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Introduction

chicago style for art history databases serves as a crucial organizational and citation framework, ensuring
clarity, consistency, and academic rigor in scholarly research. This comprehensive guide delves into the
intricacies of applying Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) principles specifically within the context of art
history research, focusing on the unique demands of digital resources and vast visual archives. We will
explore the fundamental elements of citation, the nuances of documenting various types of artworks and
their digital representations, and best practices for managing and referencing information gleaned from
extensive art history databases. Understanding these guidelines is paramount for researchers aiming to
produce accurate, credible, and easily navigable scholarly work. By mastering these conventions, students
and scholars can effectively communicate their findings and contribute meaningfully to the field of art
history.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style in Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected citation and style guide that provides
comprehensive rules for writing and formatting academic works. In the field of art history, where visual
evidence and nuanced interpretation are central, CMOS offers a robust framework for presenting research
clearly and ethically. Its flexibility allows for the accommodation of various source types, from traditional
monographs and exhibition catalogs to the increasingly prevalent digital resources found in art history
databases. Adhering to CMOS ensures that scholars can accurately attribute sources, avoid plagiarism, and
allow readers to easily locate and verify the information presented. This is particularly important when
dealing with complex visual materials and their associated contextual information, which are often accessed
through digital platforms.

The application of Chicago style in art history extends beyond mere citation; it encompasses a thoughtful
approach to organizing research and presenting arguments. When working with art history databases,
researchers encounter a diverse array of information, including high-resolution images, scholarly articles,
exhibition records, provenance data, and curatorial essays. Each of these requires specific attention to detail
in its documentation. The goal is to provide enough information for a reader to find the original source or
the exact digital instance of the work being discussed, fostering transparency and enabling further scholarly
inquiry.

Core Principles of Chicago Style for Databases

At its heart, Chicago style for art history databases emphasizes completeness, accuracy, and clarity in
attribution. When citing from a database, the fundamental principle is to provide sufficient bibliographic
information for the reader to locate the source material. This typically involves identifying the author (if
applicable), title of the work, publication details (where relevant), and most importantly, the database name
and any specific access information, such as a stable URL or DOI. The system is designed to acknowledge
the original creator of the content while also crediting the platform that made it accessible.

A key aspect is the distinction between citing the artwork itself and citing the digital reproduction or the
scholarly text about it found within a database. CMOS provides specific guidelines for both, recognizing that
an artwork's original creation date and location may differ significantly from its current digital
representation or the publication in which it is discussed. Furthermore, the ephemeral nature of some
digital content necessitates careful documentation, often requiring the inclusion of access dates to
acknowledge potential changes or removal of online materials. This attention to detail is crucial for the
long-term validity and reproducibility of art historical research.



Identifying Essential Citation Components

When citing any source from an art history database, several core components are essential for a complete
citation. These form the backbone of both footnote/endnote entries and bibliography entries. The specific
elements required will vary slightly depending on whether you are citing an artwork, a scholarly article,
or an exhibition review, but the foundational information remains consistent. Accuracy in transcribing
these details is paramount, as even minor errors can render a citation unusable.

The essential components generally include:

Author(s) or Creator(s)

Title of the artwork, article, book chapter, or exhibition

Date of creation (for artworks) or publication (for texts)

Name of the database

Publisher or sponsoring institution of the database (if distinct)

URL or DOI for direct access

Access date (especially for online resources that may change)

Any relevant page numbers or accession numbers

Distinguishing Between Primary and Secondary Sources

A critical distinction in art history research, and consequently in citation practices, is between primary and
secondary sources. Primary sources in art history often include the artworks themselves, artists' writings,
letters, and contemporary reviews. Secondary sources are interpretations or analyses of primary sources,
such as scholarly articles, exhibition catalogs, and art historical monographs. Art history databases can contain
both. When citing, it is important to be clear about which type of source you are referencing. A citation for
an artwork accessed directly through a database will differ from a citation for a scholarly article about that
artwork found within the same database.

For example, citing an artwork involves attributing it to the artist and providing its creation details,
whereas citing a scholarly article requires attributing it to the article's author and providing publication



details for the journal or book where it originally appeared, even if accessed digitally. Understanding this
distinction helps maintain the integrity of the research and accurately reflects the nature of the evidence
being presented.

Citing Artworks from Databases

When artworks are accessed through online databases, the citation needs to reflect both the artwork itself
and its digital accessibility. The primary focus remains on the artist and the artwork's inherent qualities, but
the database serves as the point of access for the researcher. This means including information that allows a
reader to find the artwork as presented within that specific digital environment. The goal is to
acknowledge the artist's creation while guiding the reader to the digital instance of the work. This practice
is essential for citing visual evidence accurately and responsibly.

The specific format for citing artworks from databases aligns with CMOS principles for citing visual
materials, with the added layer of digital access information. This ensures that the artwork's original
context is respected while also providing the necessary navigational details for the digital medium.

Basic Artwork Citation Structure

A typical citation for an artwork found in an art history database would include the artist's name, the title
of the artwork, the date of creation, the medium and dimensions (if readily available and relevant), and
then the database information. For instance, if an artist's painting is viewed via a museum's online collection
database, the citation would lead with the artist and artwork details before detailing the digital access point.
This structure prioritizes the artwork's inherent identity.

A foundational structure would look something like this:

Artist's Full Name, Title of Artwork, Date of Creation, Medium, Dimensions (if known). Access via
[Database Name], [URL or DOI], accessed [Date of Access].

It is crucial to include the access date for online resources, as digital content can be updated or removed.
The URL or DOI should be as stable and direct as possible to facilitate easy retrieval.

Handling Missing Information



In art history databases, it is not uncommon to encounter missing information, such as the precise date of
creation for an artwork or its exact dimensions. CMOS provides guidance on how to handle such lacunae.
Generally, if information is unknown, it should be indicated as such, often using abbreviations like "n.d." for
no date or "n.p." for no publisher. For artwork details, if a date is approximate, it can be noted with "ca."
(circa). When citing from a database, if crucial details about the artwork are absent from the database's
entry, it is still important to include all information that is available, clearly noting what is missing.

When citing an artwork where the date is unknown, you would use the abbreviation "n.d." in place of the
date. Similarly, if dimensions are unavailable, they are omitted. The focus then shifts to providing the most
complete citation possible for the available information and the database access point. Transparency about
missing information is key to academic integrity.

Citing Digital Reproductions of Artworks

Citing digital reproductions of artworks requires a nuanced approach that acknowledges both the original
artwork and its specific digital manifestation. When a researcher consults an image of an artwork through
an art history database, the citation must guide the reader to that particular digital instance. This is distinct
from citing the artwork itself if the original object cannot be directly accessed or studied. The emphasis
here is on the accessibility and provenance of the image as it appears in the digital realm, which is often
mediated by an institution or database.

This distinction is vital for ensuring that readers can find the exact visual evidence that informed the
research. It also addresses the ethical considerations of using and attributing digital images, especially in
contexts where copyright might be a concern. Properly citing digital reproductions ensures that the source
of the visual material is clearly identified.

Citing Images from Online Museum Collections

Museums often maintain extensive online collections that serve as valuable art history databases. When
citing an artwork from such a collection, the citation should include details about the artwork itself,
followed by information about the museum's online platform and the specific URL. This practice
acknowledges the institution's role in preserving, cataloging, and providing access to the artwork's digital
representation. The accuracy of the URL is paramount for navigability.

A common format for citing an image from an online museum collection would be:

Artist's Full Name, Title of Artwork, Date of Creation, Medium. Image courtesy of [Museum Name],
[Collection Name/Page Title], [URL], accessed [Date of Access].



Including "Image courtesy of" or a similar phrase helps clarify that the citation refers to the digital
reproduction provided by the institution.

Citing Images from Art History Databases (General)

Beyond individual museum collections, there are numerous specialized art history databases that aggregate
images and information from various sources. When citing an image from such a database, the citation
needs to identify the artwork, its creator, and then the specific database through which it was accessed. The
database name becomes a critical element, along with the direct link to the image or the relevant entry
page. This is particularly important for scholarly databases that offer detailed metadata and contextual
information.

For general art history databases, a citation might include:

Artist's Full Name, Title of Artwork, Date of Creation. In [Name of Database], [Specific entry title or
page, if applicable]. [Database Publisher/Institution], [URL], accessed [Date of Access].

The "[Specific entry title or page]" can refer to the title of the record or catalogue entry within the database,
providing a more precise locator for the image.

Citing Textual Resources within Art History Databases

Art history databases are not solely repositories of images; they also contain a wealth of textual resources,
including scholarly articles, exhibition reviews, catalogue essays, and primary source documents. Citing
these textual materials requires adhering to standard Chicago style principles for the given source type
(e.g., journal article, book chapter, website), with the crucial addition of the database information. The goal
is to attribute the author of the text and provide enough detail for the reader to locate the original
publication or its digital equivalent within the database.

The ability to cite these texts accurately allows researchers to build upon existing scholarship, support their
arguments with textual evidence, and give proper credit to the authors whose work informs their own.
This is a fundamental aspect of academic discourse and scholarly integrity.

Citing Journal Articles from Databases



Many art history databases provide access to full-text journal articles. When citing such an article, the
citation should include the author(s) of the article, the article title, the journal title, volume and issue
numbers, publication date, and page numbers, followed by the database name and access information. This
format ensures that the reader can verify the article's content and context, even if they do not have direct
access to the database.

A standard format for a journal article from a database is:

Author's Full Name, "Title of Article." Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Publication Date): Page
Numbers. Accessed via [Database Name], [URL or DOI].

If the article is paginated continuously throughout an issue, the specific start and end page numbers are still
necessary. The inclusion of a DOI (Digital Object Identifier) is preferred if available, as it provides a
persistent link to the article.

Citing Book Chapters or Essays from Databases

Art history databases often host digitized versions of books or collections of essays. When citing a chapter or
essay from such a source accessed through a database, the citation should identify the author of the chapter,
the chapter title, the editor(s) of the collection (if applicable), the book title, publication details for the
original book, and then the database information. This helps differentiate the specific contribution from the
larger work and its digital access point.

A typical citation for a book chapter from a database might look like this:

Author's Full Name, "Title of Chapter." In Title of Book, edited by Editor's Full Name, Page
Numbers. Published [Original Publication Year]. Accessed via [Database Name], [URL or DOI].

When citing an essay within a collection of essays by a single author, the editor's name and page numbers
for the collection might be omitted if the essay is clearly delineated. The key is to provide enough
information for the reader to retrieve the specific text.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes in Art History Research

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citations: the notes-bibliography system (using
footnotes or endnotes) and the author-date system. In art history, the notes-bibliography system is generally
preferred because it allows for detailed commentary and explanation within the notes themselves, which



can be particularly useful when discussing visual details, providing brief biographical information about an
artist, or offering supplementary interpretations without disrupting the flow of the main text. Both
footnotes (appearing at the bottom of the page) and endnotes (appearing at the end of the chapter or
document) function similarly.

The choice between footnotes and endnotes is largely a matter of stylistic preference or institutional
requirement. However, the content and purpose of each note remain consistent regardless of its placement.
These notes serve to cite sources, acknowledge quotations, and provide explanatory material.

Structure of Footnotes and Endnotes

The structure of footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style is similar, though there are minor differences in
punctuation and capitalization. For a first reference to a source, the note provides a more complete
bibliographic description than is typically found in a bibliography entry, including the author's first and last
name, the full title of the work, and specific page numbers. Subsequent references to the same source are
often abbreviated.

A typical first footnote/endnote entry for a book might include:

Author's First Name Last Name, Title of Book (Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number.

And for an article:

Author's First Name Last Name, "Title of Article," Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Publication
Date): Page Number.

When citing from an art history database, the note will incorporate the relevant database and access
information as previously discussed.

Using Notes for Commentary and Explanation

Beyond simple citation, footnotes and endnotes in art history are invaluable tools for providing additional
context or commentary that might otherwise interrupt the main narrative of the text. This can include
offering brief biographical details about an artist, elaborating on a particular art historical term, providing a
translation of a foreign phrase, or even offering a tangential but relevant interpretation of an artwork. The
ability to expand on points without disrupting the reader's focus on the primary argument is a key
advantage of this system.



For example, a researcher might use a footnote to briefly discuss the historical context of a particular artistic
movement mentioned in the main text, or to provide a detailed description of the provenance of an
artwork being analyzed, thereby enriching the reader's understanding without weighing down the main
body of the research.

Best Practices for Database Management and Citation

Effective management of art history databases and their citations is crucial for producing organized and
error-free research. This involves systematic record-keeping throughout the research process, from initial
source discovery to the final bibliography. Implementing a consistent citation strategy from the outset can
save significant time and prevent later confusion or potential plagiarism. Proactive organization is key to
maintaining academic integrity and efficiency.

Adopting digital tools and maintaining meticulous notes can greatly enhance the research experience and
the quality of the final scholarly output. The aim is to create a research workflow that is both efficient and
robust.

Utilizing Citation Management Software

Citation management software, such as Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote, can be incredibly beneficial for art
history researchers working with extensive databases. These tools allow users to import citation
information directly from databases, organize sources into project-specific libraries, annotate sources, and
generate bibliographies in various styles, including Chicago style. Automating these processes reduces the
likelihood of manual data entry errors and ensures consistency across all citations.

Using these platforms effectively means:

Creating a new library or folder for each research project.

Importing citation data accurately whenever possible.

Manually reviewing and correcting imported metadata to ensure completeness and accuracy.

Tagging sources for easier retrieval and organization.

Regularly backing up the library to prevent data loss.



Maintaining a Research Log

Alongside citation management software, maintaining a detailed research log is an excellent practice. This
log can document the dates of access for online sources, the specific search terms used to find information
within databases, the rationale for choosing particular sources, and any observations or preliminary thoughts
about the material. This serves as a personal record that can be invaluable when revisiting sources or when
needing to reconstruct the research process.

A research log can include entries such as:

Date of research session.

Databases searched and specific search queries used.

Key findings or relevant information extracted.

URLs and access dates for all consulted online resources.

Notes on the relevance and potential use of each source.

Common Challenges and Solutions

Working with art history databases presents unique challenges, primarily related to the dynamic nature of
digital content and the diverse formats of visual and textual information. Navigating these complexities
requires a thorough understanding of citation principles and a willingness to adapt to evolving digital
landscapes. Proactive strategies can mitigate many of these issues.

By anticipating potential problems and developing clear solutions, researchers can ensure their work
remains accurate and credible, regardless of the sources they consult.

Dealing with Broken Links and Outdated Information

One of the most common challenges with online resources, including art history databases, is the issue of
broken links or content that has been updated or removed. Since citations often rely on specific URLs for
access, a broken link can render a citation useless. Similarly, if a database entry is updated after a researcher
has consulted it, the information cited may no longer be accurate.



To address this:

Always record the access date for online sources. This indicates when the information was verified.

If a link breaks, try searching for the resource by title or author within the database or on the web.

For critical resources, consider downloading a PDF or saving a webpage (if permissible and ethically
appropriate) for personal archival purposes.

If an entry has been significantly updated, consider noting this in your research log and, if possible,
locating and citing the previous version or noting the change in your citation.

Citation of Non-Standard Digital Content

Art history databases may contain non-standard digital content, such as 3D models of sculptures, virtual
reality tours of exhibitions, or interactive timelines. Citing these materials requires careful consideration of
how best to describe them and provide access. Chicago style's flexibility allows for adaptation, but clarity
and specificity are paramount. The goal is to describe the unique digital artifact in a way that is
understandable to the reader.

For such content, one might adapt the principles for citing multimedia or other digital objects. This could
involve describing the format of the content (e.g., "3D model," "interactive tour") and providing a clear
description of what the digital object represents, in addition to the database and access information. The key
is to be as descriptive as possible about the nature of the digital resource being cited.

By understanding and diligently applying Chicago style principles to art history databases, researchers can
produce scholarly work that is both rigorous and accessible. The meticulous attention to detail required by
this style ensures that the intellectual contributions of others are properly acknowledged and that the
researcher's own findings are clearly and credibly presented.









Q: What is the primary reason for using Chicago style for art history
databases?
A: The primary reason for using Chicago style for art history databases is to ensure consistency, clarity, and
academic rigor in documenting and citing the vast and varied visual and textual resources found within
these digital platforms. It provides a standardized method for attribution, allowing readers to locate and
verify sources, thereby upholding academic integrity.

Q: How does citing an artwork from an art history database differ from
citing a scholarly article from the same database?
A: Citing an artwork from an art history database focuses on the artist, the artwork's title, and its creation
date and medium, followed by the database access information. Citing a scholarly article, on the other hand,
prioritizes the article's author, title, the journal or book it appears in, and publication details, along with the
database access information. The core information required for attribution shifts from the artwork itself to
the author and publication of the textual content.

Q: Should I include the access date when citing a source from an art
history database?
A: Yes, you should always include the access date when citing a source from an art history database,
especially for online resources. This is because digital content can change or be removed over time, and the
access date indicates when you last verified the information, providing context for its availability at the
time of your research.

Q: What is the best way to cite an artwork if some information, like the
exact creation date, is missing from the database?
A: If information is missing from the database, you should indicate this in your citation. For an unknown
creation date, use "n.d." (no date). For other missing details, omit them and provide all the information that
is available. Transparency about missing data is crucial.

Q: Can I use footnotes or endnotes when citing from art history databases
in Chicago style?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style's notes-bibliography system, which uses either footnotes or endnotes, is
commonly used and often preferred in art history. This system allows for detailed explanations and
commentary alongside citations, which is highly beneficial for discussing visual evidence and contextual
information found in databases.



Q: What is the purpose of citing the database name when referencing an
artwork or article?
A: Citing the database name is essential because it tells the reader where you accessed the information. Art
history databases serve as aggregators and distributors of scholarly content and images; identifying the
specific database helps readers locate the exact digital version of the source you consulted.

Q: How can citation management software help with citing Chicago style
for art history databases?
A: Citation management software can automate the process of collecting, organizing, and formatting
citations from art history databases. It allows you to import source information, manage your bibliography,
and generate footnotes or endnotes in Chicago style, significantly reducing manual effort and the potential
for errors.

Q: What should I do if a URL for a source from an art history database
becomes a broken link?
A: If a URL becomes a broken link, first try searching for the resource within the database using its title or
author. You can also try to find the information through general web searches. Always note the access date;
if you cannot locate the resource, you may need to indicate that it was inaccessible.

Q: Are there specific rules for citing 3D models or virtual exhibition tours
found in art history databases?
A: While there are no universally prescribed rules for every non-standard digital format, Chicago style
encourages descriptive citations. For 3D models or virtual tours, you would describe the digital object (e.g.,
"3D model," "virtual tour"), identify the artist or creator of the artwork/exhibition, and then provide the
database name and access information, similar to other digital resources.

Q: Why is it important to distinguish between citing the artwork itself
and citing its digital reproduction?
A: It's important to distinguish between citing the artwork itself and its digital reproduction to maintain
accuracy and academic integrity. The artwork has an original creation date, medium, and location, while
the digital reproduction exists in a different medium and time. Citing the reproduction acknowledges the
specific visual evidence you examined and its source, ensuring readers can access the same visual material.
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