chicago manual of style for historical
manuscripts

chicago manual of style for historical manuscripts serves as an indispensable guide
for scholars, archivists, editors, and anyone involved in presenting historical documents
for scholarly consumption. Adhering to its rigorous standards ensures clarity, consistency,
and credibility in the transcription, annotation, and presentation of primary source
materials. This comprehensive manual addresses the nuances of preparing historical texts
for publication, encompassing everything from the fundamental principles of transcription
to the complexities of citing sources and handling editorial interpolations. Understanding
and applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for historical manuscripts is crucial for
maintaining scholarly integrity and facilitating robust historical research.
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Understanding the Purpose of CMOS for
Historical Manuscripts

The Chicago Manual of Style for historical manuscripts is designed to equip researchers
with a standardized methodology for dealing with the inherent challenges of primary
source materials. Historical documents are often characterized by unique linguistic
conventions, varying levels of legibility, and contextual nuances that can easily be
misinterpreted or lost in translation. The CMOS provides a framework to mitigate these
issues, promoting a consistent approach across different projects and disciplines. Its
application ensures that a reader can trust the accuracy of the presented text and
understand the editorial decisions made in its preparation.

Furthermore, the primary goal of applying CMOS to historical manuscripts is to facilitate
scholarly discourse and analysis. By providing clear guidelines for transcription,
annotation, and citation, the manual allows historians and other researchers to engage
with the source material in a transparent and verifiable manner. This transparency is
paramount in historical studies, where the interpretation of evidence is central to
constructing arguments and understanding the past. The CMOS acts as a bridge between
the raw, often messy, reality of historical documents and the polished, accessible format
required for academic publication and dissemination.



Core Principles of Transcribing Historical
Documents

The cornerstone of preparing historical manuscripts for scholarly use lies in accurate and
faithful transcription. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes a commitment to
representing the original document as closely as possible, while also making it readable
for a modern audience. This involves making deliberate decisions about what to preserve
and what to normalize, always with the overarching goal of transparency. The principles of
transcription are not arbitrary; they are designed to reflect the author's original intent and
the historical context of the document's creation.

Verbatim Transcription vs. Modernization

One of the most critical decisions in transcribing historical documents is whether to opt
for a strictly verbatim approach or a modernized one. A verbatim transcription aims to
reproduce every letter, punctuation mark, and capitalization as it appears in the original,
including errors and inconsistencies. This is often preferred for critical editions where the
exact rendering of the text is vital for linguistic or paleographic study. Conversely,
modernization may involve correcting obvious spelling errors, standardizing punctuation,
and expanding abbreviations to improve readability for a general scholarly audience. The
CMOS advises that whichever approach is chosen, it must be consistently applied and
clearly explained in an editorial note.

Handling Illegible Passages

Historical documents frequently contain passages that are faded, torn, or otherwise
illegible. The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear conventions for indicating these
lacunae. Square brackets are universally used to denote editorial insertions or
clarifications, and when a passage is entirely unreadable, editors typically use bracketed
ellipses (e.g., [...]) or a note specifying the approximate extent of the illegibility (e.g.,
[illegible, 3 words]). It is also good practice to indicate if the editor has made an educated
guess at the missing text, often by enclosing it in square brackets and prefacing it with
"perhaps" or "?]".

Indicating Corrections and Deletions

When an author in a historical manuscript made corrections or deletions, the CMOS offers
guidelines for representing these textual changes. For minor corrections, such as a lightly
crossed-out word that is still legible, editors might use strike-through text or simply
present the corrected word. For more significant cancellations or revisions, specific
conventions might be employed to clearly show what was intended to be removed and
what was intended to remain. The key is to make these editorial interventions visible and
understandable to the reader, preventing any ambiguity about the original reading.



Handling Archaic Language and Spelling

The linguistic landscape of historical documents often presents a significant challenge.
Archaic spellings, vocabulary, and grammatical structures can be unfamiliar to
contemporary readers, potentially hindering comprehension. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides guidance on how to navigate these linguistic differences while maintaining
scholarly fidelity.

Normalization of Spelling and Punctuation

In cases where absolute verbatim reproduction is not the primary goal, editors often
engage in the normalization of spelling and punctuation. This involves standardizing
archaic spellings to their modern equivalents (e.g., "fayre" to "fair") and adjusting
punctuation to conform to contemporary conventions. However, the CMOS strongly
cautions against over-normalization, which can erase valuable historical linguistic data.
Any significant departures from the original's orthography should be judiciously applied
and noted.

Dealing with Obsolete Vocabulary and Idioms

Obsolete words and idiomatic expressions require careful handling. When such terms
appear, editors may choose to provide brief glosses in footnotes or endnotes, explaining
the meaning in the context of the historical document. Alternatively, in a modernized
transcription, the obsolete term might be replaced with a modern synonym, provided the
original meaning is preserved without distortion. The choice depends on the intended
audience and the analytical goals of the edition.

Editorial Notations and Interpolations

Editorial interventions, such as explanations, clarifications, or corrections, are often
necessary when presenting historical manuscripts. The Chicago Manual of Style outlines
precise methods for marking and explaining these additions to the original text, ensuring
that readers can distinguish between the author's words and the editor's contributions.

Use of Square Brackets

As mentioned previously, square brackets are the standard convention for denoting
editorial interpolations. This includes adding missing words, clarifying obscure references,
or explaining abbreviations. For example, if an abbreviation like "yr" appears, an editor
might render it as "[your]" to clarify its meaning for the reader. The principle is that
anything enclosed in square brackets is not part of the original manuscript but an editorial
addition intended to aid comprehension.



Explaining Editorial Decisions

Beyond simply marking interpolations, it is crucial to provide a clear explanation of the
rationale behind significant editorial decisions. This typically occurs in an introduction or
preface to the transcribed document. Editors should detail their transcription policy,
including how they have handled issues such as illegibility, archaic language, and
authorial corrections. This level of transparency builds trust and allows other scholars to
assess the editor's work.

Footnotes and Endnotes for Historical Sources

Footnotes and endnotes are essential tools for providing supplementary information,
citations, and explanations without disrupting the flow of the main text. The Chicago
Manual of Style provides detailed guidance on their effective use, particularly when
dealing with historical sources.

Citing Archival Materials

When referencing archival materials, footnotes and endnotes must clearly identify the
source. This typically includes the collection name, the specific item or folder within the
collection, and the repository where it is housed. For published historical documents, the
citation would follow standard bibliographic practices, including author, title, publication
information, and page numbers.

Providing Contextual Explanations

Beyond simple citations, footnotes and endnotes are invaluable for providing contextual
information that might not fit within the main transcribed text. This can include
biographical details of individuals mentioned, explanations of historical events, definitions
of specialized terms, or further commentary on the document's significance. The CMOS
encourages using these notes judiciously, ensuring they enhance rather than overwhelm
the reader's experience.

Bibliographical Entries for Archival Materials

Creating accurate bibliographical entries for archival materials requires a specific set of
conventions to ensure that other researchers can locate the sources. The Chicago Manual
of Style offers robust guidance on how to format these entries, whether in a bibliography
or a note.

Structure of Archival Citations

A typical archival citation in CMOS format will include the name of the repository, the
collection title, the box and folder number, and often a specific item or page number. For



example: The University of Chicago Library, Department of Special Collections, The Jane
Addams Papers, Box 15, Folder 3, "Correspondence with Ellen Gates Starr," p. 4. The
precise order and format can vary slightly depending on whether it appears in a note or a
bibliography, but the core elements remain consistent.

Distinguishing Published and Unpublished Sources

It is vital to differentiate between published historical works and unpublished archival
documents in bibliographical entries. Published works will have standard bibliographical
elements like author, title, and publication details. Unpublished materials, on the other
hand, will focus on the archival location and the specific identifiers within that archive,
emphasizing their unique, unedited nature.

Special Considerations for Different Types of
Historical Documents

The broad category of "historical manuscripts" encompasses a vast array of document
types, each presenting its own unique challenges and requiring specific editorial
approaches. The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges this diversity and offers guidance
that can be adapted to various forms of historical records.

Letters and Personal Correspondence

Transcribing letters requires attention to salutations, closings, postscripts, and the overall
structure of personal communication. Editors must decide whether to preserve informal
punctuation and spelling or to standardize it for clarity. Annotations might be used to
explain references to individuals or events not immediately clear to a modern reader.

Government Records and Official Documents

Official documents, such as treaties, legal proceedings, or government reports, often have
a more formal structure and may contain specialized legal or bureaucratic terminology.
Transcription here often prioritizes accuracy and adherence to the original formatting,
including any seals or official markings that may be present.

Diaries and Journals

Personal diaries and journals can be highly idiosyncratic, reflecting the author's voice and
state of mind. Editors must decide how to handle self-censorship, private abbreviations,
and the often informal and fragmented nature of diary entries. The goal is to capture the
authenticity of the author's record.



The Role of CMOS in Digital Humanities Projects

As digital technologies increasingly become integral to historical research, the principles
outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style for historical manuscripts remain highly relevant.
In fact, CMOS provides a solid foundation for establishing standards in digital humanities
projects dealing with textual data.

Establishing Data Standards

For digital projects involving the transcription and annotation of historical texts, CMOS
principles inform the creation of robust data standards. Consistent application of
transcription rules, clear markup schemes, and well-defined metadata schemas are crucial
for the long-term usability and interoperability of digital historical archives. The manual's
emphasis on transparency and consistency translates directly into best practices for
digital text encoding.

Annotating and Linking Digital Texts

CMOS guidelines for footnotes and endnotes find a natural extension in digital annotation.
Digital platforms allow for more dynamic forms of annotation, including hyperlinked
glossaries, embedded multimedia, and linked biographical databases. However, the
fundamental principle of providing explanatory context and scholarly apparatus remains
consistent with the aims of the CMOS.

Ensuring Scholarly Rigor in Digital Editions

The digital realm offers unprecedented opportunities for accessing and interacting with
historical sources. However, it also presents potential challenges regarding authenticity
and editorial integrity. Adhering to the meticulous standards of the Chicago Manual of
Style for historical manuscripts ensures that digital editions maintain the same level of
scholarly rigor expected in print, fostering confidence in the reliability of digital historical
resources.

Q: What are the main differences between transcribing
a historical document for a critical edition versus a
scholarly monograph?

A: For a critical edition, the emphasis is on verbatim transcription, preserving every detail
of the original text, including errors, unconventional spelling, and punctuation. The goal is
to provide the most accurate representation of the source for detailed linguistic and
textual analysis. For a scholarly monograph, while accuracy is still paramount,
modernization and normalization of spelling, punctuation, and even archaic language are
often employed to enhance readability for a broader academic audience, with editorial



decisions clearly explained.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
issue of handling dialect or non-standard English in
historical manuscripts?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises a nuanced approach. If the dialect or non-standard
English is integral to the historical context and the author's voice, it should generally be
preserved. However, significant phonetic spellings that impede understanding might be
subtly standardized or explained in annotations. The key is to balance authenticity with
intelligibility, always documenting editorial interventions.

Q: When preparing a historical manuscript, what is the
best way to indicate authorial corrections or deletions
within the original text?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using specific conventions to denote
corrections and deletions. Lightly crossed-out words that remain legible might be
presented in a way that shows the cancellation, perhaps using strike-through text in
digital environments or a clear footnote explaining the change. For more substantial
cancellations or revisions, editors may use brackets or specific textual notation to clearly
mark what was erased and what was intended to replace it.

Q: Can you provide an example of how to cite an
unpublished letter from an archive using the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: Certainly. An example citation for an unpublished letter might look like this: John Doe
to Jane Smith, October 15, 1910, Box 3, Folder "Correspondence, 1910-1915," John Doe
Papers, Special Collections, University Library, Anytown, USA. The exact order of
elements can vary slightly between a footnote and a bibliography, but the core
information—correspondent names, date, box and folder, collection name, and
repository—remains essential.

Q: What are the primary considerations when dealing
with abbreviations in historical manuscripts according
to CMOS?

A: According to CMOS, abbreviations in historical manuscripts should be handled with
care. If an abbreviation is commonly understood and does not obscure meaning, it might
be retained. However, if it is obscure or unique to the document, editors often expand it
and enclose the expansion in square brackets for clarity (e.g., "yr." becomes "[your]"). Any
consistent policy for handling abbreviations should be documented in the editorial
introduction.



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style recommend
handling foreign language phrases or quotations within
an English historical manuscript?

A: CMOS suggests that foreign language phrases or quotations should generally be
presented in their original language. If the meaning is not immediately clear from context,
editors should provide a translation in a footnote or endnote. For very brief phrases that
are essential to the text, a parenthetical translation might be acceptable, but extended
passages almost always require a separate note.

Q: What role does paleography play when applying the
Chicago Manual of Style to historical manuscripts,
particularly handwritten ones?

A: Paleography, the study of ancient writing, is foundational when working with
handwritten historical manuscripts. CMOS implicitly requires editors to engage with
paleographic principles to accurately decipher the script, identify letter forms, and
understand scribal conventions. The manual provides the framework for how these
deciphered texts are then presented and annotated, but the initial accurate reading relies
on paleographic expertise.
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