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Chicago Style for Art History Collection
Catalogues: A Comprehensive Guide

Chicago style for art history collection catalogues represents a cornerstone of
scholarly communication, ensuring clarity, consistency, and credibility in the presentation
of invaluable artistic heritage. Navigating the intricacies of this citation and formatting
system is crucial for curators, art historians, and museum professionals tasked with
documenting and disseminating information about art collections. This comprehensive
guide delves into the essential elements of Chicago style as applied to art history
catalogues, covering everything from basic citation principles to the nuances of presenting
artwork details and bibliographic references. Understanding these guidelines not only
enhances the professional presentation of a catalogue but also facilitates interdisciplinary
research and contributes to the enduring legacy of the collections they describe.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) for Catalogues

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for academic and
professional writing, and its application in art history collection catalogues is particularly
vital. It offers detailed guidance on matters of grammar, punctuation, citation, and
manuscript preparation, ensuring a uniform and scholarly approach to presenting complex



information. For art history catalogues, CMOS offers a flexible yet structured system that
accommodates the unique needs of describing visual objects and their provenance.

The manual is divided into two main parts: "Part 1: Text Preparation and Publishing
Practice" and "Part 2: An A to Z Stylebook." Within these sections, writers can find specific
recommendations for everything from hyphenation and capitalization to the preferred
methods for citing various types of sources. For catalogues, the emphasis on clear and
consistent bibliographic practices, alongside the detailed requirements for descriptive
elements, makes CMOS an indispensable resource.

The Chicago Manual of Style: Author-Date vs. Notes and
Bibliography

Chicago style offers two primary citation systems: the author-date system and the notes
and bibliography system. While both are valid, the notes and bibliography system is
overwhelmingly preferred in art history and for collection catalogues. This system uses
numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text, followed by a
comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This approach is favored because it
allows for more extensive descriptive text and often integrates smoothly with the detailed
object descriptions inherent in catalogue entries.

The author-date system, more common in social sciences, relies on in-text citations like
(Smith 2020, 15), which can sometimes disrupt the visual flow of catalogue entries.
Therefore, for art history collections, mastering the notes and bibliography system is
paramount for effective and professional cataloguing.

Essential Components of an Art History Collection
Catalogue

A well-structured art history collection catalogue serves as a critical reference tool for
scholars, collectors, and the general public. It typically comprises several key sections,
each contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the collection. These components
work in concert to provide both detailed information about individual artworks and
broader context about the collection's scope and significance.

Introduction and Scope of the Collection

The introductory section of a catalogue sets the stage for the reader. It typically outlines
the purpose of the catalogue, the history of the collection, its thematic focus, and its
overall significance within the art historical landscape. This part should offer a compelling
narrative that engages the reader and provides essential context for the works that follow.

The scope of the collection might detail the periods, artists, mediums, or geographical
regions represented. This information helps users understand the breadth and depth of
the holdings, guiding their research and appreciation of the artworks. A clear statement of
purpose can also indicate the intended audience for the catalogue, whether it is primarily
for academic researchers, museum professionals, or a more general audience.



Catalogue Entries: The Core of the Work

Catalogue entries are the heart of any art history collection catalogue. Each entry is

dedicated to a specific artwork and follows a standardized format to ensure consistency
and ease of comparison. These entries typically include bibliographic data, provenance,
exhibition history, condition reports, and detailed descriptive and interpretative essays.

The structure of individual entries is crucial for accessibility. A consistent order of
information, whether it's object name, artist, date, medium, dimensions, accession
number, followed by scholarly commentary, allows users to quickly locate the information
they need. This meticulous attention to detail in the catalogue entries is where Chicago
style's principles of clarity and precision truly shine.

Exhibition Histories and Provenance

The exhibition history documents where an artwork has been displayed throughout its
existence, providing insights into its reception and importance. Similarly, provenance
tracks the ownership history of a work, which is critical for establishing authenticity,
understanding its art historical context, and addressing legal or ethical considerations.
Both are presented in a standardized format within the catalogue entry.

In Chicago style, these histories are typically presented in a clear, chronological manner,
often as a list or a narrative. Ensuring accuracy and thoroughness in these sections is
paramount, as they form a vital part of the artwork's biography and contribute
significantly to scholarly research and art market due diligence.

Citing Artwork in a Catalogue

Citing artworks within an art history collection catalogue requires a precise approach that
clearly identifies each object and distinguishes it from other works. This is essential for
scholarly integrity, allowing readers to locate the specific artwork being discussed and to
verify the information provided. Chicago style offers clear guidelines for this, emphasizing
accuracy and completeness.

Standard Elements for Artwork Citation

A standard catalogue entry for an artwork typically includes the following elements,
presented in a consistent order:

e Artist's name (full name)

e Title of the artwork (italicized)

e Date of creation

e Medium (e.g., oil on canvas, bronze sculpture, watercolor on paper)

e Dimensions (height x width x depth, in that order, with units specified)



e Accession number (museum's or collection's internal identifier)
e Collection or donor information (if applicable)

e Brief descriptive notes or identifying marks (if necessary)

For example, a basic entry might appear as:

Van Gogh, Vincent. Starry Night. 1889. Oil on canvas. 73.7 cm X 92.1 cm (29 in X 36 1/4
in). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Judith Rothschild Foundation fund (by
exchange), 1941.

This format ensures that each artwork is uniquely identifiable and provides essential
physical characteristics for scholarly analysis.

Referencing Artwork within Textual Descriptions

When discussing an artwork within the main body of an essay or introductory section of
the catalogue, it is crucial to cite it clearly. Using footnotes or endnotes, as per the notes
and bibliography system, is the standard practice. The first citation of an artwork in an
essay section should be comprehensive, often mirroring the full catalogue entry details.

Subsequent references to the same artwork can be shortened, typically by including the
artist's last name, a shortened title, and the relevant note number if the original footnote
already provided full details. For instance, a first reference might be note 1, and a
subsequent one might be note 15 (Van Gogh, Starry Night).

Bibliographic Citations and Reference Lists

The bibliography is a critical component of any scholarly publication, and art history
collection catalogues are no exception. It provides a comprehensive list of all sources
consulted in the creation of the catalogue, allowing readers to explore the research base
further and verify the information presented. Chicago style offers detailed guidance on
how to format these references correctly.

Formatting Books and Journal Articles

Books are generally cited with the author's full name, title (italicized), publication city,
publisher, and year of publication. For journal articles, the author's name, article title (in
quotation marks), journal title (italicized), volume and issue numbers, and publication date
are required, along with page numbers. Consistency in formatting is paramount to prevent
confusion and maintain a professional appearance.

A typical book citation might look like this:
Gombrich, E. H. The Story of Art. 16th ed. London: Phaidon Press, 1995.
And a journal article:

Pollock, Griselda. “Vision and the Feminist Slave Narrative.” Art History 23, no. 3



(September 2000): 363-81.

Citing Exhibition Catalogues and Other Ephemeral
Materials

Exhibition catalogues, auction records, and archival documents often present unique
challenges for citation. Chicago style provides specific instructions for these materials.
Exhibition catalogues are cited similarly to books, including the exhibition title, location,
dates, and publication details. Auction records require details of the auction house, sale
date, lot number, and title or description of the work.

For instance, an exhibition catalogue might be cited as:

Elkins, James. The Object and the Art of the Renaissance. New York: Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 2010.

And an auction record:

Sotheby's. Important Old Master Paintings, Including the Property of a European Noble
Family. Sale catalogue, London, July 7, 2010, lot 12.

Properly citing these diverse sources lends significant credibility to the catalogue's
research.

Formatting and Style Considerations

Beyond citation, Chicago style offers a wealth of guidance on general formatting and
stylistic choices that are critical for the readability and professional presentation of an art
history collection catalogue. Adhering to these guidelines ensures that the visual
presentation of the catalogue complements its scholarly content.

Punctuation and Capitalization Rules

Consistent application of punctuation and capitalization rules is essential for clarity. For
instance, Chicago style generally prefers sentence case for titles of artworks and major
headings, though specific collection conventions might dictate otherwise. The use of serial
commas (the Oxford comma) is also a hallmark of Chicago style, helping to prevent
ambiguity in lists and complex sentences.

The manual provides detailed explanations for comma usage, semicolon use, and the
proper handling of possessives and plurals, all of which contribute to the overall
coherence of the text. For example, ensuring correct hyphenation in compound adjectives
(e.g., "well-known artist") is a small but important detail.

Typography and Layout

While Chicago style primarily focuses on textual content and citation, its principles extend
to the overall presentation. For a collection catalogue, this often means working closely
with designers and editors to ensure that the typography, layout, and image placement are



harmonious and conducive to scholarly engagement. Clear hierarchy of information
through font size, style, and spacing is crucial.

The arrangement of catalogue entries, the use of running heads, and the spacing of text
and images all contribute to the user's experience. While the specific design choices fall
under the purview of the publisher and designer, understanding the underlying principles
of clarity and readability, as promoted by Chicago style, is beneficial for the content
creator.

Specific Challenges and Solutions in Cataloguing

Art history collection catalogues often grapple with unique challenges that require careful
consideration and the application of adaptive cataloguing practices. These can range from
dealing with incomplete historical records to describing complex or unconventional
artworks.

Handling Incomplete or Disputed Provenance

Provenance research can be fraught with gaps, ambiguities, and even disputed claims. In
such cases, Chicago style encourages transparency. When information is uncertain, it
should be clearly stated as such, using phrases like "formerly attributed to," "possibly by,
or "exact provenance unknown."

Footnotes or endnotes are invaluable for detailing the evidence for provenance claims or
for explaining why certain attributions are made or questioned. This scholarly rigor in
acknowledging uncertainties is a hallmark of responsible cataloguing and adheres to the
spirit of meticulous documentation inherent in Chicago style.

Describing Contemporary and Conceptual Art

Cataloguing contemporary and conceptual art can present particular difficulties, as these
works may defy traditional descriptive categories. The emphasis might shift from purely
visual description to the conceptual underpinnings, the process of creation, or the artist's
intentions. Chicago style's flexibility allows for these nuances.

Scholarly essays accompanying these works are crucial for context. When describing the
object itself, it is important to be as accurate and objective as possible, documenting
materials, dimensions, and any accompanying instructions or documentation provided by
the artist. The citation of relevant theoretical texts or artist statements becomes
particularly important in these instances.

Ensuring Accessibility and Inclusivity

Modern cataloguing practices increasingly emphasize accessibility and inclusivity. This
means considering how information is presented to a diverse audience, including
individuals with disabilities or those from different cultural backgrounds. While Chicago
style provides a framework, its application should be mindful of these broader goals.



This might involve using clear and accessible language, providing multiple access points
to information, and considering the representation of diverse artists and narratives within
the catalogue. The core principles of clarity, accuracy, and comprehensiveness provided
by Chicago style remain foundational, but their execution can be adapted to foster a more
inclusive scholarly discourse.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended by
Chicago style for art history collection catalogues?

A: The notes and bibliography system is overwhelmingly preferred in art history and for
collection catalogues, as it uses numbered footnotes or endnotes for citations and a
comprehensive bibliography at the end, which integrates well with descriptive catalogue
entries.

Q: How should the artist's name be presented in a
catalogue entry according to Chicago style?

A: The artist's full name should be presented, typically starting with the last name
followed by the first name, though stylistic variations for initial listings in the main body
might exist as per specific publication guidelines.

Q: Is it permissible to use an author-date citation
system for art history collection catalogues under
Chicago style?

A: While Chicago style does offer an author-date system, it is generally not recommended
or preferred for art history collection catalogues due to its potential to disrupt the flow of
descriptive text and scholarly commentary.

Q: What are the essential elements typically included in
the citation of an artwork in a catalogue entry?

A: Essential elements include the artist's name, title of the artwork (italicized), date of
creation, medium, dimensions, and accession number.

Q: How does Chicago style advise on handling
incomplete or disputed provenance information in a



catalogue?

A: Chicago style encourages transparency by clearly stating when information is
uncertain, using phrases like "formerly attributed to" or "exact provenance unknown," and
utilizing notes to detail the evidence or uncertainties.

Q: What is the recommended approach for formatting
book citations in the bibliography of an art history
catalogue?

A: Book citations should include the author's full name, title (italicized), publication city,
publisher, and year of publication, following specific punctuation and capitalization rules
outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style.

Q: How should exhibition catalogues be cited according
to Chicago style within a collection catalogue
bibliography?

A: Exhibition catalogues are cited similarly to books, including the exhibition title,
location, dates of the exhibition, and publication details of the catalogue itself.

Q: Are there specific guidelines in Chicago style for
describing contemporary or conceptual art?

A: Chicago style provides flexibility to accommodate the unique nature of contemporary
art, emphasizing accurate factual descriptions of materials and dimensions, alongside
crucial contextual information and scholarly interpretation in accompanying essays.
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