
chicago manual style copyright for public
domain works
chicago manual style copyright for public domain works is a nuanced topic that often causes
confusion for authors, publishers, and researchers. Understanding how to properly attribute and cite
works that are no longer protected by copyright is crucial for academic integrity and ethical
scholarship. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of applying Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) principles to public domain materials, offering clarity on what constitutes public
domain and how to present it accurately. We will explore the foundational concepts of copyright
expiration, the role of the Chicago Manual of Style in referencing such works, and the best practices
for citing public domain materials across various citation formats. Navigating this area ensures that
creators can build upon historical knowledge without infringing on any residual rights or
misrepresenting the status of the source material.
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Understanding Copyright and Public Domain

Copyright law is designed to protect the exclusive rights of creators over their original works. These
rights typically include the ability to reproduce, distribute, perform, display, and create derivative
works. However, copyright protection is not perpetual; it has a defined duration. Once this duration
expires, a work enters the public domain. Works in the public domain are free for anyone to use,
adapt, and build upon without permission or royalty payments.

The concept of the public domain is vital for the advancement of knowledge, culture, and creativity.
It allows for the free dissemination of ideas, historical documents, literary classics, and artistic
masterpieces. Without a robust public domain, many foundational texts and cultural artifacts would
remain inaccessible or prohibitively expensive to reuse, hindering educational pursuits and further
creative endeavors. The transition of works into the public domain is a cornerstone of intellectual
property law's balancing act between creator rights and public access.

The Rationale Behind Copyright Expiration

The primary reason for copyright expiration is to serve the public interest. By placing a time limit on
exclusive rights, copyright law ensures that eventually, works will become freely available for all to
benefit from. This promotes innovation, education, and the development of new cultural expressions.



The duration of copyright has evolved over time, influenced by societal needs and international
agreements, but the underlying principle remains consistent: to grant creators a period of control
before their work enriches the public commons.

Distinguishing Between Public Domain and Fair Use

It is important to differentiate between a work being in the public domain and its use falling under
fair use principles. Fair use is a legal doctrine that permits limited use of copyrighted material
without acquiring permission from the rights holders. This is typically for purposes such as criticism,
comment, news reporting, teaching, scholarship, or research. A work in the public domain is entirely
free to use for any purpose, while fair use applies to works still under copyright and is determined
on a case-by-case basis, often involving a balancing of four factors. Public domain status grants a
much broader freedom of use than fair use.

The Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to Public
Domain Works

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), a widely respected style guide for writing and citation,
provides clear guidelines for referencing all types of sources, including those in the public domain.
While public domain works do not require copyright permission, CMOS emphasizes the importance
of proper attribution. This ensures that readers can locate the original source and understand its
historical context, even when no copyright restrictions apply.

CMOS advocates for transparency and accuracy in scholarly and professional writing. When dealing
with public domain materials, the goal of citation is not to acknowledge copyright holders but to give
credit to the original author and to help the reader find the specific edition or version being used.
This is particularly relevant when citing historical documents, classic literature, or artistic works
that have long been out of copyright protection.

The Principle of Attribution in CMOS

The core principle of attribution in CMOS is to give credit where credit is due and to enable readers
to verify the information presented. For public domain works, this means identifying the author,
title, and publication details of the specific edition or translation being consulted. The style guide
outlines various methods for presenting this information, primarily through notes and a
bibliography, or through parenthetical citations, depending on the chosen citation system.

Why Cite Public Domain Works at All?

Even though copyright has expired, citing public domain works remains essential for several key



reasons. Firstly, it allows readers to trace the lineage of ideas and information, appreciating the
historical context and evolution of thought. Secondly, it demonstrates the diligence of the researcher
in identifying and consulting primary or foundational sources. Thirdly, it helps to avoid confusion by
specifying which edition or translation of a public domain work is being used, as different editions
can vary in their introductions, annotations, or textual variations. Finally, it upholds academic
integrity by acknowledging the origin of borrowed material, regardless of its copyright status.

Identifying Public Domain Status

Determining whether a work is in the public domain can be complex, as copyright laws vary by
country and have changed significantly over time. Generally, works enter the public domain based
on the expiration of copyright. In the United States, for example, works created before January 1,
1929, are generally considered to be in the public domain. For works published after that date, the
length of copyright protection depends on the publication date and whether copyright was renewed.

International copyright laws also play a role, particularly for works published outside the United
States. Many countries have harmonized their copyright terms through international treaties, often
setting a term of life of the author plus 70 years. However, there can be exceptions and nuances,
especially for older works or works created by governments. It is crucial for researchers to verify the
public domain status according to the relevant jurisdiction's laws.

Copyright Term Lengths

The duration of copyright protection is a critical factor in determining public domain status. In the
United States, for works created before 1978, copyright was typically 28 years, renewable for
another 28 years, for a total of 56 years, if properly registered and renewed. For works published
between 1929 and 1977, the term was 95 years from publication. Works created from 1978 onwards
have a copyright term based on the life of the author plus 70 years, or for works made for hire and
anonymous/pseudonymous works, 95 years from publication or 120 years from creation, whichever
is shorter.

Resources for Verifying Public Domain Status

Several reliable resources can assist in determining the public domain status of a work. Libraries,
archives, and academic institutions often have expertise in copyright research. Online databases and
guides from reputable organizations such as Project Gutenberg, the Internet Archive, and the U.S.
Copyright Office can provide valuable information. However, if a work's status is unclear, consulting
with a legal professional specializing in intellectual property law is the most advisable course of
action to ensure accurate determination.



Citing Public Domain Works in Notes and Bibliography

The Chicago Manual of Style outlines specific methods for citing sources in both the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. When citing public domain works using the notes-
bibliography system, the primary goal is to provide enough information for the reader to locate the
source, often focusing on the author, title, publication details, and page number. The absence of
copyright information means there's no need to include copyright notices or permission statements.

For public domain works, the bibliography entry will typically include the author's name, the title of
the work, and publication information for the specific edition being used. This might include the
publisher, year of publication, and relevant volume or page numbers. If citing a particular
translation, the translator's name should also be included. The notes will then direct the reader to
this bibliographic entry, along with the specific page(s) referenced in the text.

Structuring a Bibliography Entry for Public Domain Works

A typical bibliography entry for a book in the public domain would follow this general format:

Author Last Name, First Name. Title of Work. City of Publication: Publisher, Year of
Publication.

For example:

Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. New York: Penguin Classics, 1996.

If citing an older edition that is itself a significant historical document, one might also include its
original publication details if relevant.

Formatting Notes for Public Domain Works

In the notes section, the citation will be more specific. The first time a work is cited, the note will be
more comprehensive. Subsequent citations can be shortened.

First note citation example:

Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (New York: Penguin Classics, 1996), 78.

Subsequent note citation example:

Austen, Pride and Prejudice, 112.



If citing an original source that is in the public domain, such as a historical letter or a public
document, the citation would focus on the archival source or the published collection where it was
found.

Citing Public Domain Works in Parenthetical Citations

When using the author-date system, which relies on parenthetical citations within the text and a
reference list at the end, citing public domain works follows a similar logic of providing sufficient
locational information. The parenthetical citation typically includes the author's last name and the
year of publication, along with page numbers. The absence of copyright protection does not alter
this fundamental structure, but it reinforces the focus on identifying the specific edition used.

The reference list entry will provide full publication details, allowing the reader to find the source.
As with the notes-bibliography system, the emphasis is on accurately identifying the author, title,
and publication details of the edition, ensuring that the reader can access the exact material being
referenced. The fact that the work is in the public domain means that no additional information
regarding copyright status is necessary.

Structuring a Reference List Entry for Public Domain Works

A reference list entry for a book in the public domain in the author-date system would look like this:

Author Last Name, First Name. Year of Publication. Title of Work. City of Publication:
Publisher.

Example:

Austen, Jane. 1996. Pride and Prejudice. New York: Penguin Classics.

If citing an edition that is particularly noteworthy or a scholarly edition with extensive introductions,
that information might be included as well, following CMOS guidelines for specific source types.

Formatting Parenthetical Citations for Public Domain Works

Parenthetical citations within the text directly follow the quotation or paraphrased material. For a
book in the public domain:

(Author Last Name Page Number)

Example:

(Austen 78)

If multiple works by the same author are cited, the title (or a shortened version) would be included



to distinguish them:

(Austen, Pride and Prejudice 78)

Special Considerations for Public Domain Materials

While the core principles of citation remain the same for public domain works, there are some
special considerations that writers should be aware of. These often relate to the age and nature of
the material, as well as the specific edition being used. For instance, citing very old texts,
manuscript sources, or works that have undergone significant scholarly editing requires careful
attention to detail.

It is also important to distinguish between a work that is in the public domain and a derivative work
based on it that might still be under copyright. For example, a modern translation or an annotated
edition of a public domain novel may have its own copyright protection for the new material
(introduction, notes, translation itself). In such cases, the writer must be clear about what elements
are public domain and which are protected.

Citing Editions and Translations

When citing a public domain work, it is crucial to cite the specific edition or translation you have
consulted. Different editions may have varying introductions, annotations, textual variations, or even
different page numbering systems. CMOS generally recommends citing the edition that is most
readily available to your readers, unless the specific historical edition has unique value to your
argument.

For a translated work, the translator should be credited. Example: Homer, The Odyssey, trans.
Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin Classics, 1996).

For a scholarly edition with significant new material, the editor and any copyrightable
elements should be noted. Example: William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins
(London: Arden Shakespeare, 1982). In this case, while Shakespeare's play is in the public
domain, Harold Jenkins's edition and scholarly apparatus are likely still protected by
copyright.

Works of Art and Visual Media

Citing public domain works of art, photographs, or other visual media requires careful consideration
of the original creator and the source from which the image is accessed. If the artwork itself is in the
public domain, you do not need copyright permission to reproduce it. However, you still need to
attribute the artist and provide details about the work.



Artist Name, Title of Artwork, Date, Medium, Location (e.g., museum).

If the image is accessed through a digital archive or database, cite that source as well.
Example: Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–1506, oil on poplar panel, Musée du Louvre,
Paris. Image accessed via Wikimedia Commons, 2023.

It is vital to ensure that the specific reproduction of the artwork you are using is also in the public
domain, as a photograph of a public domain work may have its own copyright. Generally, basic
photographs of artworks held by museums are often considered public domain or licensed under
very permissive terms.

Government Works

In the United States, works created by federal government employees as part of their official duties
are generally in the public domain. This includes many reports, documents, and data produced by
U.S. government agencies. When citing these works, focus on providing clear source information,
including the agency, title, and publication details.

U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Historical Statistics of the United
States, Colonial Times to 1970. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1975.

State and local government works may have different copyright rules, and works created by foreign
governments are subject to the laws of those countries.

Benefits of Adhering to CMOS Guidelines for Public
Domain Works

Following the Chicago Manual of Style’s guidelines for citing public domain works offers significant
advantages. Foremost among these is the enhancement of academic credibility and scholarly rigor.
By meticulously attributing all sources, regardless of their copyright status, writers demonstrate a
commitment to thorough research and ethical practices. This builds trust with readers and
reviewers, signaling that the work is well-researched and properly documented.

Moreover, adhering to CMOS promotes clarity and accessibility. Precise citation allows readers to
easily locate and consult the original sources, facilitating further research and verification of
findings. This is especially important when dealing with historical or foundational texts, where
understanding the specific version or translation can be critical. Consistent application of CMOS
ensures that your work is presented professionally and aligns with established academic standards.

Enhancing Credibility and Trust



When a writer consistently and accurately cites all sources, including public domain materials, it
lends significant weight to their arguments. It shows that the author has taken the time to identify
and engage with the original materials, rather than relying on secondary interpretations. This
diligence is a hallmark of credible scholarship and helps to establish the author as a knowledgeable
and reliable authority in their field.

Ensuring Clarity and Discoverability

Clear and consistent citation makes a work more accessible to readers. By providing all necessary
bibliographic information, CMOS helps readers to find and engage with the same sources the author
used. This is particularly valuable for public domain works, as it allows for independent verification
and deeper exploration of the material. A well-cited work invites engagement and contributes to the
broader academic conversation.

Promoting Ethical Scholarship

The act of citation, even for public domain works, is an ethical imperative. It acknowledges
intellectual origins and respects the work of previous scholars and creators. By following CMOS,
writers uphold the principles of academic integrity, ensuring that their work contributes positively to
the intellectual landscape without misleading readers about the provenance of their material or the
status of the sources they have utilized.

---

Q: What exactly does it mean for a work to be in the public
domain according to Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) does not define public domain status itself but relies on
established copyright law. According to CMOS principles, a work is considered in the public domain
when its copyright protection has expired. This means the work is free for anyone to use, adapt, and
distribute without permission or payment to the original copyright holder. CMOS emphasizes proper
attribution even for these works to guide readers to the source.

Q: Do I need to get copyright permission for a work that is in
the public domain?
A: No, you do not need to obtain copyright permission for a work that is definitively in the public
domain. The core purpose of public domain status is to remove these restrictions. However, you
must still cite the work properly according to the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines to give credit
to the original author and help readers locate the source.



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style differentiate
between citing a public domain work and a work still under
copyright?
A: The primary difference in citation lies in what information is provided and why. For copyrighted
works, CMOS may necessitate noting copyright holders and potentially requiring permission
statements. For public domain works, the focus shifts entirely to attribution of authorship and
providing full bibliographical details for the specific edition or version used, so readers can access
and verify the source, with no mention of copyright holders or permissions needed.

Q: What are the key components of a Chicago Manual of Style
citation for a public domain book?
A: When citing a public domain book using the notes-bibliography system in CMOS, your
bibliography entry will include the author, title, publication city, publisher, and year of publication
for the specific edition you used. Your notes will include the author's name, title, publication details,
and the specific page number(s) you are referencing. In the author-date system, the reference list
includes author, year, title, city, and publisher, and parenthetical citations include author and page
number.

Q: Is it necessary to include the original publication date for
public domain works in CMOS citations?
A: Including the original publication date can be helpful context, especially for historical works, but
it is not always mandatory in the citation itself unless it's crucial for your argument or you are
referencing a specific historical edition. CMOS primarily requires the publication details of the
edition you are actually using. However, understanding the original publication date is often key to
determining public domain status.

Q: How should I cite a translation of a public domain work
using Chicago Manual of Style?
A: When citing a translation of a public domain work under CMOS, you should credit both the
original author and the translator. In the bibliography or reference list, the translator's name is
typically included. For example: Homer, The Odyssey, trans. Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin
Classics, 1996). The notes would also reflect this, listing the translator along with the author and
title.

Q: What if a modern edition of a public domain work has new
introductions or annotations?
A: If a modern edition of a public domain work includes new material such as introductions,
annotations, or essays by a modern editor or commentator, that new material may be protected by
copyright. In such cases, you must cite both the public domain work and the copyrighted editorial
content. CMOS guidelines will help you distinguish and cite these elements appropriately, often



attributing the introduction or notes to the modern author while still citing the original public
domain text.
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