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departments

The Crucial Role of Chicago Style for Art
History Departments

chicago style for art history departments is not merely an academic
formality; it is the bedrock of scholarly communication, ensuring clarity,
consistency, and credibility in the presentation of art historical research.
For students, faculty, and institutions dedicated to the rigorous study of
art, mastering and adhering to The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is
paramount. This comprehensive guide delves into the specific applications of
Chicago style within art history, covering citation practices, formatting
nuances, and the underlying principles that make it the preferred standard.
Understanding its intricacies empowers researchers to effectively present
their findings, engage with existing scholarship, and contribute meaningfully
to the field. This article will explore why Chicago style is so vital, how it
is applied to various aspects of art historical writing, and offer practical
advice for successful implementation.
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Understanding the Significance of Chicago Style
in Art History

Art history, as an academic discipline, thrives on detailed analysis,
contextualization, and engagement with a vast array of visual and textual
sources. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework that
supports these core activities. Its emphasis on thorough annotation and



bibliography allows scholars to meticulously document their research,
providing readers with the necessary tools to verify claims, explore further,
and understand the scholarly lineage of an argument. Without a standardized
citation system like Chicago, the interpretation and dissemination of art
historical knowledge would become fragmented and unreliable.

The scholarly apparatus in art history often involves complex descriptions of
visual objects, references to primary source documents like artist letters or
patronage records, and engagement with secondary literature that spans
various disciplines. Chicago style’s flexibility, particularly its dual
citation systems (notes-bibliography and author-date), allows art historians
to choose the method that best suits the nature of their research and
publication venue. The notes-bibliography system, with its detailed footnotes
or endnotes, is particularly well-suited for art history because it allows
for the inclusion of extensive descriptive passages, translations, or
alternative interpretations without disrupting the flow of the main text.
This is invaluable when discussing intricate iconographies or the provenance
of artworks.

Furthermore, Chicago style promotes academic integrity by ensuring proper
attribution of ideas and sources. In a field where visual evidence is often
central, accurately crediting the source of images, as well as the scholarly
interpretations of those images, is crucial to avoid plagiarism and to build
upon existing knowledge ethically. The manual's clear guidelines on matters
ranging from the capitalization of artwork titles to the correct way to
describe exhibition catalogs contribute to a professional and consistent
presentation of research, fostering trust and facilitating dialogue among
scholars worldwide.

Key Components of Chicago Style for Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a comprehensive set of guidelines that
address various aspects of scholarly writing. For art history departments,
several key components are particularly salient, influencing everything from
how research is documented to how visual materials are presented.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system is frequently the preferred method in art
history. This system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite sources and
provides a bibliography at the end of the work listing all sources consulted.
This approach allows for detailed explanations and references within the
notes, which can include descriptive information about an artwork, the
context of its creation, or supplementary evidence that might interrupt the
main narrative. For instance, a footnote might not only cite a book but also



offer a brief translation of a primary source quote or a commentary on a
specific detail within an image.

The Author-Date System

While less common than the notes-bibliography system in traditional art
history publications, the author-date system, which uses parenthetical in-
text citations followed by a reference list, is gaining traction in some
areas, particularly in interdisciplinary or digital humanities contexts. This
system prioritizes a streamlined reading experience by placing citation
information directly within the text. However, its utility in art history can
be limited by the need for extensive descriptive notes or detailed source
analysis that the notes-bibliography system facilitates more elegantly.

Descriptive Elements and Terminology

Chicago style provides specific guidance on the capitalization of titles of
artworks, exhibition titles, and artistic movements. For example, artwork
titles are typically italicized, while exhibition titles are also italicized.
The manual also offers guidance on the use of specific terminology related to
art historical analysis, such as the proper way to describe materials,
techniques, and periods. Adhering to these conventions ensures that art
historical discourse is precise and universally understood within the
discipline.

Image Referencing and Permissions

While CMOS does not dictate image sourcing or permission protocols directly,
its citation guidelines extend to describing the origin of images used in
scholarly work. This includes providing details about the photograph, the
collection where the artwork is housed, and any relevant exhibition history.
When writing for publication, understanding and adhering to the image rights
and permissions processes, often outlined by publishers, is a critical step
that complements Chicago style's citation requirements.

Citing Art Historical Sources with Chicago
Style

Accurate and consistent citation is the cornerstone of scholarly integrity in
art history. Chicago style offers detailed instructions for citing a wide
variety of sources commonly encountered in the discipline, ensuring that



every piece of borrowed information is properly attributed.

Books and Catalogues Raisonnés

Citing books and catalogues raisonnés is fundamental. For a book, a typical
footnote entry would include the author's name, the title of the book
(italicized), publication information (city: publisher, year), and the
specific page number(s). The corresponding bibliography entry would omit the
page numbers. Catalogues raisonnés, which are comprehensive scholarly
compilations of an artist's work, require careful citation of both the
overall catalogue and specific entries within it. These citations often
include the artist's name, the catalogue title, volume and catalogue number,
and plate or page numbers.

Journal Articles and Exhibition Reviews

Journal articles and exhibition reviews are vital components of art
historical research. A footnote for a journal article would include the
author's name, the article title (in quotation marks), the journal title
(italicized), the volume and issue number, the year of publication, and the
page number(s). For exhibition reviews, the citation would typically include
the reviewer's name, the title of the review (if it has one, otherwise it
might be described), the exhibition title (italicized), the name of the
exhibition venue, the city, the date of the exhibition or review, and the
page number(s) of the publication.

Exhibition Catalogues and Museum Publications

Exhibition catalogues are indispensable resources for art historians. Citing
an exhibition catalogue requires careful attention to authorship (often an
editor or multiple essayists), the catalogue title (italicized), the name of
the organizing institution or museum, the city, the exhibition dates, and the
page number(s). Museum publications, such as collection checklists or
exhibition brochures, are cited similarly, with emphasis on providing enough
detail for the reader to locate the specific publication. Special attention
is paid to distinguishing between an exhibition catalogue and a permanent
collection catalogue.

Primary Sources and Archival Materials

Primary sources, such as artist letters, diaries, or archival documents,
require precise citation. This often involves detailing the author of the



document, its date, its title (if any), and its location within an archive or
collection. For digital archives, URLs and access dates are crucial. For
instance, citing a letter might involve the author's name, "Letter to X,"
date, and the archive where it is held, followed by a reference number.

Image Citations

When using images, Chicago style mandates clear attribution. This typically
includes the artist's name, the title of the artwork (italicized), the date
of creation, the medium, the dimensions, and the current location (museum or
private collection). The source of the reproduction (e.g., a specific book,
journal article, or museum website) is also cited. For digital images, the
URL and access date are essential. This detailed approach ensures that the
visual evidence presented is properly contextualized and sourced.

Formatting Guidelines for Art History Papers

Beyond citation, the physical presentation of an art history paper adheres to
specific formatting conventions outlined by Chicago style. These guidelines
contribute to the overall readability and professionalism of the work.

Manuscript Preparation

For manuscripts intended for publication, Chicago style dictates specific
margins, line spacing, and font choices. Generally, double-spacing is
required throughout the text, including quotations and notes. Typeface should
be standard and legible, such as Times New Roman. This consistent formatting
allows editors and typesetters to work efficiently with the manuscript.

Titles and Headings
While this article uses
and

for sections, a formal art history paper often
employs a hierarchy of titles and headings to



organize content logically. The main title of the
paper is typically centered and presented in a
larger font or bolded. Subheadings within the text,
as used here with

and

, help break down complex ideas into digestible
sections. Artwork titles are consistently
italicized, and exhibition titles are also
italicized, with specific capitalization rules
applied according to CMOS.

Tables and Figures

In art history, figures (images) and tables are
integral to presenting evidence. Chicago style
provides guidance on how to label and caption these
elements. Figures are typically numbered
consecutively (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.) and
accompanied by captions that include essential
information such as the artist, title, date, medium,
dimensions, and the credit line or source of the
image. Tables are also numbered and are generally
presented with clear headings and concise data. The
placement of figures and tables relative to the text
is also considered for clarity and flow.

Quotations and Block Quotes



Long quotations (typically more than 100 words or
four to five lines of prose) are set off as block
quotes, indented from the main text and presented
without quotation marks. Short quotations are
incorporated directly into the running text and
enclosed in quotation marks. Both short and long
quotations require proper citation, typically using
the notes-bibliography system where the footnote
number follows the punctuation of the quoted
material.

Common Challenges and Best Practices

Navigating Chicago style for art history can present
unique challenges, but adopting certain best
practices can streamline the process and ensure
accuracy.

Consistency is Key

The most crucial best practice is maintaining
absolute consistency. Once a citation style is
chosen (e.g., notes-bibliography), adhere to it
throughout the entire document. This applies to the
format of notes, the bibliography, capitalization,
and punctuation. Inconsistency can undermine the
credibility of even the most insightful research.



Utilizing Citation Management Software

Tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote can be
invaluable for art historians. These programs help
organize research materials, manage citations, and
automatically generate bibliographies in Chicago
style, significantly reducing the risk of errors and
saving considerable time. However, it is essential
to periodically review the generated citations for
accuracy, as software is not infallible.

Consulting the Manual Directly

While online resources and style guides can be
helpful, the definitive authority remains The
Chicago Manual of Style itself. For nuanced or
complex citation issues, consulting the latest
edition of the manual is always recommended. Many
universities provide access to the online version of
the CMOS, which is easily searchable.

Seeking Peer Review

Having one's work reviewed by peers or mentors
familiar with Chicago style can identify errors or
inconsistencies that might have been overlooked.
Feedback on clarity, accuracy, and adherence to



stylistic conventions is invaluable for refining
scholarly work before submission.

Understanding Venue-Specific Requirements

Different journals, publishers, and academic
departments may have slight variations or specific
preferences within the broader Chicago style
framework. Always check the submission guidelines
for the specific publication or institution to
ensure compliance. For instance, some journals might
prefer endnotes over footnotes, or have specific
requirements for image permissions.

Specialized Art Historical Citation Needs

Art history often involves citing artworks that may
not have easily identifiable authors or publication
dates in the traditional sense. The key is to
provide as much identifying information as possible.
For contemporary art, this might include gallery
information, artist statements, or exhibition press
releases. For historical works, it involves
thoroughly researching provenance and exhibition
histories. The goal is always to enable a reader to
find the source or object of study.



FAQ

Q: Why is Chicago style preferred in art history
departments over other citation styles like MLA or
APA?

A: Chicago style, particularly its notes-
bibliography system, is preferred in art history due
to its ability to accommodate extensive descriptive
details and contextual information within footnotes
or endnotes. This is crucial for discussing visual
elements, primary source documents, and complex
scholarly arguments without disrupting the flow of
the main text. Its flexibility also allows for
detailed referencing of diverse art historical
sources, from archival materials to exhibition
catalogues, which are more common in art history
than in disciplines typically served by MLA or APA.

Q: What 1is the difference between the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system
within Chicago style for art history?

A: The notes-bibliography system uses numbered
footnotes or endnotes within the text to cite
sources, with a corresponding bibliography at the
end listing all sources. This system is highly
valued in art history for allowing detailed
annotations and explanations. The author-date system
uses in-text parenthetical citations (e.g., (Author



Year, Page)) and a reference list. While more
concise, it is less common in traditional art
history publications because it can be less
effective for incorporating the rich detail often
required in art historical analysis.

Q: How should I format the title of an artwork when
citing it in Chicago style for art history?

A: In Chicago style, titles of individual artworks
are typically italicized when mentioned in the text
or listed in citations. For example, you would refer
to The Starry Night. When discussing an artwork in
the body of your paper, the title would be
italicized. In footnotes or bibliography entries,
the same italicization rule applies.

Q: What are the key elements to include when citing
an exhibition catalogue in Chicago style for an art
history paper?

A: When citing an exhibition catalogue, key elements
include the editor(s) or author(s) of the essays,
the title of the catalogue (italicized), the name of
the organizing institution or museum, the city of
publication, the year of publication, and the
specific page number(s) referenced. If an individual
essay within the catalogue is being cited, the
essayist's name and essay title (in quotation marks)
would precede the catalogue information.



Q: How do I cite a photograph of an artwork if I am
using it in my art history paper?

A: Citing a photograph of an artwork involves
providing details about both the artwork itself and
the source of the photograph. For the artwork,
include the artist, title (italicized), date,
medium, dimensions, and current location. Then, cite
the source of the reproduction, which could be a
book, journal article, or website, including the
page number or URL and access date. Some art history
departments may also require a specific credit line
from the photographer or institution.

Q: Is there a specific rule in Chicago style for
describing the physical condition or provenance of
an artwork?

A: While Chicago style provides general guidelines
for descriptive language, specific art historical
terms for condition or provenance are usually
dictated by art historical convention rather than
strict manual rules. However, when referring to
these details in citations or notes, the language
should be precise and accurate. If these details are
part of a scholarly publication about the artwork,
they would be presented in a manner consistent with
accepted art historical discourse, and the sources
for this information would be meticulously cited.

Q: How should I handle citing an artist's letters or
other primary source documents in an art history



context using Chicago style?

A: Citing primary source documents like artist
letters requires providing as much identifying
information as possible. This typically includes the
author of the document, the recipient (if known),
the date of the document, its title (if any), and
its location within an archive or collection (e.g.,
name of the archive, collection name, folder or box
number). For digital archives, the URL and access
date are essential. The note should clearly identify
the document and its whereabouts.

Q: What are the best practices for ensuring accuracy
when using citation management software for Chicago
style in art history?

A: When using citation management software for
Chicago style, it is crucial to always double-check
the automatically generated citations against the
official Chicago Manual of Style guidelines.
Software can sometimes misinterpret data or apply
rules inconsistently, especially with complex art
historical sources. Manually verify author names,
titles, publication details, and especially the
formatting of artwork titles and exhibition details.
Regularly update your software and be aware of its
limitations.
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