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The Chicago Style for Film Thesis: A Comprehensive Guide to Chicago Manual Style Citation

chicago style for film thesis chicago manual style citation forms the bedrock of academic
integrity and scholarly communication within film studies. For students embarking on a film thesis,
mastering the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is not merely a formality; it is
essential for presenting a well-researched, credible, and polished academic work. This
comprehensive guide will demystify the application of CMOS to film theses, covering everything
from the fundamental principles of citation to the specific nuances of citing various film sources. We
will delve into the two primary citation systems within CMOS—notes-bibliography and author-
date—and explore their respective applications. Furthermore, we will examine how to correctly
format bibliographical entries for films, interviews, scholarly articles, books, and other relevant
materials frequently encountered in film scholarship. Understanding these guidelines ensures your
thesis is not only compliant but also a testament to your rigorous engagement with the field of
cinema.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Film
Theses

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide that provides comprehensive
rules for manuscript preparation and citation. For a film thesis, adhering to CMOS ensures
consistency, clarity, and academic rigor. It dictates how your research should be presented, from the
formatting of your text and footnotes to the precise way you cite your sources. The overarching goal
is to enable readers to easily locate and verify the information you present, thereby strengthening
your arguments and contributing to the scholarly discourse in film studies. Embracing CMOS from
the outset of your thesis writing process will save considerable time and effort during the revision
stages.

The manual is particularly valuable for its flexibility, offering two distinct citation systems: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. While both are recognized by CMOS, the choice
often depends on the specific requirements of your academic department or institution, and
sometimes on the prevailing conventions within your particular subfield of film studies.



Understanding the fundamental differences and applications of each system is the first crucial step
in successfully navigating Chicago style for your film thesis.

Choosing Your Citation System: Notes-Bibliography vs.
Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citing sources, and selecting the right
one is paramount for your film thesis. The notes-bibliography system, often favored in the
humanities, uses footnotes or endnotes to provide citations within the text, accompanied by a
comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. The author-date system, more common in the
sciences and social sciences, uses parenthetical citations in the text (e.g., (Smith 2020, 45)) and a
reference list at the end.

The Notes-Bibliography System Explained

In the notes-bibliography system, each citation is linked to a corresponding note (footnote or
endnote) that provides the full bibliographic information for the source. A numbered superscript in
the text indicates the presence of a note. For subsequent citations of the same source, shortened
notes are typically used, along with the page number. The bibliography at the end of the thesis lists
all cited sources alphabetically by author's last name, providing a comprehensive overview of the
research conducted. This system allows for more extensive explanatory notes within the text itself,
which can be beneficial for elaborating on minor points or providing additional context without
disrupting the flow of the main argument in your film thesis.

The Author-Date System Explained

The author-date system employs parenthetical citations embedded directly within the narrative of
your film thesis. These citations typically include the author's last name and the year of publication,
often followed by a page number if a specific passage is being referenced. For example, a citation
might appear as (Corrigan 2012, 112). The accompanying reference list at the end of your thesis
contains full bibliographic details for all sources cited, arranged alphabetically by author's last
name. This system is generally considered more streamlined for in-text referencing, allowing readers
to quickly identify the source of information without necessarily needing to consult extensive notes.
It is particularly useful when citing a large number of sources with frequent referencing.

Essential Elements of Chicago Style Citation for Film

Regardless of which CMOS system you choose, certain core elements are consistently required for
accurate citation in a film thesis. These elements ensure that your readers can identify and locate
the exact source of your information. Key components include the author's name (if applicable), title
of the work, publication information (publisher, place, year), and specific identifiers such as film



titles, director names, production companies, and release dates. Understanding how to correctly
present these details for various media is fundamental to proper Chicago style for film thesis.

Authorial Attribution and Title Conventions

When citing works, the author's name is typically presented in the format Last Name, First Name.
For edited volumes, the editor's name is used. Film titles, whether of full-length features, short films,
or television series, should be italicized. The names of directors, screenwriters, actors, and other key
personnel are also crucial pieces of information that need to be included when citing films.
Consistency in how you present these names and titles is key to maintaining a professional academic
presentation in your film thesis.

Publication Details and Disambiguation

Publication details vary depending on the type of source. For books, this includes the publisher's
name and the year of publication. For scholarly articles, it involves the journal title, volume, issue
number, and page range. For films, the production company, year of release, and often the
distributor are important. When dealing with multiple works by the same author or similar titles,
clear disambiguation techniques, such as adding the publication year or a short version of the title,
are necessary to avoid confusion for your readers and to uphold the integrity of your film thesis.

Citing Films: The Core of Film Thesis Referencing

Citing films is perhaps the most distinctive aspect of Chicago style for film thesis work. Unlike
traditional academic texts, films are multimedia creations with multiple contributors and often
multiple versions or releases. The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidelines for handling
these complexities, ensuring that your citations are both accurate and informative. Properly citing
the films you analyze is critical for the credibility and depth of your film thesis.

Basic Film Citation Format (Notes-Bibliography)

In the notes-bibliography system, a typical note for a film would include the film's title (italicized),
followed by the director's name (preceded by "directed by"), the production company or distributor,
and the year of release. For example:

e 1. Citizen Kane, directed by Orson Welles, RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

The corresponding bibliography entry would be formatted similarly, with the director's name
preceding the title. For example:



e Welles, Orson, director. Citizen Kane. RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

Basic Film Citation Format (Author-Date)

For the author-date system, the parenthetical in-text citation would typically just include the
director's last name and the year, as films themselves are not usually attributed to a single author in
the same way a book is. However, the corresponding reference list entry would provide the full
details. The reference list entry might look like this:

e Welles, Orson, director. Citizen Kane. RKO Radio Pictures, 1941.

The in-text citation, if referring to the film generally, might not require a specific page number. If
referring to a specific moment, it would be noted by time code, e.g., (Welles 1941, 00:15:30).

Citing Specific Aspects of a Film

When referring to specific scenes, dialogue, or performances within a film, you will need to provide
more detailed information. For the notes-bibliography system, this might involve including the
specific time code in your footnote or endnote. For the author-date system, the time code would be
included in the parenthetical citation. For example, a note might read:

e 1. Casablanca, directed by Michael Curtiz, Warner Bros., 1942, 00:45:10-00:46:00.

And an author-date citation would look like: (Curtiz 1942, 00:45:10-00:46:00).

Citing Different Versions and Sources of Films

When dealing with different versions of a film (e.g., director's cuts, restored versions) or citing films
from specific sources like streaming services or DVDs, it is important to include this information. For
a DVD, you would cite the disc number if relevant and the manufacturer. For streaming services, you
would include the service name and the date of access. This level of detail ensures that your reader
can find the exact version of the film you are analyzing, which is crucial for maintaining the validity
of your arguments in your film thesis.



Citing Film Criticism and Scholarly Sources

A film thesis is built not only on the analysis of films themselves but also on engagement with
existing scholarship. Properly citing books, journal articles, essays, and other scholarly materials
that discuss cinema is as vital as citing the films themselves. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
clear guidelines for these common academic sources.

Citing Books on Film

When citing a book that discusses film theory, history, or specific cinematic works, follow the
standard CMOS book citation format. In the notes-bibliography system, a note would include the
author's full name, the book's title (italicized), publication information (city: publisher, year), and
page numbers. For example:

e 2. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film History: An Introduction (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 2010), 25.

The bibliography entry would be:

e Bordwell, David, and Kristin Thompson. Film History: An Introduction. New York: McGraw-
Hill, 2010.

For the author-date system, the in-text citation would be (Bordwell and Thompson 2010, 25), and the
reference list entry would be the same as the bibliography entry above.

Citing Journal Articles on Film

Journal articles are a staple of film scholarship. In the notes-bibliography system, a note would
include the article author's name, the article title (in quotation marks), the journal title (italicized),
volume and issue numbers, year of publication, and page range. For example:

¢ 3. Linda Williams, "Film Bodies: Gender, Pornography, and Power," Film Quarterly 48, no. 4
(Summer 1995): 2-12.

The bibliography entry would be:



e Williams, Linda. "Film Bodies: Gender, Pornography, and Power." Film Quarterly 48, no. 4
(Summer 1995): 2-12.

The author-date in-text citation would be (Williams 1995, 5), and the reference list entry would be
identical to the bibliography entry.

Citing Essays in Edited Collections

Essays within edited volumes are common in film studies. The citation format distinguishes between
the author of the essay and the editor of the collection. In the notes-bibliography system, a note
would look like:

e 4. Susan Sontag, "Notes on 'Camp'," in Against Interpretation (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1966), 275-292, here 277.

The bibliography entry:

e Sontag, Susan. "Notes on 'Camp'." In Against Interpretation, 275-292. New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 1966.

The author-date in-text citation would be (Sontag 1966, 277), with the reference list entry matching
the bibliography entry.

Citing Archival Materials and Other Primary Sources

Beyond films and published criticism, your film thesis might engage with a variety of primary
sources, such as interviews, correspondence, production documents, or even other forms of media.
The Chicago Manual of Style provides frameworks for citing these less conventional materials,
ensuring that your research into film history and practice is thoroughly documented.

Citing Interviews

Interviews can be with filmmakers, actors, critics, or archival subjects. The citation should include
the interviewee, interviewer (if known and relevant), date, and location or medium of the interview.
For a published interview:



¢ 5. Quentin Tarantino, interview by Emmanuel Levy, October 15, 2004, Santa Monica, CA.
Transcript available at Emmanuel Levy's blog, CinemaReview.com.

For an unpublished interview conducted by you:

¢ 6. Jane Doe, personal interview by author, July 10, 2023, Los Angeles, CA.

The bibliography/reference list entry would provide similar details, often with the interviewee's
name first. Accuracy in noting whether the interview is published or unpublished is key for your film
thesis.

Citing Archival Documents and Manuscripts

When citing materials from film archives or special collections, provide as much detail as possible to
help readers locate the item. This typically includes the name of the collection, the specific item or
folder, the archive's name, and its location. For example:

e 7. Orson Welles Papers, Box 15, Folder 3, "Screenplay Drafts - The Magnificent Ambersons,"
University of Michigan, William Clements Library.

If you are using a digital archive or online repository, include the URL and access date. These
detailed citations are vital for any film thesis relying on primary archival research.

Citing Other Audiovisual Materials

This can include television programs, documentaries not released as theatrical films, or short video
clips found online. The format will resemble film citation but may incorporate specific details
relevant to the medium, such as the television network, original air date, or platform for online
content. For a documentary series episode:

¢ 8. "The Rise of Hollywood," American Cinema, episode 2, directed by David Grubin, PBS,
October 17, 1994.

Ensure your film thesis accurately reflects the source of all audiovisual materials.



Formatting Your Film Thesis According to Chicago
Style

Beyond citations, the Chicago Manual of Style dictates formatting conventions that ensure your film
thesis is presented professionally and consistently. These guidelines apply to the overall structure,
typography, and layout of your document. Proper formatting enhances readability and demonstrates
attention to detail, crucial aspects of academic work in film studies.

Manuscript Preparation Guidelines

CMOS provides detailed instructions on margins, spacing, pagination, and the placement of
elements like the title page, table of contents, chapter headings, and appendices. Generally, double-
spacing is required throughout the document, with specific allowances for block quotes. Page
numbers are typically placed in the upper right-hand corner, starting after the table of contents.
Adhering to these standards makes your film thesis appear polished and conforms to academic
expectations.

Title Page and Table of Contents

The title page should include the full title of your film thesis, your name, the name of your
department and institution, and the date of submission. The table of contents should list all major
sections, chapters, and subheadings, along with their corresponding page numbers. This provides a
clear roadmap for your reader, enabling them to navigate your film thesis with ease and locate
specific areas of interest.

Tables, Figures, and Captions

If your film thesis includes tables or figures (such as film stills, diagrams, or charts), CMOS provides
guidelines for their formatting and referencing. Each table and figure should be numbered
sequentially and have a clear, descriptive caption. The caption should identify the content and
include citation information for the source of the image or data, if it is not your original creation.
This is particularly important when analyzing visual elements of films in your thesis.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in Chicago Style
Citation for Film

Navigating Chicago style for film thesis can present unique challenges. Awareness of common
mistakes and adherence to best practices will significantly improve the accuracy and professionalism
of your work. Diligence in citation is key to academic integrity in film studies.



Common Citation Errors to Avoid

One frequent error is inconsistent formatting between notes and the bibliography/reference list.
Another is misattributing authorship or directorial credit. For films, forgetting to italicize titles or to
include essential publication details are also common oversights. Additionally, failing to provide
precise page numbers or time codes when referring to specific content can weaken your citations.
Ensure every source that is cited in your film thesis appears in the bibliography/reference list, and
vice versa.

Strategies for Ensuring Accuracy

The most effective strategy is meticulous record-keeping from the outset. As you conduct your
research for your film thesis, maintain a running list of all sources you consult, along with their
bibliographic details. Use citation management software if helpful. Before submission, proofread
your entire document specifically for citation accuracy, checking every note, in-text citation, and
bibliography entry against the original source and CMOS guidelines. Consulting the official Chicago
Manual of Style or reliable online resources dedicated to CMOS is always advisable.

Mastering chicago style for film thesis is an integral part of producing a high-quality academic work.
By understanding the nuances of the notes-bibliography and author-date systems, diligently citing
films and scholarly sources, and adhering to formatting guidelines, you can ensure your film thesis is
both credible and professionally presented. The effort invested in correct citation and formatting will
pay dividends in the clarity and impact of your research.

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago Style for a
film thesis?

A: The primary difference lies in how citations are presented within the text. The notes-bibliography
system uses footnotes or endnotes, while the author-date system uses parenthetical in-text citations

(e.g., (Smith 2020, 45)). Both systems culminate in a comprehensive bibliography or reference list at
the end of the thesis.

Q: How should I cite a specific scene or moment from a film in
my thesis using Chicago Style?

A: You should include the time code (hours:minutes:seconds) in your citation. For the notes-
bibliography system, this would appear in the footnote or endnote. For the author-date system, it
would be part of the parenthetical in-text citation, like (DirectorLastName Year, HH:MM:SS).

Q: What are the essential components for citing a film in



Chicago Style?

A: Key components include the film's title (italicized), the director's name (preceded by "directed
by"), the production company or distributor, and the year of release. Additional details like specific
release dates or formats (DVD, streaming) may also be included if relevant.

Q: How do I cite a scholarly article that discusses film theory
in my film thesis?

A: For the notes-bibliography system, you would cite the author, article title (in quotation marks),
journal title (italicized), volume, issue, publication year, and page range. For the author-date system,
the in-text citation is (AuthorLastName Year, page), and the reference list entry provides the full
details.

Q: Is it necessary to include the director's name when citing a
film in Chicago Style, even if I'm not discussing their specific
contribution?

A: Yes, it is generally considered good practice to include the director's name as it is a key piece of
information for identifying a film, especially in scholarly contexts. It helps differentiate films with
similar titles and provides essential attribution.

Q: What if I am citing a film that has multiple directors or a
significant ensemble cast?

A: Chicago Style allows for flexibility. You can choose to cite the primary director or list key
directors if their contributions are equally significant. For ensemble casts, you typically wouldn't list
every actor in the main citation unless a specific actor's performance is the focus of your analysis.

Q: How do I cite a film that I accessed via a streaming service
like Netflix or Hulu for my film thesis?

A: You should include the name of the streaming service and the date of access in your citation, in
addition to the standard film information. For example: (DirectorLastName Year, HH:MM:SS,
accessed Month Day, Year, via StreamingService).

Q: When should I use short notes versus full notes for
repeated citations of the same source in a film thesis?

A: After the first full citation of a source (in a note or the bibliography/reference list), subsequent
citations of the same source can use a shortened format. This typically includes the author's last
name, a shortened version of the title if necessary, and the page number or time code.
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