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Understanding Chicago Style for Art History
Presentations

Chicago style for art history presentations serves as a crucial framework for academic
rigor and clear communication within the discipline. This guide delves into the intricacies of
applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to art history, ensuring your visual analysis,
research, and citations are both accurate and compelling. Mastering this style not only
enhances the credibility of your work but also facilitates a deeper understanding of artistic
contexts and scholarly discourse. We will explore the fundamental principles of CMOS,
focusing on how they translate to the unique demands of art historical inquiry, from citing
artworks and exhibitions to formatting your slides and bibliography. This comprehensive
overview aims to equip students and scholars with the confidence to present their findings
with utmost precision and professionalism, fostering a consistent and universally
recognized standard for art historical scholarship.
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The Core Principles of Chicago Style in Art History

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust system for academic writing, and its
application in art history emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and proper attribution. At its heart,
Chicago style for art history presentations is about acknowledging sources meticulously and



presenting information in an organized, accessible manner. This involves understanding the
distinction between notes-bibliography and author-date systems, though the former is
overwhelmingly prevalent in art history due to the detailed nature of citations required for
visual evidence.

The primary goal is to allow your audience to trace your research and verify your claims,
particularly concerning the provenance, interpretation, and scholarly reception of artworks.
Adhering to Chicago style ensures that your intellectual contributions are properly credited
and that your arguments are built on a foundation of sound research. It promotes a
standard of scholarly communication that is vital for the advancement of art historical
knowledge.

Notes-Bibliography System for Art History
The notes-bibliography system is the cornerstone of Chicago style for art history. It utilizes
endnotes or footnotes to cite sources directly within the text, followed by a comprehensive
bibliography at the end of the work. This system is particularly well-suited for art history
because it allows for detailed descriptive information about artworks, their locations, and
specific scholarly interpretations to be presented unobtrusively in the notes without
disrupting the flow of the main text.

Each note typically includes essential bibliographic information, such as the author, title,
publication details, and page number. For artworks, this often extends to the artist, title,
date, medium, dimensions, current location (museum and city), and accession number. This
level of detail is crucial for distinguishing between multiple works by the same artist and for
providing precise information for verification by other scholars.

Author-Date System in Specific Contexts
While less common in traditional art history scholarship, the author-date system, also found
within CMOS, might be employed in certain art history contexts, particularly those that
bridge with disciplines that favor this method or in digital humanities projects. In this
system, parenthetical citations within the text refer to the author and year of publication,
directing the reader to a corresponding reference list. For art history, this would typically
require a more streamlined identification of the artwork within the text, potentially relying
on established catalog numbers or brief descriptions, with the full bibliographic details of
the commentary appearing in the reference list.

However, for most art history presentations and papers, the depth of information required
for visual analysis and the historical context of specific objects makes the notes-
bibliography system the more appropriate and widely accepted choice. Its capacity for
detailed source annotation is invaluable when discussing the nuances of an artwork's
creation, commission, reception, and subsequent scholarly interpretations.



Citing Artworks and Visual Materials

Properly citing artworks is paramount in Chicago style for art history presentations. The
accuracy and completeness of these citations lend significant weight to your analysis and
prevent misattribution or confusion. This applies not only to physical artworks but also to
reproductions found in books, journals, exhibition catalogs, and online databases.

When Citing the Artwork Itself
When your presentation or paper directly discusses an artwork, the citation in your note
should include the artist's full name, the artwork's title (italicized), the date of creation, the
medium, and the dimensions. Crucially, you must also include its current location, typically
the museum or gallery name and city, and often the accession number. For example:

Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa, c. 1503–1506, oil on poplar panel, 77 × 53 cm. Musée
du Louvre, Paris.

This format provides all the necessary information for identification and verification. The
italicization of the title is a standard convention in CMOS for artworks and other creative
works.

When Citing a Reproduction of an Artwork
If you are citing an artwork as it appears in a publication or online, the citation needs to
reflect the source of the reproduction. The format will build upon the artwork citation by
including the publication's details. For a book, this might look like:

Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus, c. 1485, tempera and gold on canvas, 172.5 ×
285.5 cm. Uffizi Gallery, Florence. In “Botticelli’s Primavera and Venus,” by John
Smith, 78 (image: fig. 3). Published in Renaissance Art Revisited, edited by Jane Doe,
75–90. New York: Art Books Publishing, 2020.

For journal articles or exhibition catalogs, the structure will vary but will always include the
publication's title, author, volume/issue, date, and page numbers, alongside the artwork
details and figure number if applicable.

Digital and Online Sources
Citing artworks found online requires careful attention to the stability and authority of the
source. Prioritize museum websites, reputable online art encyclopedias, or scholarly
databases. Include the artist, title, date, medium, dimensions, museum/location, accession
number, the specific URL, and the date you accessed the material. For instance:

Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 cm × 92.1 cm. Museum of



Modern Art, New York. https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79802 (accessed
October 26, 2023).

It is essential to provide a stable URL whenever possible and to record your access date, as
online content can change. For digital databases or exhibition archives, ensure you cite the
specific entry or page within that resource.

Formatting Slide Presentations and Visual Aids

When creating art history presentations using Chicago style, the visual aspect is as
important as the written word. Your slides should be clean, uncluttered, and designed to
complement your spoken narration and scholarly arguments. While CMOS doesn't dictate
the exact visual design of slides, it provides guidelines for the information that should be
presented and how it should be attributed, ensuring academic integrity.

Slide Content and Layout
Each slide should typically feature a high-quality image of the artwork being discussed.
Beneath or alongside the image, include essential identifying information such as the artist,
title, date, and medium. This serves as a quick reference for your audience and
demonstrates your attention to detail. Avoid overcrowding slides with text; use bullet points
sparingly for key analytical points, and let your spoken words elaborate on them.

Consistency in font choice, size, and color scheme throughout your presentation is also a
hallmark of professionalism. A simple, legible font like Arial, Calibri, or Times New Roman is
generally recommended. Ensure sufficient contrast between text and background for
readability.

Attribution on Slides
Proper attribution for images is a non-negotiable aspect of Chicago style for art history
presentations. Directly on the slide where the artwork is shown, provide a concise citation
for the image source. This might be a museum name, collection name, or the publication
from which the image was taken. Full bibliographic details will appear in your endnotes or
bibliography, but a brief, clear attribution on the slide is essential for immediate
acknowledgment.

Example: Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night, 1889. Oil on canvas. Museum of Modern Art,
New York. Image courtesy of MoMA.

For reproductions from books or websites, you can include the source publication or
website name. This on-slide attribution serves as a direct link between the visual material
and its source, reinforcing academic honesty throughout your presentation.



Using Visuals for Analysis
Your visuals should not merely be decorative; they are the evidence for your art historical
arguments. Chicago style encourages a close, analytical engagement with visual material.
Point out specific details, compositional elements, color palettes, or thematic motifs within
the artwork to support your claims. Your slides should be designed to facilitate this close
looking, perhaps with zoom features or highlighted sections if your presentation software
allows.

The integration of visuals with your spoken commentary and any on-slide text should be
seamless. Each visual element should serve a clear purpose in illustrating or substantiating
a point you are making, aligning with the rigorous analytical framework promoted by
Chicago style.

Structuring Your Art History Paper with Chicago
Style

The organization of your art history paper is crucial for presenting a coherent and
persuasive argument, and Chicago style provides a clear framework for this structure. A
well-structured paper makes it easier for your reader to follow your line of reasoning,
understand your analysis, and appreciate the depth of your research. Adhering to CMOS
guidelines for manuscript preparation ensures a polished and professional presentation.

Introduction and Thesis Statement
Your introduction should immediately engage the reader and clearly state the paper's
purpose and scope. For art history, this typically involves introducing the artwork(s) or
artistic movement you will discuss and presenting your central thesis—the main argument
you intend to prove. The introduction should also provide necessary background
information, such as the historical context or artist's biography, without overwhelming the
reader. A strong thesis statement acts as a roadmap for the entire paper.

Body Paragraphs and Analytical Development
The body of your paper will be dedicated to developing your thesis through detailed
analysis and evidence. Each paragraph should focus on a specific aspect of your argument,
supported by visual evidence and scholarly sources. In art history, this often involves close
visual analysis of the artwork(s) themselves, combined with contextual information from
historical documents, critical essays, and other relevant scholarship. Transitions between
paragraphs should be smooth, ensuring a logical flow of ideas.

Within these paragraphs, you will employ the notes-bibliography system. When you
introduce a specific claim, interpretation, or piece of information derived from a source, you
must immediately follow it with a footnote or endnote. This ensures that all assertions are



properly attributed and that your reader can consult the original source if they wish.

Conclusion and Synthesis
The conclusion should summarize your main points and reiterate your thesis in light of the
evidence presented. Avoid introducing new information or arguments in the conclusion.
Instead, focus on synthesizing your findings and offering a final thought or broader
implication of your research. For art history, this might involve reflecting on the artwork's
lasting significance, its place within its oeuvre, or its impact on subsequent artistic
developments.

The conclusion provides a sense of closure and reinforces the significance of your research.
It should leave the reader with a clear understanding of your argument and its implications
within the field of art history. The careful structuring, combined with meticulous citation
practices, is fundamental to effective academic discourse.

Bibliography and Reference Management

The bibliography is a critical component of any academic paper written in Chicago style,
serving as a comprehensive list of all the sources consulted and cited in your work. For art
history, this list requires particular attention to detail, especially when incorporating a wide
range of visual materials and scholarly texts. Properly formatted bibliographies enhance the
credibility of your research and allow readers to explore your sources further.

Formatting the Bibliography
The bibliography should appear at the end of your paper, titled simply "Bibliography." It is
arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. Each entry should be formatted
according to specific CMOS guidelines, which vary slightly depending on the type of source
(book, journal article, exhibition catalog, website, etc.). The goal is to provide enough
information for a reader to locate the source independently.

For a book: Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of publication: Publisher, Year
of publication.

For a journal article: Last Name, First Name. “Title of Article.” Title of Journal Volume,
no. Issue (Year): Page numbers.

The specific formatting for artworks, as discussed in the section on citing visual materials,
will also be reflected here, ensuring consistency between your notes and your bibliography.



Including Visual Sources
When citing artworks, reproductions, or exhibition catalogs in your bibliography, follow the
established CMOS formats. For artworks, the entry might include the artist, title, date,
medium, dimensions, and current location. For reproductions within books or articles, the
bibliography entry will combine artwork details with publication information, mirroring the
detailed notes you would have provided.

Exhibition catalogs are a vital source in art history, and their bibliographic entries require
careful attention. Include the exhibition title, dates and location of the exhibition, the
author of the catalog essay or entries, the publisher, and the year of publication. If you are
citing a specific artwork catalog entry, ensure that is clearly indicated.

Digital and Archival Materials in the Bibliography
For digital sources, the bibliography entry should include the author or organization, title of
the webpage or document, website name, URL, and the date of access. Similarly, if you
consult archival materials, provide sufficient detail to identify the collection, box number,
folder name, and institution where the material is housed. The principle remains the same:
enable precise retrieval of the source material.

Maintaining a consistent and accurate bibliography is an ongoing process. It is advisable to
keep meticulous records of all your sources as you conduct your research, rather than
attempting to compile the bibliography at the last minute. This not only ensures accuracy
but also significantly reduces the stress of final submission.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating Chicago style for art history presentations can present unique challenges,
especially concerning the integration of visual analysis and the detailed citation of artworks.
Being aware of common errors and adopting best practices can significantly enhance the
quality and credibility of your work, ensuring a smooth and successful academic
experience.

Inconsistent Citation Practices
One of the most frequent pitfalls is inconsistency in citation. Whether it's variations in how
artwork titles are italicized, how mediums are listed, or the inclusion or omission of
accession numbers, inconsistencies erode the professionalism of your presentation or
paper. Ensure you consult the CMOS guidelines meticulously for each source type and apply
them uniformly throughout your work.

Another common error is failing to provide sufficient detail for artworks. For instance, citing
"Picasso's Guernica" without the date, medium, or current location is insufficient for art
historical research. Always strive for the most complete citation possible to ensure clarity



and verifiability.

Over-Reliance on Secondary Sources Without Visual
Analysis
While scholarly sources are essential, art history is fundamentally rooted in the direct
observation and analysis of art objects. A common mistake is to merely summarize what
others have said about an artwork without engaging in your own visual interpretation and
analysis. Chicago style encourages you to use sources to inform your understanding, but
your argument should be supported by your own observations of the visual evidence.

Ensure that your text consistently refers back to the visual elements of the artwork. Phrases
like "as seen in the turbulent brushstrokes," "the symbolic use of color in the drapery," or
"the compositional dynamism created by the diagonal lines" directly engage with the visual
information and strengthen your arguments.

Poorly Integrated Visuals
Visuals in art history presentations or papers should not be mere decorations. They are
integral to the argument. Poor integration occurs when images are presented without clear
context, sufficient labeling, or direct reference in the text. Ensure that every image is
clearly introduced, discussed, and linked to your analytical points.

On slides, avoid placing too much text alongside an image. Let the image speak, and use
your narration to guide the audience's interpretation. When citing in written work, the
footnote or endnote provides the scholarly grounding, but the body text must connect the
visual observation to the theoretical or historical framework.

Best Practices for Success

Read the CMOS Thoroughly: Invest time in understanding the relevant sections of
the Chicago Manual of Style, particularly those pertaining to the notes-bibliography
system and the citation of visual materials.

Use Citation Management Software: Tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote can
help manage your sources and format your bibliography automatically, reducing
errors.

Create a Style Sheet: For larger projects, a personal style sheet documenting your
choices for recurring elements (e.g., how to abbreviate museum names) can ensure
consistency.

Seek Feedback: Have a peer, mentor, or instructor review your work for clarity,
accuracy, and adherence to Chicago style before final submission.



Focus on Visual Evidence: Always ground your arguments in detailed visual
analysis. Let the artwork itself be a primary source of evidence.

By proactively addressing these common issues and adhering to best practices, you can
ensure that your art history presentations and papers are not only academically sound but
also exceptionally clear and compelling, reflecting a high standard of scholarship.

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended
for Chicago style in art history?
A: The primary citation system recommended for Chicago style in art history is the notes-
bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and a
comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This system allows for detailed
descriptions of artworks and their sources.

Q: How should an artwork's title be formatted in
Chicago style for art history?
A: Artwork titles should be italicized in Chicago style for art history, whether they appear in
the text, notes, or bibliography.

Q: What are the essential elements to include when
citing an artwork in a Chicago style footnote or
endnote?
A: Essential elements for citing an artwork in a Chicago style footnote or endnote include
the artist's full name, the artwork's italicized title, the date of creation, the medium,
dimensions, and its current location (museum and city), along with the accession number if
readily available.

Q: When citing a reproduction of an artwork from a
book in Chicago style, what information is crucial to
include?
A: When citing a reproduction from a book, crucial information includes the artist, artwork
title, date, medium, and location, followed by the author of the text discussing the artwork,
the title of the book (italicized), the page number of the reproduction, and the full
bibliographic details of the book itself.

Q: Is it permissible to use images found on Google



Images for art history presentations under Chicago
style?
A: While you can find images on Google Images, Chicago style necessitates proper
attribution. You must cite the original source of the image, not just Google Images. It is best
practice to seek out images from reputable museum websites, academic databases, or
scholarly publications to ensure quality and clear provenance.

Q: How should exhibition catalogs be cited in a Chicago
style bibliography?
A: Exhibition catalogs in a Chicago style bibliography should include the exhibition title, the
dates and location of the exhibition, the author or editor of the catalog, the publisher, and
the year of publication. If citing a specific artwork entry within the catalog, that detail
should also be included.

Q: What is the difference between citing the artwork
itself and citing a reproduction in Chicago style?
A: Citing the artwork itself focuses on the object's creation details and current location.
Citing a reproduction requires adding the publication or online source information from
which the image was viewed, essentially providing a citation for both the artwork and the
source of its representation.

Q: Should I include image captions on my presentation
slides when using Chicago style?
A: Yes, it is highly recommended to include brief image captions on presentation slides that
identify the artwork (artist, title, date) and the source of the image. This serves as
immediate attribution, with full bibliographic details in your endnotes or bibliography.
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