chicago style for artwork

The Chicago style for artwork is a crucial element for academics, researchers, and writers who need
to cite visual materials accurately and consistently. Understanding this style ensures that your
bibliography and parenthetical citations clearly identify the source of any artwork you reference, be
it a painting, sculpture, photograph, or digital image. This comprehensive guide will delve into the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style when applied to artwork, covering everything from basic
principles to specific examples. We will explore how to cite artwork found in various locations,
including museums, galleries, books, and online, and discuss the essential components required for
proper attribution. Mastering the Chicago style for artwork not only prevents plagiarism but also
enhances the credibility of your scholarly work by allowing readers to locate and examine the visual
evidence you present.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago Style for
Artwork

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a standardized framework for academic and scholarly
writing, and this extends to the proper citation of visual art. The fundamental goal is to provide
readers with enough information to locate the artwork and its original source. This principle remains
consistent whether you are referencing a Renaissance masterpiece or a contemporary digital
installation. The style emphasizes clarity, precision, and completeness in its citation requirements.

When dealing with Chicago style for artwork, it's important to recognize that the context of the
artwork's display or publication significantly influences the citation format. This means a painting
viewed in a museum will have a different citation structure than an image of that same painting
found within a scholarly book or on a website. The Chicago style aims to accommodate these diverse
scenarios while maintaining a coherent and logical approach to source attribution for visual
materials.

Citing Artwork in Physical Locations

Citing artwork encountered in person, such as in a museum or gallery, requires specific information
to identify both the artwork and its location. This typically involves the artist's name, the title of the
artwork, the date of creation, the medium, dimensions (often optional but good practice), the
museum or gallery where it is housed, and the city of the institution. The goal here is to guide the
reader to the physical object and its institutional home.



Artwork in Museums and Galleries

When citing a piece of artwork viewed directly in a museum or gallery, the Chicago style mandates a
specific order of information. The artist's name, usually in the format of First Name Last Name,
comes first, followed by the title of the artwork in italics. If the artwork is undated, "n.d." can be
used. The medium, such as "oil on canvas" or "bronze sculpture," is then provided. Finally, the name
of the institution (e.g., The Art Institute of Chicago) and its location (city, state) are listed.
Parenthetical citations within the text will typically include the artist's last name and a shortened
version of the title or a relevant accession number if commonly used for that collection.

For example, a footnote citation might look like this: Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil
on canvas, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. A parenthetical citation in the text would be (van
Gogh, The Starry Night).

Outdoor Sculptures and Public Art

Citing public art, such as sculptures in parks or murals on buildings, follows a similar logic but may
involve different descriptive elements. The artist's name, artwork title, date of creation, and medium
remain essential. The location is crucial and should be as specific as possible, including the park
name, street address, or neighborhood. This ensures that the reader can identify the specific public
installation being referenced. If the artwork is no longer extant or has been significantly altered, this
information should be noted.

Citing Artwork from Publications

When artwork is reproduced in books, journals, or other printed materials, the citation must
acknowledge both the artwork itself and the publication that contains it. This is a common scenario
in art history research and academic papers. The Chicago style for artwork in publications bridges
the gap between direct observation and sourced information.

Artwork Reproduced in Books

Citing an artwork found within a book requires details about the artwork and then information about
the book. The artist's name, artwork title, date, and medium are followed by the book's author(s), the
book's title (in italics), publication details (city, publisher, year), and the specific page number(s)
where the artwork is reproduced or discussed. This format allows readers to find the image in the
specific book you consulted.

For example, a footnote might read: Georgia O'Keeffe, Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. IV, 1930, oil on canvas,
in Georgia O'Keeffe: A Life by Roxana Robinson (New York: HarperCollins, 1989), 198. A
corresponding bibliography entry would list the full details of the book and the artwork, often with
the artwork information preceding the book information. The parenthetical note might include the
author's last name and page number from the book (Robinson 198).

Artwork in Exhibition Catalogs

Exhibition catalogs are rich sources of information about artwork and are cited similarly to books.



You will need to identify the artwork's creator, title, date, and medium. Then, provide the details of
the exhibition catalog, including its title (in italics), exhibition curator(s), the hosting institution(s),
the city and year of publication, and the page number where the artwork is featured. Many
exhibition catalogs are themselves scholarly works, so their authorship and publication details are
critical.

Citing Digital Artwork and Online Images

The proliferation of digital art and online image repositories has necessitated specific guidelines
within the Chicago style for artwork. Citing these sources requires attention to digital location and
access information, alongside the artwork's intrinsic details. This area can be particularly complex
due to the dynamic nature of the internet.

Artwork Found on Museum Websites

When citing artwork found on a museum's official website, you must provide the artist's name,
artwork title, date, medium, the museum's name, and the URL. Crucially, you should also include the
date you accessed the material, as online content can change. The format for the artwork itself
(italicized title, artist, date, medium) remains consistent. The website name acts as the overarching
source, followed by the URL and access date.

For example: Claude Monet, Impression, soleil levant (Impression, Sunrise), 1872, oil on canvas,
Musée Marmottan Monet, https://www.impressionism.org/impression-sunrise-claude-monet/
(accessed October 26, 2023).

Images from Online Databases and Archives

Online art databases and digital archives (e.g., Artstor, Getty Research Institute) are invaluable
resources. When citing an image from such a source, provide the artist, artwork title, date, and
medium. Then, specify the name of the database or archive, a stable URL if available, and the access
date. If the image is part of a larger collection within the archive, providing a specific collection
name or accession number can be beneficial for identification.

Digital Artworks and Online Exhibitions

For born-digital artworks or those presented exclusively in online exhibitions, the citation should
reflect their digital nature. Include the artist's name, the artwork title, the year of creation or
display, and the format (e.g., interactive installation, net art). The URL of the exhibition or the
artist's digital portfolio, along with the access date, are essential. If the artwork is interactive, a brief
description of its interactive elements may be included.

Essential Elements for Artwork Citations

Regardless of the source of the artwork, several core pieces of information are consistently required
for a comprehensive Chicago style citation. These elements ensure that the artwork is clearly



identified and distinguishable from others.

Artist's Name

The artist's name is paramount. It should be presented in the format most commonly associated with
the artist, typically First Name Last Name for the initial citation in notes and a bibliography. If the
artist is known by a pseudonym or a single name, use that designation consistently. The goal is to
attribute the work to its creator accurately.

Title of the Artwork

The title of the artwork should be italicized in Chicago style. If the artwork has a well-known English
translation that differs from its original title, both can be included, often with the original title in
parentheses or with an explanation. For untitled works, the description of the medium or subject
matter may be used, or the term "untitled" enclosed in quotation marks.

Date of Creation

The date of creation is a critical piece of contextual information. It can be a specific year, a range of
years, or a period (e.g., "ca. 1500," "1914-1915"). If the date is unknown, "n.d." (no date) can be
used, although it is preferable to provide an estimated date or period if possible, clearly indicating it
as an estimate.

Medium and Materials

Describing the medium and materials used provides essential information about the artwork's
physical properties and artistic techniques. This includes terms like "oil on canvas," "watercolor on
paper," "bronze," "mixed media," or "digital print." The level of detail may vary depending on the
context and the significance of the materials to the artwork.

Dimensions

While not always mandatory, including the dimensions of the artwork (height x width x depth,
typically in inches or centimeters) can be very helpful, especially for physical artworks. This
information is usually found in museum labels, exhibition catalogs, or art databases. Consistency in
units is important.

Source Information

This is perhaps the most variable part of the citation. It includes details about where the artwork
was viewed or reproduced. This could be a museum name and city, a book author, title, and page
number, or a website URL and access date. The goal is always to enable the reader to find the
source of your information.



Common Challenges and Solutions in Chicago Style
Artwork Citation

Citing artwork using the Chicago Manual of Style can present unique challenges, particularly with
contemporary art, digital media, and works with complex provenance. Familiarizing yourself with
common issues and their solutions will streamline the citation process.

Works with Multiple Authors or Contributors

When an artwork is the product of a collaboration or has significant contributions from multiple
individuals (e.g., an artist and a commissioner, or a digital artist and programmer), Chicago style
provides guidance for attributing these roles. Typically, the primary artist is listed first, followed by
other significant contributors, with their roles clearly indicated. If an exhibition catalog has multiple
editors, follow standard book citation rules for editors.

Reproductions of Artwork Not Directly Viewed

In some cases, you might cite an artwork based on its reproduction in a source without ever seeing
the original. In such instances, it is crucial to cite the source publication or website accurately. The
Chicago style emphasizes acknowledging the immediate source of your information. You are not
claiming to have viewed the original if you haven't.

Low-Resolution or Poorly Attributed Online Images

The internet is rife with images that may be of low quality or lack proper attribution. When citing
such an image, do your best to find the most accurate information available. If the artist is unknown
or the title is missing, state "unknown artist" or "untitled" and provide any identifying details you
can find, along with the URL and access date. It is always best practice to cross-reference
information from multiple reliable sources if possible.

The rigorous application of the Chicago style for artwork ensures that visual evidence is properly
credited and accessible to readers. By understanding the principles and adapting them to various
scenarios—from museum walls to digital screens—you can enhance the scholarly integrity and
credibility of your work. This meticulous attention to detail is fundamental to academic discourse
and respects the creators of the visual arts.

FAQ Section

Q: How do I cite an artwork when the artist's name is
unknown?

A: If the artist's name is unknown, you will typically begin the citation with the title of the artwork.
Use "Unknown artist" or "Anonymous" as appropriate, usually in place of the artist's name. For
example, in a note: The Night Watch, ca. 1640, oil on canvas, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. In the
bibliography, you might list it under "Unknown Artist" or "Anonymous."



Q: What is the correct way to cite a photograph of a sculpture?

A: When citing a photograph of a sculpture, you are essentially citing the photograph as the source
of your information about the sculpture. Therefore, the primary citation should focus on the
photographer if known, and then the sculpture itself. If you are citing the sculpture as it appears in a
book of photographs, you cite the book and the sculptor. If you are citing the photograph from a
website, you would cite the photographer (if known), the sculpture's details, the website name, and
the URL. For example, in a note: Ansel Adams, The Yosemite Valley from Glacier Point, photograph
of the sculpture by Albert Bierstadt, 1930, gelatin silver print, The Ansel Adams Gallery,
https://www.anseladams.com/yosemite-valley-glacier-point (accessed October 26, 2023).

Q: How do I cite an artwork that is part of a larger collection
or series?

A: When citing an artwork that belongs to a series or a larger collection, it is best to include
information about the series or collection to provide further context. For example, if citing a specific
etching from a series by Rembrandt, you would include the title of the etching, followed by
information about the series and then the source where you found it. Example: Rembrandt van Rijn,
The Three Trees, etching, from the series of Landscapes, 1643, printed by the artist, in The Graphic
Works of Rembrandt (New York: Dover Publications, 1977), pl. 15.

Q: Should I include dimensions for all artwork citations?

A: Including dimensions is generally good practice when citing artwork, especially for physical
pieces, as it provides a more complete description. However, Chicago style does not always mandate
it if the information is not readily available or essential for identification. Check the specific
requirements of your institution or publisher. If you do include them, ensure consistency in units
(inches or centimeters).

Q: How do I cite artwork that is no longer extant or has been
destroyed?

A: When citing artwork that no longer exists, it's important to indicate its status. You would typically
cite any available documentation, such as historical records, drawings, or descriptions, that refer to
the lost artwork. Include the artist, title (if known), and date, followed by information about the
source that documents its existence. Note its lost status. For example: Leonardo da Vinci, The Battle
of Anghiari, unfinished fresco, 1505 (destroyed), documented in Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists
(Florence: 1550).

Q: What is the difference between a note citation and a
bibliography entry for artwork?

A: Chicago style uses both footnotes/endnotes and a bibliography. The note citation provides full
details for the first mention of a source and is often abbreviated for subsequent mentions. The

bibliography lists all sources cited in the work in alphabetical order, usually with full details. For
artwork, the note citation might be more descriptive, while the bibliography entry focuses on the



factual retrieval of the source.

Q: How do I cite a work of art if it's in a private collection?

A: Citing artwork in a private collection can be challenging as it may not be publicly accessible. You
would cite the artist, title, date, and medium. Then, you would indicate the private collection, often
mentioning the owner's name if appropriate and permitted, or stating "private collection." If you
encountered it through a publication or exhibition that documented it, cite that publication or
exhibition. Example: Frida Kahlo, Self-Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird, 1940, oil on
canvas, private collection of Mr. and Mrs. John Smith.
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