
chicago style film essays chicago
manual style
chicago style film essays chicago manual style serve as the bedrock for
academic and critical analysis of cinema. Mastering this citation and writing
format is crucial for students and scholars seeking to present their
arguments with clarity, credibility, and adherence to scholarly standards.
This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of applying the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) to film essays, covering everything from in-text
citations and bibliographical entries for films and film-related sources to
the essential structural elements and stylistic considerations that elevate a
film analysis. We will explore how to properly reference cinematic works,
incorporate secondary scholarly sources, and ensure your essay’s formatting
aligns with the meticulous requirements of CMOS. Understanding these
principles not only enhances the academic rigor of your film essays but also
facilitates effective communication within the scholarly community.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Film Essays
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive
style guide used across many academic disciplines, including film studies.
For film essays, CMOS provides a detailed framework for presenting research,
arguments, and analyses in a consistent and professional manner. Its emphasis
on both author-date and notes-bibliography systems offers flexibility, but
understanding which system your instructor or publication requires is the
first critical step. Regardless of the chosen system, the core principles of
clarity, accuracy, and completeness in citation remain paramount.

Applying CMOS to film essays necessitates a thorough understanding of how to
attribute all borrowed material, whether it's a direct quotation from a film
review, a paraphrase of a film theory, or a reference to a specific cinematic
element. This meticulous attention to detail not only prevents plagiarism but
also allows your readers to easily locate and verify your sources, thereby
strengthening the credibility of your own analysis. The goal is to integrate
your arguments seamlessly with scholarly conversation, using the established
conventions of Chicago style.



Essential Components of Chicago Style Film
Essays
A well-structured Chicago-style film essay typically includes several key
components that work in tandem to present a compelling argument. Beyond the
core content of your analysis, adhering to formatting guidelines ensures your
work is professional and easy to read. This involves attention to the overall
layout, the structure of your arguments, and the presentation of your
evidence.

Title Page and Introduction
While not always mandatory, a title page in Chicago style usually includes
the essay title, your name, the course name and number, the instructor's
name, and the date. The introduction should clearly state your thesis,
providing a roadmap for the reader. For film essays, this often involves
introducing the film(s) you will be analyzing, the specific aspect of cinema
you are focusing on (e.g., genre, directorial style, thematic concerns), and
the main argument you intend to prove or explore.

Body Paragraphs and Argument Development
The body of your essay is where your analysis unfolds. Each paragraph should
focus on a specific point that supports your thesis, using evidence from the
film itself (e.g., scene descriptions, dialogue analysis, visual elements)
and from secondary sources. Transitions between paragraphs are crucial for
maintaining a logical flow, guiding the reader smoothly from one idea to the
next. Employing a clear topic sentence for each paragraph is a hallmark of
effective academic writing.

Conclusion and Final Thoughts
The conclusion should restate your thesis in a new light, summarizing your
main points and offering final insights or implications of your analysis.
It’s an opportunity to emphasize the significance of your argument and its
contribution to the broader understanding of the film or cinematic concept
discussed. Avoid introducing new evidence or arguments in the conclusion; its
purpose is to provide a sense of closure and reinforce your central message.

Citing Films in Chicago Style
One of the most distinctive aspects of writing film essays is the need to
cite the film itself. Chicago style offers specific guidelines for this,
recognizing that films are complex works with multiple creators and
distributors. Understanding these conventions is vital for accurately



attributing the source of your analysis and ensuring your readers can
identify the exact cinematic work you are discussing.

In-Text Citations for Films (Notes-Bibliography
System)
When using the notes-bibliography system, in-text citations for films are
handled through footnotes or endnotes. The first note for a film should be
comprehensive, providing essential details. Subsequent notes can be
shortened. For example, the first note might include the film title,
director, production company, year of release, and the specific time code or
scene being referenced. Subsequent notes can simply refer to the film title
and time code.

Bibliographical Entries for Films (Notes-
Bibliography System)
Your bibliography will list all sources cited in your notes. For films, this
entry typically includes the film title (italicized), followed by the
director's name, production company, and year of release. If you are
referencing a specific edition or format, such as a DVD or streaming service,
that information should also be included. For instance: Citizen Kane.
Directed by Orson Welles. RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

In-Text Citations for Films (Author-Date System)
In the author-date system, parenthetical citations are used within the text.
For a film, this typically includes the director's last name and the year of
release. For example: (Welles 1941). You may also include a time code if you
are referencing a specific moment within the film: (Welles 1941, 00:35:12).

Bibliographical Entries for Films (Author-Date
System)
The bibliography in the author-date system provides a complete list of all
sources cited in the text, alphabetized by the author's last name (in this
case, usually the director). The entry for a film typically looks like this:
Welles, Orson, dir. Citizen Kane. RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

Citing Specific Scenes or Moments
When referring to specific scenes or moments in a film, it is crucial to
provide precise location information. This can be done through time codes



(e.g., 00:15:30–00:17:05) or by referencing chapter numbers if available on
DVD or streaming platforms. This level of detail allows readers to pinpoint
the exact passage you are discussing without having to rewatch the entire
film.

Citing Secondary Sources in Chicago Style
Film essays rarely exist in a vacuum; they engage with existing scholarship.
Chicago style provides clear guidelines for citing books, articles, and other
academic materials that inform your analysis. Proper citation of secondary
sources is as important as citing the film itself.

Books
When citing books, Chicago style requires complete bibliographic information.
For the notes-bibliography system, the first note includes author, title,
publication details, and page number(s). Subsequent notes can be shortened.
The bibliography entry is similar but omits page numbers unless it’s an
anthology.

For the author-date system, parenthetical citations include the author's last
name and page number(s) (e.g., Bordwell and Thompson 2017, 112). The
reference list at the end of the essay provides full bibliographic details.

Journal Articles
Citing journal articles involves identifying the author, article title,
journal title, volume and issue numbers, and publication date, along with
page numbers. The format varies slightly between the notes-bibliography and
author-date systems, but accuracy in all details is key.

Notes-Bibliography:

Footnote/Endnote: Author's first and last name, "Article Title,"
Journal Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): page number(s).

Bibliography: Author's last name, first name. "Article Title."
Journal Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): page number(s).

Author-Date:

In-text: (Author Last Name Year, page number(s))

Reference List: Author Last Name, First Name. Year. "Article
Title." Journal Title Volume, no. Issue: page number(s).



Websites and Online Resources
Citing online sources requires careful attention to details such as the
author or organization, title of the specific page or article, website name,
publication date (if available), and the URL. Importantly, you should also
include the date you accessed the material, as online content can change or
disappear.

Formatting Your Film Essay in Chicago Style
Beyond citations, Chicago style dictates formatting conventions that
contribute to the overall professionalism and readability of your film essay.
Adhering to these guidelines ensures your work appears polished and adheres
to academic standards.

Margins, Font, and Spacing
Typically, Chicago style requires 1-inch margins on all sides of the page.
The preferred font is usually 12-point Times New Roman or a similar serif
font. Double-spacing is standard for the entire document, including block
quotations, bibliographies, and notes. This consistent spacing makes the
essay easier to read and navigate.

Page Numbering
Page numbers should be placed in the upper right-hand corner of each page,
starting from the first page of the main text. The title page, if included,
is usually not numbered, but it counts as page i. The abstract and table of
contents, if present, are numbered with lowercase Roman numerals.

Headings and Subheadings
While CMOS itself doesn't rigidly mandate headings for every essay, they can
be very useful for organizing longer film analyses. If you choose to use
them, ensure they are formatted consistently. Center major headings and left-
align subheadings, and avoid overly complex hierarchies unless necessary for
clarity. The main sections of your essay should be clearly delineated,
allowing readers to follow your argument’s progression.



Block Quotations
Longer quotations (typically more than four or five lines of prose, or three
lines of poetry) should be formatted as block quotations. This means
indenting the entire quotation from the left margin, omitting quotation
marks, and placing the citation after the concluding punctuation. Ensure
these are double-spaced, consistent with the rest of your document.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in Chicago
Style Film Essays
Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style can present challenges. Being
aware of common errors and adopting best practices can significantly improve
the quality and accuracy of your film essays.

Inconsistent Citation Styles
One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistency, such as mixing elements
of the notes-bibliography system with the author-date system or failing to
apply the correct format for different source types. Always double-check that
you are consistently using the chosen system throughout your essay.

Incorrect Film Information
Ensuring accuracy in film details—director, production company, year—is
crucial. Cross-reference information from reliable sources like the Internet
Movie Database (IMDb) or academic film databases. Incorrect details can
undermine your credibility.

Over-Reliance on Plot Summary
A common pitfall in film essays is to focus too much on summarizing the plot.
While some summary is necessary to provide context, the core of your essay
should be analytical, exploring themes, techniques, and meanings. Use plot
points as evidence for your arguments, not as the arguments themselves.

Ignoring Visual and Aural Elements
Film is a visual and auditory medium. Effective analysis requires detailed
attention to cinematography, editing, sound design, mise-en-scène, and
performance. Ensure your analysis goes beyond narrative and engages with the
formal elements of the film, supported by appropriate citations.



Best Practices

Read the CMOS Carefully: Familiarize yourself with the relevant sections
of the Chicago Manual of Style.

Use Citation Management Software: Tools like Zotero or EndNote can help
manage your sources and generate bibliographies, reducing manual errors.

Proofread Meticulously: Always proofread your essay for both content and
formatting errors. Pay special attention to citations.

Consult Your Instructor: If you are unsure about any aspect of Chicago
style or its application to film essays, always seek clarification from
your instructor or professor.

Advanced Formatting and Special Cases
Beyond the standard rules, Chicago style addresses more complex citation
needs that can arise in film studies, such as referencing multiple directors,
adaptations, or older film formats.

Referencing Adaptations and Remakes
When discussing adaptations, it’s important to clearly indicate the source
material (e.g., a novel) and the film adaptation. Cite both appropriately.
For remakes, distinguish between the original and the new version clearly in
your text and citations.

Multiple Directors and Contributors
For films with multiple directors or significant uncredited contributors,
Chicago style allows for flexibility. Generally, you would cite the most
prominent director(s) or follow specific instructions from your instructor if
a particular contributor is central to your argument.

Archival Film and Non-Traditional Sources
Citing archival footage, experimental films, or material accessed through
specialized databases may require adapting standard CMOS formats. Always aim
for clarity and completeness, providing as much identifying information as
possible to allow your reader to locate the source.

The effective application of Chicago style to film essays is a skill that



develops with practice and careful attention to detail. By understanding the
core principles of citation, formatting, and scholarly presentation, you can
produce analyses that are not only insightful but also academically sound and
credible. Embracing these guidelines will elevate your film studies work and
contribute to a more rigorous and engaging academic discourse.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago
style for film essays?
A: The primary difference lies in how citations are presented within the text
and in the final reference list. The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes
or endnotes for in-text citations, with a comprehensive bibliography at the
end. The author-date system uses parenthetical in-text citations (e.g.,
(Director Year, page)) and a reference list at the end of the paper,
alphabetized by author.

Q: How do I cite a specific scene from a film in
Chicago style?
A: To cite a specific scene, you should include the film title, director,
production company, and year in your initial note or bibliography entry. For
in-text references or notes, it is best practice to include a time code
(e.g., 00:35:12–00:37:00) to pinpoint the exact location of the scene or
moment you are discussing.

Q: Should I italicize film titles in Chicago style
film essays?
A: Yes, film titles should always be italicized in Chicago style, both in the
text of your essay and in your bibliography or reference list.

Q: What is the correct way to cite a film directed
by multiple people in Chicago style?
A: For films with multiple directors, you can list all credited directors in
your citation. If one director is significantly more prominent or the primary
focus of your analysis, you might choose to list that director first,
followed by others. Consult your instructor if there are specific guidelines
for multi-director films.



Q: When using the notes-bibliography system, how
detailed should the first note for a film be?
A: The first note for a film should be quite detailed, including the film
title (italicized), director, production company, year of release, and the
specific time code or scene you are referencing. Subsequent notes referring
to the same film can be shortened for brevity.

Q: Is it necessary to include the production company
and distributor for a film citation in Chicago
style?
A: Yes, including the production company is generally recommended for film
citations in Chicago style, as it helps to uniquely identify the film. The
distributor might also be included if it is particularly relevant to your
analysis or if it is the primary identifier for the specific version of the
film you are using.

Q: Can I cite a film that I watched on a streaming
service using Chicago style?
A: Yes, you can cite films watched on streaming services. In your citation,
you should include the film's standard bibliographic information (title,
director, production company, year) and also mention the name of the
streaming service and the URL if readily available and appropriate for your
chosen citation system.

Q: How do I handle block quotations from film
criticism or theory in a Chicago style essay?
A: Block quotations from secondary sources follow the standard Chicago style
rules for block quotations. If the quotation is longer than four or five
lines, it should be indented from the left margin, double-spaced, and without
quotation marks. The citation, including the page number, follows the
quotation's concluding punctuation.
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