensive list of all sources cited in the work.
For art historians, it demonstrates the breadth and depth of their research,
providing readers with valuable references for further study. It must be
meticulously organized and formatted according to CMOS guidelines.
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