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Chicago Style for Film Analysis: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style for film analysis chicago style serves as a crucial framework for scholars,
students, and critics when discussing cinematic works. This established citation and
formatting method ensures clarity, consistency, and academic rigor in presenting research
and arguments related to films. Understanding its nuances is paramount for anyone aiming
to produce professional-grade film analysis, from proper in-text citation of film elements to
the meticulous construction of bibliographies and footnotes. This guide will delve into the
core principles of Chicago style as applied to film analysis, covering everything from citing
specific scenes and dialogue to referencing critical essays and books about cinema, and
even addressing the complexities of digital media sources.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Film

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide, offering
comprehensive rules for writing, citation, and manuscript preparation. While it doesn't have
a specific chapter solely dedicated to "film analysis," its general principles for citing
sources, formatting prose, and constructing bibliographies are directly applicable. The key
is to adapt the broader guidelines to the unique nature of film as a source material. This
means understanding how to pinpoint and attribute specific visual and auditory
components of a film, which differ significantly from citing a printed book or a journal
article. The goal is always to provide enough information for a reader to locate the exact
material being referenced.

When engaging with film as an object of study, the Chicago style manual provides flexible
yet precise methods for attribution. It emphasizes the importance of clear and consistent
referencing, allowing for a robust academic dialogue. This guide aims to demystify the
application of CMOS to the multifaceted world of film analysis, ensuring that your work
meets the highest academic standards.



Core Principles of Chicago Style in Film Analysis

The foundational principles of Chicago style remain consistent regardless of the subject
matter: accuracy, clarity, and completeness in referencing. For film analysis, this translates
to providing sufficient detail about the film itself and the specific elements being discussed,
such as a particular shot, scene, line of dialogue, or musical cue. The style guide advocates
for either a footnote/endnote system or author-date citations, with footnotes/endnotes
being more prevalent in academic film studies.

The flexibility of Chicago style is a significant advantage for film analysis. It allows for the
integration of references directly into the narrative through footnotes or endnotes, which
can enhance the flow of analytical prose without interrupting the reader. This approach is
particularly useful when dissecting complex sequences or thematic developments within a
film.

Accuracy and Specificity in Referencing

Accuracy is paramount. When citing a film, you must identify the title, director, production
company, and year of release. For specific elements within the film, such as dialogue or a
visual motif, the citation needs to be even more precise. This often involves referencing the
scene number or timecode, if available, to allow readers to pinpoint the exact moment. The
goal is to remove ambiguity, ensuring that anyone reading your analysis can verify your
claims by accessing the same filmic material.

Consistency in Application

Consistency is the cornerstone of any citation style. Whether you choose to use footnotes
or endnotes, or if you need to cite a film review versus an academic monograph, the format
must be applied uniformly throughout your work. Deviations can lead to confusion and
detract from the credibility of your analysis. This consistency extends to how you format
film titles (typically italicized) and how you list production details.

Citing Films and Their Elements

The most direct application of Chicago style in film analysis involves citing the film itself
and its specific components. This requires attention to detail in identifying the core
cinematic work and the precise moments within it that are the focus of your analysis.

Full Film Citation



When referencing a film for the first time in your footnotes or endnotes, you should provide
a complete citation. This typically includes the film's title (italicized), followed by its director
(preceded by "directed by"), the production company, and the year of release. For example:

Citizen Kane, directed by Orson Welles, RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

If you are using a specific version or edition of a film, such as a restored director's cut or a
particular DVD release, it is good practice to include this information as well. This ensures
that the reader is aware of the exact version you consulted, as directorial intent or visual
elements might vary between different releases.

Citing Specific Scenes and Dialogue

Citing specific scenes or dialogue requires more granular detail. The most effective method
is to use timecodes if they are readily available from the version of the film you are using. If
timecodes are not feasible, referencing scene numbers is a common alternative. Footnotes
or endnotes would then include the film's title, followed by the timecode or scene number,
and sometimes a brief description of the scene or the dialogue being quoted.

For example, a footnote might read:

1. Casablanca, directed by Michael Curtiz, Warner Bros., 1942, 00:58:15–00:59:30,
featuring the dialogue "Here's looking at you, kid."

Alternatively, if timecodes are unavailable:

2. The Godfather, directed by Francis Ford Coppola, Paramount Pictures, 1972, Scene 12,
the baptism sequence.

It is crucial to establish a consistent method for timecoding or scene referencing early in
your analysis and to maintain it throughout. If you are working with a screenplay, you would
cite that as a separate published or unpublished source, following the guidelines for those
respective formats.

Citing Visual Elements and Cinematography

When analyzing specific visual elements such as camera angles, framing, or mise-en-scène,
the citation should still refer back to the film and the specific point within it. While a direct
timecode is ideal, you might also describe the shot in relation to the surrounding action or
dialogue. For example, you might refer to a specific shot within a longer scene, noting its
duration or its impact within the narrative flow.

For complex visual analyses, it might be beneficial to refer to specific frames if possible,
though this is less common for standard film analysis papers. The emphasis remains on
guiding the reader to the exact visual moment under consideration.



Citing Film Scholarship

Beyond citing the film itself, your analysis will invariably engage with existing
scholarship—books, journal articles, essays, and reviews about cinema. Chicago style
provides clear guidelines for referencing these scholarly sources.

Books and Monographs

When citing a book-length work on film, the format in footnotes/endnotes typically includes
the author's first and last name, the title of the book (italicized), publication information
(city, publisher, year), and the specific page number(s) being referenced.

3. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art: An Introduction, 11th ed. (New York:
McGraw-Hill Education, 2014), 115.

For subsequent citations of the same source, a shortened form is used, typically the
author's last name and the page number.

Journal Articles and Essays

Citing journal articles follows a similar pattern. In footnotes/endnotes, you 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).

4. Carol J. Clover, "The Exiled Subject," in Screen Theory: A Reader, ed. Tony Thwaites,
Adam Adamson, and Hugo Duncan (London: Arnold, 1998), 256–65.

If citing an article from a scholarly journal:

5. Sarah K. Code, "The Rhetoric of Affect: A Formalist Approach to Emotional Response in
the Cinema," Film Quarterly 68, no. 2 (Winter 2014): 45.

Online Sources and Film Reviews

The digital landscape presents unique challenges. When citing online film reviews or
scholarly articles accessed online, you should include the author, title, publication name,
date of publication, and a URL or DOI if available. CMOS also recommends including an
access date for online sources, as these can change.

6. A. O. Scott, "A Director with Both Eyes Wide Open," review of Blade Runner 2049, New
York Times, October 5, 2017,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/movies/blade-runner-2049-review.html. Accessed
November 15, 2023.



For academic articles found online through databases like JSTOR or Project MUSE, the DOI
(Digital Object Identifier) is preferred over a URL if available, as it provides a stable link.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes in Film Analysis

Chicago style offers two primary systems for citation: footnotes and endnotes. Both serve
the same purpose of attributing sources, but their placement differs. The choice between
them often depends on stylistic preference or specific journal/publisher requirements.

Footnotes

Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page on which the reference is made. They are ideal
for analyses where frequent references are made within the text, as they allow the reader
to consult the source immediately without turning to the end of the document. For film
analysis, this can be particularly useful when discussing specific cinematic techniques or
thematic elements that require frequent referencing to the film or critical texts.

Each footnote is numbered sequentially corresponding to a superscript number in the text.
The first citation of a source in a footnote is typically full, while subsequent citations are
shortened.

Endnotes

Endnotes are compiled at the end of the main text, before the bibliography. They are
numbered sequentially in the same manner as footnotes. Some writers prefer endnotes as
they can make the main text appear less cluttered. However, this means readers must
interrupt their reading flow to consult the endnotes.

The decision between footnotes and endnotes should be made based on what best serves
the clarity and readability of your film analysis. For complex academic papers, footnotes
often provide a more seamless reading experience.

Formatting Your Film Analysis Paper

Beyond citation, Chicago style also dictates formatting conventions for the manuscript
itself. Adhering to these guidelines enhances the professionalism and readability of your
work.



General Manuscript Format

A typical Chicago-style paper includes a title page (though some instructors may waive
this), the main body of text, endnotes (if used), and a bibliography. The text should be
double-spaced, use a standard 12-point font (like Times New Roman), and have one-inch
margins on all sides. Page numbers should appear at the top right of each page, starting
from the second page of the manuscript.

The Bibliography

The bibliography, appearing at the end of the paper, lists all the sources consulted and
cited in the work. It is organized alphabetically by the author's last name. The format for
each entry in the bibliography mirrors that of the first footnote/endnote citation but omits
page numbers unless citing a specific chapter in an edited collection. For films, the
bibliography entry would typically be:

Film Title. Directed by Director's Name. Production Company, Year.

For scholarly sources, the bibliography entry is also alphabetical and follows the same
general format as used in footnotes/endnotes, but again, without page numbers for the
entire work.

Title Conventions

Film titles should always be italicized in both the text and the bibliography. Titles of articles,
essays, or chapters within edited volumes should be enclosed in quotation marks. This
distinction is crucial for clarity and adherence to stylistic norms.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating the specifics of Chicago style for film analysis can present challenges.
Awareness of common errors and adherence to best practices will ensure a polished and
accurate academic output.

Common Pitfalls



Inconsistent citation format for films and scholarly sources.

Failure to provide sufficient detail for locating specific filmic moments (e.g., missing
timecodes or scene references).

Incorrect formatting of film titles (not italicized) or article titles (not in quotation
marks).

Mixing up footnote/endnote format with bibliography format.

Over-reliance on summary without precise citation of film elements.

Not consulting the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for updated
guidelines, especially regarding digital media.

Best Practices

Maintain a detailed citation log from the beginning of your research.

Consult The Chicago Manual of Style directly for any ambiguous situations.

When in doubt, provide more information rather than less, especially regarding film
references (e.g., include both timecode and scene description if possible).



Proofread your citations carefully; a misplaced comma or missing detail can cause
confusion.

If writing for a specific publication or course, always check their individual style
requirements, as they may have specific adaptations of Chicago style.

Understand the purpose of each citation: to guide your reader to the exact source
material you are discussing, whether it is a film scene or a critical argument.

FAQ Section

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago
style and MLA style for film analysis?
A: The primary difference lies in their citation systems. Chicago style primarily uses a
footnote/endnote system or author-date system, while MLA style uses parenthetical in-text
citations followed by a Works Cited page. For film analysis, Chicago's footnote/endnote
system often allows for more detailed contextualization of specific filmic elements directly
within the analytical prose.

Q: How do I cite a director's commentary track on a
DVD or Blu-ray in Chicago style?
A: You would treat the commentary track as a separate audio work accompanying the film.
In a footnote/endnote, you would typically cite it as: Director's Name, commentator, Film
Title (Director's Name, Director Company, Year), audio commentary. For example: Francis
Ford Coppola, commentator, The Godfather (Paramount Pictures, 1972), audio
commentary.

Q: Is there a standard way to cite a specific visual motif
that appears multiple times in a film using Chicago
style?
A: Yes, while it's challenging to pinpoint every instance, you should cite the first significant
appearance or a representative example, using timecodes or scene numbers. You can then
refer to the motif generally throughout your analysis, reminding the reader of its initial
citation. If a particular motif is crucial, you might create a dedicated section or discuss its
evolution, referencing key instances.



Q: What if the film I'm analyzing is only available
through a streaming service? How do I cite that in
Chicago style?
A: You should cite the film as you normally would, but include the name of the streaming
service and the date you accessed it. For example: Parasite, directed by Bong Joon Ho, CJ
Entertainment, 2019, streaming on Hulu. Accessed November 15, 2023. If a specific URL is
available and stable, you can include that as well.

Q: When analyzing film, should I use timecodes or scene
numbers? Which is preferred in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style itself doesn't mandate one over the other; it emphasizes clarity and
consistency. Timecodes are generally preferred when available because they are more
precise. However, if your film version doesn't have reliable timecodes, scene numbers are
an acceptable alternative, provided they are consistently applied and clearly indicated.

Q: How do I cite a critical essay about a film that is
published in an edited collection, using Chicago style?
A: In a footnote/endnote, you would cite it as: Author's First Name Last Name, "Title of
Essay," in Title of Edited Collection, ed. Editor's First Name Last Name (City: Publisher,
Year), page numbers of the essay. For example: André Bazin, "The Ontology of the
Photographic Image," in What Is Cinema?, ed. and trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1967), 11.
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